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Abstract
The ability of regions to develop new productive capacities and to address the needs of inhabitants has become central in
the EU agenda to trigger cohesion, sustainable growth and equality. This ability does not derive only from material assets
but also from cognitive ones, such as trust, ways of cooperation, governance cultures and sense of belonging. Cognitive
aspects are in fact fundamental in making the most of the greater potential of territorial features. Using the concept of
territorial capital, we investigate this mix between material and cognitive assets in regional planning discourses. Territorial
capital raises issues of spatial diversity and inequality as questions of access. Starting from the theoretical framework
suggested by Servillo, Atkinson, and Russo (2011) on attractiveness and mobilization strategies, this article addresses the
issue of territorial inequalities on material and cognitive bases by analysing mobilization discourses on territorial capital at
a regional scale in Italy and Austria. The investigation of three case studies at different territorial scales (urban, suburban
and rural) in each country allows both intra-regional and inter-regional comparison. By mapping the discursive structures
of local economic development documents and key-actor interviews, we analyse the different mobilizing strategies in
these contexts. Comparing inter-regional mobilization provides an in-depth insight into differences as well as similarities
of cohesion strategies in regional planning on multiple levels. This can spark new territorially sensitive schemes for further
sustainable socio-economic and equalising development that connects with the social structures on the ground.
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1. Introduction

The central role of regions in contributing to growth
has been made clear in the EU agenda since the 2000s.
At the same time, it has been stated that the ability to
generate economic growth is strictly linked to the social
cohesion of a territory (European Commission, 2005).
Cohesion policies, developed by the EU, were drawn up
with the specific goal of helping regions to use their

assets and to benefit from all their potentials (Fratesi &
Perucca, 2014).

This objective gave rise to the relevance not only of
material features of territory but also of cognitive ones.
On this, in 2001 the OECD promoted the idea of territo-
rial capital, listing a variety of material and non-material
factors (OECD, 2001). The European Commission (2005)
resumed the same concept highlighting the role of ter-
ritorial policies in making territorial capital effective for
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growth; in other words, enhancing the mobilization of
local capital. The topic of mobilizing territorial capital at
regional levels raises issues of territorial inequalities, con-
sidering not only the diversity among European regions
but also intra-regional diversity. Looking at the mobi-
lization of territorial capital with a focus on inequalities
means not only considering the differences in terms of
assets, be theymaterial or non-material, but also the gov-
ernance, institutional arrangements, collaboration cul-
ture, identity and networks that characterize each locali-
ty. In this sense, themobilization or the lack ofmobilizing
of territorial capital is usually legitimized by a public dis-
course that can support, foster or hinder it.

Moving from the theoretical framework suggested
by Servillo, Atkinson, and Russo (2011) on attractiveness
andmobilization strategies, this article investigatesmobi-
lization in the light of territorial inequalities. We do this
by analysing mobilization strategies at regional levels
and by adopting a comparative case study approach that
makes it possible to both interpret and identify relations
(Ragin, 2014, pp. 35–36). Taking into consideration three
cases at diverse territorial levels (urban, suburban and
rural) in two countries (Austria and Italy), we suggest a
comparison in order to see how the mobilization of terri-
torial capital is enhanced or hindered. The methodology
is based on secondary data, key-actor interviews and pol-
icy discourse analysis (see the Supplementary Material
for more details).

The article starts with a first part that describes the
theoretical discussion on territorial capital and its mobi-
lization. A second part presents the cases, focusing on
the main socio-demographic features and the territori-
al assets. A third part is devoted to the analysis of the
strategy discourse relating to territorial capital mobiliza-
tion and interviews with key informants for each locality
in the two countries. Finally, the last part concludes with
an analytical comparison and final remarks.

2. Territorial Assets, Mobilization and Inequality

Stemming from the idea of local milieu (Maillat, 1995),
territorial capital entails both material and cognitive
assets. While material aspects are easily associated
with locally available resources, cognitive aspects are
often lost in discussions analysing contextual conditions.
A local milieu is defined based on the following charac-
teristics: (1) a group of actors relatively autonomous in
taking decisions and formulating strategies, (2) a specific
set of material and immaterial elements, (3) institutional
elements and cooperation between local actors used as
a basis, and (4) internal self-regulating dynamics and the
ability of actors to find new solutions as their competitive
environment changes.

The milieu is a cognitive concept, which assembles
the behaviours of its protagonists and enhances their
collective learning. According to the original definition,
the milieu is also characterized by a strong propensi-
ty towards innovation (Maillat, 1995). As Servillo et al.

(2011) observe, he original definition of milieu does not
imply any formof local dynamics that risks describing the
territory as a simple container of material or immaterial
goods. Picking up a more dynamic view, the OECD intro-
duced the comprehensive concept of territorial capital in
2001. It is defined as the system of territorial assets of an
economic, cultural, social and environmental nature that
ensure the development potential of places.

The potential of this approach resides in the recog-
nition of possible interactions between assets of differ-
ent kinds: private or public goods interacting with knowl-
edge or innovation capability and cooperation networks.
Thereby, the concept of territorial capital introduces a
shift from a functional to a cognitive approach. Local
competitiveness is identified not only in the presence
of skilled labour or the availability of capital but also in
creativity, local trust and a sense of belonging. It implies
localized externalities, localized production activities, tra-
ditions, skills and know-how (Camagni, 2009; Capello,
Caragliu, & Nijkamp, 2009). Together, they build a system
of proximity relationships that enhance the static and
dynamic productivity of local factors. Territorial capital
can therefore be conceived as “the set of localized assets
that constitute the competitive potential of a given terri-
tory” (Camagni & Capello, 2013, p. 1387). The econom-
ic role of territorial capital resides in the enhancing effi-
ciency and productivity of local activities. The attempt to
measure the territorial capital by Camagni and Capello
(2013, p. 1398) shows “an intermediate class of club
goods or impure public goods” that imply a relation-
al nature, “and which appear to be of great impor-
tance in terms of the governance of the local develop-
ment process.’’

Themain difficulty in transposing this framework into
empirical applications lies in the complexity of the set of
assets that define territorial capital and, consequently, in
the resulting measurement problems (Affuso, Camagni,
& Capello, 2011; Perucca, 2014).We suggest using discur-
sive approaches to filter this complexity (Atkinson, Held,
& Jeffares, 2011). Besides the assets that make up terri-
torial capitals, policies and narratives contribute to rep-
resenting and evaluating the resources of any single ter-
ritory, enforcing or hindering their mobilization. Public
authorities and stakeholders, who usually hold the cen-
tral discourse, play a strategic role in triggering mobi-
lization processes in a multilevel governance framework
(Servillo et al., 2011). Therefore, this article takes into
consideration the public discourse used by these actors
to foster economic growth by comparing the results that
emerged from the discourse analysis with the data col-
lected from strategy documents and interviews with key
informants, which included policymakers, public authori-
ties, business actors and experts of the specific localities.
The final aim is then to understand how the narratives
conveyed by the public discourses hinder or enforce the
mobilization of territorial capital with the objective of
economic growth in a context characterized by diverse
local features. The article seeks to answer: What local
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conditions of cognitive assets hinder or enforce themobi-
lization of territorial capital?

We arrive at a reflection on diverse localities, by
comparing three local contexts in two countries (Austria
and Italy). We chose localities within one geographical
region that has had socio-economic interventions by rel-
evant development strategies in the last 30 years (after
de-industrialization). At the same time, these localities
show internal social and economic inequalities in terms
of access to vital services and life-chances. The cases
have been labelled as rural, suburban and urban to indi-
cate specific features related mostly to demographic dif-
ferences and the structure of the local economy. Table 1
sums up some of the main characteristics.

3. Case Studies

3.1. Italian Case Studies

Lombardy is the most populated region of Italy. Milan,
the regional capital, has been one of the leading indus-
trial centres since 1900. The region shows a high degree
of heterogeneity in terms of socio-demographic indica-
tors (such as population change or immigration) and
socio-economic ones (unemployment rate, female par-
ticipation in the labour market). This internal hetero-
geneity represents a challenge for the design of cohe-
sion policies and the fostering of economic growth.
The three local cases discussed here are Milan, as the
urban case, Legnano, the suburban, and the rural case
of Oltrepo’ Pavese.

Milan is the central economic and financial hub of
Northern Italy with a population of 1.370 million inhab-
itants. It features a multi-sectoral economy, generally
dominated by the advanced tertiary sector (Cucca, 2010).
The city’s governance arena is populated by a multi-
plicity of diverse actors (business actors, tertiary sec-
tor, community actors) with the subsequent retrench-
ment of the local authority from some relevant issues
of the local agenda. This also derives from a long
history and tradition of Milanese civil society. Milan
shows layers of the society engaged in development
and solidarity. Moreover, the city displays a significant
amount of intangible resources: It is the Italian capital
in terms of start-ups, home to public and private uni-
versities, research centres, cultural institutions and inno-
vation hubs. These factors have flowed into a flourish-
ing of public-private partnerships that work successful-
ly because of considerable amounts of private resources.
Despite a race towards growth and innovation, the city
is often described as a two-speed city, indicating the
increasing polarization occurring within the urban con-
text. Milan copes with a general impoverishment of the
population, spreading inequalities and increasing social
polarization. The distribution of the population exem-
plifies this increasing polarization: a heterogeneous and
scattered periphery with a low level of residential seg-
regation, the opposite of a strongly homogenous city
centre with a concentration of wealthy members of
the population.

Legnano lies in theMetropolitanArea ofMilan, about
20 kilometres from the Milan city centre. The town is

Table 1.Main features of the selected cases.

Italy Austria

Oltrepo’ Kleinregion Waldviertler
Milan Legnano Pavese Vienna Ebreichsdorf Kernland
(urban) (suburban) (rural) (urban) (suburban) (rural)

Population (2019) 1,351,562 60,259 13,590 1,867,582 36,601 14,022

5-year population change 0.08% 0.04% −0.03% 8.76% 8.43% −3.13%
(2011–2016)

Unemployment (2011) 8.4% 4.6%
Local unemployment (2015) 6.8% 8.3% 5% 13.3% 7.5% 3.4%
Employment primary 3.6% 4%
sector (2015)

Local employment primary 0.8% 0.9% 11.1% 0.1% 4.3% 26.2%
sector (2015)
Notes: Legnano and Kleinregion Ebreichsdorf, despite the diverse size in term of population, share some typical features of suburban
localities such as being commuter towns. The rural areas are more similar in terms of population size and they both are characterised
by depopulation and the dominant role of agriculture. The following section gives context details on each case locality and digs deeper
into territorial assets. Unemployment is ratio by active population. Local employment in primary sector by total workforce—own cal-
culation based on official national statistics. Employed by sector of total workforce numbers are based on Statistics Austria municipal
data (authors’ own calculation). Sources: Statistics Austria (n.d.), Italian National Institute of Statistics (n.d.), Eurostat (n.d.; last accessed
11 August 2020), AMS Austria (2018), Eurostat as cited in Grozea-Helmenstein, Helmenstein, and Neumüller (2016, p. 24).
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linked toMilan by a good transportation system that per-
mits commuting. Its dependency onMilan is softened by
the fact that Legnano is the biggest and leading munici-
pality of the Alto Milanese area, one of the most indus-
trialized and populated areas of the country. From the
end of the 19th century, Legnano has become the main
city in a cluster of industrial development centres, occu-
pying a crucial position in the textile andmechanical engi-
neering industries at a national level (Tosi & Vitale, 2011).
During the de-industrialization process in the 1980s and
1990s, big firms and industries started to decline and par-
tially or entirely closed in the beginning of the 2000s.
This change not only created unemployment but chal-
lenged the narrative about the identity of Legnano’s long-
term inhabitants, strongly linked to the world of industry.
The decline in industrial activities has been only partial-
ly offset by the growth in the construction and service
provision sectors (Tosi & Vitale, 2011). Legnano’s main
asset is the quality of its local enterprises (SMEs). After
the de-industrialization, these enterprises have been try-
ing to re-invent themselves and adapt to the interna-
tional context. Their quality is linked to a widespread
entrepreneurial spirit that is also the leading dimension
of the territorial identity.

Oltrepo’ Pavese is located in the province of Pavia
and includes 18 municipalities, most of which have few-
er than 1000 inhabitants. The Northern portion of the
region is mainly hilly, while the Southern area is part
of the Northern Apennines. Because of natural obsta-
cles in the area, mobility has always been an issue for
commuting and service delivery. The territorial capital
in Oltrepo’ Pavese is connected to the natural features,
local history and culture. The main economic opportu-
nities are represented by agri-food, slow-tourism and
biodiversity. Oltrepo’ Pavese’s main challenge is to over-
come the economic marginalization caused mainly by
two demographic processes: depopulation and ageing.
Nevertheless, this challenge is hardly taken up by the
local (public) actors. In general, a set of features hin-
dering growth and development is identifiable in the
area: low entrepreneurial aspiration, conflicting social
attitudes, lack of business vision and clientelism dynam-
ics that characterize local politics.

3.2. Austrian Case Studies

The Austrian case study region is in the north-eastern
part of the country. It consists of the Bundesländer Lower
Austria and Vienna. While Lower Austria is the largest
Bundesland, Vienna is the smallest in terms of territori-
al size. Moreover, Vienna is the densest city in the coun-
try, while Lower Austria’s territory has the most farm-
ing land per square kilometre in the country. The three
local cases chosen for this research are Vienna, as the
urban case, Kleinregion Ebreichsdorf as the suburban,
and Kleinregion Waldviertler Kernland as the rural case.

Vienna counts over 1.8 million inhabitants (2019),
which is around one-fifth (21%) of Austria’s popula-

tion. Its crucial demographic trend is population growth.
Compared to other cities in Austria, Vienna presents
itself as a centre for international business in the ter-
tiary sector and international migration. After years of
depopulation in Vienna, Austria’s accession to the EU in
1995 and the further enlargement of the Union reversed
depopulation. The governance arena of the urban case
is populated by a multiplicity of diverse actors (inter-
est groups, tertiary sector, business actors) but the
local authorities are the main drivers of urban socio-
economic development. This derives from a long tradi-
tion of the social-democratic rule and the city’s status as
a Bundesland. Accordingly, the city’s government forms
both the city and Land administration and enjoys more
autonomy than any other city in the country. Overall, gov-
ernance is organized collaboratively with a strong influ-
ence of the city council and Austrian social partners that
represent the institutionalized interests of both work-
ers and employers. The involvement of social partners
is not unique to the city of Vienna. However, the city
can act almost as a city-state due to its legal status as
a Bundeslandwhich allows the city to focus almost exclu-
sively on urban topics. Moreover, as the capital, Vienna
hosts vital national institutions which enables vital net-
works. Public-Private Partnerships are somewhat rare
but sought after by the city government according to
international best-practice discourses.

The Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion is an inter-municipal
collaboration of tenmunicipalities. It is part of the Lower
Austria Bundesland located within the Functional Urban
Area of Vienna, 40 kilometres south of it. Traffic con-
nection opportunities differ between municipalities, but
the area is quite well connected. The most important
demographic trend is population growth. Between 2007
and 2017, the population in this area grew by 16.5%—
slightly more than Vienna. Mostly, this trend is based
on domestic migration. Population growth by immigra-
tion and high shares of commuting towards Vienna sig-
nificantly shaped the Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion in the last
ten years. The administrative status is that of a volun-
tary Kleinregion, an inter-municipal collaboration of ten
municipalities (36,601 residents). This governance instru-
ment aims to foster inter-municipal cooperation and is
supported by the Bundesland government with extra
resources. The Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion was originally
founded in 2008 by five municipalities. In 2015, collabo-
ration in the Kleinregionwas reinstalled and extended by
five more municipalities. Based on the recent expansion,
we observe a lot of activities and enthusiasm in media
accounts, but some municipalities seem to have a more
substantial lead than others. There is no one single com-
pany that dominates the region. In 2018, however, the
opening of a ‘Research and Technology Hub’ was adver-
tised by the government of Lower Austria as a significant
project for improving the local economy and developing
the tertiary economic sector.

Waldviertler Kernland is in the north-western part
of Lower Austria. The case lies outside of the functional
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area of Vienna and consists of 14 municipalities (14,022
residents). The most significant demographic trends are
population decrease and aging. The area is considered
peripheral due to the bad connection to motorways
and public transport. Since de-industrialization in the
1980s, the locality has lost vital industries and business-
es. However, in the early 1980s, new regional planning
policies and agencies started to counteract the econom-
ic downturn. Regional planning focused on the search
for new, locally-based identities and territorial capital
(e.g., nature for tourism and health resorts) to spark the
local economy. Today, forestry, agriculture and tourism
are key for the local economy. The economic structure
contrasts with national trends of tertiarization—the role
of agriculture and forestry is very high (26.2%) due to
key farming activities and companies in the area. Still,
the share of employment in that sector is also declin-
ing slowly. Like the Austrian suburban case, the rural
case is a voluntary Kleinregion, an inter-municipal col-
laboration which has been in operation since 2001 and
has implemented several regional development projects.
Their focus lies on health and social services, like child-
care during summer. They also collaborate on a common
regional identity and tourism marketing.

4. Method and In-The-Field Activities

Country case selection was based on theoretical sam-
pling (Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967/2009) for
two national cases with different underlying governance
logics (Bonoli, 1997; Esping-Andersen, 1990), but simi-
lar external conditions (Ragin & Becker, 1992) such as
the governance structure within the European Union,
global competition and the socio-economic develop-
ment of Europe. Both Italy and Austria are long-term EU
member states that have invested in cohesion policies.
Regional disparities exist in both countries between thriv-
ing places of knowledge economies and de-industrialized
zones. The cases chosen within the countries share
some local features in terms of assets but differ in gov-
ernance modalities and collective participation in the
policy-making process (tertiary sectors, private actors,
and civil stakeholders). The comparison helps to identify
similarities and differences in broadly the same external
conditions (i.e., EU membership, 2008 financial crisis in
Europe; Rihoux&Grimm, 2006, pp. 43–45). The research
investigated in-depth mobilization strategies of territo-
rial capital on a local level by scrutinizing strategies for
local development and key-actor discourses. Thereby, a
descriptive comparison is achieved thatmakes it possible
to follow up on the mechanism for mobilization in differ-
ent political economies. A larger country sample would
not be able to arrive at such an extensive description of
the phenomena.

Our discursive analysis uses 12 strategy documents
outlining regional economic development and 12 semi-
structured key-actor interviews involved in local econom-
ic development as public, business or civic agents (for

the description of the interview codes used in this arti-
cle see the Supplementary Material). These discourses
outline territorial capital in descriptions of strengths as
well as how to tackle identified challenges. We investi-
gated the documents and interviews collected in three
steps: (1) mapping a larger sample of collected docu-
ments with background information, (2) analysing cen-
tral documents and interviews in a structural-agent-
canteredmanner (Atkinson et al., 2011), and (3) linguistic
performance-oriented ways (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011).
For the first step, we coded descriptions of goals, eco-
nomic growth, identity and collaboration mechanisms in
each document. For a more in-depth analysis of central
documents and interviews, we coded them thematically
in a deductive way (Mayring, 2007; Schmidt, 2007) oper-
ationalizing concepts of territorial capital as descriptions
of local strengths and their mobilization. The analysis
included the perspective suggested by Gervais, Morant,
and Penn (1999) to detect the silence and absence of
specific dimensions and positions.Wewere thereby able
to compare what is addressed, but also what has been
left out.

4.1. Urban Mobilization

Since 2014, Milan has been focusing on becoming a
Smart City, able to compete on a global scale. This
goal constantly resounds in public narratives, coming
from both political and business actors. According to the
Smart City programme diffused by the Municipality, eco-
nomic growth must be pursued with the related goal of
social inclusion. This can happen through strategic coor-
dination and synergy between actors (Milan Municipal
Council, 2014, p. 1). Intangible goods and networks are
considered as resources on which the city should count
to grow and guarantee social inclusion. To this end, a piv-
otal role is assigned to technology and innovation as well
as social integration and inclusion. Milan is presented as
a city already with the capital to be smart, but in need of
a new perspective. This positive narrative aims at gather-
ing the actors needed in order to find away to exploit the
existing assets. However, the modalities through which
this participation should be implemented are not speci-
fied. Other than citizen involvement, public-private part-
nerships have acquired more relevance. An example of
the new role played by business actors is Assolombarda,
an association gathering enterprises in the Province of
Milan and its surroundings. The last Assolombarda pres-
ident describes the network as:

One of the modalities adopted to give shape to this
intention has been the constitution of an adviso-
ry board for the social responsibility of the enter-
prise, that is an organism collecting diverse personal-
ities from the Milanese industrial world….This board
has started to work lately following three priorities:
young, women and culture. (ITUrb1)
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Apart from launching events to bring diverse actors
together, there is no clear strategy to make these net-
works work. The risk is the dispersion of the resources
and the creation of networks that lack shared contents.
Dynamics of inclusion and exclusion are likely to emerge
with some civil society organizations contributing to a
general improvement of the city and others being exclud-
ed from this process. This oversight makes the threat of
a two-speed city more real (ITUrb2).

The hybrid nature of actions presented in the
documents is evident especially in the Manifattura
Milano. Alongside economic growth (“increasing eco-
nomic attractiveness,” “developing consolidated sec-
tors”), the social vocation appears consistently, “com-
bining innovation, inclusion and sustainability,” “rebirth
of peripheries” (Municipality of Milan, 2016). Especially
the social vocation goal implies the participation of cit-
izens. However, there is no clear consensus about the
mobilization capabilities of citizens. A business inter-
viewee (ITUrb3) highlights that there is a restless race
towards innovation, but this hyper-activism risks result-
ing in dispersion and hiding socio-spatial tensions that
will remain unsolved.

In terms of mobilizing territorial capital, Vienna tries
to use policy bundles to achieve economic growth and
cohesion with five-year strategy frameworks and spe-
cialized strategies that range from land-use planning
to business plans, and a wide range of topics (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2005, 2014a, 2014b). Similar
to Milan, the city administration initiated the process
of becoming a Smart City with a full strategy in 2014
(see Vienna Municipal Department 18, 2014b). The city
administration has a thorough approach to city planning
that tries to incorporate social, economic and ecologi-
cal issues. However, this holistic planning style mostly
remains on paper. Urban key-actor interviewees from
the administration indicated that not only has this holis-
tic planning been around for more than 20 years, but
that organizational structures make it prone to institu-
tional hurdles:

However, they overlooked the fact that the biggest
obstacle to implementation is their administration,
which cannot understand this from the outset.
So, those on the inside, experts from the internal
administration, work together, but the actions of the
departments are based on their work programmes.
This is incredibly difficult, which means that internal
PR is one of the biggest challenges tomake something
like this effective. (ATUrb1)

Ultimately, this limits cross-sectoral coordination, even
if it is envisioned in strategy papers. Current strategies
at the municipal level indicate a perceived growth poten-
tial, particularly in the segment of research, technology
and innovation. Documents and interviews highlight the
city’s status as Austria’s hub for higher education and ter-
tiary sector workforce. This status is depicted as territori-

al capital to create a local knowledge economy and Smart
City (Vienna Municipal Department 18, 2014b).

Fostering a culture of collaboration is presented as
the solution to many issues. Cross-horizontal collabora-
tions are often presented for solving challenges with-
in the city. The 2014 strategy prominently put region-
al collaboration forward to create Vienna as a potential
“economic hub, workplace and place of living” (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2014a, p. 93). In the Austrian
context, this is not surprising since the institutional social
partnership between union, labour and commerce inter-
est groups, is present in every Bundesland and on dis-
trict levels. However, the strategy document (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2014a) sets out ways to use
these connections in urban development issues like
developing programs for underused urban areas and
ground floors. Herein, the asset of being the political cen-
tre of the country shows, as it is much easier for interest
groups, including entrepreneurial networks, to connect
and work out solutions (informally).

Politically, the city has a long-standing social-
democratic rule which includes almost permanent
positions of key actors like mayors and town coun-
cils. Thereby, strategies form visions that are more risk-
avoidant and less dynamic but have a solid base for long-
term planning.

4.2. Suburban Mobilization

The identity of Legnano is strongly connected to its glori-
ous industrial past. This rhetoric is vivid in the document
issued in the Strategic Plan of Confindustria Lombardia
(Confindustria, 2015). This plan was prepared to inspire
local firms. The territory is represented as homogenous,
and it is described as a macro-region that belongs to
Europe. The aim of promoting a shared identity and a
feeling of attachment is evident.

As in the case of Milan, the territorial capital is
already considered well-developed to trigger growth.
This already existing capital, according to the document,
is fostered by a high-level training tradition and long-
term experience in school-to-work transition. The pro-
posed clustering strategy is suitable for exploiting the
already existing resources, but a cluster implies a shared
identity and vision. The discourse contained in the doc-
ument emphasizes the similarities among the territories,
especially the entrepreneurial spirit, the courage of the
inhabitants and the capacity of sharing experiences and
abilities. Even if ‘territorial cohesion’ does not appear in
the text, this is the only document, among those select-
ed for the analysis in the Italian case, that shows an ori-
entation towards this concept. The strategy describes
the industrial cluster as belonging to and participating in
wider territorial dynamics (mostly European). The reality
constructed is one of a shared identity that would nat-
urally end up in a cluster. This clashes with the general
loss of identity that has characterized the territory since
the 1980s, which worsened after the 2008 financial crisis
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(Tosi & Vitale, 2011). The closure of several firms, increas-
ing unemployment, and the abandoned and empty facto-
ries have undermined the solidity of the ‘entrepreneurial
culture,’ which is still alive in narratives, but emptied in
terms of contents. The investment in local firms that the
discourse promotes clasheswith the delocalizing policies
of recent years.

Some of our interviewees highlight that it is the
wealthy population that dominates the discourse, trying
to push a mobilization of assets that are not there any-
more and are sustained only by a rhetorical representa-
tion. The lack of services or the lack of coordination is
rarely mentioned as a concern:

This narrative of the Legnano entrepreneurs is con-
veyed by the same people over time. They are the
wealthiest people in Legnano, sharing the same inter-
ests. They are a family, not relatives, more a family
bound by interests. It has not changed; it has always
been like that. (ITSub1)

The Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion focuses mainly on
transport and ecological projects. Even though the
Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion is an inter-municipal collab-
oration, its name does not reflect a collective identi-
ty; instead, it names just one municipality, mainly the
municipality of Ebreichsdorf, which seems to be oper-
ating the municipal collaboration strategies. Key agents
are that municipality’s mayor and the municipal coun-
cil. As Ebreichsdorf has the most residents within the
collaboration, it also harvests more financial resources
through taxes. Additionally, its council has good contacts
with Bundesland agencies, which is vital for funding.

The documents (Kleinregion Ebreichsdorf Man-
agement & Emrich Consulting, 2011; Kleinregion
Ebreichsdorf Management & NÖ.regional, 2016)
describe the high standard of living due to the recre-
ational and rural character of the settlements as its ter-
ritorial capital. Assets for both residents and businesses
are the land available for businesses and the proximity to
Vienna. The strategy document from 2015 describes the
increase in residents as a strength, but it does not explicit-
ly address how to use this strength in local development.
This rhetoric is not always shared by our interviewees
and, according to them, especially long-term residents
do not share it (ATSub4).

Strategies indicate the wish for stakeholder involve-
ment. However, the documents do not specify anywhere
who these are and what their role would be, leading to
the assumption that although the Kleinregion manage-
ment knows that stakeholders and civic society need to
be or should be involved, it does not want to or does not
knowhow to activate this collaborative potential: “I think
the individual places…have found their identity, but since
the Kleinregion is relatively different, I do not know if
there is now a common identity” (ATSub3).

Mostly, proposed solutions for local development
revolve around identity-building, marketing, transport

and digital infrastructure, and environmental protec-
tion. The municipalities collaborate to attract business-
es. Renewable energy is also on the agenda of municipal
collaboration, connecting each municipality (ATSub2).

Although Bundesland agencies support their efforts,
internal tensions between municipalities and within
them are clear from document analyses and interviews.
As is evident in the documents, the Kleinregion would
like to have an active community life. Nevertheless, the
documents never mention the active involvement of res-
idents. Instead, there is a clear top-down understanding
with mayors and city council (of one municipality) draft-
ing strategies. Interviewees outline that “there is no actu-
ator, in Ebreichsdorf there is always fragmentation, and
one always waits for something to come from outside
and the basis [for locally based action] is so to speak still
not existent” (ATSub1).

Also, politically, the town councils are fragmented
with split political lines of conservative and progressive
politics. This is evident in regular changes of political lead-
ership in municipal councils, different alliances and spe-
cialized local political factions.

4.3. Rural Mobilization

Oltrepo’ Pavese is struggling with isolation and fragmen-
tation issues. The idea of growth is far from being root-
ed there since not even the idea of a territorial econo-
my is shared by the different communities. The notion
of cohesion and economic growth based on territori-
al assets is usually brought into this context by exter-
nal actors and is not at all interiorized. These external
actors (mostly supra-municipal organizations or founda-
tions from Milan or national programmes) play a vital
role in the attempt to mobilize the local, territorial cap-
ital. However, their efforts are not successful given the
obstacles and the resistance from local actors (most-
ly mayors). According to interviewees, a cultural shift
is needed:

We are trying to make Oltrepo’ known for its territori-
al bio-diversity, meaning the forest, the variety of agri-
cultural products, the animals, the local history, and
tradition. Local authorities seem into it right now, but,
at the same time, they are making arrangements to
host the Enduro Motorcycle Championship next year
that of course clashes with promoting and respecting
biodiversity. (ITRur1)

The Inner Areas Strategy, a national project that aims at
relaunching marginal territories—usually rural or periph-
eral, sees the territory as a “production factor,” including
cultural identity, contextual knowledge, environmental
and social features, which represent pull factors for vir-
tuous flows and foster the competitiveness of the local
economic fabric (Ministry of Territorial Cohesion, 2012).
This strategy for relaunching the territory clashes with
the strong fragmentation that isolates the municipalities
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from each other. Municipalities are suffocated by the
dynamics of clientelism and familism. Local actors are
trapped in historical fights anddivisionswhich keep them
from participating in collaborative projects: “We orga-
nized seminars, meetings, dissemination activities…well,
and only one mayor attended them and participated in
the project, and it is an anomaly because he is very young
and, apparently, he does not care about being voted in
again” (Ministry of Territorial Cohesion, 2012). This com-
ment indicates that the only concern among mayors is
being re-elected rather than engaging in innovative initia-
tives. The contrast between the official document glori-
fying a neglected territorial capital and the interviewees’
narrative about disinvestment by local actors is striking.

The Waldviertler Kernland Kleinregion has a long
history of bottom-linked regional planning. Well estab-
lished since 2001, the rural case collaboration’s focus is
to foster cohesion, the local economy and demograph-
ic growth. Local-based development has an even longer
history there, as key actors for regional development
in Austria started this pursuit in 1982 (Gerhardter &
Gruber, 2000). Small businesses and local initiatives play
a big role as their impact is more significant on the
community. Documents further highlight nature, agri-
cultural products and traditions as assets as well as
family life in the countryside (Kleinregion Waldviertler
Kernland Management, 2012, 2016; NÖ.regional, 2015).
There is no outlined pursuit of large company settlement
(Gerhardter & Gruber, 2000). Instead, we found a ‘can-
do-on-our-own’ attitude, which is also part of the per-
ceived territorial capital and proud identity both in docu-
ments and interviews (KleinregionWaldviertler Kernland
Management, 2016): “Well, one says of the Waldviertler
that he is hard-working…modest, without taking it to
extremes….‘AWaldviertler is three people’….In truth, our
potential is the people and the mentality of the people
that come from here” (ATRur1).

Even though the strategies have limited influence on
specific sectoral policy elements, there is a rather high
mobilization rate when it comes to promoting territori-
al capital. Key agents and stakeholders are limited to a
handful of people who also have intersecting roles with-
in the communities.

Politically, municipal councils have quite a constant
political representation with not much diversity or
change of the local political leadership. This more fixed
conservative rule inmostmunicipalities is not just a polit-
ical ideology that remains constant; personnel and key
actors also stay quite constant. This affects the stream-
lining of regional development strategies, especially for
mobilizing territorial capital:

There are verymany Kleinregionen that just do a bit of
municipal cooperation. Others, like us, have put it on
a completely different level…we are also taking action
in other areas….The government of Lower Austria
does not always welcome that….The Kleinregionen
mainly have the task of municipal cooperation…in our

case this is far more advanced and much more wide-
ly spread than is actually desired by the Bundesland
government. (ATRur2)

Unlike the Austrian suburban case, the rural case does
not incorporate the Bundesland discourse well. Local key
actors try to improve local development creatively and
show a high level of mobilization. These actors are not
solely civilian but have intersecting responsibilities, roles
and networks across the communities, businesses and
public authorities. This allows them to mobilize local
assets and effectively influence local development from
strategy planning to implementation. Nevertheless, the
issues concerning the rural case are not well transferred
upwards to the regional or federal level.

5. Intra-Regional and Inter-Regional Comparison

Not surprisingly, the urban cases, Milan and Vienna, are
united by a developed local knowledge economy. They
have fostered partnerships between public and private
sectors (Milan) and between unions and commerce inter-
est groups (Vienna). In general, they display a consider-
able capacity for getting stakeholders to work towards
a common goal. Nevertheless, there is a strong contrast
in both cases between the rhetoric describing an inclu-
sive network and the reality that shows, instead, a frag-
mented and not very inclusive community. There is con-
siderable stress on the role of innovation and technology
in the official discourse, but it is hardly embedded in a
clear, socially inclusive strategy. In both cases, cohesion
is mostly interpreted as being social rather than territo-
rial: ‘Territorial cohesion’ is almost never referred to in
official documents. The two cities differ, instead, in terms
of the role of the local authority: In the case of Milan,
the municipality plays a detached role, although local
authorities are officially in charge of leading alliances.
This is linked to the idea of leaving more space and pow-
er to non-institutional actors, but it is also due to the
high turn-over that characterizes the city’s administra-
tion. Vienna, on this point, reveals a different pattern,
with key actors in administration having almost perma-
nent positions. This leads to long-term, less fragmented
and time-constrained planning, increasing the ability to
build long-lasting networks. In our urban cases, territori-
al capital seems to be mobilized and exploited success-
fully but they still fail to address the matter of inclusion
and social cohesion consistently. Especially in Milan, this
mobilization fails to promote equality, but rather it fos-
ters polarization and the impoverishment and exclusion
of the already marginalized population.

Suburban contexts share a perceived high standard
of living. They also have in common the proximity to
main regional centres and available land for new busi-
ness activities. In both cases, strategies for growth are
settled by interest groups that use identity-building pro-
cesses as a tool tomobilize capital. The effects are contro-
versial: In the Italian case, the identity constructed and
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spread by interest groups is representative only of the
wealthy part of the population. This discourse excludes
a large part of the population. In the Austrian case, the
internal tension betweenmunicipalities has led to a frag-
mented landscape, and themobilization of cognitive cap-
ital remains low or limited to influential public and busi-
ness actors.

The two rural cases are significantly different in terms
of local-based development. The Austrian case has been
engaged in fostering cohesion, local economy and demo-
graphic growth since 2001 and even before that as far
as local development is concerned. The rural Italian
case has been neglected over the last few years, and
inhabitants are accustomed to a mentality of out-ward
immigration, accepting the demographic decline and
marginalization of the territory. In the Austrian case, the
identity draws on the self-made rhetoric that is perceived
as the territorial capital, more like the Italian suburban
case, than the rural one. In the Italian rural case, there is
no tradition of entrepreneurial spirit, and this is also one
reason for the apparent lack of interest in local growth.
Here, attempts to exploit the local assets are made by
external actors in the nameof regional interests, but they
are notmeetwith enthusiasmor the engagement of local
stakeholders. This last point is due to high and historical
fragmentation between municipalities and a lack of col-
laboration, typical of several rural areas in Europe (Copus
& de Lima, 2015; Kristensen, Dubois, & Teräs, 2019). Key
agents and stakeholders of the Austrian case, instead,
have intersecting and quite permanent roles within the
communities, which benefits collaborations (similar to
the Viennese city administration).

6. Conclusion: Fragmentation, Civic Involvement and
Identity in Mobilization

While comparisons between material capital cannot
translate into improving cohesion policies, given the
diversity in size, natural assets, demographic trends and
history, comparing mobilization strategies sheds light on
pushing or hindering factors to beneficial uses of endoge-
nous territorial capital. Therefore, identifying these fac-
tors in mechanisms of mobilization contributes to devel-
oping place-sensitive development strategies.

Narratives contained in public documents consider-
ably stress the idea of a shared identity, regardless of
the scale of the localities. If this narrative is shared by
all local stakeholders, the mobilization of capital is more
likely to be successful. Nevertheless, being an identity dis-
course conveyed only by specific stakeholders (e.g. busi-
ness groups) or external actors that push for econom-
ic growth, the outcomes hardly foster social and terri-
torial cohesion. This is evident in our urban and subur-
ban cases. There, the dynamic does not include all local
cognitive assets. Some of them, alongside with their ter-
ritories, remain excluded from the overall mobilization
efforts. This exclusion might be mitigated by the lead-
ing role of the authorities in places that suffer from frag-

mentation (Milan and Vienna) and high turn-over (Milan).
Fragmentation plays a pivotal role in hindering the efforts
for mobilizing the capital. The Austrian suburban case
and the Italian rural case are clear examples of that.

The lack of a shared identity weakens the efforts
made by a single municipality (Ebreichsdorf) and exter-
nal stakeholders (Oltrepo’ Pavese). As highlighted by the
interviews, the rhetoric spread by these actors is not
shared by most residents, mayors or council representa-
tives. Often, this results in the implementation of strate-
gies and projects that clash with cohesion policy goals.
Participation seems a key issue then. While civil society
seems much livelier in cities, still it suffers from exclu-
sion dynamics with some actors holding considerably
more power and access to key networks, usually linked
to economic resources. In smaller areas (suburban and
rural), we find very different trends that relate again to
fragmentation dynamics. Therefore, it is vital to identify
inequality dynamics early on, in order to develop more
successful locally-sensitive strategies for regional devel-
opment. Not only in terms of fruitfulmobilization of terri-
torial capital but also in promoting cohesive and sustain-
able development.

Studies on mobilization strategies should consider
the cognitive aspects of territorial capital and its con-
tribution to local development. How policies enhance
growth and cohesion, how they are built and conveyed
(by which actors) is a relevant piece of the puzzle in
understanding why territorial capital is mobilized suc-
cessfully or not. What and who is excluded by the narra-
tives is an important indicator as well as what is stressed
and who the main conveyors of the discourse are. If
growth policies are actually exclusive, they leave behind
the weakest parts of the community, resulting in hinder-
ing cohesion. This exclusion is already built into somenar-
ratives that promote local growth policies.
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