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Abstract
By investigating the occurrence of place innovative synergies between retail and tourism in a small-sized Swedish city, this
article advances knowledge on how city center attractiveness can be enforced in a rural context with competing online
shopping and suburban/out-of-town shopping centers. Previous studies of city center attractiveness, place innovation, and
social innovation help distinguish innovative intertwinement of correlated trends of experiencing retail and retailing expe-
riences, augmenting customer experiences through place-based characteristics. Interviews, workshops, and participatory
observations with entrepreneurs, business promoters, and municipality representatives reveal three dimensions of place
innovative synergies in city center attractiveness: 1) innovative variance in city center retail and tourism, 2) innovative
interwovenness between the city center identity and its configuration, content, and communication, and 3) innovative
interaction between retailers and tourism entrepreneurs in city center events. A key question is whether synergies in tem-
poral events and everyday commerce are sufficiently combined, in order to engender encompassing renewal.
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1. Introduction

Innovative renewal of cities, destinations, regions and
other types of places has been increasingly highlighted
in research and practice over the last decade, as a
means to ensure the attractiveness of these places
in the perceived competition for residents, tourists,
entrepreneurs, investments, and events (Arefi, 2014;
Brandsen, Cattacin, Evers, & Zimmer, 2016; Moulaert &
Van den Broeck, 2018; Nyseth & Viken, 2009; Syssner,
2010). Many city centers, especially in rural areas, are
struggling to find new solutions in order to remain attrac-
tive because of growing trends of online shopping and
suburban/out-of-town shopping centers (Fertner, Groth,

Herslund, & Carstensen, 2015; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017;
Olsson & Bernhard, 2018; Teale, 2013; Wahlberg, 2016;
Weltevreden & Van Rietbergen, 2007). Such solutions—
and the process to develop them—may be understood in
terms of social innovation, as they imply new figurations
or combinations of social practices that meet societal
challenges (cf. Brandsen et al., 2016; Howaldt, Kaletka,
Schröder, & Zirngiebl, 2018). The challenge of city center
attractiveness is one of themore comprehensive societal
challenges faced by rural areas, in terms of depopulation,
services decline, and urbanity norms (cf. Lindberg, 2017).
A solution for maintained city center attractiveness is
perceived in augmented customer experiences, adding
place-based values of local stores to the exchange of
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payment and products (Coca-Stefaniak & Carroll, 2015;
Johnson, Kim, Mee Mun, & Lee, 2015; Morandi, 2011).
In this article, this is conceptualized as ‘experiencing re-
tail’, which is related to the corresponding trend of ‘retail-
ing experiences’ in the tourism industry, where unique
customer experiences are tailored based on the specific
character of the place where they are consumed (Pine &
Gilmore, 1999; Sundbo & Sørensen, 2013).

Through their co-location in city centers, tourism and
retail may engender synergies in their similar reorienta-
tion toward place-based customer experiences. This arti-
cle empirically investigates the occurrence of such syner-
gies in a single case study of Piteå, a small city in northern
Sweden struggling to ensure city center attractiveness in
a rural context with competition from both nearby cities
and online shopping. The main purpose of the study is
to advance knowledge on how city center attractiveness
relates to the correlated trends of experiencing retail
and retailing experiences. The research is conducted in
terms of ‘place innovative synergies’, defined as correla-
tions that boost renewing development paths in cities,
destinations, and other types of places (cf. Bernhard,
Olsson, & Lundh Snis, 2018; Ericson, Holmqvist, &
Wenngren, 2016; Lindberg, Ericson, Gelter, & Karlberg,
2015; Lindberg, Gelter, & Karlberg, 2017; Lundh Snis,
Olsson, & Bernhard, 2017; Olsson & Bernhard, 2018).
Such synergies imply innovative reconfigurations of spa-
tialized social relations, where the concept of social in-
novation provides valuable perspectives (cf. Moulaert &
Van den Broeck, 2018).

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. City Center Attractiveness

A growing number of studies scrutinize the attractive-
ness of various places—e.g., city centers—for residents,
tourists, entrepreneurs, investors, and other stakehold-
ers in the light of the perceived competition from on-
line shopping, suburban/out-of-town shopping centers,
etc. (e.g., Coca-Stefaniak & Carroll, 2015; Fertner et
al., 2015; Hart, Stachow, & Cadogan, 2013; Karlsson &
Nilsson, 2017; Litvin, 2005; Olsson & Bernhard, 2018;
Pazder, 2011; Sandahl & Lindh, 1995; Wahlberg, 2016;
Weltevreden & Van Rietbergen, 2007). Attractiveness
can be defined as attitudes, perceptions, and patronage
behaviors that pull people to a particular place (Karlsson
& Nilsson, 2017; Teller & Elms, 2012). A study demon-
strates that the concentration of shops, restaurants,
cafés, and other establishments in Italian city centers im-
plies a spatial continuity that generates scale economies,
enabling them to compete with suburban/out-of-town
shopping malls (Morandi, 2011). The importance of
mixed offers in the city centers is also demonstrated in
studies from, e.g., the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, and
the UK, including shops, services, activities, culture, en-
tertainment, events, parks, architecture, housing, work-
places etc. (Hart et al., 2013; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017;

Öner, 2017; Pazder, 2011; Wahlberg, 2016; Weltevreden
& Van Rietbergen, 2007). A distinction is made between
a city’s tangible elements of culture, nightlife, shopping,
infrastructure, housing, business parks, etc., on the one
hand, and intangible elements of perceived personality,
emotions, and values on the other (Zenker, 2011). Oth-
ers conclude that the overall atmosphere or ambience
affects city center attractiveness, based on studies in the
Netherlands and the UK (Hart et al., 2013; Weltevreden
& Van Rietbergen, 2007).

Positive emotional and affective bonding with a par-
ticular place has been conceptualized as ‘place attach-
ment’ (Johnson et al., 2015; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017).
This bonding is linked to the ‘identity values’ of city cen-
ters, identified as crucial for their attractiveness when
competing with suburban shopping centers (Morandi,
2011). In addition, ‘place branding’ and ‘placemarketing’
may serve to reinforce the local identity among existing
residents and visitors, while securing visibility to poten-
tial ones (Anholt, 2010; Foroudi, Gupta, Kitchen, Foroudi,
& Nguyen, 2016; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017; Warnaby &
Medway, 2004; Zenker, Braun, & Petersen, 2017). The
accessibility of the city center and its shops and ser-
vices has been noted to further affect attractiveness in
studies from Germany, Sweden, and the UK, highlighting
the importance of car parks, public transports, walking-
distances, orientation, etc. (Monheim, 1998; Öner, 2017;
Teale, 2013; Teller & Elms, 2010, 2012). Some studies
from the UK and the US note the impact of co-located
commercial and historic cores on city center attractive-
ness, albeit with a tricky balance act between commer-
cial functions and cultural heritage preservation (Coca-
Stefaniak & Carroll, 2015; Litvin, 2005). Others inves-
tigate the attractiveness of small and rural towns in
Denmark, Poland, and Sweden (e.g., Fertner et al., 2015;
Pazder, 2011; Wahlberg, 2016), concluding that it is es-
pecially affected by service sector restructuring, demo-
graphic change, and community engagement (Fertner
et al., 2015).

2.2. Retail and Tourism Attractiveness

Retail is distinguished as a major driver of urban at-
tractiveness, partly by influencing the spatial configura-
tion (Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017; Morandi, 2011; Saraiva
& Pinho, 2017; Teller & Elms, 2012). The variety of retail
outlets, the product range, and the opening hours in city
centers are, in studies from the Netherlands, Sweden,
and the UK, noted to be highly valued by customers,
whose shopping loyalty is clearly linked to the perceived
attractiveness of the city center (Hart et al., 2013; Teller
& Elms, 2010, 2012; Wahlberg, 2016; Weltevreden &
Van Rietbergen, 2007). The impact of store appearance
and physical space functionality on customers’ percep-
tion of service quality has, in studies from the Nether-
lands and Italy, been proven to affect their desire to
spend time andmoney there (de Nisco &Warnaby, 2013;
Weltevreden & Van Rietbergen, 2007). As agglomerated
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stores in high streets and shopping malls compete with
each other for customers, while at the same time co-
operating in operational and marketing matters, com-
bined competition and cooperation seems—according
to a study from the UK—to improve the performance
in such agglomerations (Teller, Alexander, & Floh, 2016).
Online shopping has been proven to decrease the num-
ber of trips made to city centers in the Netherlands
and also the number of purchases in city center stores
(Weltevreden & Van Rietbergen, 2007). Identified solu-
tions to the e-commerce challenge include improved
range, convenience, and accessibility of local shops, as
well as augmented customer experiences as consumers
increasingly seek amore emotional shopping experience
(Johnson et al., 2015;Morandi, 2011;Weltevreden&Van
Rietbergen, 2007). These experiences encompass the
generated reactions among customers in rational, emo-
tional, sensational, physical, and spiritual terms (Gentile,
Spiller, & Noci, 2007), adding place-based values to the
exchange of payment and products (cf. Johnson et al.,
2015). These can be enhanced through increased inter-
twinement between digital and local shopping (Neslin
et al., 2006; Schmitt, 2003). In this article, the intensified
focus on experiences in retail is conceptualized as ‘expe-
riencing retail’.

Some studies focus on the role of tourism in city cen-
ter attractiveness based on cases in Canada, the Czech
Republic, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the
Netherlands, Spain, and the UK (e.g., Bridaa, Meleddub,
& Pulinac, 2012; Figini, Castellani, & Vici, 2009; Gibson
& Hardman, 1998; Valls, Sureda, & Valls-Tuñon, 2014).
There are, for example, studies of Europe’s eleven
biggest cities as tourist attractions (Valls et al., 2014),
and more specific studies of cultural tourism in Dutch,
French, Italian, Portuguese, and US city centers, e.g., mu-
seums and cultural heritage sites (Bridaa et al., 2012;
Litvin, 2005; Russo & Van Der Borg, 2002). One study
from Italy notes that the impact of tourism on a city
center may be economic, socio-cultural, or environmen-
tal, affecting the attitudes among local residents towards
tourism (Figini et al., 2009). While the economic impact
of tourism is generally positive, the study notes that
socio-cultural and environmental impact tend to be neg-
ative as a whole. The same study concludes that tourists
and residents are forced to share the most important
resource for tourism: the territory. This makes it impor-
tant to consider the desires, aspirations, and attitudes
of local residents in tourism planning. An encompassing
trend of unique customer experiences is distinguished
in tourism, often harnessing the specific character of
the place where they are consumed (cf. Pine & Gilmore,
1999; Sundbo & Sørensen, 2013). Here, this trend is con-
ceptualized as ‘retailing experiences’.

2.3. Place Innovative Synergies

The demonstrated importance of mixed offers in the
city centers and the growing role of the experience

economy in city center attractiveness alongside retail-
focused approaches has inspired studies on the rela-
tion between tourism and retail in such settings, based
on cases in, e.g., Canada, France, Turkey, the UK, and
the US (e.g., Coca-Stefaniak & Carroll, 2015; Getz, 1993;
Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017; Rabbiosi, 2015; Vural-Arslan,
Dostolu, Köprülü-Babanci, & Aknctürk, 2011). Some of
these scrutinize the strategic mix of tourist-oriented fa-
cilities and services with retail and other traditional busi-
ness land uses in the revitalization of historic commer-
cial districts and cultural heritage districts in Canada,
Norway, Turkey, and the US (e.g., Bernhard et al., 2018;
Getz, 1993; Litvin, 2005; Lundh Snis et al., 2017; Vural-
Arslan et al., 2011). Another study investigates tourism-
retail synergies in the strategic promotion of leisure shop-
ping for urban tourists in France (Rabbiosi, 2015). Syn-
ergies engendered by city center events, based on cul-
ture, sports, etc., have also been studied in, e.g., Canada,
Greece, Italy, Sweden, the UK, and the US (e.g., Hart
et al., 2013; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017; Kurtzman, 2005;
Oppewal, Alexander, & Sullivan, 2006; Wahlberg, 2016).
One study exposes that non-commercial activities and
events are highly valued by visitors to a small-town cen-
ter in Sweden (Wahlberg, 2016), while another reveals
that sponsorship of sports events positively affects the
attractiveness of retail stores in the UK (Oppewal et al.,
2006). Higher economic resilience among city centers
with main income generation through retail or office
rental is indicated in another study in Canada and the
US, compared to those primarily relying on tourism and
leisure (Gibson & Hardman, 1998).

Studies show that city center synergies imply complex
interaction between various industries, establishments,
and actors, in order to ensure their vibrancy, viability, in-
novativeness, and resilience (Brańka, Coca-Stefaniak, &
Plichta, 2016; Coca-Stefaniak & Carroll, 2015; Gibson &
Hardman, 1998; McAteer & Stephens, 2011). This usu-
ally includes continuous negotiations between conflict-
ing interests and perspectives (cf. Brandsen et al., 2016;
Evans, 2013; Lindberg, 2017). A study of rural develop-
ment paradigms in the UK discerns that insufficient ac-
knowledgement of the social diversity of a place and
contesting interpretations of its historical trajectories
may serve to commodify rural space for consumption by
tourists rather than to ensure its attractiveness for resi-
dents and other stakeholders (Evans, 2013). Inspired by
previous studies on how places are renewed and rein-
vented in interaction between various processes, com-
ponents, and actors (e.g., Arefi, 2014; Moulaert & Van
den Broeck, 2018; Nyseth & Viken, 2009; Syssner, 2010),
the study investigates correlations that boost renewing
development paths in terms of ‘place innovative syner-
gies’. The study of these synergies draws upon previous
studies of ‘place innovation’, defined as multi-actor pro-
cesses aspiring to renew, recreate, or redefine cities, des-
tinations, or other types of places (Bernhard et al., 2018;
Ericson et al., 2016; Lindberg et al., 2015; Lindberg et al.,
2017; Lundh Snis et al., 2017; Olsson & Bernhard, 2018).
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As a scientific and practical concept, place innovation
specifically pinpoints the innovation perspective in place
development, since pre-existing concepts of ‘place mak-
ing’, ‘place branding’, ‘placemanagement’, ‘place reinven-
tion’, and ‘place-based innovation’ rarely address inno-
vation per se and, if so, rarely with references to main-
stream innovation literature. The concept of place inno-
vation was incrementally elaborated through dialogues
between innovation researchers, tourism entrepreneurs,
tourism destination organizations, and municipality rep-
resentatives in Sweden, and has hitherto been applied
in empirical studies of Swedish and Norwegian cases
(Bernhard et al., 2018; Ericson et al., 2016; Lindberg et
al., 2015; Lindberg et al., 2017; Lundh Snis et al., 2017;
Olsson & Bernhard, 2018).

Place innovation helps pinpoint and enforce innova-
tive interwovenness between a place’s specific cultural,
social, and geographical identity, on the one hand, and
its crucial components of physical configuration (e.g., ar-
chitecture and design), content (e.g., commercial and
public services, events, activities), and communication
(e.g., place branding, place marketing) on the other
(Lindberg et al., 2015, 2017). It further acknowledges
the innovative synchronization of parallel management
processes, e.g., spatial planning, destination design, busi-
ness promotion, cultural development, and social cohe-
sion. Place innovation thus enables the identification
of innovative ways to interconnect relevant elements
and institutions when striving to maintain or improve
the attractiveness of a place among existing and po-
tential residents, tourists, investors, and entrepreneurs.
The elaboration of place innovation was based on the
innovation studies sub-fields of social innovation, user-
driven innovation, and service innovation (Lindberg et al.,
2015, 2017). Among these, social innovation provides a
valuable lens to distinguish innovative reconfigurations
of spatialized social relations in territorial development
(cf. Moulaert & Van den Broeck, 2018). Urban studies
have accordingly made significant contributions to social
innovation theory and social innovation processes have
been studied in both urban and rural contexts through-
out the world (Brandsen et al., 2016; Howaldt et al.,
2018; Lindberg, 2017). Matching the complexity of the
societal challenges addressed in social innovation pro-
cesses, studies across the globe have highlighted the im-
pact of local policy regimes on social innovation trajecto-
ries (e.g., Brandsen et al., 2016) alongside the imperative
of actively involving local stakeholders (e.g., Lindberg,
2017) and establishing new cross-organizational and
cross-sectorial constellations (e.g., Moulaert & Van den
Broeck, 2018). This matches the complex management
of various actors and interests highlighted in studies of
city center synergies (Brańka et al., 2016; Coca-Stefaniak
& Carroll, 2015; Gibson & Hardman, 1998; McAteer &
Stephens, 2011). Social innovation thus provides valu-
able perspectives when investigating place innovative
synergies between the correlated trends of experiencing
retail and retailing experiences.

3. Research Design

The study is designed as a single case study, using qualita-
tive methods to explore the multiple-dimensional topic
of place innovative synergies (cf. Bailey, 2008; Silverman,
1997; Yin, 2009). The qualitative approach serves to open
“the ‘black box’ of how social phenomena are consti-
tuted in real time”, reaching beyond subjective mean-
ing to language, representation, and social organization
(Silverman, 1997, p. 3). As place innovative synergies
arise from social and socio-material relations that are yet
to be thoroughly studied, qualitative methods enable ex-
plorative identification of relevant variables and correla-
tions (cf. Bailey, 2008). This is further enhanced by the
case study design, suitable for exploring contemporary
phenomena in real-world contexts with multiple poten-
tial variables (cf. Yin, 2009). The studied case is consti-
tuted by Piteå, a small-sized city with 42,000 residents
and persistent demographic growth during the 2000’s
(Statistics Sweden, 2016). It is located on the coastal line
of northern Sweden, in a rural area approximately 900
kilometers north of the capitol Stockholm and 100 kilo-
meters south of the Polar Circle. The total land area of
the municipality is 3086 square kilometers, with a pop-
ulation density of 13 inhabitants per square kilometer
(Statistics Sweden, 2016). Every year, Piteå has about 1,1
million visitors, of which 20% are international visitors.

According to the municipality’s official website, Piteå
is characterized by its cozy atmosphere, shopping, and
events (e.g., large conferences, concerts, festivals, tour-
naments), attracting both tourists and residents (Piteå
kommun, 2018b). Its city center attractiveness is per-
ceived to be challenged by suburban/out-of-town shop-
ping centers in two larger cities nearby—Luleå 50 kilome-
ters north and Skellefteå 80 kilometers south—as well as
online shopping (Destination Piteå, 2016b; Tyréns, 2014).
The establishment of local suburban/out-of-town shop-
ping centers has been actively counteracted by locating
the largest supermarkets for convenience goods in the
city center, retail of durable goods to the main shopping
street and two city gallerias, and retail of low-price goods
to an area within walking distance from the city cen-
ter (Destination Piteå, 2016a, 2016b; Tyréns, 2014). City
center attractiveness is further enhanced by the main-
tained vibrancy of Piteå’s main shopping street, with a
variety of malls and shops representing both local estab-
lishments and national/global chains, as well as recur-
ring events, such as music concerts, a city festival, and
an international football tournament (Destination Piteå,
2016a, 2016b; Tyréns, 2014). These efforts to ensure city
center attractiveness in a rural context with competition
from nearby cities and online shopping, make Piteå an
enlightening case when investigating the occurrence of
place innovative synergies in relation to the correlated
trends of experiencing retail and retailing experiences.

The study aims to create ‘socially robust knowledge’,
where the process and results are validated through
continuous dialogues with those who possess practi-
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cal insights in the studied area (cf. Nowotny, Scott, &
Gibbons, 2001). The study encompassed dialogues be-
tween researchers, municipality representatives, busi-
ness promoters, and entrepreneurs engaged in a joint
R&D project on attractive city centers. The project was
managed by Luleå University of Technology and Piteå
Science Park during 2017-2019, with funding from The
Swedish Retail and Wholesale Council (Handelsrådet),
The R&D Fund of the Swedish Tourism and Hospitality In-
dustry (BFUF), and Sparbanken Nord. The main goal of
the project was to develop knowledge and concepts con-
cerning place-innovative synergies between retail and
tourism for attractive city centers. This study, carried out
as part of the project, included interviews, workshops,
participatory observations, and document studies in or-
der to obtain rich, triangulated data on perceived syn-
ergies (cf. Bailey, 2008; Yin, 2009). Participatory obser-
vations of 20 local and national events—e.g., lectures,
seminars, and workshops—on city center attractiveness,
tourism, and retail were carried out in 2017–2018. These
were documented through graphic recording, summariz-
ing the events in art sketches. In parallel, interviews and
workshops were carried out in a two-step procedure. Ini-
tially, stakeholders representing the municipality, busi-
ness promoters, and entrepreneurs were interviewed
during 2017 by researchers from the university and
project partners from the science park. This included 13
semi-structured interviews, focusing on the interviewed
actors’ perception of retail and tourism relations in
Piteå’s city center and their own role in enhancing exist-
ing or potential synergies. The interviews were recorded
and transcribed in order to capture detailed perceptions
and formulations. The document studies included struc-
tured reviews of printed and digital material—e.g., re-
ports, brochures, and websites—produced by themunic-
ipality, the local destination management organization,
and other public/private organizations depicting and an-
alyzing Piteå’s main characteristics, city center attractive-
ness, and retail/tourism offers.

A thematic analysis (cf. Guest, MacQueen, & Namey,
2012) was subsequently carried out on the collected
data, pinpointing retail and tourism relations and syner-
gies in Piteå’s city center. The preliminary analysis was
further developed through discussions with the stake-
holders at twoworkshops, arranged as part of the project
at the end of 2017. The discussions were led and facili-
tated by researchers from the university and project part-
ners from the science park. A second round of interviews
was thereafter carried out in 2018, in order to provide
further details on indicated synergies during two city cen-
ter events: a city festival and a football tournament. This
encompassed 10 semi-structured interviews both with
former informants and event organizers. The interviews
were recorded, transcribed, and thematically analyzed,
after which the analysis was further refined through dis-
cussions with the stakeholders at a workshop later in
2018, arranged and facilitated by researchers from the
university and project partners from the science park.

4. Findings

The document studies reveal that Piteå is marketed to-
wards tourists and residents by its cozy atmosphere,
shopping, and events—e.g., large conferences, festivals,
and tournaments (Piteå kommun, 2018b). The attractive-
ness for residents is further promoted by the possibility
of combining a career with a good life without stress and
car queues, with affordable housing and good childcare,
school and elderly care. Piteå’smain slogan is accordingly
formulated as “this is where you come when you come
home” (Tyréns, 2014, p. 7). According to a tourism com-
munication guide produced by the local destinationman-
agement organization, Piteå is to be promoted by the
concept “Arctic Lifestyle” that is endorsed by the regional
tourism destination Swedish Lapland (Destination Piteå,
2016a). The guide further pinpoints Piteå’s “soul” as en-
compassing threemain elements: 1) pride over the beau-
tiful nature, warmhearted residents, and exciting ideas,
2) innovativeness with bold and creative ideas and mi-
lieus, 3) hostesship welcoming everyone to shape the fu-
ture and participate in happenings. The guide also dis-
tinguishes Piteå’s attractiveness in its small-town spirit,
team spirit, creative city, forests, river, and archipelago.
Other reports depict Piteå’s city center as a strong com-
mercial district, characterized by its history as a wooden
town and Sweden’s oldest shopping street (Piteå kom-
mun, 2018b; Tyréns, 2014). The stakeholder interviews
convey a recurrent perception that Piteå’s city center is
undergoing renewal, with the construction of modern
apartment complexes, the recent inauguration of a lux-
ury design hotel, and reconstruction of the court-house
square to be inaugurated as part of Piteå’s 400th anniver-
sary in 2021 (see Figure 1).

In the interviews, Piteå’s city center attractiveness is
perceived as dependent upon seasonal variations: flour-
ishing during the summer with a popular sea bath, an
international football tournament, and a big city festi-
val, while dozing during winter, with the exception of
some ski sports events and large professional/public con-
ferences. Accordingly, tourists mainly visit Piteå during
the summer, primarily from other parts of Sweden as
well as Norway, Germany, Italy, and China (Resurs, 2016).
The perceived competition from suburban/out-of-town
shopping centers in larger cities nearby, in combina-
tion with increasing trends of online shopping, are in
the interviews and documents conceptualized as major
challenges to Piteå’s city center attractiveness (Destina-
tion Piteå, 2016b; Tyréns, 2014). Local establishment of
suburban/out-of-town shopping centers has, however,
been actively counteracted, by locating Piteå’s largest su-
permarkets for convenience goods in the city center, re-
tail of durable goods to the main shopping street and
two city gallerias, and retail of low-price goods to an
area within walking distance, while maintaining a vibrant
main shopping street and recurring city events (Destina-
tion Piteå, 2016a, 2016b; Tyréns, 2014).
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Figure 1. Piteå’s court-house square (photographer Johanna Balogh).

4.1. Flourishing Tourism and Struggling Retail

The economic turnover in Piteå’s retail and tourism in-
dustries has steadily grown during the 2000’s (HUI Re-
search, 2016; Resurs, 2016). The annual turnover in its
retail industry is 2,437 million SEK (approximately 238
million euro), almost equally distributed on convenience
goods and durable goods (HUI Research, 2016). Piteå’s
overall sales index is 89 (i.e., that 89% of all potential
purchases are made locally), of which the sales index for
convenience goods is 92 and for durable goods 85. A re-
port on Piteå’s retail development, produced jointly by
the municipality and the local destination management
organization, perceives increased sales index to 100 as
crucial for maintained city center attractiveness (Tyréns,
2014). Retail is one of the largest employment industries
in Piteå, besides healthcare, education, and manufac-
turing (Statistics Sweden, 2016). The annual turnover in
Piteå’s tourism industry is 548million SEK (approximately
53 million euro), with its 12 hotels and 14 camping facil-
ities as the single largest contributors (Resurs, 2016). As
the tourism industry does not constitute a unified statisti-
cal category in Sweden, it is difficult tomake an exact esti-
mation of its employment numbers, but combined statis-
tics on employment in Piteå’s hotels and restaurants, as
well as in its personal and cultural services, indicate that
it employs half as many people as retail.

In the stakeholder interviews, contrasting percep-
tions of retail and tourism in Piteå are conveyed. While
the tourism industry is perceived as flourishing, with sig-
nificant growth in profits and establishments during the
last years, the retail industry is conveyed as struggling
with the competition from online and external shopping:

The tourism industry is the fastest growing sector in
the world. That is fantastic, and they estimate an an-
nual growth by three percent, globally. And then you
have industries such as retail, which are having a hard
time, generally. (Representative from the destination
management organization)

In the interviews, tourism is understood to contribute to
increased customers and sales in retail, while retail needs
to better harness the sales potential among tourists, e.g.,
through tailored opening hours, offerings, and events.
The tourism entrepreneurs were thereto perceived as
more innovative and inclined to change than the retail
entrepreneurs. This was generally explained by the lat-
ter’s hesitant attitude towards actively induced change,
prioritizing their everyday business rather than innova-
tive efforts:

Local retailers need to make as much effort as the
online retailers in their operations. To constantly im-
prove. Piteå’s retailers seem rather uninterested in do-
ing that. (Representative from the destination man-
agement organization)

Some examples of innovative retailers were, however,
acknowledged at the stakeholder workshops. This in-
cluded local stores that had strategically augmented the
place-based customer experiences through unique at-
mospheres and offerings. One of them offers locally de-
signed clothes, inspired by themes from Piteå. Another
one is designed as a corner shop from the 1940’s, situ-
ated in the maritime cultural heritage site Western Dock
in the city center (see Figure 2), where it is accompanied
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Figure 2. The Western Dock in Piteå (photographer Johanna Balogh).

by a boat café, kayak rentals, accommodation in one of
Piteå’s oldest buildings from the 16th century, as well as
recurring flea-markets, auctions, and cultural activities.
The official website of the Western Dock describes the
area in the following manner:

The place, environment, history, and feeling seize you
in a special way. The history of the Western Dock
spans several centuries…and the city-centered loca-
tion still attracts visitors from far and near. The West-
ern Dock is a lovely little spot, where you can enjoy
the tranquility and history around the boathouses, in
a city-centered context. (Western Dock, 2018)

The participatory observations of local and national
events distinguish a number of trends in retail and
tourism, influencing and inspiring Piteå’s entrepreneurs,
business promoters, and public servants. A prominent
trend is augmented: unique customer experiences in
both industries, based on place-based qualities such as
personalized reception and services, cultural history, nat-
ural surroundings, or local products and services. An ad-
jacent trend is to match increasingly well-informed cus-
tomers with knowledgeable and transparent staff. The
permeating digitalization trend has enforced new ideas
of communication channels, such as push notices on cell-
phones when customers pass stores or other facilities,
as well as enhanced webrooming preceding customer’s
visits to physical stores or facilities. Outlet-services for
collecting web-purchased items in local stores and show-
rooms physically exhibiting web-available goods are ad-
jacent trends. The digitalization trend also encompasses
‘open tourism’, where tourists and residents are actively
involved in the production and consumption of services
and experiences (see Figure 3).

The digitalization trend further enables augmented
customer experiences through ‘mixed realities’, inter-
twining virtual and physical elements in the production
and consumption of goods and services (see Figure 4).

4.2. Retail and Tourism Synergies

Some statistical synergies are perceivable between
Piteå’s tourism and retail industries, as local shopping
amounts to a third of all tourist expenditures, followed
by a quarter to accommodation, a fifth to restaurants
and transportation respectively, and less than a tenth to
activities (Resurs, 2016). In the interviews, synergies are
mainly perceived around activities, offers, and events.
This includes, for example, chartered shopping buses
from nearby cities, thematic events such as girls’ night,
and value vouchers for local stores to hotel guests. The
shopping malls (see Figure 5) are described as especially
inclined to enhance synergies:

We [one of the shopping malls] arrange activities in
order to create new reasons to visit the local stores
and the city center….For example, we’ve built a roof
terrace where you can view Piteå from an entirely
new perspective and then eat, drink, and hang out
up there. We’ve also installed an ice rink there….We
arrange various activities throughout the year, includ-
ing…fashion shows, art exhibitions, children’s activi-
ties, etc. (Retail entrepreneur)

We [another shopping mall] cooperate with the lo-
cal university, where there are students in music, me-
dia, and previously also in experience design….They
have performed in the galleria—playing, singing, and
dancing—using it as a scene for public promotion.
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Figure 3. Open tourism (graphic recorder Johanna Balogh).

Figure 4.Mixed reality (graphic recorder Johanna Balogh).

That is profitable for both parties, also bringing the
university closer to the city center.

Synergies are also perceived in annual events, such as
the city festival Piteå Dansar och Ler and the football
tournament Piteå Summer Games. The city festival fills
the streets of Piteå every summer, with performances by
well-known artists, dance, markets, funfair, and other ac-
tivities. With its free entrance, it attracts around 100,000

visitors and residents. The turnover for the event orga-
nization amounts to 3,5 million SEK (approximately 0,34
million euro). Piteå Summer Games is the second largest
football tournament in Sweden, and top-five in theworld,
attracting about 35,000 participants and spectators per
day, from all parts of Sweden and 30 other countries.
The turnover for the event organization amounts to 12
million SEK (approximately 1,2 million euro) and for the
community as a whole, about 60 million SEK (approx-
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Figure 5. Shopping mall in Piteå (photographer Johanna Balogh).

imately 5,9 million euro). The follow-up interviews on
these events indicate that they are generally positively
perceived among city center entrepreneurs:

The entrepreneurs in the city center seem very happy
about the existence of Piteå Dansar och Ler. They es-
pecially appreciate the high number of people around.
(Representative from the municipality)

It’s truly great that Piteå has such a large, fine tourna-
ment [Piteå Summer Games], and it’s really important
that it may prevail and attract people to the city. (Re-
tail entrepreneur)

The football tournament is esteemed to be especially
profitable for the retailers in the city center:

Piteå Summer Games is a really important event for
the retail….There are so many accompanying parents,
coaches, youth, and insane numbers of people com-
ing here. The hotels and restaurants are fully booked,
and they come here to actually do some shopping.
(Retail entrepreneur)

During the tournament, the stores extend their opening
hours and arrange Midnight Sun Shopping for a whole
evening. Local stores market the tournament in their
store windows, offer tailored merchandise, e.g., foot-
ball shirts, and sponsor the tournament. Some stores
and hotels provide discounts to the football tourna-
ment tourists.

We [the shopping mall] cooperate directly with Piteå
Summer Games, promoting each other during the

tournament. We highlight the tournament in the gal-
leria and they promote our opening hours and mer-
chandise. (Retail entrepreneur)

The sport shops are especially perceived to profit from
the tournament and one of them establishes temporary
stores at the football fields. The tournament is initiated
with a teamparade through the city center and several bi-
events are arranged in the city center during the tourna-
ment, such as cultural performances, trade markets, and
flea markets. In order to make the football tournament
visitors stay longer in Piteå, adjacent leadership confer-
ences have been arranged, as well as package trips with
e.g., midnight cruising on icebreakers. Extended stays
with local activities and experiences could be further
elaborated, according to some of the interviewees.

The city festival is esteemed as profitable mainly for
the tourism industry in the city center:

It is one of Piteå’s biggest events. Most hotels are fully
booked and also restaurants. (Representative from
the destination management organization)

The festival is perceived as less profitable for the retailers
in the city center:

The festival is usually not so meaningful for the retail-
ers….It attracts other types of people to the city cen-
ter…who prefer to shop in the temporary street mar-
ket. (Retail entrepreneur)

There is a widespread perception that established retail
is hampered by the festival, as store fronts are hidden
behind festival market stalls:
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I know that many [of the retailers] are irritated since
[the market stalls] hide their stores, so that the cus-
tomers don’t see their stores or can’t enter. (Retail
entrepreneur)

Some local retailers do however sponsor the festival, ad-
just their opening hours and harness the influx of peo-
ple for adjacent events, although not to the same extent
as during the football tournament. One idea proposed in
the interviews is to arrange more of the festival events
within the stores and thereby attract more visitors to
shop. Another idea is to correspondingly move out the
stores into the streets during the festival.

4.3. Synergy Management

Synergies between Piteå’s tourism and retail industries
are partly coordinated by the local destination man-
agement organization—Destination Piteå—organized as
an economic association of tourism and retail en-
trepreneurs. Over the last decade, Destination Piteå has
been actively engaged in several strategic development
processes regarding industrial development and city cen-
ter attractiveness on local and regional levels (cf. Destina-
tion Piteå, 2016a, 2016b). According to the interviews, in
Destination Piteå, synergies seem tomainly be discussed
as a practical matter of coordinating opening hours, pub-
lic transports, and city decoration, rather than as a strate-
gic, innovative matter:

An example of discussed topics [in Destination Piteå]
is local and regional transports, and how to cooper-
ate there. Commonly, the bus time tables are tailored
to the residents. Absolutely not from a tourism per-
spective….Opening hours is also a huge topic. Should
we be open Sundays? What availability should we
have when competing with online services, available
around the clock? There is also cooperation around
specific themes, e.g., how to promote Christmas in
Piteå. (Tourism entrepreneur and representative from
the destination management organization)

Destination Piteå is closely related to local and regional
public governance, by carrying out public assignments
from the municipality to promote tourism and retail and
development projects financed by regional authorities.
The policy intertwinement is further enforced by the in-
tegration of Destination Piteå’s official website in themu-
nicipality website (Piteå kommun, 2018a). The munici-
pality manages several development processes in Piteå’s
city center, including planning and reconstruction of pub-
lic spaces, promotion of business and entrepreneurship,
arrangement of citizen dialogues, administration of li-
censing requests, etc. (Piteå kommun, 2018b). Opinions
were expressed during theworkshops that the coordinat-
ing and guiding functions of the municipality ought to be
further developed, e.g., by designating a citymanager. At
the regional level, Norrbotten Region and Norrbotten’s

County Administrative Board enforce and coordinate lo-
cal development processes through various policy in-
struments, including financing, networks, and strategy
documents (Länsstyrelsen i Norrbotten, 2018; Region
Norrbotten, 2018). At the national level, the Swedish gov-
ernment manages and inspires local development pro-
cesses through similar instruments, as well as public laws
(Regeringen, 2018).

5. Discussion

The empirical investigation of Piteå reveals both confirm-
ing and contradicting evidence of place innovative syner-
gies in its city center in terms of correlations between re-
tail and tourism that boost renewing development paths.
Such synergies seem—on a comprehensive level—to be
engendered by the conveyed identity of Piteå as cozy
and homely, with a “soul” of pride, warmheartedness,
hostesship, and innovativeness reflecting the overall am-
bience and identity values previously identified as crucial
for city center attractiveness in studies from, e.g., the
Netherlands and the UK (cf. Hart et al., 2013; Morandi,
2011; Weltevreden and Van Rietbergen, 2007). Place at-
tachment is further enforced by the marketing/branding
of Piteå’s small town character, team spirit, maritime
history, wooden architecture and natural surroundings
(cf. Anholt, 2010; Foroudi et al., 2016; Johnson et al.,
2015; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017; Syssner, 2010; Warn-
aby & Medway, 2004). The maintenance of these iden-
tifying traits seems to require an innovative variance of
services, activities, and facilities in Piteå’s city center re-
tail and tourism, reflecting the previously proven impor-
tance of mixed offers, variety of outlets, and products, as
well as combined tangible and intangible elements for
city center attractiveness in studies from e.g., Canada,
the Netherlands, Norway, Turkey, Sweden, the UK, and
the US (cf. Hart et al., 2013; Karlsson & Nilsson, 2017;
Lindberg et al., 2015, 2017; Öner, 2017; Pazder, 2011;
Teller & Elms, 2010, 2012; Wahlberg, 2016; Weltevreden
& Van Rietbergen, 2007; Zenker, 2011). Such a variance
is actively promoted in Piteå through the ongoing city
center reconstruction with new attractive apartments, a
design hotel and court-house square renewal as well as
the central location of both convenience, durable, and
low-price goods retail, in combination with maintained
vibrancy of the historic main shopping street, the mar-
itime cultural heritage site Western Dock, and arrange-
ment of city center events.

Piteå’s place-based identity is harnessed in several
of these processes, emphasizing its distinctiveness both
in the built environment—due to Piteå’s history as a
wood-built and maritime town—and in the retail struc-
ture, with its historic shopping street and variety of
malls and shops representing both local establishments
and national/global chains. Innovative interwovenness is
thus distinguishable between Piteå’s conveyed cultural,
social, and geographical identity on the one hand, and
its components of configuration, content, and commu-
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nication on the other, in line with the concept of place
innovation (cf. Lindberg et al., 2015, 2017). This inter-
twinement seems, however, to be complicated and con-
tested as it involves complex interaction between vari-
ous industries, establishments, and actors, with contin-
uous negotiations of conflicting interests and perspec-
tives, in correspondence with the reconfigurations of
spatialized social relations highlighted in social innova-
tion studies (cf. Brandsen et al., 2016; Brańka et al., 2016;
Coca-Stefaniak & Carroll, 2015; Evans, 2013; Gibson &
Hardman, 1998; Lindberg, 2017; Lindberg et al., 2015,
2017; McAteer & Stephens, 2011; Moulaert & Van den
Broeck, 2018; Nyseth & Viken, 2009). This is, for example,
evident in the contrasting interview accounts of Piteå’s
flourishing tourism industry and struggling retail indus-
try, while statistics expose positive economic develop-
ments in both industries and five times as high turnover
and twice as many employees in retail than in tourism.
Together with the adjacent perception of Piteå’s retailers
as less innovative than the tourism entrepreneurs, this
may be understood as contesting perspectives and pri-
orities between retail and tourism regarding city center
identity and strategy (cf. Evans, 2013).

By prioritizing their everyday business, retailers dis-
pute both the promoted identity of Piteå as innovative,
with bold and creative ideas and milieus, and the advo-
cacy of innovative renewal as mandatory for maintained
city center attractiveness (cf. Arefi, 2014; Brandsen et al.,
2016;Moulaert & Van den Broeck, 2018; Nyseth & Viken,
2009; Syssner, 2010). Despite being conceptualized as
an attitude issue in the interviews, the perceived un-
innovativeness among retailers may just as well be re-
lated to structural factors. The fact that Piteå’s city cen-
ter retail encompasses many small shops with few em-
ployees, with increasingly slimmed organizations, and
prize-pressure due to increased competition from larger
and online establishments, probably restricts the retail-
ers’ room for innovative strategizing in their everyday
work. Some retailers do, however, embrace Piteå’s in-
novative identity, by harnessing local themes and her-
itage in their store designs and product offerings, e.g., as
part of the maritime cultural heritage site Western Dock
and the shopping malls’ roof terrace, ice rink, and stu-
dent performances. These examples provide some evi-
dence of place innovative synergies between the corre-
lated trends of experiencing retail and retailing experi-
ences, where unique customer experiences are tailored
upon specific place characteristics in both retail and
tourism (cf. Johnson et al., 2015; Morandi, 2011; Pine &
Gilmore, 1999; Sundbo & Sørensen, 2013; Weltevreden
&Van Rietbergen, 2007). As these trends are actively pro-
moted and discussed at local and national events, the
interviews and workshops expose a widespread aware-
ness of them among Piteå’s entrepreneurs and public
servants. The practical intertwinement of these trends
seems, however, to be hampered by the overly practical,
administrative orientation of the interaction between re-
tail and tourism entrepreneurs in the local destination

management organization, focusing on opening hours,
public transports, and city decoration rather than strate-
gic, innovative interaction. Some innovative interaction
is perceivable in Piteå’s annual summer events when the
streets, hotels, and restaurants are crowdedwith tourists
and residents during the city festival, Piteå Dansar och
Ler, and the football tournament, Piteå Summer Games.

Identified interaction between retail and tourismdur-
ing these events include mutual marketing, sponsorship,
tailored offers andmerchandise, adjusted opening hours,
bi-events, and package trips. These interactions are, how-
ever, unevenly distributed, as the football tournament
is perceived as more profitable for Piteå’s retailers than
the city festival due to the events’ differing focus, tar-
get groups, and physical configurations. The exposure
and accessibility of local stores are, for example, limited
during the city festival, as they are hidden behind mar-
ket stalls, in contrast to the demonstrated importance
of accessibility for city center attractiveness in studies
from Germany, Sweden, and the UK (cf. Monheim, 1998;
Öner, 2017; Teale, 2013; Teller & Elms, 2010, 2012). In-
novative potentials are consequently perceived in mov-
ing stores out in the streets during the events and lo-
cating event-related activities in stores. The complex co-
ordination of various actors and components, identified
as crucial in previous studies on place renewal, thus ap-
pears incomplete in Piteå’s annual events (cf. Brandsen
et al., 2016; Brańka et al., 2016; Coca-Stefaniak & Carroll,
2015; Evans, 2013; Gibson & Hardman, 1998; Lindberg,
2017; Lindberg et al., 2015, 2017; McAteer & Stephens,
2011;Moulaert & Van den Broeck, 2018; Nyseth & Viken,
2009). This is further confirmed by the call for improved
municipal coordination of city center synergies, poten-
tially enhancing innovative linking of parallel manage-
ment processes and new cross-organizational/sectorial
constellations, as advocated in both place innovation and
social innovation studies (cf. Lindberg et al., 2015, 2017;
Moulaert & Van den Broeck, 2018). Innovative linking
and constellations would require acknowledgement of
contesting interpretations of Piteå’s identity and histor-
ical trajectories, as well as its social and industrial diver-
sity. This may ensure attractiveness among a multitude
of existing and potential residents, tourists, investors,
and entrepreneurs and counteract the negative socio-
cultural impact of tourism, as noted in previous studies
from Italy and the UK (cf. Evans, 2013; Figini et al., 2009).
A hitherto rather unexploited development path regards,
for example, Piteå as a winter city, as part of the “Arctic
Lifestyle” concept endorsed by the regional tourism des-
tination Swedish Lapland, where previous studies in e.g.,
Canada, Finland, Japan, Sweden, Switzerland, and the
US provide inspiration (cf. Davies, 2015; Henke, 2006;
Kostenius, 2018; Pressman, 2004; Rönkkö, 2014).

6. Conclusion

In the results, three dimensions of place innovative syn-
ergies are distinguished that seem to enforce city center
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attractiveness: 1) innovative variance in city center retail
and tourism, 2) innovative interwovenness between the
city center identity and its configuration, content, and
communication, 3) innovative interaction between retail-
ers and tourism entrepreneurs during city center events.
The innovativeness varies, however, between and within
these dimensions. Variance is, for example, discerned in
the extent to which Piteå’s conveyed identity as cozy and
homely, with characterizing maritime and wooden her-
itage is exploited in tourism and retail. Such exploitation
is most prominent in the first and second dimensions of
innovative variance and interwovenness, and less in the
third dimension of innovative interaction during events.
Variance is also detected in the conflicting perspectives
and priorities regarding city center identity and strat-
egy between retail and tourism, depicting the former as
struggling and un-innovative and the latter as flourish-
ing and innovative. Variance is further distinguished in
the extent to which the correlated trends of experienc-
ing retail and retailing experiences are actively synchro-
nized, as efforts to augment customer experiences do
not necessarily imply concrete cooperation between re-
tail and tourism. Such cooperation does take place dur-
ing Piteå’s annual city center events, but not necessarily
with a focus on augmenting customer experiences. The
occurrence of place innovative synergies thus varies in
both form and extent, as the innovative variance, inter-
wovenness, interaction between retail and tourism in the
depicted city center events, shopping mall efforts, and
themaritime cultural heritage site reach different arenas
and scales.

The key question is whether synergies in tempo-
ral events and everyday commerce are sufficiently com-
bined, in order to engender encompassing, sustainable
renewal in city center attractiveness. This study helps
discern relevant indicators for estimating that, but fur-
ther studies are required in order to confirm their rel-
evance and their causal links in various geographical
and demographical contexts. Such studies could specif-
ically investigate the impact of local policy regimes and
stakeholder involvement on place innovation trajecto-
ries, highlighting factors of social diversity and contesting
interpretations of the place’s historic and contemporary
identity. The main practical implications of the study in-
clude improved insights into place innovative strategies
for city center attractiveness, underlining the need to
enhance cross-industrial synergies through complex and
diligent coordination of concerned actors, components,
and processes. This includes innovative intertwinement
of the correlated trends of experiencing retail and re-
tailing experiences, enabling concrete and strategic in-
teraction between retail and tourism. It also includes
innovative delineation and exploitation of place iden-
tity for improved attractiveness, acknowledging social di-
versity and multifaceted perspectives. Among tourism
and retail entrepreneurs, place innovative synergies may
be encouraged through arenas for concrete interac-
tion, exploring mutually profitable pathways to inno-

vative intertwinement of experiencing retail and retail-
ing experiences.
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