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Abstract
This paper discusses the importance of co-created visual narratives in developing participatory and inclusive place branding. We refer to the need for a socially responsible approach when considering place branding policies and practices. For
this purpose, we develop and empirically apply a novel framework with four interconnected phases comprising place-based
contextualization, re-appreciation, re-positioning, and consolidation of residents’ perceptions, experiences and aspirations
to develop and initiate inclusive place branding processes. Using participatory research and collaborative visual methods,
we worked with a group of residents in Carvalhal de Vermilhas, Portugal. This work stimulated the co-development of
collective agency to consider narratives, values and identities to be articulated for creating and promoting more inclusive
representation of place in a (hypothetical) branding exercise. The framework application as well as its challenges and limitations, particularly in co-creation processes, were critically deliberated at all phases. Collaborative visual techniques from our
analysis emerge as valuable participatory tools for researchers towards improving residents’ participation in place branding,
and therefore contributing towards a more inclusive form of this practice. However, we are also aware of the perils associated
with communities’ opening up their pristine heritage to touristic ventures, and hence suggest considering the importance of
sustainable place-shaping in all branding decisions.
Keywords Inclusive place branding · Sustainable place-shaping · Collaborative visual methods · Participatory action
research · Citizen engagement · Transformative agency

Introduction
Place branding practices aim to support policies in the
improvement of place image(s) and thus benefit residents,
businesses and visitors (Boisen et al. 2017). Nevertheless,
mainstream place branding practices often appear to prioritize economic interests over social wellbeing. Consequently,
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the needs of residents are overlooked. Such practices have
resulted in counter-branding protests by people as well as
fierce criticisms by many scholars (see Lichrou et al. 2008;
Johansson 2012). Nevertheless, place branding studies often
fail to provide clear frameworks for inclusiveness such as
how to successfully involve, engage, and empower local
actors, particularly the underprivileged, in the branding process (Vanolo 2017). In recent times, a stakeholder-oriented
body of the literature has attained traction, which challenges
the mainstream notions by arguing for place branding to be
seen as a participatory and collaborative process that helps
(re)define the meaning of the place for its various users and
stakeholders (Braun et al. 2013; Kavaratzis 2012; Kavaratzis
and Kalandides 2015; Klijn et al. 2012; Zenker and Erfgen 2014). These views are pushing the boundaries of place
branding as a socially responsible and inclusive approach.
Yet, a gap continues to exist between conceptualising and
applying a clear framework for local actors’ engagement in
participatory and inclusive place branding. Lichrou et al.
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(2017) in this respect call for further exploratory studies to
appraise new concepts, theories, and methodologies which
can assist with a better understanding of inclusive place
branding.
To fill the methodological and conceptual divide, we
propose a novel framework informed by empirical research,
which links critical views of place branding with interdisciplinary perspectives in sustainable place-shaping. We
argue that integrating place-shaping processes with the roles
that residents play in place branding can help with actively
engaging and empowering residents as agents of transformative change in the course of branding their places, mainly
based on local values and meanings. In this respect, the following research questions are of particular importance:
1. How could an approach based on sustainable placeshaping processes help enhance residents’ support and
engagement in inclusive place branding?
2. What role could the collaborative visual narratives play
in socially responsible and inclusive forms of place
branding?
We address these questions from two perspectives, conceptual and methodological: conceptually, we look at interdisciplinary conceptualizations of place branding and sustainable place-shaping. This allows for a new framework
that is grounded in the inclusiveness of place and place
meanings, especially when encouraging community support, engagement and empowerment. Methodologically, we
argue for a collaborative and innovative visual methodology.
This includes co-creation of visual narratives, in the form
of a video documentary, as a means to engage and empower
research participants, whilst empirically applying the proposed conceptual framework. For this purpose, a remote
community in rural Portugal was selected as a case study.
The aim was not just to present and analyse what for the
participants may constitute the place brand and their identity
(expressed in the documentary), but to explore and reflect
on how the new framework, aligned with an action research
approach, assisted the development of a potential participatory and inclusive place brand which successfully engaged
and included residents in the process.
The next section briefly explores what is understood as
sustainable place-shaping. Section “From mainstream place
branding to inclusive place-based approaches” provides a
short overview of conceptual discussions in place branding
literature. Section “Inclusive place branding: a framework
to enhance residents’ participation via sustainable placeshaping” presents the new framework based on residents’
involvement in place branding via place-shaping processes.
Section “Methodology—collaborative visual narratives”
presents research methodology and introduces the case
study as well as data collection. The results are analysed in
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Sect. “Results: application and analysis of the conceptual
framework”, followed by critical discussion in Sect. “Discussion”. The paper concludes with critical reflections on
visualization of place and future pathways.

Understanding sustainable place‑shaping
Place-shaping is often referred to as a collective and deliberative process of re-imagining socio-spatial relations
by building connections between the past and the future
(Shucksmith 2010). However, this future-oriented definition
has also been interpreted as a means of economic growth,
place management, localism, and even gentrification (Allen
and Crookes 2009). Hence, there is a need for ‘sustainable place-shaping’ which aims to transform the relations
between social actors and their place. It does not just connect
people to place but also acknowledges their potential transformative agency to shape their place by means of their own
values, ideas and needs (Horlings and Roep 2015).
Three interconnected pathways for place-shaping practices have been identified in the literature (Horlings and
Roep 2015): “(1) re-appreciation, which includes perceptions, meanings and values attached to place, processes of
sense-making and how actors take the lead in appreciating
places; (2) re-grounding, rooted in (agro-) ecological and
cultural place-based assets and resources, influenced by
wider communities, cultural notions, values, assets, technology and historical patterns; (3) re-positioning, both of
alternative, diverse or ‘hidden’ economies (Gibson-Graham
2008) and of ways of value-adding, or altering politicaleconomic relations shaped by globalization.” (Horlings
2017:134). Such processes require participation, empowerment and capacity building of the actors involved (Horlings
2016).
These pathways provide an exploratory device (explained
in Sect. “Inclusive place branding: a framework to enhance
residents’ participation via sustainable place-shaping”) to
understand the concepts and practice in place branding by
looking at the role of communities (or in our case, residents)
in terms of the roles played in place branding. This, in turn,
helps us to understand how to actively engage and empower
local residents in the process of branding their place via their
own values and meanings.

From mainstream place branding
to inclusive place‑based approaches
Place branding semantics have been largely dominated by
economic discourses and globalization pressures favouring inter-place competitions (Morgan et al. 2011). Consequently, the majority of place branding practices tend to be
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market-driven and entrepreneurial centred (Ashworth 2011),
often disregarding residents’ voices and needs (Colomb
2011). Such practices of promoting commodification and
competitiveness of place as a unique selling point are problematic. There are voices within academia and society that
challenge such discourses. These dissents can be classified
into three types, as below:
First, criticisms that confront the dominant views of place
branding as a commercial-interest activity, arguing that any
disregard towards the complexity of history, knowledge,
culture, and practices can have negative consequences
on the local social fabric (see Evans 2003; Lichrou et al.
2008; Johansson 2012). For example, place-branding can be
seen as a neoliberal instrument of urban governance which
ignores communities’ voices and needs and only serves the
interest of local elites and external audiences. Place branding
is also accused of applying ‘quick-fix solutions’ in various
situations without considering the specific geographical,
socio-political and ecological contexts, and consequently
increasing sameness of places instead of contributing to the
awareness about specific sociocultural and historical assets
and individual identity (Lucarelli and Giovanardi 2014).
Second, citizens—through several grassroot movements—have been raising their voice against neoliberal
place branding practices. For instance, a counter-branding
movement emerged in Amsterdam when residents, feeling disconnected from the city marketing strategies, created ‘I AMsterdamned’ (borrowed from a 1988 horror
film of similar name) against the official slogan “I AMsterdam” (Braun et al. 2013). Another interesting example is
the case of Hamburg where city branding and marketing
efforts mainly catered for high-income residents and tourists whilst disregarding the majority of citizens’ view of the
city’s image. This resulted in public demonstrations and a
manifesto against place gentrification, called ‘Not In Our
Name!’ which criticized the strategies for turning the city
into a brand (NION 2010). Dissident voices like these are
a reflection of the main downsides and negative outcomes
of those contemporary place branding exercises that fail to
include and engage key stakeholders, such as residents, in
planning the future of their places (see Aitken and Campelo
2011; Kavaratzis and Kalandides 2015). It also reveals the
extent of misconceptions existing amongst city officials and
marketers about place branding as a mere publicity stunt
(Ashworth and Kavaratzis 2010).
Third, stemming from the above critiques, a stakeholderoriented body of the literature has recently emerged (see
Braun et al. 2013, Dominguez Garcia et al. 2013; Kavaratzis
2012, Zenker and Erfgen 2014). It asserts that rather than
a managerial or entrepreneurial approach towards place,
branding should be seen as a collective process that seeks
to translate the meanings of place for its various stakeholders (Kavaratzis 2012). In this sense, it argues particularly for

the role of residents as the principal group of stakeholders in
place branding, who play a key role in supporting an inclusive brand co-creation and development, assuring its success
and long-term sustainability (see Aitken and Campelo 2011;
Kavaratzis and Kalandides 2015; Klijn et al. 2012). Braun
et al. (2013) identify three inclusive non-exclusionary and
sometimes overlapping roles that residents can play in place
branding which are of particular interest:
• … as citizens, with political power of legitimating place

brands;

• … as an integrated part of a place brand via creating and

representing the core values and meanings of place;

• … as ambassadors, who advocate for their place and

grant credibility to the place brand.

Building on the stakeholder-oriented literature, Lichrou
et al. (2017:4), in an edited volume, refer to inclusive place
branding as “the foundations for a more responsible development of the place branding discipline”. Such forms of
place branding should ideally “(a) go beyond economic
interests and goals; (b) focus on the residents; (c) integrate
the voices of many stakeholders through participatory methods; (d) ‘listen’ to the non-powerful” (Lichrou et al. 2017:4).
These authors acknowledge that such approaches are yet to
be found in practice and that the concept has not been clearly
delineated either, but rather exists as a point of reference for
more critical perspectives towards place branding. There is,
therefore, a need for new contributions that explore alternative themes and approaches via novel methodologies to
assist the development of a sound understanding of what
inclusive place branding may mean.

Inclusive place branding: a framework
to enhance residents’ participation
via sustainable place‑shaping
Critical perspectives in place branding have favoured
more participatory and inclusive practices that allow local
actors to define their place meanings (see Kavaratzis 2012;
Lichrou et al. 2017). However, concepts such as participation and inclusion are very complex and relative, and
may be interpreted by different actors on the spectrum in
different ways. As a result, there is always a possibility
that well-intended actions may prove counter-productive,
and result in sometimes excluding residents from deliberations (Cassinger and Thelander 2017). With a few exceptions, such as Zenker and Erfgen (2014) and Donner et al.
(2016), place branding studies do not generally exemplify
or provide comprehensive frameworks on how to make use
of local experiential knowledge, and how to successfully
involve, engage and empower local actors, particularly
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Fig. 1  A framework for inclusive place branding

the under-privileged stakeholders in the branding process
(Vanolo 2017). The strategic use of local experiential
knowledge involving and empowering local communities
in the branding process may contribute to endogenous
developments such as identity building and social learning. Hence, there is a need to understand the complexity
of place meanings, values and sense of place, capitalizing
on the understandings and experiences of residents, and to
articulate the knowledge into an inclusive place branding
conceptualisation.
Aiming to fill this gap and contribute to the advancement
of concept and practice in participatory and inclusive place
branding, we propose a new framework that links critical
views in place branding with those of place-shaping. Integrating place-shaping with the roles that residents play in
place branding can help with actively engaging and empowering residents in the processes of branding their place,
applying their own values and meanings. This may subsequently help an inclusive branding that stimulates inhabitants’ collective agency towards place-based development
and cohesion.
We suggest four non-linear and inter-connected phases:
(a) place-based contextualization; (b) re-appreciation: supporting the role residents as citizens; (c) re-positioning:
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residents as integral to place branding; and, (d) consolidation: ambassadorship of place.
Figure 1 outlines the proposed framework for inclusive
place branding, which combines place branding concepts
with the interdisciplinary notion of place-shaping. We borrow the re-appreciation and re-positioning pathways for
sustainable place-shaping as defined by Horlings and Roep
(2015) and apply them in the branding context to explore
how these processes can be used to stimulate participants’
engagement and roles in brand co-creation. Each of the four
processes is explained as follows.

Place‑based contextualization
For our analysis, we consider place not just as a geographical administrative area, but also as an outcome of multiple, dynamic and constantly changing social interactions
(Massey 1994). This understanding clearly challenges the
“one size fits all” strategies generally applied in mainstream
branding, which ignore how place is constructed (Warnaby
2011). Indeed, any given place can have different sets of
perceptions, conceptions and meanings according to various contexts. Consequently, any strategies that disregard
these complexities are condemned to fail. On the contrary,
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a place-based approach respects the complexities and fluid
meanings of place by engaging its people to collaboratively
drive long-term and sustainable changes from the ground
up via sets of tools for its contextualization. Place-based
views also allow the communities to take charge of their
future, to speak for themselves, and to build social capital
and connections from within to create the best measures for
their long-term development (Anheier and Leat 2006). A
place-based approach should, therefore, be the foundation
for any project of place branding that aims to be inclusive
and socially responsible.

Re‑appreciation: supporting the role of residents
as citizens
Re-appreciation can be defined as the process of sense-making of a place and its qualities by its own residents. Arguably, residents have the power to legitimize, or not, place
meanings and brands and, thus, play their role as citizens
(Braun et al. 2013). The challenge, however, remains that
communities can only play their roles as legitimators if sufficient means are made available to empower participatory
decision-making over how a brand should be thought of and
developed to represent place. Having a shared role in joint
decision-making can enhance residents’ civic participation,
as well as their role as legitimators, which will flow much
more naturally as the place brand is co-designed from the
bottom-up. Residents, however, need motivation, encouragement and trust to attach values and meanings, e.g. through
place-embedded narratives, to convey their tacit knowledge
and senses of place. This motivation and trust may be facilitated and stimulated via the re-appreciation of their place.
That is, residents may be guided by a researcher and or practitioner through a re-appreciation process, which can assist
them to become more aware of the place qualities, assets and
strengths, as well as expose points to be improved, or offer
future visions for the place (Dominguez Garcia et al. 2013;
Horlings 2015). Re-appreciation is essential to stimulate the
residents’ role as citizens by opening up a space for them to
reflect, shape and re-shape the social and cultural meanings,
values and notions that they attach to their place. Re-appreciation is, therefore, a valuable exercise to co-create a collective account of place, which, in turn, serves as a significant
input for the development of an inclusive place brand.

to appropriate themselves in relation to the dominant perspective of place in favour of a new one, collaboratively
initiated through bottom-up deliberation. This strengthens
residents’ capacity by enabling them to develop novel ways
of articulating their place meanings, values and perceptions
to decision-makers who are, generally, charged with delivery of top-down place branding strategies. Re-positioning in
central for shifting unsustainable discourses and considering
residents’ core values and meanings (e.g. community stories
and narratives about their place) in the branding co-creation.
This, in turn, facilitates the residents’ role as an integral element of the branding efforts (Braun et al. 2013), leading to
a more genuine and grounded place identity.

Consolidation: ambassadorship of place
Residents are more likely to become place advocates and
play an ambassadorial role when they are proactively
involved in the place branding effort (Braun et al. 2013;
Chen and Dwyer 2017). This reflects a direct relationship
between place engagement and ambassadorship. We regard
ambassadors as an assemblage of internal stakeholders with
strong connections to their place, assembled either formally
or informally, with the primary aim of appreciating their
place socially, culturally, environmentally and economically
by means of its external promotion. Both the processes of
re-appreciation and re-positioning intend to inspire active
participation and agency of residents in the transformation, co-creation and dissemination of their place meanings
and place representation as well as their hypothetical place
brand, and consequently, fulfil their roles as ambassadors.
Thus, consolidation reinforces these two previous processes
as well as stimulating a collective reflexive process via a
discussion of the core values and meanings that represent
the place for the group. Subsequently, it encourages acceptance and shared responsibility as well as ownership over this
co-created place representation (e.g. in the form of visual
narratives) which may, in turn, enhance residents’ sense of
belonging and renew their pride for the place and, consequently, boost their desire to act as ambassadors. Ambassadorship of place is vital for place branding, since it helps
convey an authentic and trustworthy message for sharing,
engagement and celebration of local values.

Re‑positioning: residents as integral to place
branding

Methodology—collaborative visual
narratives

Re-positioning is a transformative process, anchored in the
re-appreciation of place, that facilitates residents in changing their place-based relationships from passive to active
sense-making, and consequently (re)shaping their place
meanings. Re-positioning thus stimulates residents’ capacity

The interconnected but non-linear framework developed
above paves the way for application of an inclusive place
branding approach. For this purpose, we used ‘visual documentary making’ as a collaborative tool with a participatory action research element linking the researcher with the
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community. Visual methods are useful for their heuristic
and collaborative potential (Lapenta 2011), facilitating
participants’ engagement and promoting dynamic and perpetual dialogue between the researcher and the community
(O’Brien et al. 2014). Such methods can be expressed under
different terms such as collaborative video, community
video, or participatory video (Mitchell and Lange 2011).
The participatory component of visual documentary methods helps to include, energize and actively empower people
in shaping and conveying their place meanings and hypothetical brand (Pink 2001). Due to this particular emphasis
on supporting community voices and activism, a participatory action research approach seemed appropriate for this
research. This approach allows for meaningful collaboration for social change and participants’ empowerment, whilst
developing knowledge both for participants and researchers by building upon reflective practices. Nevertheless, it
is a time-consuming process, demands commitment by all
involved and exposes power dynamics within the community; thus, the researcher needs to be aware of whose voices
are (not) being heard (McTaggart 1994; Torfing et al. 2019).
Torfing et al. (2019) have particularly warned against the
barriers as well as risks of participatory selectiveness which
tend to favour those with time, energy and knowledge to
influence on joint decisions.
Based on the above, we carefully adopted a co-creation
approach for the recording, processing, production and sharing of visual narratives in the form of a documentary. The
objective of research was twofold. First, it supported the skill
building of the researcher, for which a local socio-cultural
NGO Binaural-Nodar was contacted to provide technical
assistance as well as to support the documentary co-creation. The selection of this NGO was based on their expertise
and experience in creative audio-visual technologies for the
documentation, facilitation and promotion of both tangible
and intangible features in rural areas. All technical amenities
(equipment, filming, editing) were operationalized with Binaural-Nodar and guided by the overall research objectives.
Second, the filming and research had to take place ‘with and
for’ the participants rather than just ‘on’ the participants. For
this purpose, the lead researcher took residence in the area to
be closer to the community. This allowed engagement with
the territory, to offer a positive contribution to tangible and
long-term processes and outcomes which go well beyond
the research project. This approach allowed the researchers
to give something in return (the video documentary) to the
community and, therefore, value participants’ time, commitments and efforts.

Carvalhal de Vermilhas, Portugal: a case study
Carvalhal de Vermilhas, a small village in Vouzela county
(Fig. 2) with a population of 200 inhabitants, was selected
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for two main reasons. First, the village is suffering from
incessant depopulation and ageing issues (INE 2016). This
illustrates the archetype of many small towns and villages
in rural Portugal. Hence, successful research work in such a
deprived area could facilitate the ability to apply the methods in other similar places. Second, part of the village is
denominated as a Natural Park and offers nature trails for
hiking. In the wake of the rural shrinkage, local government has been considering tourism as a possible avenue to
salvage the rural economy. For this purpose, it developed
a branding strategy for the county “Vouzela—the heart of
the centre” to raise the area’s profile both nationally and
internationally. These administrative assumptions, however,
remain top-down, and fail to consider local communities’
reservations and concerns. After several informal conversations with Carvalhal de Vermilhas’ inhabitants, it became
clear that the Natural Park designation and boundaries were
devised and enforced against the community’s will.
To proceed with the research and production of the documentary, participants were recruited via purposive sampling
through leaflet distribution in public spaces (e.g. a coffee
shop, a food shop, a local church, a folklore association),
through word-of-mouth invitation in the village streets, and
also an open invite published both in the local newspaper
and on Facebook. In a period of 15 days, we succeeded in
recruiting 11 participants (see Table 1). All participants were
requested to sign an informed consent form that explained
the purpose of the project to ensure that there were no reservations about their part on filming and sharing their stories.

Data collection
The data collection was organized in four main stages
(Fig. 3) briefly explained below, and further described
with empirical relevance in the results section. It follows
the four-phase framework to facilitate its operationalization and analysis. Data collection techniques were influenced by the visual anthropology literature (see Pink 2001;
Mitchell and Lange 2011), and based on the appreciative
inquiry principles with a focus on the best of the strengths
that places and communities have on offer (Barrett and Fry
2005). Therefore, an environment of cooperation, valorisation, inclusiveness and equality rather than competition
was promoted in all the project stages. In addition, we collected qualitative and unstructured data (e.g. through dining
with participants; walks around the village with a camera
to capture places mentioned in the video-taped interviews;
and folklore performance1 observations). These activities, when intertwined with more structured ways of data

1

Some of the recruited participants belong to a folklore group that
aims to preserve village heritage of traditional songs and dances. .
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Fig. 2  Vouzela County (Portugal) map Source: Vouzela County web portal

Table 1  Participants’
demographics

Gender

Place of Birth

Age

Education

Profession

Participant
number and
FG

Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Female
Male
Female

Barreiro
Barreiro
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas
C. Vermilhas

28
27
47
57
41
72
80
77
69
80
71

Higher Education
Higher Education
Higher Education
Higher Education
Higher Education
Primary school
Primary school
Secondary School
Primary School
Primary School
Primary School

Entrepreneur
Marketeer
Teacher
Legal Technician
Commercial
Farmer
Farmer
R/Bank officer
R/Beekeeper
Farmer
Housewife

1 FG: B
2 FG: A
3 FG: A
4 FG: B
5 FG: A
6 FG: B
7 FG: A
8 FG: A
9 FG: B
10 FG: B
11 FG: B

C. Vermilhas, Carvalhal de Vermilhas; R/, retired; FG, focus group

collection, provided insights into the community life. These
also played an important role in enhancing the relationship
of trust between the researcher and the community. All the
collected data were analysed via thematic analysis.
Stage 1 comprised the lead researcher’s integration and
contextualization both in Carvalhal de Vermilhas and in
Binaural-Nodar. The process took approximately 1 month,

and involved visual observations, informal conversations,
visits to the points of interest, and document analysis (e.g.
local demographics). Training in visuals skills such as documentary making was also part of this stage and was carried
out at Binaural-Nodar.
Stage 2 was initiated by informal conversations with the
recruited group to clarify their needs and motivations. This
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Fig. 3  Data collection stages

was followed by eleven individual video-taped interviews
which comprised general demographic questions to start
the conversation and the main research questions based
on appreciative inquiry. Video interviews took between 30
and 50 min each. Only the responses to the main questions
were included in the documentary. The next part of stage 2
included several technical activities: (1) narratives identification; (2) reduction of the individual video-taped interviews
into short videos of 2–3 min; (3) new videos/images collection that match the narratives (e.g. built heritage); and (4)
short-videos editing and elaboration of the documentary’s
first draft.
Stage 3 involved a second set of interviews with the
same participants, building on the Stage 2 work, i.e. new
interview questions guided and based on the short-videos
(video elicitation). The interviews took approximately 1 h,
and had three parts each presented in two stages before and
after participants watched the short videos. The responses
assisted the second round of editing of the short videos, and
consequently of the documentary’s final version.
Stage 4 comprised activities such as a rural cinema, video
elicitation/focus group and celebration. The first activity,
the rural cinema, was used to present the final documentary
to all participants who were gathered for the first time to
watch each other’s visual narratives. Following this, a collective video elicitation and focus groups were organized to
discuss the documentary and its co-creation process. For this
purpose, two groups, designated as A and B, were organized
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and moderated by the researcher. This stage concluded with
a ‘celebration moment’, in the form of a group meal.

Results: application and analysis
of the conceptual framework
This section illustrates how the interconnected non-linear
phases suggested in our conceptual framework (Sect. “Inclusive place branding: a framework to enhance residents’ participation via sustainable place-shaping”) were applied in the
research. It also presents and analyses the main results of its
application, as well as the follow-up actions.

Place‑based contextualization in practice
A place-based approach brings a set of tools for the contextualization of place and its people and, therefore, is required
for any inclusive place branding project. Living close to
the community and applying several research techniques
described in stage 1 (Sect. “Data collection”) helped with
a better insight into the community characteristics, motivations and needs. This subsequently informed our sampling,
recruitment process and project design. The process, aligned
with the training in visual skills, proved to be essential to
tailor the research methodology to the local context and to
the profile of the recruited participants. For example, due to
the village demographics, more than half of the recruited
participants were over 65 years old, with different levels of
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education (Table 1). Therefore, the questions were adapted
and the original idea of allowing the participants to make
their own videos of the village was reformulated. The group
comprised three different generations from the same villages
besides two new comers. This complexity was reflected in
the identified narratives which represent the past, present
and future of the village as well as in two types of place
attachment, as identified by Lewicka (2011) in terms of traditional and active attachment, resulting in rich and multifaceted narratives of place. However, the focus of this paper
remains on the main outputs of the process of an inclusive
form of place branding co-creation rather than the identity
building.

Re‑appreciation in practice
Re-appreciation can allow residents to become more aware
of their place qualities and open up the space for them to
reflect, shape and re-shape its social and cultural meanings.
As such it encourages them to act as citizens of their place
and deliberate over how a hypothetical brand should be cocreated. The process of re-appreciation was operationalized
via three main questions (stage 2): (1) what makes your village special? (2) What story/experience best reflects your
appreciation of your village? And, (3) what would you like
to tell outsiders about your village? Answering these questions increased participants’ reflexivity over what they value
about their place and helped them to make sense and verbalize what place means for them. This, in turn, enhanced their
agency to deliberate and give voice to their ideas of what it
is important to express about their place. The narratives that
emerged from this process reflected participants’ views and
values of place. For example, key themes identified tend to
value the beautiful nature of the place “(…) the landscape
is magnificent (…)2”, its culture and tradition “(…) religious traditions are intertwined with folklore songs (…)3”,
its built heritage “(…) we have the cromlech that we call
Lapa da Meruje (…)4”, its people and a strong sense of community “(…) I like the people very much, because they are
very humble, very welcoming (…)5”, and the importance
of the place for their subsistence “(…) I like working in the
fields (…)6”. According to participants’ opinions, these are
the main key themes that represent their sense of place and
identity.

2
3
4
5
6

Participant 3 (Table 1).
Participant 4 (Table 1).
Participant 9 (Table 1).
Participant 3 (Table 1).
Participant 6 (Table 1).

Re‑positioning in practice
Re-positioning reinforces residents’ capacity to position
themselves in relation to the dominant perspective of place,
including how this can be represented in a hypothetical
inclusive place branding strategy. The process of re-positioning was applied via a second set of interviews based on
eleven short videos that resulted from the re-appreciation
exercise (stage 2). The interviews aimed to continue and
strengthen the reflexive process initiated in the re-appreciation, and consequently reinforce their agency in the direction
of making change and of transforming their place meanings
and representations. For this purpose, reflective questions
about participants’ experiences of village life with emphasis
on attachment to place and sense of place were posed. More
specifically, questions related to what were the participants’
main concerns and issues of living in Carvalhal de Vermilhas were encouraged to support the transition from re-appreciation to re-positioning. Through such questions, the main
issue identified by the majority of the respondents was the
general incapacity of the area to hold younger inhabitants,
either due to lack of job opportunities or modern infrastructure, which had led to an ageing population and increased
depopulation: “(…) some years ago no one would tell that
it would be possible to have such an ageing population in
Carvalhal de Vermilhas, that we would be in a problematic
situation of just having five children in the entire village
(…) with technological advancement and modernization we
have contact with other places and cities … and we also
want the best for our children, so we can’t stay in the village
and work in agriculture… we can’t… agriculture today is a
subsistence activity… we produce potatoes and we have to
eat them because we can’t sell them (…)7”. In addition to
stimulating transformation of the dominant perspective of
place, by allowing participants to voice their place views
and concerns, we also aimed to include and engage them in
the co-creation of a novel way to articulate these views and
deliberations.
Hence, a number of questions related to the video co-creation were presented. Participants were asked, for example:
what did they like most and least about the videos? What
would they change? The responses assisted with the second round of editing the short videos, and consequently the
documentary. This ensured that the main key themes of the
final documentary represented participants’ sense of place
and identity and, therefore, that they were happy with it and
indeed proud of what they had co-created.

7

Participant 3 (Table 1).
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Consolidation in practice
Consolidation aimed to reinforce the previous processes
of re-appreciation and re-positioning as well as to stimulate a collective reflexive process. That is, for the first time,
participants were able to discuss together, as a group, their
place relations and how to alter these relations to (re)shape
their place representations and, therefore, potentially act as
informal ambassadors for their place and indeed, hypothetical brand. The consolidation process was operationalized
via the final version of the co-created documentary, which
served as an elicitation tool to initiate deliberations where
participants were divided into two small focus groups. For
example, participants were asked to comment on the documentary title, and identify the sense or senses of place that
emerged from the collective visual narratives.
Both groups also discussed the documentary and its cocreation as well as each step of the project and its processes
(re-appreciation, re-positioning and the last one, consolidation). The co-creation aspect of the project was appreciated
by the participants and resulted in the new knowledge and
increased awareness about the residents’ sense(s) of place
and identities:
“this project allowed us to exchange thoughts and learn
to value different stories”.—Group B
The co-creation process also resulted in participants’
increased self-esteem as well as in senses of empowerment
and achievement. According to the participants’ reflections,
they did not expect to have the capacity to transform their
place relations and be able to co-create in a new way (visual
narratives) to articulate their own meanings, values, stories
and representations of their place, as they did in this project:
“the project surprised us, because despite our group
being composed of many old people we did a great job
(video documentary).”—Group A
“I never thought we could do it, neither that I would
see such a beautiful thing here in Carvalhal de Vermilhas”.—Group B
Regarding the project processes, the main reflections suggested that having a space for civic participation and decision-making was important for participants; a space where
they were able to reflect and transform their place relations
as well as re-shape their meanings of place. Following the
conceptual framework allowed the mobilising and engaging
of the participants in discussions and decisions about what
Carvalhal de Vermilhas meant to them both individually and
collectively:
“one of the most important parts of the project was the
time to reflect in a group upon our village and what the
village means for all of us.”—Group A
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Applying the framework processes with the group also
resulted in (re)connecting the place with the participants:
“actually, we learnt from different testimonies that
the way we see the village is different (…) however,
irrespective of the person, age or profession, all of us
cherish a great love for this land.”—Group B
Their potential role as ambassadors was also discussed.
Participants were asked to propose as to with whom and
why should they share the visual narratives from the cocreated documentary, to represent their place values, meanings, senses and identity. Both groups were unanimous in
identifying local authorities as the first choice, followed by:
“policy makers, who need to see the richness of the
interior.”—Group B
“friends and family, with people who used to live here,
but also with the urban dwellers.”—Group B
The residents also stressed the importance of reaching
out to the central government for the overall development
of rural Portugal. Participants particularly believed that the
co-created documentary may be a valuable way of informing
authorities about rural assets.
Participants were also asked what they thought would be
necessary for them to become formal ambassadors. Both
groups agreed that they were not keen on becoming formal ambassadors, since they already considered themselves
ambassadors in an informal sense, as advocates for their
place. Participants, however, recognized that this project
reinforced their collective agency by helping them to create a group capable of taking decisions and actions to steer
their own future:
“this project is just the beginning.”—Group B
“watching [and listening to] our community stories
gave me greater motivation to promote and preserve
our heritage.”—Group A

Project follow‑up
After the completion of the field work, the lead researcher
moved out of the community. However, communication
channels and good relations were maintained with all participants. 3 months later Carvalhal de Vermilhas residents
and Binaural-Nodar contacted the researchers to say that
they were planning a public viewing of the co-created video
documentary. The participants’ reflections and dialogues
prompted by the re-appreciation, re-positioning and consolidation processes encouraged them to transform their
thoughts into action, reconsider their roles as informal
ambassadors, and conduct further outreach activities.
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Discussion
Literature in place branding has argued for more socially
responsible and inclusive practices to involve, engage
and empower local actors and citizens, particularly the
underprivileged (Lichrou et al. 2017; Vanolo 2017).
This research has developed and empirically applied a
new conceptual framework on inclusive place branding
whilst addressing the two research questions as listed
in Sect. “Introduction” and discussed in Sect. “Results”
above. To summarise: on one hand, place-shaping processes presented in four interrelated phases of our conceptual framework: place-based contextualization, re-appreciation, re-positioning and consolidation, aligned with an
action research approach, particularly the collaborative
visual methods, supported and stimulated a group of residents in the creation of a collective agency to co-decide
which narratives, values and identities should be articulated to promote and create a more inclusive representation
of their place of residence in a (hypothetical) branding
exercise. On the other hand, the role of collaborative visual
narratives (the co-created documentary) was to provide
the necessary tools to co-create this collective vision and
message of what these residents, if asked, would like to see
represented in a more inclusive place brand.
We refer to the brand as hypothetical, because this was
an exploratory study with time and resource restrictions, to
develop an actual place brand for the village. The collaborative visual methodology applied in this research demanded
considerable time and emotional commitment from the participants as well as the researchers. Answering several personal and emotional questions in front of camera requires
high levels of mutual trust. The NGO Binaural Nodar had
an important role in facilitating and mediating a relationship
of trust and assisting with the video resourcing and editing.
However, collaboration and co-creation is a challenging task,
particularly in time-constrained projects, which resulted in
some conflicts as well. The main challenge was about the
documentary co-creation, where the researchers and the
NGO had to negotiate and compromise.
Indeed, the co-creation of a participatory and inclusive
brand that respects the social fabric of places (Lichrou et al.
2008) is a complex process that demands long-term negotiation and cooperation. However, unlike quick-fix market
driven solutions only focused on mere economic benefits
(Colomb 2011), this research exercise, even with its own
limitations, helped to create awareness of the local assets,
and allowed for building identity, capacity and transformative agency as significant first steps towards sustainability
of place as well as the brand (Aitken and Campelo 2011).
The outputs support the argument of Lichrou et al.’s
(2017) that place branding exercises, whenever developed

with communities in a socially responsible manner, may
leverage community development, and reinforce citizen’s
identity and identification with their place, as well as provide a social force to reduce social exclusion. It also corroborates Kavaratzis’ (2012) argument that place branding
cannot be seen as a top-down and narrowly economic and
neoliberal undertaking, but a collective process that seeks
to translate the meanings of place for its various stakeholders, particularly the residents. Again, due to limited
resources, this study could only gather views of a small
group of residents, who demonstrated interest and willingness to take part in research. This brings up the issue
of representation and inclusiveness. In other words, this
documentary is not necessarily representative, or inclusive
of the views of, the whole Carvalhal de Vermilhas community. It is rather a collaborative interpretation of the
researchers as initiators, the NGO as a mediator, and each
of the individual participants of the project. Therefore, it is
very likely that other points of view and issues of concern
about the area are not represented in the short documentary. This corroborates Quick and Bryson’s (2016) argument that participatory processes are rarely as inclusive
as they might aim to be as well as Torfing et al. (2019)
assertion on the selectiveness aspects in participatory and
co-creation projects. In fact, the same is true of co-creation. Participants (especially the elderly) did not have the
time, or express a need, to learn video production skills.
The video editing was co-created by the researchers and
the NGO.
Even the work of this scale requires extensive human and
financial resources to explore the benefits and challenges
of a holistic and participatory approach in place-branding,
with a particular focus on creative and collaborative visual
techniques. Although, it is difficult to recognize the full
potential of co-creation approaches in practice, following
Torfing et al. (2019), we believe that there is much more to
gain than to lose from it:
First, this research substantiates co-created documentaries
as a useful tool for empowering communities to express their
voices and be heard. It allowed participants to transform
their exploratory dialogues and narratives into collective
agency (as in the video public viewing), and therefore, fulfil
their roles as informal ambassadors of the place (Braun et al.
2013). Second, it also initiated a momentum that may lead to
social change by transforming the co-created documentaries
into a policy tool that could inform local and national policy
makers (the main target of the documentary’s public viewing) over the future of their village, as well as its branding
strategies. This supports Hollings’s (2015) argument that
the dialogues which stimulate people’s senses of place are
a valuable source of information for policymakers in the
processes of participative deliberations. However, if we aim
to transform these initial conversations and narratives into
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an actual practice of inclusive place branding, more work
and support is needed. Local authorities need to be more
open to the participants’ voices, and initiate collaborations
that deal both with the issues and challenges of living in
remote rural areas as reflected in the visual narratives. This
exercise would be more than a process of identity building,
a first step in brand co-creation, and address significant and
urgent questions such as what sustainable paths for place
development may a collaborative and grounded place branding strategy bring?

Conclusion: place‑shaping research
practices as co‑creating transformative
agency
In this paper, we have detailed a conceptually and methodologically rigorous approach to developing effective participatory and inclusive place-shaping, and indeed, a hypothetical place brand. These have, using a case study of Carvalhal
de Vermilhas as a rural Portuguese village, demonstrated
the value and challenges of co-creating place-shaping processes using, a new conceptual framework. This requires a
considerable time commitment of the researchers involved
and those researched; and it engages residents’ involvements
in defining for themselves the rich ways in which their places
can be articulated and branded. In these ways, the approach
creates opportunities more broadly for transformative agency
to be propagated around inclusive and collective place constructions. More specifically, this involved four interrelated
phases of work: place-based contextualisation, re-appreciation, re-positioning and consolidation. The approach used
and integrated visual methods as a key means through which
these processes can be applied and the results demonstrated
important longer term impacts on the residents’ reflections
and articulations of their places.
This demonstrated an active and continuous process of
place-shaping, and indeed, through their very reflections, a
new collective narrative and visualisation of place. It opened
up the pathways of: residents as citizens; residents as an integrated part of the place brand; and residents as longer term
place ‘ambassadors’ (Braun et al. 2013). And, it co-created
place stories via a full appreciation of their own place-based
values, stories and meanings. Indeed, it stimulated a more
embedded and rooted appreciation of the problems and
opportunities of the place. It is an empowered set of visions
and articulations, which could be used to promote the place
to visitors and potentially new and younger residents and
workers. Mixing visual methods with a variety of other
data collection methods encouraged collective agency and
capacity in exploring, articulating, and voicing their joint
narratives, and for these to be seen as a new starting point
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for the residents to take forward into the future, which is an
inherently central aspect of sustainable rural development.
Indeed, future research could explore how generic rural
development issues such as depopulation and ageing, the
major concerns expressed by the research participants, may
be addressed through such empowering approaches towards
place-shaping and branding. How can younger age-groups
participate in these approaches? New collaborative discussions, with a larger and more diverse group of stakeholders,
including the local authorities, could discuss how a new collective narrative and visualisation of place may contribute to
reduce the depopulation issue that severely affects the village. Apart from attracting tourists as well as new residents,
how can this co-creation process help in the development
of new sustainable practices for the territory? How can the
collective transformative agency, stimulated by the present
conceptual framework be transferred towards different but
complementary activities such as sustainable agri-food
processes?
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