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ABSTRACT 

In the context of regionalism and regionalisation, the notion of a region holds sway. Discussions 
around the topic of how spatial entities defined as ‘regions’ form, evolve, develop, become 
institutionalised and sometimes stabilized have been active and profound over the last forty years. 
Moreover, rich and diverse literature provides different conceptualizations and problematisation of 
regions that have been changing over time. ‘Heterogeneous relations’ that stretch over boundaries 
and are not territorially fixed have been accorded an increased attention in the regional studies. This 
research investigates the region building process in the Alpine region and analyses different agenda-
settings pursued by various stakeholders in the Alpine region. The study employs qualitative methods 
to analyse processes of region building by applying Paasi’s institutionalisation theory. The findings 
show the regional dynamics in the case under investigation and claims that the Alpine region has 
being transformed from a closed, bounded, territorially fixed entity to a relational one, based on not 
territorially fixed heterogeneous relations. This transformation leads from a relatively ‘fixed’ Alpine 
region (as defined by Alpine Convention) to a more fluid, unbounded and ‘fuzzy’ space – the Alpine 
macro-region, which is being developing. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1. Rationale for research 

Territorial politics has been a recurrent feature of the European state: predicated upon the 
dominance of the state-centric view, in the last years the shift has been made in spatial perspectives: 
a ‘re-territorialisation of the state’ (Deas & Lord, 2006, p. 1847), where power has shifted upwards 
(supranational institutional entities, i.e. the EU), downwards (regional and local level) and outwards 
(non-state bodies, i.e. NGOs). This process is commonly referred as ‘rescaling’ and is, as McCann 
(2003) elucidates, a ‘process in which policies and politics that formerly took place at one scale are 
shifted to others in ways that reshape the practices themselves, redefine the scales to and from 
which they are shifted, and reorganize interactions between scales’ (McCann, 2003 as cited in Dühr, 
2014, p. 7). In a wake, such a dual dichotomy of European integration, on the one hand, and 
regionalization and rise of ‘regionness’ (Hettne & Soderbaum, 2000), on the other hand, has been 
prevailing in debates in the European context. 

Discussions around the topic of how spatial entities defined as ‘regions’ form, evolve, develop, 
institutionalise and sometimes stabilize have been active and profound over the last forty years. 
Moreover, the rich and diverse literature on regionalism and regionalisation provides different 
conceptualizations and problematizations of regions that have been changing over time (regions as 
objective natural entities, theoretical constructs, social constructions, the results of cultural 
processes). Concept of ‘regions’ is still ‘ambivalent and require further theoretical analysis and 
interpretation of their significance in various empirical contexts’ (Paasi, 2009, p. 122).  

The growth of regional territories in Europe was caused by the interrelated drivers, which Deas and 
Lord (2006) defined as threefold: the attempt of the European Commission (EC) to make the national 
boundaries more permeable; promotion of the competitiveness across the EU; and last but not least, 
a policy emphasis on the promotion of territorial cohesion, defined as ‘the balanced distribution of 
human activities across the Union…’ (Interim Territorial Cohesion Report as cited in Dühr et al., 2010, 
p. 29) and emphasizing the region as a central element in the equity concerns, competitiveness, 
sustainability and good governance. In this vein, a changing conceptualisation of a ‘region’ has 
influenced ‘the study below, above and across the level of states’ and ‘the very logic of situating 
regions in scalar systems’ (Debarbieux et al., 2013, p. 2). This has brought to existence a new idea of 
‘unusual’ or ‘non-standard’ regions in a regional dynamic of Europe (Paasi, 2009; Deas & Lord, 2006, 
p. 1854). Over the recent years, with the emerging concept of ‘Europe with regions’ (that replaced 
the concept of the late 1980s of ‘Europe of the regions’), a great variety of so-called ‘project regions’ 
has been created, which are defined as ‘more or less bounded entities, created by actors to address 
specific (often environmental) problems’ (Debarbieux et al., 2013, p. 2). These social constructions 
constitute the outcome of the interplay of regionalisation and Europeanisation processes in the EU. 
The latter are indirectly touched upon in this master thesis, and will not be embedded in the 
theoretical framework of the research. 

Thus, the focus of this research is place-specific and falls upon the Alpine region. In fact, the aim of 
this thesis is to analyse whether a coherent Alpine region is being established, and to do through by 
using Paasi’s concept on the process of institutionalisation. 

Consequently, the central research question that occupies the main focus of my investigation is: 
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How is the Alpine region being constructed as a coherent region and how is it conceptualized by 
different actors? 

In order to answer rather broad and complex research questions, the research is supported with the 
following sub-questions to achieve a better grasp on the topic: 

1. How can the process of region-building be conceptualised (looking at how this process is 
being understood and sought to be explained)? 

2. How is the process of the institutionalisation of the Alpine region being developing? 
3. Which actors have been involved in the process of the institutionalisation of the Alpine 

region?   
4. In which respects has the Alpine macro-region become insitutionalised to date, and what are 

the expectations of actors involved in the process of Alpine region-building for a further 
institutionalization? 

In this research I follow Paasi’s assertion that regions are conceptualised as social constructions and 
as ‘processes that gain their boundaries, symbolisms and institutions in the process of 
institutionalisation. Through this process a region becomes established, gains its status in the 
broader regional structure and may become a significant unit for regional identification or for a 
purported regional identity’ (Paasi, 2009, p. 121). Thus, the ‘institutionalisation’ of a region is seen in 
broader terms rather than simply establishment of the formal transnational institutions, but, as 
defined in the early work of Paasi, as ‘a socio-spatial process during which some territorial unit 
emerges as a part of the spatial structure of a society and becomes established and clearly identified 
in different spheres of social action and social consciousness’ (Paasi, 1986, p. 121).  
 
Building a transnational region is a complex long-term task. The complexity of actors involved in the 
region-building processes have led Allen and Cochrane (2007) to coin the term ‘regional assemblage’. 
The Alpine regional assemblage is made up of a variety of social and political actors, which operate at 
different territorial scales and at different ‘stages’ of the social construction of the region. One of the 
objectives of this thesis is to investigate how different actors (local, regional, transnational) argue for 
the specificity and individuality of the Alpine region, analysing it through the complex process of 
institutionalisation of the region.  
 
I will start my investigation by exploring the spatial context in which processes of institutionalisation 
of the Alpine region are taking place. Further, I will apply Paasi’s theory of institutionalisation of a 
region and examine the implications of the construction of the ‘Alpine macro-region’. 

 

1.2. Scientific and societal relevance 

Talking about scientific relevance in the context of this thesis, I refer to a possible contribution of this 
study to the conceptualisation and problematisation of a notion of a ‘region’, the theory of the 
institutionalisation of a region, the theories and practices of the region building activities. As the 
rescaling and restructuring of the European space, followed by the emergence and proliferation of 
the new territorial entities are rather recent-days notions, so far little attention has been given to 
studying these developments. The initial aim of the master thesis is to look deeper in the constitution 
and building of the Alpine region, to understand the establishment of the transnational region, to 
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discern how the Alpine region is being built by multifarious actors and, furthermore, is being 
institutionalised. Therefore, the master thesis aims at contributing to the discussions of the new 
regional configurations, non-standard regional spaces and unusual regions, to the conceptualisation 
of the transnational regions, and regions as social constructions. Furthermore, the research attempts 
to provide an input to the broader discussions in the Europeanisation and regionalisation discourses 
and changing geography of the European Union and European map. Given conceptual contributions, 
this study gives empirical ones - given the wide range of activities in the Alpine region there is a need 
to better understand empirically which processes, at which scales are taking place. This may also be 
relevant for other regions in Europe where such rescaling processes are taking place (the Carpathian 
region). 

Discussing the societal relevance of the research, in this case I refer to a possible contribution to the 
solutions of the real life planning issues, on the effects that it could have on the everyday social life 
of people. Taking to the account that this study envisages the social constructivist approach, this 
underscores its societal proximity, as regions do not exist as such, but are constructed by the actors 
(the EU, states, regions) due to certain purposes. At the same time, the research on the 
establishment of the Alpine region brings on board the notions of the European transnational 
cooperation and construction of macro-regions that certainly constitute issues of interest to 
European citizens. Moreover, this study contributes more specifically to policy debate on the macro-
regions and macro-regional strategies, their role in European territorial cooperation (ETC), to policy 
making given the Alpine macro-regional process.  

1.3. Case study: the Alpine region 

The Alps is an inner-European mountain system, crossing the territory of seven countries and 
encompassing a variety of landscapes, languages and cultures. The mountain arc stretches across the 
western and southern part of Europe, starting near the Mediterranean Sea and curving north and 
eastwards through south eastern France, northern Italy and Switzerland, Liechtenstein, southern 
Germany, Austria and Slovenia. The Alps constitute living space of approximately 191 287  for 13 
million people, speaking 4 different languages and derived dialects (Map 1.1). 

 

 



4 
 

  

Map 1.1. The Alps (Source: Encyclopeadia Britannica. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/17356/Alps) 

In the Alpine region one can find counterparts of transnational (seven countries), mountainous (the 
Alps) and project region (i.e. construction of the Alpine macro-region). To further illustrate 
distinctions of the Alpine region, literature on the transborder (mountainous) regions has to be 
examined. Jacob and Suchet (2013) pinpointed that cross-border metropolitan regions are treated as 
laboratories of transnational cooperation, and, moreover cross-border mountainous regions are also 
‘laboratories themselves’ (Debarbieux, 2001 as cited in Jacob & Suchet, 2013, p. 22). In turn, Deas 
and Lord (2006) while studying the notion of ‘unusual regionalism’, argued that transborder regions 
that extend across nation-states constitute one of the ways of rescaling processes, that are taking a 
profound role in the current wake of ‘relativisation of scale’ (Collinge, 1999 as cited in Deas & Lord, 
2006, p. 1848). Another important angle is building governance institutions across the borders. Here 
a profound piece of research has been made by Perkmann (1999), who examined cross-border 
regions emerging within the EU. Furthermore, reference to work of Price (2014) should be made, 
who reviewed the domain of transnational governance mechanisms specifically relating to 
mountains. Within the applied theoretical framework, the author emphasised the topic of 
transnational governance for sustainable development in mountain areas, where the Alps are ‘the 
first, and primarily, European mountain range in which a range of transnational governance 
structures has been developed’.  

These combinations of the transnational, mountainous and project region make the Alpine region an 
interesting subject to study. 

 

1.4. Structure of the research 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows.  

Chapter 2 contains a critical review of the relevant literature and introduces pertinent concepts for 
the research. It further sets out the theoretical and conceptual framework used in the research. 
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Chapter 3 explains the research strategy, research design and research methods. Furthermore, a 
critical reflection on the limitations of the study is presented in this chapter. 

Chapter 4 presents the analysis and interpretations of the data collected within the research process. 

Chapter 5 outlines the main conclusions and introduces points for discussion and ideas for further 
research that arise from the empirical analysis and theoretical considerations.  
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CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON A REGION AND REGION BUILDING: A REVIEW OF THE 
ACADEMIC LITERATURE AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

2.1. Concept of a region. Regions as social constructs 

The term ‘region’ has dominated geographical discourse and is the major conceptual element in the 
field of regional geography (Paasi, 2010, Murphy, 1991).   

Although a large amount of academic research did not reach a general consensus as to the meaning 
of the term ‘region’, to whether regions ‘objectivity’ exist or are social constructs, in scholarly 
literature it is used in a variety of ways and as ‘an umbrella term that subsumes aspects of place and 
locale’ (Murphy, 1991, p. 22). Paasi (2002), however, makes a clear delineation between those 
categories: ‘man-centered’ category of place and region as a category with an explicit ‘collective 
dimension, which represents institutional practices and history of the region, not the history of an 
individual as a place does’ (Paasi, 1986, p. 113). He further defines regions as ‘historically contingent 
social processes and discourses ‘in the making’ that may become institutionalized as part of wider 
social and material relations and frameworks of power’ (Paasi, 1991, p. 242). 

Different conceptualisations of ‘region’ thus exist that reflect social, including academic, practices, 
contexts and constellation of power (Paasi, 2002, p. 803). Important conceptualisation of a region is 
the assumption that regions, existing in a broader regional framework, are not isolated and are not 
static: the reconceptualisation of the scale, referred as a process of re-scaling, debates on 
globalisation, changing forms of communication, rise of the ‘Europe of regions’ (Keating & Pintarits, 
1997) and move to the ‘Europe with regions’ concepts directly and indirectly influence 
conceptualisation of a region. Academic discussions on the impact of the social transformation of 
‘regional worlds’ (Paasi, 2002, p. 803) on the conceptualisation of a region is exemplified in the graph 
below (processes are not reflected in any specific order, Figure 2.1). 
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Figure 2.1. Main conceptualisations of the processes and drivers of ‘region-building’ as discussed in 
the academic literature (Source: author’s own) 

As depicted by Paasi (2010), in geographical research a region exists in three modalities. The first 
approach is to take region ‘for granted’, as a discrete bounded space, which frames the phenomenon 
or processes that are being compared. Murphy (1991) highly criticized this approach that, in fact, 
many empirical studies take: ‘we have tended to employ these regional constructs in our analyses as 
if they were merely a backdrop to the local processes we seek to explore’ (p. 26). In contrast, the 
second one, seeing a region as a construct, explores the ‘becoming’ of a region and sees it as the ‘end 
product of the research process’ (Paasi, 2010, p. 297). The third approach refers to regions as to 
social practices/discourses, which are formed by politics, economics, governance, culture and power 
relations.  

Another classification of the regions is offered by Gilbert (1988). In her ‘static’ typology the author 
differentiated between formal (geographical/natural), functional, perceptual and administrative 
(statistical) regions. As a further development, Paasi (2002, p. 804) suggested an analytical typology 
of the region: pre-scientific, discipline-centred and critical ideas. Pre-scientific approach implies that 
region has no particular conceptual role and that it is a given spatial unit (statistical area, 
municipality, local unit), which is used for representing data in comparative research. The EU regional 
policy and its ‘grid of regions’, NUTS classification (Nomenclature des unités territoriales statistiques), 
are often criticised, as it ‘is needed for collecting/representing data but which has no particular 
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conceptual role’ (Ibid.).The second view, discipline-centred, refers to a region as an object, ‘often 
formal or functional classifications of empirical elements’ (Ibid.). This view brings back the debates 
on the ontology of the region, as to whether regions are real units or they are constructed (Paasi, 
1986, Agnew, 2001).  

The third approach, critical view of regions, is developed from the social practice, relations and 
discourse and strives to ‘conceptualize spatialities as part of a wider network of cultural, political and 
economic processes and of divisions of labour’ (Passi, 2002, p. 804). This overarching view embedded 
the concept of ‘new regional geography’. In 1980s, when the concept has arisen, new approaches 
emerged to study the notion of a region (Murphy, 1991, p. 27). The traditional ideas of a region as a 
‘bounded space’ have been challenged by the ‘new regional geography’, by political geographers and 
international relations scholars, who introduced the idea of ‘soft spaces’ with ‘fuzzy boundaries’ 
(Allmendinger & Haughton, 2009; Metzger & Schmitt, 2012). The synthesis of different paradigms of 
the social science, which interpret concept of a region in different ways, is presented in Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1. Main paradigms in social science and their application to the concept of a region (Source: author’s own) 
Social science 
paradigms 

Conceptualization of a region Assumption of the 
existence of a region 

Starting point for the 
research 

Boundaries of a region 

Realist and 
naturalist paradigm 

‘Regions are little more than frozen scenes for human 
activity’ (Pred, 1984 as cited in Biaggio, 2013, p. 15). 

Region is an object, which 
exists. It has been always 
existed in the reality. 

What is going on in a 
particular natural region, no 
interest in why and how a 
region evolved (as regions a 
priori exist). 

The regional frame is established 
by the natural features (mountains, 
rivers), is eternal and thus the most 
appropriate tool for defining 
regions. 

Positivistically 
oriented spatial 
approach 

Subjective dimension of regions: the ideas of men 
about their places, regions, landscapes. Two 
perspectives: (1) region as a visible landscape; (2) how 
average people see and interpret landscape and 
regions (behavioral and humanistic geography). 
Homogenous region. 

Existence of a region is 
taken for granted. 

The region is reduced to a 
static, stable entity, which 
researchers have to discover 
or produce. 

Specific location of a region. 
A region extends as far as the 
distinctive feature that makes it 
different from other locations. 

Structuralist theory 
(Thrift, 1983; Pred, 
1984) 

‘Regions as constantly changing and socially 
significant historical and geographical formations, 
whose inhabitants interpret and respond to events 
and processes in particular ways as a consequence of 
the unique social and physical contexts in which they 
are situated’ (Murphy, 1991). 

Takes regions for granted: 
preliminary regions exist. Do 
not take to account such a 
regional transformation as 
the construction of a region. 

What is going on in a 
particular region without 
probing how and why that 
region acquired significance 
or the ideological and 
practical importance of that 
process. 

Aspects as local context, nature 
and significance of boundaries are 
not taken into consideration. 
Boundaries are treated as elastic. 

Social 
constructivism 

Regions are social constructions. Regional interests 
and identities are shaped in the process of interaction 
and intersubjective understanding. People and 
institutions build regions.  

There are no given regions, 
regions are constructed.  

How the regions emerge. 
Actors’ interests are not 
exogenously given, but 
socially constructed by 
reflective actors. 

Boundaries are construct, they 
divide spaces. ‘Fuzzy’ boundaries. 
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Before focusing on the specific type of regions that is central to my research, I will summarize 
aforementioned typologies in the following types. I distinguish between historical regions, project 
regions and administrative regions.  

Historical regions (Paasi, 1986, Metzger, 2013, Pred, 1984, 1986 as cited in Paasi, 1991) instead of a 
priori taking regions for granted, examine regions in a historically contingent context, so-called 
regions in becoming. As this study follows the Paasi’s definition of regions, yet historical perspective 
is not taken as a central one. The Alpine region, is initially not a historical region, yet a construction, 
which encompass many historical regions – Franconia (covering Bavarian administrative districts), 
Tyrol in Austria and Italy (North, East, South, Trentino) etc. 

Project region corresponds directly to the initial idea of relational regions, where ‘regions can not be 
explained in terms of characteristics internal to those areas’ (Varró & Lagendijk, 2011, p. 20), and 
where local and non-local actors create reality according to their interests and power. This approach 
implies that regions are created, intentionally and for certain reasons. The most prominent example 
of the project region is the EU and its efforts to ‘stimulate new interregional, intercity and 
transnational collaborative initiatives in economic development and planning’ and is the ‘top-down 
admonition[s] to develop imaginative configurations that straddle established national and regional 
boundaries’ (Deas & Lord, 2006, p. 1850).  

In contrast to project regions, administrative regions (constitutional regions) are formal, spatially 
bounded units, which are based on measurable data and represent the jurisdictionally defined sub-
national levels of state organisation. Administrative regions (regions defined under the NUTS 
classification) are not part of this study due to the obvious geographical characteristics of the Alpine 
region (the mountain range, which does not necessarily correspond to the formal boundaries). 
Furthermore, administrative regions are not very common at transnational scale for various reasons, 
that is why this study focuses on transboundary, ‘unusual’ or project region. 

Thus, in this master thesis I focus on a project region (in particular, on the Alpine region). Referring to 
existing paradigms in social science and their implications on the notion of a region (Table 2.1), in 
order to study the regional dynamics (construction of the Alpine region), I apply the social 
constructivist paradigm. I argue that regions are social constructs, thus they are constructed by 
different actors (internal and external) for certain purposes. By claiming so, I follow a prominent 
representative of the school promoting a social constructivist understanding of a region, Paasi (other 
representatives are Agnew, 2001, Debarbieux et al., 2013, MacLeod, 1998, Allen et al., 1998 and 
others). This paradigm fits the starting point of the research, as in the constructivist turn the ‘region’ 
is referred to as ‘historically contingent practices and discourses, in which actors produce and give 
meaning to more or less bounded material and symbolic worlds’ (Paasi, 2002, p. 804). This implies, 
that regions are produced, institutionalised and reproduced by social actors, social collectives within 
a broader division of labour. This perspective gives an opportunity to look at regions not only as 
bounded spaces, but also as subjects that change over time and that are dependent on human 
agreement and organisations (institutions, governance), which act both inside and outside regions. In 
this perspective, ‘regions’ are ‘expressions of a perpetual struggle over the meanings associated with 
space, representation, democracy and welfare’ (Ibid.). Allen et al. (1998, p. 50) has further developed 
the constructivism approach to a region. He discussed a region as a ‘product of the networks, 
interactions, juxtapositions and articulations of the myriad of connections though which all social 
phenomena are lived out’ and ‘social relationships which stretch across them [open, discontinuous 
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spaces] in a variety of ways’ (p. 5). In other words, this means that the social processes which are 
embedded in the concept of region may take place on all spatial scales, not only, as it generally 
assumed, between the local and national levels. This perspective is connected with the territorial 
approach to region building, where the territory matters. The social constructivism approach is thus 
applied for this master thesis in order to explore the institutionalisation of the Alpine region. 

Critically reflecting on the literature on the concept of a region, some conclusions can be drawn. 
Firstly, there are many views on the notion of a region: they reflect the transformations of views on 
the concepts of time-space, scale, place, locality, transformations in regional geography, social 
sciences and humanities. Secondly, in a social-constructivist understanding, a region is created due to 
various social practices, discourses, interrelations that are conditioned by politics, economics, 
governance and power relations. This implies that a region is not an unintentional result of social 
interactions, but is created for certain reasons. Region building is thus a complex process, with many 
actors involved, which may have rather different views. Complexity of a region is deepened by the 
fact that social interactions are not always intentional, which implies that the desired outcome of the 
building of a region may be different from what was initially planned. Moreover, a region does not 
have its clearly defined ‘beginning’ and ‘ending’. A region building is a process, during which region 
building agendas change, and so do priorities for cooperation and questions of ‘belonging’. Thus, the 
reasons behind social interactions may be reviewed or changed. Thirdly, as discussed by Paasi (2010, 
p. 2299) boundaries should not be seen as factors that define regions, ‘even though this is often 
implicit when regions are taken for granted’. Boundaries are indeed central for the territorial 
perspective of the region building and are fixed, while they are ‘fuzzy’ for the relational approach. A 
summary of the academic literature used in this sub-chapter is presented in Table 2.2. 
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Table 2.2. Literature review on the concept of a region (Source: author’s own) 

Author and year of 
publication 

Conceptualization of a region Starting point for the research Regional settings 

Murphy, 1991 
Social 
constructivism 

Regions as social constructs. Moreover, social 
phenomena is a construction. 

Nature, extent and character of the regions as 
a part of conceptualisation of the social 
processes that take place in those regions. 
Probing the genesis and significance of the 
spatial compartments that are studied. 

Spatial settings are seen as the results of social 
processes that reflect and shape particular ideas 
about how the world is or should be organized. 

Thrift, 1983   
Structuralism theory 

Region as a ‘setting for social interaction’, 
‘actively passive meeting place of social 
structure and human agency’, which is ‘lived 
though, not in’. 

Region is not a place, but ‘is made up of a 
number of different but connected settings for 
interaction’ (1983, p. 40). Territory does not 
matter here: regional boundaries are elastic 
 
 

Regional settings are derived from the time and 
space concepts that are central to the 
construction of all social interactions. Considering 
the ‘time-space constitution of social structure 
right from the start’ (Ibid, p. 31). 

Knight, 1982 
Social 
constructivism 

Regional constructs are socially derived; are 
more than unproblematic spatial given. 
Region as a little more than ‘locational 
referent for particular people or groups’ 
(Knight, 1982 as cited in Murphy, 1991, p. 
24). 

Different scales of territory, difference scales 
of society (‘the number of people in relation 
and the intensity of these relations’) (1982, p. 
515). 

Focus on the constitution of regional formations, 
or regional articulations and regional  
transformations 

Paasi, 1986 
Social 
constructivism 

‘Region … as an abstraction to be realized in 
the relation between individual action and 
social structure through the structuration 
process of the society’ (1986, p. 113). 
‘Region is an institutional sphere, 
representing one specific dimension of the 
spatial structure of the society’ (Ibid, p.114). 

Questions of the region’s origin, emergence 
and disappearance (transformation). The 
process during which the regions have 
emerged to constitute a part of a dynamic 
spatial structure of society. Questions of how 
the ideas connected with the regions have 
come into being in the course of the history of 
the society, how the functional roles of the 
regions have emerged, how the meanings 
associated with the regions in social 
consciousness have taken shape.  

Regional setting (inasmuch as region) are being 
formed through the development of the society, 
which in turn is a part of the global organisation of 
socio-spatial reality. 

Pred, 1984 - 
structuralism theory 

Place (or a region) as ‘a historically 
contingent process that emphasizes 
institutional and individual practices as well 

Reproduction of social and cultural forms, the 
formation of biographies, transformation of 
nature, time-specific activities. However, ‘it 

Regional settings are region specific as historical 
circumstances vary. Regional settings are 
contingent on the time of studying the region 
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as the structural features with which those 
practices are interwoven’ (1984, p. 280). 
Employs the theory of structuration and 
time-geography. 

does not, paradoxically, include any theory of 
the constitution or historical evolution of a 
place or region in regional transformation, or 
of the structures of history’ (Paasi, 1991, p. 
242). 

(time-specific theory). 

Allen et al., 1998 – 
relational thinkers 

Region as a ‘product of a particular 
combination and articulation of social 
relations stretched over space’. Regions as 
material, discursive, historical constructs. 
Region as a ‘relational assemblage’ 

Do not take regions for granted, region is not a 
‘given entity’, but rather there are multiple 
ways of seeing regions that exist only in 
relation to certain criteria. Starting point – to 
define the angle (criteria) to trace the 
emergence of region. 

‘Border and scale crossing’ approach to economic, 
political, cultural practice 

 
The above presented views on the conceptualisation of a region initially differ in the understanding of whether a region exists (structuralists: Thrift, Pred) or is constructed 
(social constructivists: Murphy, Knight, Paasi, Allen et al.). The second cornerstone for the difference in the conceptualisations of a region is whether territory and 
boundaries matter (territorial thinkers: Murphy, Paasi where territory matters in contrast to structuralists who imply that regions is not territorially fixed) or if social 
relations that stretch over the space are of the central importance when defining a region (relational thinkers: Allen et al.).  
 
 

Those cornerstones are stemmed from the different perspectives on the region building processes (territorial versus relational) and are discussed in details in the 
following sub-section.  
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2.2. Perspectives on the region building process 

The question ‘how a region is created’ is much contested, as it is unclear whether this refers to the 
‘process or to the products of such construction’ (Hacking, 1999 as cited in Paasi, 2010, p. 2296). 
Material culture, people, networks, institutions, symbols or more cumulative terms, such as agency, 
social relations and power are involved in the making of a region. As Allen et al. (1998) asserted, 
region is a ‘product of the networks, interactions, juxtapositions and articulations of the myriad 
connections through which all social phenomena are lived out’. In this perspective, regions are 
produced because of ‘networks of relations that stretch across and beyond political administrative 
borders’ (Ibid., p. 1163). Allen and Cochrane (2007) undermine the idea of a region as a ‘meaningful 
territorial entity’, at the same time giving ‘a name to these territorial categories that escape political 
boundaries’ (Biaggio, 2013, p. 13). Some key ideas are entailed in the regional assemblage idea: 
actors acting in a particular region are coming not necessarily from this region; the difference 
between the physical and social distance separating the actors. The latter considers the frequently 
ambiguous issue of the proximity of the actors to the factual territory of a region. The territory of 
the region does not stretch to the places, where actors, who take part in the construction of a 
specific region, are geographically located. Instead, regions have to be considered as a ‘complex, 
tangled mosaic of superimposed and interpenetrating nodes, levels, scales, and morphologies’ 
(Biaggio, 2013 as cited in McCann and Ward, 2010, p. 176-177). 
 
It is generally recognised that regions are produced, institutionalised, reproduced and performed 
(Paasi, 2010, Metzger, 2013, Debarbieux, 2013, Murphy, 1991, Allen et al., 1998). Regions and their 
contested meanings are constructed across geographical and historical (Paasi, 1991) scales by actors 
and organisations that may act both inside and outside the region, which echoes Allen and 
Cochrane’s (2007) idea of regional assemblage. With this perspective, region is an entity constructed 
by humans, perpetual mechanisms, social processes and interactions. This implies that regions are 
institutional entities that are perpetually ‘becoming’ instead of just ‘being’. Metzger (2013) argues 
that the conceptualisation of regions-in-becoming results from the publics-in-stabilisation: by 
‘public’ he assumes not only the ‘locals’, but encompass ‘the full motley assortments of 
heterogeneous and geographically potentially dispersed actors that become attached to a specific 
issue or problem’ (p. 1369).  

Regions are made by politicians, media, journalists, so to say human agency. They are engaged in the 
regional labelling; what a region is is always reflected in the biases of different originators: cultural, 
political, economic, social or any combinations of the above listed. They are produced and 
reproduced as a result of a collective action. Territories ‘become’ regions through various forms of 
social interaction among humans, through material (system of transport, infrastructure, urban 
planning, networks of communication) and symbolic cultural practices (regional naming, artefacts, 
abstractions, regional identity). 

At the same time it is important to understand the nature of the region building processes in the 
European context. To do so it is vital to distinguish between ‘old’ and ‘new’ regions (Paasi, 2009,      
p. 133), with referes to the discussion on types of the regions presented earlier. The ‘old’ regions 
that normally emerge along with the history, are meaningful for citizens, constitute some sort of 
regional identity and exist as an established regions in the mind (i.e. historical provinces of British 
regions etc.). In contrast, ‘new regions’ are ad hoc projects that ‘aim at developing of increasing the 
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competitiveness of spatial unit in question’ (Paasi, 2009, p. 133). Debarbieux et al. (2013) suggested 
calling this process, when ‘the region-making process is driven by a very specific project, distinct 
from processes leading to constitutional regions’ (p. 3) a project region. Paasi (2002) gives an 
example of the European Union (EU), ‘where new governmental practices have increased radically 
the number of region/identity ‘builders’ – actors who operate with ‘regions’, and who write, talk and 
draw public representations to market them’ (p. 805). Debarbieux et al. (2013) confirms that over 
the recent years, many project regions were created in Europe. Notably, many of them emerged in 
cross-border regions, at the initiative of the EU (territorial cooperation initiatives), non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and international governmental organisations (IGOs). Project 
regions are constructed by various stakeholders that may pursue competing objectives. This leads to 
possible overlaps and makes the construction of a project region contentious. Construction of 
project regions derives from the relational conception of the region (Allen & Cochrane, 2007), since 
many stakeholders taking part in the making of the region come from outside. At the supra-national 
level the drivers of the proliferation of the project regions are European institutions by financing 
through the INTERREG programmes, promotion of cross-border, trans-boundary, transnational 
cooperation (i.e. EU Water Framework Directive, Habitat Directive, Birds Directive, treatment of 
mountain areas under the Less Favoured Areas (LFA), macro-regional strategies etc.). At the national 
level, construction of project regions involves such state-based frameworks, as NGOs, social 
movements, IGOs.  

Relational and territorial approaches to region building 

Different perspectives on the region building processes are derived from the ‘quite heated 
intellectual debate as to the most appropriate way to conceptualise regions and about status of 
regions’ (Hudson, 2007, p. 1151).  As Hudson (2007) pointed out, two of the conceptualisations ‘are 
of particular relevance’ (Ibid., p. 1151). First one views regions as closed, bounded, territorially fixed, 
homogeneous entities, whilst the other one undermines regions as ‘open, permeable, and 
heterogeneous’ (Ibid.).  

Those two basic conceptualisations of a region have constituted the main difference of the two 
perspectives on region building: territorial and relational approaches. This divergence of views have 
constituted the two camps of scholars: ‘moderates’, advocating a perspective in which regions are 
understood initially in territorial terms; and ‘radicals’, propagating the relational approach (Varró & 
Lagendijk, 2013, p. 19). It should be also mentioned, that decades before the territorial and 
relational approaches were applied to ‘the region’, the debates around the thinking of such 
categories as space, place, territory and scale ‘territorially’ and ‘relationally’ were perpetual and 
vivid (Allen et al., 1998; Agnew, 2001; Moore, 2008; Paasi, 2004; Jones, 2009 and others). 

The territorial perspective was built on the (critical) realism paradigm (Varro & Lagendijk, 2013, p. 
19), where ‘reality is assumed to exist but to be only imperfectly apprehendable because of basically 
flawed human intellectual mechanisms and the fundamentally intractable nature of phenomena’ 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). From this perspective, a region was regarded as an objective, 
hierarchically scalar spatial organisation that exists in reality. ‘Moderates’ have pointed out the 
persisting relevance of the territorial dimension of socio-spatial processes. In proof of this, Varró and 
Lagendijk cited Jones (2004), who asserted that ‘regions are made through the territorial specificities 
of social struggle between political society and civil society, which involved integrated components’ 
(Varró & Lagendijk, 2013, p. 21). Generally speaking, for ‘moderates’ territory matters. Moreover, 
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‘moderates’ have regarded territory as a ‘key manifestation[s] of the institutionalisation’ (Ibid., p. 
21). Bearing in mind the theory of institutionalization developed in Paasi’s seminal work, this 
statement brings us to the conclusion that early Paasi’s views belong to the territorial perspective on 
the regional building. At the same time, Paasi (2004) acknowledges that due to the ‘perpetual 
process’ of regional transformation ‘scales … like regions/places … are structured and 
institutionalized in complex ways … that may be partly concrete, powerful and bounded, but also 
partly unbounded, vague or invisible’ (Paasi, 2004 as cited in Jones, 2009, p. 488). 
 
Pitched against this relational approach evolved from the constructivist turn in the 1980s 
(Debarbieux et al., 2013). The relational perspective undermined regions as open, discontinuous 
spaces, constituted by the various networks and relations between these networks. In this sense, 
regions were not bound to one scale, instead ‘social relationships … stretch across them [scales] in a 
variety of ways’ (Allen et al., 1998 as cited in Gaberell & Debarbieux, 2014, p. 124). The active 
protagonists of the relational approach are Allen et al. (1998), Jones (2009), Allen and Cochrane 
(2007), Massey (2001) and others. With a relational approach to region making, bounded territorially 
fixed objects are replaced by ‘a dynamic patchwork of softer spatial arrangements, often 
overlapping, sometimes competing with one another’ (Gaberell & Debarbieux, 2014, p. 124).  

Relational approach brought to the fore the importance of actors in region building process, 
accentuating that ‘regional actors’ are not always bounded to a specific region, but they can come 
outside the region, and ‘bring together elements of central, regional and local institutions’ (Allen & 
Cochrane, 2007, p. 1163). Allen and Cochrane (2007) applying relational approach, highlight that a 
region is made and remade by ‘political processes that stretch beyond it and impact unevenly’         
(p. 1172). They underpin the idea of diffuse and fragmented form of governance (‘regional 
assemblage’). To sum up, as the relational approach allowed the analysis of dynamics and motion 
(Jones, 2009, p. 491), its protagonists saw it as extremely relevant in the contemporary mobile world 
and its circuits of people, goods, services and capital.  

Relational approach perceives region as a social construct, which is constructed through social 
relations and material social practices. It can not be argued that the relational approach is not 
concerned with geography: it is; however space (thus territory) is seen as being socially constructed 
(Massey, 2001). Contrary to territorial, relational approach implies that regions should be seen as 
places ‘without prescribed and proscribed boundaries‘ as ‘there are no lines or boundaries in social 
space‘ (Allen et al., 1998, p. 54).  

Varró and Lagendijk (2013) in their work examine in details this division in geographical scholarship 
between relational and territorial views. Even though the relational versus territorial debate (in fact 
‘non-debate‘) goes far beyond the scope of this research, it should be concluded that initially it 
derives from the different conceptualisations of a region.  

 

2.3. Institutionalisation of a region 

One of the most explicit works emanates from Paasi, who ‘seeks to develop a framework to 
understand how regions emerge, and are continually reproduced and transformed’ (Macleod, 1998, 
p. 833). In this work, Macleod (1998) deploys the institutionalisation theory developed by Paasi with 



 

17 
 

some adjustments in an effort to understand the development of modern Scotland as a ‘stateless 
nation’ or ‘national region’ (Ibid.).  
 
The reasons behind the selection of the Paasi’s theory of institutionalisation of the region are 
threefold. Firstly, as highlighted by already mentioned Macleod (1998), ‘Paasi’s framework may help 
to provide a more institutionally sensitive and spatially enriched understanding of contemporary 
interpretations of regional transformation, development and governance’ (p. 835). Secondly, this 
framework covers the issues of how regions emerge, how they continue to exist, and (perhaps) 
disappear. The third reason, since the concept of a region has contested meaning, perspectives and 
angles deployed to understanding of this notion vary tremendously. Instead, Paasi, while referring to 
the region, introduces it as a conceptual abstraction. This allows to apply such conceptualisation to 
the broader cases, while bearing in mind the three ‘No’s’: 1) region is not a given administrative unit; 
2) region is not a particular scale, and can not considered without wider sociospatial connections;   
3) region is neither concrete nor empirical (Paasi, 1986). 
 
Paasi’s framework regards regional territories as ‘key manifestations of institutionalisation of 
regions, where ‘institutionalisation’ is understood … as the process in which regions acquire a ‘status 
in the spatial structure and the social consciousness of society’ (Varró & Lagendijk, 2013, p. 21), 
which implies that it represents territorial perspective on the region building. However, such a 
statement can not be regarded and explicit, as ‘moderates’ argued in favour of a ‘combination of 
territorial and relational readings’, since they stayed aware of ‘the solidified ways of thinking and 
acting in ‘regional terms’ (Ibid., p. 21). This argument gives one more advantage to apply Paasi’s 
framework in this master thesis, reasons for which are given in the conceptual framework. 
 
A short overview of the Paasi’s framework is presented below. 
 
Paasi (1986) defines institutionalisation of a region as: 
a socio-spatial process during which some territorial unit emerges as a part of the spatial structure of 
a society and becomes established and clearly identified in different spheres of social action and 
social consciousness (Paasi, 1986, p. 121). 
 
The ‘general and flexible’ approach suggests seeing the institutionalisation of the region as a schema 
of four stages (Paasi, 1986, p. 119-130, Paasi, 1991, p. 243-247, Paasi, 1996, p. 31-38): territorial, 
symbolic, institutional shaping and establishment of the region. However, these stages are not 
necessarily accompanying institutionalisation of each region and the order of stages is not ‘neatly 
fixed’: in some cases, such processes occur simultaneously.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

Institutional shape 

Conceptual shape 

Territorial shape 

Established region 
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Figure 2.2. Stages of the institutionalization of regions (Sourse: Paasi, 1986, p. 121) 

The first stage (Figure 2.2) in the process of institutionalization is territorial shaping. It refers to the 
emergence and existence of boundaries, which frame and localize the socio-spatial processes. The 
shape of the region can be fixed, ‘hard’ (administrative boundaries, boundaries of nation-states), 
and vague, ‘soft’, when ‘the idea of a region, e.g. various elements in its structures of expectations 
(nature, culture, landscapes, stereotypes of the inhabitants, etc.) can predominate over its limits and 
explicit boundaries’ (Paasi, 1986, p. 125). Paasi accentuates the ‘idea’ of a region (in contrast to the 
administrative region), which has emerged through time and whose structure, contingent on the 
context, reflects specific expectations of human agency. The role of the boundaries can vary (the 
case when regional borders serve as national borders). The EU Cohesion Policy (in particular, its 
objectives on cross-border and transnational cooperation) aims to dilute such borders by making 
new ‘project’ regions.  

The second stage, symbolic shaping, refers to naming of a region and to the making of additional 
territorial symbols that bring together cultural, historical and political interests. This stage is ‘more 
explicitly associated with the consciousness of the inhabitants … [which] depends crucially on the 
communication-based relationship between institutional and individual practices’ (Paasi, 1986, p. 
125). It adds to the region uniqueness, constitutes ‘the frame of reference’ (Ibid.), and contributes to 
the regional consciousness. Paasi (2009) distinguishes between the formal regional and territorial 
symbols (such as flags) and ‘more mundane symbols’ (names of birds, songs etc.). 

The third stage, institutional shaping, refers to the development of the formal (media, education, 
financial institutions, local authorities, firms) and informal (NGOs) institutions. Paasi (1986) claims 
that the third stage is the outcome of the symbolic shaping of the region, and both stages occur 
simultaneously. Regional institutions have been regarded a significant attention in the regional 
development literature (Paasi, 2009, p. 135). Moreover, the concept of ‘institutional thickness’ 
(Paasi, 2009, Metzger & Schmitt, 2012; Gaberell & Debarbieux, 2014) not only portrays the variety of 
institutions, but also depicts their interactions and networking both inside and outside the region. 

The fourth stage, establishment of the region, is characterized with the standardized institutions, 
relatively permanent modes of behavior, with ‘formal establishments (mass media, education) and 
local and nonlocal practices in the sphere of politics, economics, legislation, and administration…’ 
(Paasi, 1991, p. 245). Further, Paasi (2009) suggests that the last stage has different meaning at 
different spatial scales (p. 136). The further stages of the region’s developments refer to various 
insights among scholars: regions disappear (Paasi, 2002, p. 808), ‘stabilize’ due to ‘publics-in-
stabilisation’ (Metzger, 2013), ‘re-territorialize’ and ‘de-territorialize’ (Gaberall & Debarbieux, 2014, 
p. 126). 

In this study I will apply Paasi’s institutionalisation theory to the Alpine region to investigate the 
process of regional transformation. 

 

2.4. State of knowledge of the research in the Alpine region 

In fact, the extensive research with a focus on the Alpine region was enforced by the signing of the 
international treaty of AC (1991), when the Alps became increasingly recognized as a ‘region in their 
own right within Europe’ (Biaggio, 2013, p. 2). The Alpine region is simultaneously framed as a 
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unique and diverse area: it is both a ‘biophysical reality’ (the mountain range) and a social 
construction (especially in terms of different agendas of different regional actors). Research 
concerning the Alpine region can be delineated twofold: literature on the international 
environmental politics (IEP) as a result of the renewed interest in the ecologically defined regions as 
a suitable locus to address environmental problems, and research focused on the cooperation 
initiatives in the Alpine region.  

As pointed out by Balsiger (2008), so far literature on international/ regional environmental politics 
‘has failed to consider the implications of environmental regionalism and regionalization’ (p. 18), 
even though some attention has been given to environmental issues related to water and fisheries 
management. Nevertheless, research on mountain regions in Europe still can be found in scholarly 
literature. To name a few, during the Swiss Presidency of AC, Price et al. (2012) prepared a report 
‘Sustainable Mountain Development in the Alps’, where challenges and opportunities for the region 
were introduced. In parallel, increased attention to mountain policies in Europe (a shift from sectoral 
to territorial approaches, the emergence of legislation specifically referring to mountain areas in 
Europe such as the Less Favoured Areas (LFA) regulation), paved the way for the appearance in the 
1990s of mountain issues on the global agenda. These patterns introduced a new angle for research: 
rescaling of single and multi-sectoral policies for mountain areas (single massifs) and environmental 
regionalism. Here the most prominent scholar is Dr Jörg Balsiger, who conducted research on 
supranational regionalism in environmental governance and its implications for sustainable 
development (on the example of the Alps). He also contributed to the theorizing of the regional 
governance in IEP (‘most of these studies [studies on regional environmental governance on seas 
conventions and European environmental policies] is case-oriented and has therefore little 
influence’, Balsiger, 2008, p. 12) by examining in depth AC that ‘may contribute to theory building 
and earth system governance reform’ (Ibid., p. 29). Building on the work of Balsiger, Price published 
his most recent paper (2014), focusing on the transnational governance in mountain regions and 
identifying future actions in monitoring, research and policy. Environmental and transboundary 
issues have brought to an interest another topic, institutional arrangements combining a territorial 
and environmental focus. In this relation, Debarbieux, together with Balsiger and Price in 2013 
published their work on the institutionalization of mountain regions in Europe, introducing the idea 
of ‘project regions’ in Europe and focusing on the mountain massif of the Alps. 

Another angle of research in the Alpine region is transboundary cooperation in the Alps, being cross-
border, transnational or interregional initiatives. A significant body of studies has been produced in 
this relation: Ruffini et al. (2009), Jacob & Suchet (2013) (cross-border cooperation in the Alps), Price 
(1999) (a wide-scope research on regional-level, cooperation between states in the Alpine region). 
Many publications have been published by AC, Institute for Regional Development and Location 
Management (EURAC), Swiss Federal Office for Spatial Development (ARE).  

The topic of the institutionalization of the Alpine region has been brought by Christina Del Biaggio, 
who was a PhD student of Dr. Jörg Balsiger. She made a significant piece of research in the area by 
investigating the local political networks of the Alpine region (Alliance in the Alps, Alparc and Alpine 
Pearls) and their role in the institutionalization of the region (PhD thesis ‘Linking the Alps’, 2013), 
and analyzing the Alpine governance by measuring its social and political significance. 
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2.5. Conceptual framework 

Building on the social constructivist epistemology of a concept of a region, the focus of this research 
is based on the constitution of the Alpine region through the process of institutionalisation, taking 
into account both territorial and relational perspectives on region building. 

The Alpine region is a specific formation to investigate, since it combines both natural region, 
resulted from the topographical features (thus representing territorial approach for region building), 
and project region, as an outcome of the relational perspective on the region building where region 
is assumed to be ‘unbounded dynamic patchwork of softer spatial arrangements’ (Gaberell & 
Debarbieux, 2014, p. 491), and which is constructed for certain reasons.  

Reflecting on the different conceptualisations, understandings of the region and the theoretical 
framework, the study adopts a conceptual framework, which combines the elements of both 
perspectives on region building (comparison in Table 2.3) with the application of the 
institutionalisation theory for the constitution of the ‘established’ region. This framework will be 
used to examine transformations of the Alpine region in the empirical analysis further. 

Table 2.3. Two approaches to region building and their characteristics (Source: author’s own) 

 Territorial perspective Relational perspective 
Concept of a 
region 

Territorially embedded 
Discrete bounded 
territorially fixed area;  
defined geographical 
territory 

Relational and unbounded 
Complex and unbounded ‘lattice of 
articulations‘ (Allen et al., 1998, p. 65); 
transterritorial organisation and flow 

Regions are 
products of  

Territorialisation, regional 
evolution 

De-territorialisation, ‘regional devolution‘ 
(Jones, 2009) 

Development of 
a region 
through 

Exercising territorial power Exercising nodal power and aligning networks 

Socio-spatial 
organisation 

Topography and structure-
agency dichotomies 

Topological theory of space, place and politics 
as encountered, performed and fluid 

Nature of a 
region 

Homogeneous Heterogeneous 

Boundaries of a 
region 

Prescribed boundaries – 
lines that divide space 

‘[W]ithout prescribed and proscribed 
boundaries‘ (Amin, 2004 as cited in Jones, 2009, 
p. 493) 
‘[T]erritorial boundaries as social structures are 
always incomplete‘ (Varró & Lagendijk, 2013, p. 
24) 
‘[T]here are no lines or boundaries in social 
space‘ (Allen et al., 1998, p. 54) 
‘[T]his is to say that such boundaries will never 
adequately define a region …’ (Ibid., p. 137). 

Developed 
through 

Territorially based political, 
cultural and economic 
strategies 

Global space and network of flows: 
transregional and transnational economic flows 
and interchange  

Open/close Region is closed territorial Region is open territorial entity 
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entities entity 
Application Used when performing 

‘practical politics’ (Jones, 
2009, p. 494) 

‘Project regions’, constructed for certain 
purposes by certain actors  

 

As discussed in sub-chapters above, the first approach used for the understanding of the 
construction of the regions is territorial one, which implies that regions are ‘bounded territorially 
fixed’ entities. Ever since 1990s, when the social constructivist paradigm came into fruition, the 
relational approach took dominance and displaced topographical with topological thinking of a 
region as a ‘complex and unbounded lattice of articulation’ (Allen et al., 1998, p. 65). At the same 
time, one can not say that relational approach totally excluded territorial one. Contrary to Allen et al. 
(1998) who claimed that the only adequate understanding of regions is to regard them as open, 
discontinuous and relational units, this study is built on Hudson’s (2007) assumption, that ‘the 
relational and the (hierarchically scalar) territorial can be seen as both/and rather than either/or 
conceptions, that ‘territorially embedded’ and ‘relational and unbounded’ conceptions of regions 
are complementary alternatives, that actually existing regions are a product of a struggle and 
tension between territorializing and de-territorializing processes’ (p. 1156). As Hudson (2007) 
explained, policy and politics may be informed by both territorial and relational conceptions. In this 
perspective, both approaches will be used to examine the construction of the Alpine region. 

For the purposes of this research, the Alpine region is seen as a social construct, a ‘regional 
assemblage’; there are many multi-scalar initiatives taking place in the region. However, in line with 
Murphy’s argumentation, such an approach does not limit research: the important issue to bear in 
mind is that the regional constructs should not be employed in the research as simply ‘backdrop to 
the local processes we seek to explore’ (Ibid., p. 26). In order to limit this ‘backdrop’, in this research 
I apply Paasi’s framework of institutionalisation of a region, which probes the genesis and 
significance of the socio-spatial processes that are taking part in the Alpine region. The 
institutionalisation process, as persuasively argued by Passi (1991), is a process, in which a ‘territorial 
unit emerges as a part of the spatial structure of the society concerned, becomes established and 
identified in various spheres of social action and consciousness, and may eventually vanish or 
deinstitutionalise in regional transformation’ (p. 243).  

Actors, processes of region building, the institutionalisation of the Alpine region are examined in 
details in the next chapters. Figure 2.3 presents conceptual framework of the study illustrating 
establishment of the Alpine region through the process of institutionalisation. 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 
In the methodology section, I start with presentation of a qualitative research strategy and a case 
study research design conceived for this study. Afterwards, I will explain the reasons behind the 
choice of the embedded case research design. Last, but not least, I will introduce methods used for 
the data collection and analysis, together with the critical reflection on the limitations of research. 

3.1. Philosophical approach 
The research paradigm and the basic beliefs that define it can be summarized by answering the 
three fundamental interconnected questions: ontological, epistemological and methodological 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). Same elements of the research process define Crotty (1998, p. 2-9), 
Morgan and Smircich (1980). To answer these questions it is important to explain what the 
respective terms mean. Ontology defines the form and nature of the reality and how we understand 
reality. Epistemology concerns the knowledge about the social world that is considered valid. 
Methodology is the researcher’s approach for the collecting information, procedures to analyzing 
data and choice of methods. 

This research holds the constructivist ontological stance and the interpretivist epistemological 
paradigm. With regard to the first one, stemmed from the basic Paasi’s (1986, 1991) assumption 
that regions are social constructs, the constructionist ontological stance is applied, as the constructs 
are ‘local and specific in nature … and dependent … on the individual persons or groups holding the 
constructions’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 111). In relation to the latter, the research adopts the 
interpretivist stance since it is ‘based on the belief that a deeper understanding of a phenomenon is 
possible only through understanding the interpretations of that phenomenon from those 
experiencing it’ (Shah & Corley, 2006, p. 1823).  

 

3.2. Rationales for qualitative research strategy 
One of the cornerstones of any research is theory, because it ‘provides a backcloth and rationale for 
the research that is being conducted’ (Bryman, 2008, p. 6). There are two questions at stake here: a 
matter of whether the data is collected to test the theory or to build the theory and what form of 
theory the research uses. In regards to this, this master thesis adopts a deductive approach, since it 
‘is concerned with developing a hypothesis (or hypotheses) based on existing theory, and then 
designing a research strategy to test the hypothesis’ (Wilson, 2010 as cited in Research 
Methodology, n. d.).  The study does not build a new theory, but rather feedback stock of the 
existing theories on the concept of a region and institutionalisation processes with findings from a 
case study of the Alpine region. The use of prior theories in qualitative research is justified (Bryman, 
2008, Creswell, 2009). In this research, theory of institutionalisation of a region refers to a prior 
theory that frames conceptual framework (notions of a region, region building, project regions). 
Concerning the second question, this research holds a constructivist ontological stance and 
interpretivist epistemological consideration as explained in the preceding sub-section 3.1. 

Such an approach in the choice of the research strategy primarily lends itself to the qualitative 
research as pointed out by Bryman (2008) (Table 3.1), which emphasizes words and meanings rather 
than quantification. 
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Table 3.1. Fundamental difference between the quantitative and qualitative research strategies 
(Source: Bryman, 2008, p. 22) 

 Quantitative Qualitative 
Principal orientation to the 
role of theory in relation to 
research 

Deductive; testing of theory Inductive; generation of theory 

Epistemological orientation Natural science model, in 
particular positivism 

Interpretivism 

Ontological orientation Objectivism Constructionism 
 
Although combination of both quantitative and qualitative methods (so-called mixed method 
research) is considered to be ‘a more systematic approach to qualitative work with a more 
observational approach to survey-research in providing a more complete picture of a phenomenon 
than either methodology could accomplish alone’ (Shah & Corley, 2006, p. 1831), this particular 
study deploys only qualitative research design and qualitative analysis, based on the research 
questions. As summarised by Creswell (2009), qualitative research is ‘a means for exploring and 
understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem’, ‘where 
researcher is an instrument of data collection who gather words or pictures, analyses them 
inductively, focuses on the meaning of participants, and describes a process that is expressive in 
language’ (Creswell, 1998, p. 249). This summary justifies the selection of qualitative design for this 
research that holds constructivist ontological stance and intrepretivist epistemological paradigm.  
 

3.3. Research design: a single embedded case study 
The research design provides a framework for the data collection and analysis of it. It involves 
research questions, the purpose of the study, ‘what information most appropriately will answer 
specific research questions, and which strategies are most effective for obtaining it’ (LeCompte & 
Preissle as cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 14).  

This study is predicated on the case study research design given the exploratory nature of the 
research, the place specific and novel character of the phenomenon of the formation of a region. As 
defined by Feagin et al. (1991), a case study is an in-depth, multifaceted investigation of a single 
social phenomenon, which uses qualitative and/or quantitative methods to analyse qualitative 
and/or qualitative evidence (p. 18). Yin (2003) suggests four basic types of research designs for case 
studies (p. 40). In this research, I apply a case embedded research design. Instead of focusing on 
multiple cases, I apply a single case embedded research design. In the context of the construction of 
the Alpine region, this case study will highlight regional context, regional mechanisms and 
configurations of various actors that are taking place in a single case of the Alps.  

The case study approach is considered as a most appropriate research design to achieve the 
objectives of this research. This justification can be found in the characteristics of the case study 
research defined by Yin (2003). Firstly, the case study research ‘examines a contemporary 
phenomena in its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and 
contexts are not clearly evident’ (Yin, 2003, p. 59). It is the ‘best research strategy for describing, 
understanding and explaining a phenomenon’ (Hamel et al., 1993 as cited in Biaggio, 2013, p. 41). In 
this perspective, it is the case study design that generates practical and context dependent 
knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 70). 
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Although some scholars point out that the case study design frequently employs both qualitative 
and quantitative methods, and that, in the words of Yin, it ‘is not limited to either qualitative and 
quantitative data, and it can incorporate both varieties of evidence’ (2003, p. 124), yet this research 
employs qualitative methods. This is because this study underlines the relevance of actors’ 
perception and understandings of the region, and it is interested in ‘the subjective meaning, namely 
the way in which people make sense of their world, and which they assign meanings to’ (Sarantakos, 
2005, p. 40), which could not have been done with the use of quantitative methods. 

According to Yin’s typology of the case studies, the case study of the analysis of the creation of the 
Alpine region is an example of the mix of explanatory (i.e. what?) and exploratory (how? and why?) 
research questions, which is embedded in the theoretical framework of the research.  

This particular research is not designed to ‘mechanical testing’ of the theory of institutionalisation of 
a region, but rather to examining of how different actors’ perception of the social phenomena of the 
Alpine region can be interpreted. By using the theory of institutionalisation as a frame that defines 
conceptual framework, this case study research aims to analytical generalisation, meaning to 
compare theory to findings (Yin, 2003 as cited in Biaggio, 2013, p. 42).  
 
Case study selection 

The research examines the creation of the region, with the single case study of the Alpine region. A 
significant and exhaustive amount of studies examining the creation and establishment of other 
transboundary regions, namely the Baltic Sea region (Lehti, 2009, Lögfred, 2007), the Black Sea 
region (Ciuta, 2008), South East Europe mountain regions have been already produced. However, 
there has been little research on the subject referring to the Alpine region. The Alpine region is a 
sufficiently distinctive region for investigation. It is a ‘nascent’ region, a region with a distinctive 
territorial framework (linked to the mountain ranges) and ad hoc institutions established to work at 
that scale. Coined by Allen and Cochrane (2007) as Alpine ‘regional assemblage’, the region is made 
up of a variety of social and political actors, which operate at different territorial scales. The Alpine 
region is a transnational region and includes the territory of seven (eight as defined in AC) countries, 
different in political, economic, social, cultural discourses. Moreover, the Alpine region is taking 
shape and becoming institutionalised under the two-fold impetus: top-down and bottom-up links 
through the initiatives of different actors (Biaggio, 2009, p. 100). These preconditions constitute a 
fruitful field to investigate. 

Within a single case embedded study of the Alpine region, the five stages of the constitution of the 
region were selected for analysis. In this sense, a theoretical, and not a statistical, sampling strategy 
was chosen (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537). Therefore, the units of analysis have been chosen so that 
‘they are likely to replicate or extend the emergent theory’ (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537). For every unit 
of analysis (stage of the institutionalisation), in order to conduct a semi-structured interviews, a non-
fixed sample was established. 

Limitations of the case study approach 

The primarily weaknesses of the case study approach are external validity or generalizability: how 
findings of the single case can be applied more generally to other cases. Yin (2003) justifies this 
limitation by highlighting that it is not essential to obtain identical results in every research, since 
‘generalisation can be developed by observing how each case, potentially, represents values of some 
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generic variables or processes’ (‘Generalising from case studies’ as cited in Biaggio, 2013, p. 42). 
Another issue is the quality of the theoretical reasoning, in which the case study researcher engages 
(Bryman, 2008, p. 57). Yin (2003), Mitchell (1983) and others question rather not whether the 
findings can be generalised and applied to other similar cases, but how well the researcher 
generates theory out of findings. Moreover, the preceding statement firmly places the case study 
approach to an inductive study, thus to a qualitative research (according to Bryman, 2008). The in-
depth analysis of the case study of the Alpine region is thus the best solution in order to answer the 
research questions of this thesis. However, the author has to ensure the high level of accuracy, 
validity and reliability of data.   

 

3.4. Research methods and data collection  
This thesis employs the deductive research and is focused mainly on qualitative methods. Given the 
research questions, it ‘tends to be concerned more with words rather than numbers’ (Bryman, 2008, 
p. 366). 

An interest in the Alpine region and the institutionalisation processes primarily was facilitated by my 
internship placement at the Joint Secretariat of ASP. In this perspective, the first-hand observation 
method was constantly used to collect data on the activities of the transnational territorial 
cooperation programme, on its role in the constitution of the Alpine region, to follow the process of 
the development of the EU strategy for the Alpine region (EUSALP). Moreover, the opportunity to 
participate in programme events constituted yet another possibility to collect first-hand 
observations in the region. Attending those events was also essential to establish useful contacts, 
which became of an extreme importance for conducting semi-structured interviews at the later 
stages of my research (list of the events to which I participated during my internship is given in the 
Annex 1). Throughout the period of writing thesis, I stayed in close contact with the Alpine Space 
Programme ASP, which allowed me to benefit from the broad network of contacts of the 
cooperation programme to reach the target groups for my interviews. Data collected through first-
hand observations and secondary data (collected through policy documents, Annex 2) allowed 
obtaining a better insight on the notions of macro-regions and macro-regional strategies. 

Semi-structured interviews 

Given the main research questions of this study and its inductive nature, the semi-structured 
interviews were considered as the most appropriate method for data collection. The choice between 
structured (quantitative method), semi-structured and unstructured interviews veered towards the 
semi-structured interviews due to certain reasons. A distinctive feature of an interview is to examine 
its contribution to the context of justification as compared to the context of discovery (Porta & 
Keating, 2008, p. 110). In this perspective, the semi-structured interviews have some advantages 
compared to others. The semi-structured interviews contribute both within the context of 
justification (half of the questions are re-designed which result in the ‘relative uniformity in the 
behaviour of interviewer’, Ibid.) and within the context of discovery. The semi-structured interviews 
focus on the interviewee’s point of view in contrast to structured interviews which ‘reflect the 
researcher’s concern’ (Bryman, 2008, p. 437). At the same time, there are some limitations of the 
application of the semi-structured interviews method. Among the most vivid are the selection of 
respondents, which might be quite subjective and chosen in order to prove the ‘favoured’ result of 
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the researcher’s perspective; the trustworthiness to the respondents; the validity of the data 
collected; and the interview technique (conscious and deliberate distortion). 

The interview guide (Annex 3) entails a list of pre-defined questions asked and specific topics 
covered during discussion with actors of the Alpine region. The questions were adjusted during the 
interviews, reflecting the directions in which the conversation was leading. This flexible method 
allowed to identify the interviewees’ points of view and adjust the emphases of the research overall. 

Respondents’ selection 

As pointed out by Bryman (2008), qualitative research typically leads to purposive sampling (p. 375). 
Indeed, in selecting the respondents the purposive sampling was considered the most appropriate 
for this research, as it has ‘essentially to do with the selection of units (which may be people, 
organisations, documents, departments etc.), with direct reference to the research questions being 
asked’ (p. 375). The main goal of the purposive sampling is not to randomly select units for analysis 
to create a sample with the intention to generalise findings and apply them for other sample, yet to 
‘focus on particular characteristics of population that are of interest, which will best enable you to 
answer your research question’ (Laerd Dissertation, n.d.).  

In order to encompass the variety of actors (Table 3.2), involved in the building of the Alpine region, 
a combination of maximum variation sampling and critical case sampling were attempted to apply. 
Maximum variation sampling was ensured by the selection of respondents from different levels of 
cooperation in the Alpine region, as well as representing NGO, EU transnational programme. At the 
same time, the research is preliminary reduced to a critical case sampling due to the limited 
resources and limited time framework to conduct more interviews. Respondents from local and 
regional level initially were included also, however, due to their workload the interviews could not 
have been arranged. Still, data collected through the secondary sources is used for the empirical 
analysis further. 

Table 3.2. Respondents’ profiles 

Interviewee Abbreviation 
when 

referring to 

Position Level Date of 
interview 

Semi-structured interviews 
Silvia Jost Interviewee 

1 
National Coordinator of 
Switzerland in Alpine 
Space programme 

National 
(Switzerland) –
transnational 

02.04.2015 

Peter 
Eggensberger 

Interviewee 
2 

Bavarian State Ministry 
for Environment and 
Consumer Protection 

National 
(Germany) 

22.04.2015 

Eric Gløersen Interviewee 
3 

Senior consultant at 
Spatial Foresight 

Transnational 23.04.2015 

Christina Bauer Interviewee 
4 

General Alpine Space 
Programme Manager 

National 
(Austria) – 
transnational 

27.04.2015 

Thomas Fleury Interviewee 
5 

Team coordinator, Joint 
Secretariat of Alpine 
Space transnational 
cooperation programme 

Transnational 27.04.2015 
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Wolfger 
Mayrhofer 

Interviewee 
6 

Legal Adviser Alpine 
Convention 

Transnational 29.04.2015 

Claire Simon Interviewee 
7 

Executive Director of 
CIPRA International 
(Protection of the Alps) 

Transnational 06.05.2015 

Mail correspondence 
Janez Berdavs Respondent 

1 
Alpine Space Contact 
Point for Slovenia 

National Mail 
correspondence, 
April 

Marco Onida Respondent 
2 

DG for Regional and 
Urban Policy, EC 

Transnational Mail 
correspondence, 
May (Annex 4) 

Colin Wolfe Respondent 
3 

Head of Competence 
Center, DG for Regional 
and Urban Policy 

Transnational Mail 
correspondence, 
May 

 

The actors that have been interviewed are public servants. Private organisations were excluded from 
the list, as they preliminary have little interest in the construction of the region (one reason to not 
be interested - according to regulations private partners are not eligible for the EU-funding). On the 
contrary, the EU-level, which has been genuinely interested in the construction of the regions, has 
been added to the list (notes during the stakeholders conference on the EUSALP in Milan, mail 
correspondence with members of Competence Centre for macro-regions and ETC) to ensure the 
equal involvement of the actors of the Alpine region and objective sampling of respondents. 

Data analysis 

Once the research material was collected through first hand observations and semi-structured 
interviews, the analysis and interpretation was started by the coding process. The coding is a 
‘process whereby raw data are systematically transformed and aggregated into units which permit 
precise description of relevant content characteristics’ (Holsti, 1969 as cited in Biaggio, 2013, p. 59). 
In my research I have used a qualitative data analysis software, ATLAS.ti, which helps researcher to 
ensure a systematic coding process. The software provides many complex features from the strict 
coding process to creating networks between text, images, audio, video and geo data. I, however, 
almost exclusively used it for coding the interview transcripts by the attribution of codes and 
comments to parts of the transcripts, which can be considered as the first analysis of data collected. 
The result is presented below in Figure 3.1. Three main columns can be distinguished: the left one 
shows primary documents (transcripts of interviews), lists of codes, quotations, memos; the central 
one displays the transcript of the interview; and the right one, margin area, shows codes, memos 
and notes themselves.  
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Figure 3.1. Qualitative analysis of the interviews material in ATLAS.ti 

Figure 3.2 shows codes that have been assigned to the interviewees’ responses (on the left). They 
correspond with the structure of the analysis in Chapter 4: starting with the understanding of what 
Alpine region is (code ‘Alpine region’), conceptualisations of the Alpine region, application of the 
Paasi’s institutionalisation theory (‘territorial shaping’, ‘symbolic shaping’, ‘institutionalisation of the 
region’), and by other codes, needed for the analysis and further discussions (codes ‘Alpine vision’, 
‘Alpine macro-region’ and others). A detailed coding scheme is presented in Annex 5. 

 

Figure 3.2. Retrieving coded data segments 

Drawing on a blend of first hand observations, interviews material and secondary sources, the 
empirical data was analysed and is presented in Chapter 4. 

 

3.5. Limitations of the research 
The first limitation of this master thesis could be found in a choice of a qualitative research strategy, 
which might be perceived as being subjective. This critique of the qualitative studies is stemmed 
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from their nature, because qualitative studies often start in a relatively open-ended way and only 
then entail a gradual narrowing down of the research problem and research questions (Bryman, 
2008, p. 391), which results in a conclusion that ‘single qualitative studies are not adequate basis for 
generalisations’ (Myers, 2000). Moreover, Myers (2000) denotes, that ‘qualitative methodology is 
rebuked because studies are often difficult to replicate’. Furthermore, as highlighted by Malterud 
(2001), ‘findings from the qualitative research are not thought of as facts that are applicable to the 
population at large, but rather as descriptions, notions, or theories applicable within a specified 
settings’ (2001, p. 486). 

Another hindrance is derived from the choice of a single embedded case study research strategy, 
where a single case under investigation is an Alpine region, into which different actors are 
embedded. As aforementioned, such a research strategy and research design lead to another 
limitation of the qualitative research – the generalisation of the findings and their transferability and 
application to other cases.  

Moreover, the list of the actors involved in the region building processes is rather exhaustive and 
difficult to identify, which certainly brings a considerable limitation to the research. However, 
through the careful examination of the secondary data, the author tried to identify actors involved in 
the construction of the Alpine region and to ensure involvement of each (local, regional, national 
and transnational) scalar level. Selection of the participants to conduct semi-structured interviews 
was based on the established contacts of the author and was limited by quite busy period of 
conducting the interviews (April-May 2014) due to the launching of the new Interreg VB programme 
2014-2020, latest stages of the development of the macro-regional strategy for the Alpine region, 
numerous conferences, seminars and meetings of the actors of the region etc. 

Given the aforementioned limitations of the study, the aim of the research has been accomplished, 
which directly corresponds to the aim of the qualitative research, namely ‘to discover meaning and 
understanding, rather than to verify truth or predict outcomes’ (Myers, 2000). The rest of the 
limitations are justified with the depth of explorations and descriptions of the thesis. 
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CHAPTER 4. REGION-BUILDING PROCESSES IN THE ALPS: AN EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 
4.1. Cooperation initiatives in the Alpine region 
 
Cooperation initiatives play a significant role in the construction of a transnational region, since they 
perform, produce, reproduce region itself. The Alpine cooperation has a long-term tradition. The 
first trans-frontier structures were limited in geographical terms and thematic context.  

Obviously, the convergence of borders and administrative systems, the presence of various 
linguistic, cultural areas is not unusual in the mountain regions. Since 1990s, it has been argued that 
the problems of mountain areas were not adequately addressed at the national and European levels. 
Furthermore, the first transnational attempts for cooperation in the Alpine region were made to 
solve specific problems and were initially created at the regional level, between the late 1960s and 
1970s. In parallel, many bilateral agreements between different states in the Alpine region existed, 
yet only one agreement solely between the Alpine states: the Alpine Convention. It is considered the 
‘oldest international treaty’ (Balsiger, 2013, p. 6) that specifically addresses sustainable development 
in a trans-frontier mountain range, embracing environmental, social, economic and cultural 
dimensions. 

The first attempt to create a project of regional political institution at the level of the Alps was made 
in 1952, when representatives of Austria, Italy, France, Germany and Switzerland created a non-
governmental organization, the International Commission for the Protection of the Alps (CIPRA). 
CIPRA was one of the first organisation that introduced ‘an ecoregional approach at the level of a 
mountain range and a principle of division of natural space into politics’ (Debarbieux et al., 2013, p. 
15). The core task of this organisation reads as follows: ‘It has to be the most significant task of the 
Alpine Commission to work out an international Alpine convention and guarantee its acceptance by 
the participating countries’ (Ruffini et al., 2009, p. 7). 

The international treaty building process started in 1987, when CIPRA began to campaign for AC. Yet 
in 1988 the EU, the Council of Europe, subnational regions of the Alpine states, called on CIPRA to 
prepare a first draft of the Convention. However, it was impossible to sign a convention without 
involvement of the nation-state, even having a support of the EU. In this respect, what Balsiger 
(2013) called ‘the political breakthrough and a turning point in Alpine meta-governance‘, in 1989 the 
first Alpine Conference was organised, which invited all Alpine Environment Ministers. Further, 
during the second Alpine Conference in 1991 the ‘Convention on the Protection of the Alps (Alpine 
Convention)’ was signed by Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Lichtenstein, Switzerland and the 
European Community.  

AC has been apprehended in a very ambiguous way. Many scholars consider it as an ‘ineffective 
paper tiger’ (Balsiger, 2007, p. 5), ‘piece of paper’ with no real implementation (Simonis, 1997). The 
reasons behind this are the facts that ‘the necessary institutional changes have not been introduced, 
workable coordination mechanisms in a multicultural region were not established’ (Simonis, 1997, p. 
13). Even though the Convention developed ten technical protocols, which, following Balsiger 
(2007), should ‘pique interest’, as the most of global framework conventions have produced just a 
few protocols (p. 4), none of them, except the one dealing with the adding Monaco as a party, has 
yet been ratified.  
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On the other hand, AC has some success. Following Price (1999), AC ‘has been widely cited as a 
successful example of regional cooperation between states’ (p. 21). The author points its 
‘contribution to the recognition, both within the Alps and across Europe, that the Alps are a region, 
with distinct environmental and cultural characteristics’ (Ibid.). Balsiger (2007) argues that a closer 
look at AC as a model of the earth system governance can be of interest to scholars, due to its eco-
regional sustainable scope, its process-based approach to the framework-protocol model of 
international agreements, and its permeability to non-state actor influence (Ibid.). Balsiger (2007) 
also highlighted a comprehensive scope of the Convention (environmental, economic, social and 
cultural dimensions), so-called anticipatory nature, as one of its strongest characteristics. Finally, AC 
may serve as a good example of cooperation between governmental and non-governmental actors. 
At the beginning, the principal promoter of transnational cooperation was CIPRA. In the 1970s, 
CIPRA’s efforts joined three working groups of the subnational regions (COTRAO1 from the western 
part of a region, ARGE ALP2 from the center and Alpen-Adria3 from the east). In fact, these three 
working communities were the first transnational governance systems, established in the Alpine 
mountain range. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the EU, the Alpine states, additional network of 
local communities and NGOs assumed ownership of AC, confirming the multi-actor dimension of 
transnational cooperation. 

As for today, a large number of transborder structures exist in the Alpine region. However, the most 
influential in terms of encompassed territory and themes for cooperation, represent three of them: 
ARGE ALP, Alpen-Adria and COTRAO (interviewees 4, 5; these three regional structures are also 
subject for analysis in the research of Price, 1999 and Ruffini et. al, 2009). The territorial boundaries 
of aforementioned actors are visualised on the Map 4.1. 
 

                                                           
1COTRAO (Communauté de Travail des Alpes Occidentales), the working community of the western Alps, established in 
1982 in Marseilles as an association based on a protocol agreement between France, Italy and Switzerland. The primarily 
purpose of the partnership was an exchange of information and coordination of solutions and problems regarding the 
interests of the member cantons and regions, and implementation of internal projects. COTRAO hast two working 
languages (French and Italian). The total population of the participating entities is about 17 million people (Price, 1999, p. 
33). COTRAO comprises six specialised committees, namely education and culture; industry, research and technology; 
tourism; transport and communications; environment; Alpine affairs.  

 
2ARGE ALP (the Working Community of Alpine Countries) was established in 1972 in the central Alps with their ‘common 
vision for the development and safeguarding of the Alps’ (web-site). ARGE ALP was the first European federation of 
autonomous units below the nation-state level. The membership is formed by the ten partners from Austria, Germany, 
Italy and Switzerland. The common objective of the working group is to deal with common issues of economic, social, 
cultural and ecological nature of a transnational level. The official languages of ARGE ALP are Italian and German.   
 
3The working group Alpen-Adria was established in 1978 in the eastern Alps as a cooperation between 12 regions of 
Austria, Italy, Hungary, Germany, Slovenia and Croatia. As highlighted by Ruffini et al. (2009), the main objective of Alpen-
Adria, in contrast to ARGE ALP, is on strengthening transnational cooperation and mutual trust. This trans-frontier 
structure is larger than ARGE ALP in terms of population (it encompasses territory with 44 million people, comparing to 33 
million of ARGE ALP). Alpen-Adria maintains a web site in five working languages and in English. 
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Map 4.1. Regional actors in the Alpine region (Source: author’s own) 

Partnership at the local level in the Alpine region was initiated by the AC (Gunya, 2007), ‘which has 
become a successful platform for regional cooperation, regional negotiations and sustainable 
development’ (p. 18). The role of the local network actors, motivations of their involvement in the 
region building processes of the Alpine region has been a part of a study, financed by the Swiss 
National Science Foundation ‘Pan-Alpine Networks’, to which Biaggio refers in her PhD thesis (2013). 
Biaggio (2013) while conducting research on local political networks in the Alpine region, pointed out 
the ‘essential role’ of aforementioned networks as ‘they become, via their social and political 
actions, promoters, of the creation of new regions’ (p. 28). 

As shown the interview material, the most prominent local actors that contribute to the recognition 
and institutionalization of the Alps are two networks of actors, the Alliance in the Alps4 (Network of 
communes to promote sustainable development) and Alparc5 (Alpine Network of Protected Areas). 

                                                           
4Alliance in the Alps (AdA) in collaboration with CIPRA was set up in 1997 in Slovenia (Bovec) to ensure the implementation 
of the Alpine Convention at the local level. The network currently includes more than 300 communities throughout the 
Alps from seven alpine countries, and ‘strive to develop their alpine living environment in a sustainable way’ (web site). 
The general objectives ‘of achieving closer and more systematic long-term cooperation between partners to realize the 
tasks and goals of the AC and its protocols at the local level, and of ensuring long-term cooperation’ (Gunya, 2007, p. 18) 
are laid down in the Memorandum between the Secretariat of the AC and the AdA. The implementation of of a sustainable 
development policy is one of the main network’s objectives. 
 
5Alparc was founded in 1995 by the French government as a ‘contribution’ to the AC (Biaggio, 2009, p. 102). It ties more 
than 900 large protected areas (national parks, regional and/ or nature parks, nature reserves, biosphere reserves and 
Natural Heritage sites). The primarily objective of the network, as indicated on its web site, is to promote and support the 
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A considerable variety of transnational networks initiated in the Alps linked different actors and 
objects, namely municipalities (Alliance in the Alps), protected areas (Alparc), cities (Alpine Town of 
the Year), scientists (ISCAR), touristic resorts (Alpine Pearls) and many others. Establishment of these 
initiatives, local in nature, was facilitated by CIPRA in order to provide implementation of the AC’s 
principles at a local level.  

Another institutional context is a transnational initiative, Alpine Space Programme (ASP). First 
programming period for the ASP covered 2000-2006 and was initiated by the EU under the Objective 
3 of Cohesion Policy ‘European territorial cooperation’ to strengthen economic and social cohesion. 
The reason behind the introduction of the transnational programme was to ‘contribute to 
harmonious territorial integration across large groupings of European regions, with a view of 
achieving sustainable, harmonious and balanced development in the Community’ (Dühr et al., 2010, 
p. 240). The programme project-based mode of operation provides a framework to facilitate the 
cooperation between economic, social and environmental actors from seven Alpine countries6. The 
added value of this transnational initiative is that primarily it acts as a policy promoter, contributing 
to strategic policy development, as well in its funding explorative and piloting actions, and in 
projects related to the policy implementation.  

Moving towards the Alpine macro-region 

The concept of macro-region has substantially evolved since its introduction for the first time in the 
context of the ETC programmes at the end of the 1990s. At the EU level there is no a standard 
definition for a ‘macro-region’. Since this concept was born from the initiative of the Baltic countries 
to create a new transnational development strategy, which was subsequently adopted in 2009, the 
macro-region is generally alluded to ‘an area including territory from a number of different countries 
or regions associated with one or more common features or challenges’ (INTERACT web-site). In this 
research, a macro-region is defined as a territory covering a number of different countries or 
regions, linked together in a certain geographical area, and which come together to address 
common features and challenges. 

The initial idea of construction of the Alpine macro-region was firstly expressed in March 2010 
during the heads of regional government meeting in Mittenwald (Balsiger, 2013, p. 9). For this 
reason, the development of the Alpine macro-region is often considered to be a ‘bottom-up’ 
initiative, brought up primarily by the regions. Primarily, the reasons behind why regions were so 
active in the development of the strategy were twofold: first, the macro-regional strategy was seen 
as an additional funding source; second, to raise ‘awareness’ of the Alpine issues in Brussels. The 
Alpine working groups, in particular ARGE Alp, played a significant role in this process. These efforts 
resulted in ‘Political resolution towards a European Union Strategy for the Alpine region‘ and 
‘Intervention document for the implementation of a European Union Strategy for the Alpine region‘, 
signed by the states and regions of the Alpine region on 18th October 2013, and afterwards 
submitted by the French government to the EC. On the 19th December 2013 the European Council 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
poling of experience and know-how among managers of Alpine protected areas, by carrying out joint projects, discussing 
technical issues, assessing the effectiveness of management methods and by organizing thematic events. The primarily 
understanding of the Alps is as following: Alps defined as a biogeographical region, but also references to linguistic 
heritage, craftsmanship and collective imagination. 
 
6 Alpine countries: Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Liechtenstein, Slovenia and Switzerland. 
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invited Commission, in cooperation with member states, to elaborate an EU Strategy for the Alpine 
region (EUSALP) by June 2015 (EC, 2013).  

According to respondent 3: 

 

Table 4.1. Process leading to the implementation of the EUSALP (Source: Strategy Development for 
the Alpine Space, 2013) 

Central protagonists Action 
Alpine regions, alpine states, Alpine Convention Political impulse for a macro-regional initiative/ 

strategy 
Alpine regions, alpine states, Alpine 
Convention, other relevant protagonists 

Dialogue and negotiations leading to an 
agreement on issues and targets for EUSALP 

Alpine regions, alpine states, Alpine 
Convention, other relevant protagonists 

Elaboration of Action Plan, with steering and 
managing mechanisms and funding scheme 

European Council 
Alpine states 

Approval 

Alpine regions, alpine states, Alpine 
Convention, other relevant protagonists 

Implementation 

 

Table 4.1 shows the ‘ideal’ procedure of the development, approval and implementation of the 
macro-regional strategy for the Alpine region. As is seen, regions as the initial protagonists of the 
strategy development are involved almost on each stage of the process (ideally). However, some 
discrepancies in this scheme already exist and are discussed further. 

In this vein, local, regional, national and transnational organisations and networks that are invested 
in the construction of the mountain range play a significant importance. Debarbieux (2008 as cited in 
Biaggio, 2013, p. 66) highlighted the existence of a ‘veritable pan-Alpine activism’ by classifying the 
actors as following: the member Alpine national states; the sub-national entities (regions, cantons 
etc.); the municipalities; the associations and clubs. An important place is also accorded to non-
governmental organisation CIPRA, as a protagonist of construction of the Alpine region under the 
label of sustainable development, which initiated the establishment of transnational local and 
regional networks in order to facilitate the implementation of the Alpine Convention (ARGE Alp, 
Alpen-Adria, COTRAO, Alliance in the Alps, Alparc). With this, the involvement of different levels of 
actors facilitated the cross-border interdependencies in a transnational mountain range of the Alps. 
Further Table 4.2 gives not only an exhaustive list of stakeholders active in the Alpine region, but 
presents different understandings of the Alps, different reasons behind cooperation, and thus 
different cooperation agendas of actors. 
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Table 4.2. The diversity of understandings of the Alps and ideas of alpine cooperation (Source:  
Strategy Development for the Alpine Space, 2013, adjusted by the author) 

Name Type Understanding of the Alps Cooperation idea 
International 
Commission 
for the 
Protection 
of the Alps, 
CIPRA, 1952 

NGO Focus on the Alps as a 
living environment  
 

Connecting the activities 
of different stakeholders 

ARGE ALP, 
1972 
 

An association 
of 9 Länder, 
provinces, 
regions and 
cantons of 
Austria, Germany, 
Italy and 
Switzerland 

Alps identified on the 
basis of a series of specific 
conditions for social and 
economic development, 
e.g. limited available 
space, fragmentation, 
climatic conditions, local 
contrasts in altitude and 
specific hazards. 

Raise awareness of shared 
responsibility for the alpine habitat, 
promote contacts between peoples, 
contribute to cooperation in Europe 
at raising awareness of alpine issues 
at European level. 

Alpen-Adria, 
1978 

Working 
community that 
brings together 
eight regions 
with a focus on 
‘future oriented 
peace work’ 

The Eastern Alps as a 
border region 

Initially (1978): cooperating with 
neighbouring regions 
notwithstanding the ideological 
divide and political isolation. 
Now: capitalising on the diversity of 
historical and cultural identities and 
socio-economic situations. 

COTRAO, 
1982 

Working 
community that 
brings together 
eight regions and 
cantons 

The Alps as a specific mountain 
region 

Exchange of information and 
technical expertise with regard to 
problems of common interest; 
concrete actions, such as studies on 
clearly-defined themes (transport, 
tourism), meetings, networks of 
research centres. 

Alpine 
Convention, 
1991 

International 
legally-binding 
treaty 

‘One of the largest 
continuous unspoilt 
natural areas in Europe, 
which, with their outstanding 
unique and 
diverse natural habitat, 
culture and history, 
constitute an economic, 
cultural, recreational and 
living environment in the 
heart of Europe’ (AC) 

Sustainable and prudent use of 
resources, applying the principles of 
prevention (the “polluter pays” 
principle), pursues the preservation 
and protection of the Alps through 
commitments and obligations and 
the adoption of shared sets of 
regulations. 

Alparc, 1995 Alpine Network 
of Protected 
Areas 

The Alps defined as a 
biogeographical region, but also 
references to linguistic heritage, 
craftsmanship and collective 
imagination. 

Facilitating exchange between the 
alpine parks, nature reserves, 
biosphere reserves, tranquillity 
zones and many other kinds of 
protected areas. 

Alliance in 
the Alps, 
AdA, 1997 

Network of 
nearly 300 
municipalities 
from seven 
countries 

Not identified Applying the principles of the Alpine 
Convention at the local level, where 
its individual members are given the 
opportunity to develop their 
environment and take part in 
initiatives and projects. 

Alpine Space Transnational Defined: Promotes sustainable 
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programme, 
ASP, 2000-
2006, 2007-
2013, 2014-
2020 

European 
Territorial 
Cooperation 
Programme 

- by topographic criteria 
(mountainous areas or 
“alpine core”) and 
surrounding foothills and 
lowlands 
- as a meeting point of 
cultures and languages 

regional development. For 
programming period 2014-2020 four 
priorities are defined: 

- Liveable Alpine Space; 
- Innovative Alpine Space; 
- Low carbon Alpine Space; 
- Well-governed Alpine 

Space. 
EU Strategy 
for the 
Alpine 
region 
(expected to 
be approved 
by the 
European 
Council in 
early 
autumn 
2015) 

EU strategy for 
the Alpine macro-
region 

The Alps and Alpine region as 
an economic and productive 
hub 

The Strategy aims at ‘enhancing and 
fostering what is currently an 
experimental and innovative 
laboratory based on the concept of 
sustainability and of mutually 
beneficial action between mountain 
regions at its core and the 
surrounding lowlands and urban 
areas, all by taking into account the 
functional relationships between 
these areas’ (EUSALP Sub-group 
meeting in Luzern, 28th April 2014). 
3 main priorities: 
Competitiveness and Innovation, 
Connecting the Region and 
Sustainable Management of energy, 
natural and cultural resources. 

 

Table 4.2 shows diversity of cooperation initiatives in the Alpine region: they represent different 
territorial levels (local, regional, national), geographic scope and territorial unity etc. Hudson (2007) 
when discussing in his work ‘who has the power of decisions, in both intellectual debates about 
regions and regional policy and practice’, pointed out that due to ‘scalar shifts’ the power, centred 
on the state-level, has been shifted to regions (‘regional devolution’), to sub-national spaces of 
governance, to ‘non-state’ or ‘quasi-state’ organisations (‘a range of organisations and institutions 
within civil society has been incorporated in the process of governance’). At the same time, states 
are not excluded and can not be regarded as ‘passive bystanders’ in the process of territorial 
decentralisation (Hudson, 2007, p. 1152). In this vein, the actors, involved in the building of the 
Alpine region embrace all actors that have power in the territorial decentralisation according to 
Hudson: states (AC), regions (ARGE Alp, Alliance in the Alps, COTRAO etc.), non-governmental 
organisation (CIPRA) and sub-national organisation (ASP as initiative of the EU). 

 

4.2. Institutionalisation of the Alpine region 

4.2.1. Territorial shaping 

The starting point of the analysis, defining the territorial scope of the Alpine region, already brings 
divergences: what region is and how the region is understood always reflects the biases of different 
originators (cultural, political, economic, and social). In the geographical terms, the Alps are an 
orographic unit. In the words of EU, the Alps are referred to as ‘massif’. This term originates from 
the French aménagement du territoire (ESPON, 2013), ranges over multiple regions and is delineated 
at the municipal level. 
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When one talks about territorial shaping of the Alpine region, there are at least four ways of drawing 
the territorial unity of the region given different basis for the delineation (Map 4.2, Table 4.3).  

 

 

Map 4.2. Different delineations of the Alpine region (Source: Strategy Development for the Alpine 
region, 2013) 

AC defines the Alpine region as an orographic unit (within the Alpine arc), which comprises the 
territory of eight countries. The AC’s perimeter is considered as a ‘core area’ of the Alps, and it does 
not include the big metropolitan areas surrounding the Alps. The perimeter of the Alpine region 
defined by AC (Map 4.2) almost reflects the Alpine biogeographical area and the Alpine massif 
territory as defined by ESPON GEOSPECS project (2013). AC initially has a clearly defined application 
area, with clear boundaries, which are made up on the amalgamation of peripheral areas.  

Another way of drawing the territorial unity of the Alpine region is the one suggested by the ASP. 
According to it, the Alpine region encompasses seven countries (excluding Monaco as compared to 
AC). An area of demarcation of the ASP goes beyond the territorial scope of the AC, which along with 
the peripheral region includes the economically powerful great Alpine foreland cities of the sub-
Alpine regions (metropolitan areas) – Milan, Munich, Geneva, Vienna etc. Such a delineation made 
by the EU took to account the fact that ‘the mountainous core area is spatially inseparably linked 
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with the surrounding peri-alpine belt’ (ASP Interreg IIIB Community initiative, 2006, p. 10). Summing 
up, the main reasons behind such delineation are economic ones. 
 
EU Strategy for the Alpine region defines the Alpine region as an area of seven countries (same as 
the ASP). There were many discussions about the future delineation of the Alpine macro-region: 
territorial delineation according to the AC’s area of application, including the surrounding 
metropolises (corresponds to ASP), no formal boundaries (area of application determined according 
to individual case). The ARGE Alp and the Alpine Regions contend in their initiative paper that the 
strategy should address the core region with the bordering metropolitan areas, and ‘the Alpine core 
and the foreland regions constitute an entity, notwithstanding differences of focus and areas of 
emphasis [...]. The exact geographic layout must be defined in a flexible and functional fashion, 
according to the demands of the individual topics and concerns’ (ARGE Alp and the Alpine Regions 
2012 as cited in CIPRA, 2014, p. 22). In the meantime, a newly envisaged area of application for the 
EUSALP already exists; it extends far beyond the scope of the AC, and beyond the purview of the ASP 
(Map 4.3). As is seen from the map, the southern part of the EUSALP corresponds to the 
demarcation points of the ASP. The main difference is in the north, where strategy encompasses all 
of Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg, as opposed to districts of Oberbayern and Schwaben in Bavaria 
and Tübingen and Freiburg Baden-Württemberg in the ASP. The main reasons for this are political: 
such delineation is a matter of competence and power relations between the EU and NUTSII regions 
(even though decisions are taken at NUTS I level, NUTS II regions have a significant competence as 
well, interviewee 2).  

 

 

Map 4.3. EUSALP, Alpine Space Programme and Alpine Convention (Source: European Commission. 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/alpine/eusalp_alpine_space_alpine_convent
ion.pdf) 
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Table 4.3. Four ways of drawing the Alpine territorial unity (Source: author’s own) 

Source: official web sites of the respective initiatives 

Characte-
ristics 

Alpine biogeographical 
area 

Alpine Convention 
perimeter 

Alpine Space 
Programme 

Strategy for the 
Alpine region 

Defined by EEA and Swiss Federal 
Office for the Environment 

Alpine Convention, 
1991 

Alpine Space 
transnational 
cooperation 
programme 

EUSALP - the EU 
strategy for the 
Alpine region 

Geographi
cal scope 

Includes mountains of the 
Alps, the Scandes, the 
Pyrenees, the Carpathians, 
the Rhodopes, the Urals, 
the Caucasia and the 
Dinaric Alps. 

Territory of eight 
countries: Austria, 
France, Germany, 
Italy, Liechtenstein, 
Monaco, Slovenia, 
Switzerland 

Territory of seven 
countries: Austria, 
France, Germany, 
Italy, Liechtenstein, 
Slovenia, Switzerland 

Seven countries: 
Austria, France, 
Germany, Italy, 
Liechtenstein, 
Slovenia, Switzerland 

Square 780 000 km²  190 568 km²  (Price 
et al., 2012) 

390 000 km² 
  

Not identified 

Admini-
strative 
division 

- 27 NUTS II regions, 
5876 municipalities 

35 NUTS II regions 48 NUTS II regions 

Popula-
tion 

Not identified 14,3 million people 70 million inhabitants 75 million inhabitants 

 

To conclude, there is no a common understanding of the territorial extension of the Alpine region, 
there is not a single ‘map of the Alps’ (SDP, 2013, p. 22), which covers the same area for each of the 
numerous initiatives in the region. The territorial unit of the Alpine region will be best described as a 
‘fuzzy region’ (interviewee 3). These delineations exist due to different understandings of the Alps 
(Table 4.2). This brings us to the conclusion that in terms of territorial shape the Alpine region is 
weak due to the existence of many geographies. Different initiatives are difficult to bring together 
for the building of a region. 

4.2.2. Symbolical shaping 

Refreshing Paasi’s framework, the second stage of the institutionalization of a region is the 
constitution of a ‘symbolic and conceptual shape’. The initial component of the symbolic shaping is 
its very naming, as it ‘connects its [region’s] image with the regional consciousness of both the 
inhabitants and ‘outsiders’ (Jenson, 1993 as cited in MacLeod, 1998, p. 837). The territory around 
the Alps is mostly referred as ‘the Alpine region’, the ‘Alpine Space’ (interviewee 5), the purely 
‘Alpine states’ (Switzerland, Austria, Liechtenstein – interviewee 7). 

What different stakeholders stressed during the interviews is that there is no single 
conceptualization of the Alpine region, which, surprisingly, proves the recognition of the Alpine unity 
and uniqueness through its diversity. The perception of the Alpine region falls into multifarious 
perspectives: the energy region, ‘Europe’s water tower’, bioregion, and touristic region, an area with 
conditions for economic development, leisure region, border region and initially geographical region. 
Furthermore, the picturing of the Alpine region is contingent on various denominators: the region, 
where people are coming from (different for seven countries of the Alpine region and different for 
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people living in the core Alps and in its surroundings), organizations and networks with different 
visions and understandings of the Alps and the Alpine region. The latter one is explained in details in 
sub-section 4.1 (Table 4.2). Moreover, the Alps are a particularly complex socio-cultural area due to 
the co-existence of four different languages (French, Italian, German, Slovene and many dialects). 
Even though, the region is characterized with significant differences, the global vision of problems 
and threats (environmental burdens, depopulation, natural hazards, respondent 2) leads to a 
‘homogenizing representation of the mountain range’ (Biaggio, 2013, p. 89). 

The qualitative analysis of the interviews material has shown the different images of the Alps for 
countries capitals and for people living in the core Alps.  

Indeed, for Italy (for Rome) the Alps for a long time has been seen as a barrier, as a limiting factor, 
that hindered connection of the developed upper Italy to Europe. Thus, for upper Italy (in particular, 
for region Padania) joining of the Alpine region building was facilitated by political reasons. For 
Austria (for Vienna), the Alps mean the whole country, as Austria is a purely ‘Alpine state’. Joining of 
the Austrian regions the initiative of construction of the Alpine region was driven by the political 
party Austrian Alpine Club, and which is the largest mountaineering organisation in Austria. For 
Switzerland (for Bern), the Alps are an integral part of the country, as it constitutes 60% of its 
territory. It is a touristic destination, skiing as an intrinsic part of the country’s national identity, 
which is imbued with alpine symbolism. For Germany (Berlin) the Alps has been seen as the 
‘southern problem’ and as a preservation area. Concerning Slovenia, for respondents it was difficult 
to pick up the clear picture, even though ‘skiing and mountaineering are regarded as national sports 
for Slovenians’ (respondent 1). This was explained with the large number of cross-border, 
transnational and interregional organisations and networks of various levels that Slovenia is 
involved. For France, the Alps has been seen in a more industrial oriented way, while for Paris the 
Alps are pictured as various ski resorts and leisure center. Summing up, people coming from the 
capitals, located outside the initial Alpine region, have a more conservative idea of the Alps: they 
picture the Alps as an area, which has to be protected and ‘kept as it is’. As opposed, people living in 
the core Alps perceive them as an area that has to be developed and modernised in order to be a 
compatible actor at the European market. 

Even though there is still no consensus on where the Alps begin and end, yet multifarious 
understandings of the symbolic shape of the Alpine region co-exist, as the Alps are pictured as 
mountains, unspoilt nature, capra (genus), cheese, milk, snow, fresh water, local life style, traditional 
houses, wood, wooden houses with balconies (in Bavaria) and others.  

Nevertheless, three perspectives are identified for the symbolical shaping of the Alps: 

1. The landscape perspective 
2. The economic perspective (tourism) 
3. The policy perspective (sustainable development) 

In the collective imagination, the Alps are associated with unspoilt nature, spectacular natural and 
cultural landscapes: waterfalls, high peaks, sloping mountainsides, lakes and rivers, plateaus etc., 
which form particular natural and cultural landscapes. Such natural and cultural landscape 
perspective can be found in the words and images of the Alps, produced by the various actors 
investigated in the study. Indeed, the AC indicates ‘[t]he Alps, with their biodiversity capital, water 
and wood reserves, are the natural, cultural, living … environment’. The Alparc, for instance, refers 
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to the Alps as to ‘untamed landscapes and legendary peaks’, ‘fascinating wildlife’, ‘unique cultural 
heritage’ etc. Symposium of the Alliance in the Alps 2015 among other topics is dedicated to natural 
diversity as well. The beauty of the mountain scenery is well referred to as one of the characteristics 
of the Alps (interviews material). 

The tourist image of the Alps is a well-referred characteristic (interviewees 1, 2, 3, 5), as this answer 
is often given to the question ‘What are the Alps for you?’ Interviewee 4 pointed out the importance 
of the touristic capital in the Alps, exemplifying the Alpine Pearls cooperation, established on the 
base of two projects of ASP (Alps Mobility and Alps Mobility II within INTERREG IVC 2007-2013) and 
promoting tourism based on the awareness of the capital that the Alpine environment represents. 
AC also puts an emphasis on the tourist capital of the region and highlights that the Alps are ‘an 
attractive tourist destination for approximately 120 million guests every year’. 

The policy perspective of the Alpine region promotes the concept of sustainable development, which 
is enshrined in AC. In the interviews, the concept of sustainable development is referred to as a 
‘transversal topic’, which is a part of many other sectoral policies – (sustainable) tourism, transport 
and mobility, farming (interviewee 6).  

Biaggio (2013) in her PhD thesis, while talking about the recurrent images of the Alps, followed the 
categorization, established by Petite about territorial and material dimensions of collective identities 
in the Alps (Petite, 2009 as cited in Biaggio, 2013). He suggested five recurrent images while 
referring to mountains in general: the aesthetic, patriotic, tourist, ecological and nostalgic images. 
According to this categorisation, three of the five could be of relevance for the Alpine region (the 
aesthetic, tourist and ecological images). The patriotic and nostalgic categories are not relevant for 
the Alpine region (interviewees 2, 6, 7). 

There is a clear connection between territorial and symbolic shaping of the Alpine region, since 
‘symbols’ have certain territorial reference. From the analysis in the preceding sub-section, it is seen 
that there is no single territorial delineation of the Alpine region due to various projects and 
initiatives in the region. In the wake of this, there is no single symbolic shaping of the Alpine region. 
Table 4.4 shows the linkage between territorial and symbolic images of the Alpine region, drawn by 
different initiatives. Furthermore, those two characteristics reflect an understanding of the Alps 
from the initiative and reasons for cooperation. 

 
Table 4.4. Linking territorial and symbolic shaping of different initiatives in the Alpine region (Source: 
author’s own) 
Initiative Territorial shaping Symbolic shaping 
International Commission for the 
Protection of the Alps, CIPRA, 
1952 

Orographic unit, Alpine arc Landscape perspective 

ARGE ALP, 1972 
 

Central Alps Policy perspective 
(implementation of the AC) 

Alpen-Adria, 1978 Eastern Alps Policy perspective 
(implementation of the AC) 

COTRAO, 1982 Western Alps Policy perspective 
(implementation of the AC) 

Alpine Convention, 1991 Orographic unit, Alpine arc Policy perspective, landscape 
perspective 



 

43 
 

Alparc, 1995 Orographic unit Landscape perspective 
Alliance in the Alps, AdA, 1997 Orographic unit Policy perspective 
Alpine Space programme, ASP, 
2000-2006, 2007-2013, 2014-
2020 

Alpine arc plus alpine 
surroundings (metropolitan 
areas) 

Economic perspective  

EU Strategy for the Alpine region 
(expected to be approved by the 
European Council in early autumn 
2015) 

Alpine arc and alpine 
surroundings 

Policy perspective 

 
The majority of the initiatives taking place in the Alpine region deal with the ‘preservation’ of it 
(policy, landscape perspective), rather than with ‘development’ (economic perspective) of the Alpine 
region. The most recent ‘project’ of the EU, EUSALP, is a policy perspective likewise, showing that 
the EU follows a more conservative approach while creating new projects in Europe. 

4.2.3. Institutional shaping 

In this study ‘Institutionalisation’ is understood in terms of establishment of cooperation initiatives 
at different levels, since the object under investigation represents a case of a transnational 
mountainous region. This goes in line with the Paasi’s theory, where institutionalisation is also seen 
as a ‘group formation, in which the ‘supraindividual’ logic of regional history is realised: individuals 
are socialised into varying regional community memberships’ (Paasi, 1991, p. 243). The majority of 
stakeholders argued that the Alpine region is a ‘project region’ (interviewees 1, 5), ‘partly 
established project region’ (interviewee 6), ‘fuzzy project region’ (interviewee 3). Furthermore, the 
majority of the respondents referred to institutionalisation in the light of the development of the EU 
strategy for the Alpine region: ‘When talking about the Alpine process I refer to the construction of 
the Alpine macro-region, as the Alpine region existed before all these constructions’ (interviewee 6, 
Wolfgang Mayrhofer, 29.04.2015). 

The process of the institutionalisation of the Alpine region emerged from the two-fold impetus (top-
down and bottom-up). It emanated from the activities of CIPRA, which resulted in an international 
legally binding treaty called the Alpine Convention (interviewee 1). As the initial idea of AC was 
sustainable development and protection of the Alps, Balsiger (2007, p. 4) pinpointed that the Alps 
represents ‘a case of ecoregional institutionalisation’, as it is being ‘institutionalised on the basis of 
an area defined by the Alpine Convention’. Being signed by governments of Alpine states, excluding 
regions, the AC is regarded as an example of the ‘top-down’ approach in the institutionalisation 
process. Another ‘top-down’ process, as highlighted by interviewees, was reached with the EU 
transnational initiative ‘Alpine Space’, integrated by the EU in the INTERREG IIIB programme (2000-
2006). At the same time, the process of so-called macro-regionalisation (as also referred to by 
interviewees) has been initiated by the ‘bottom-up’ approach (in fact by ARGE Alp initiative), taking 
the form of ‘networks of actors sharing a concern for ensuring that the objectives of the Alpine 
Convention materialise’ (Biaggio, 2009, p. 100).  

Studies of Alpine institutionalisation assign significant importance to transnational cooperation 
initiatives and networks invested in the construction of the mountain range. In this vein, CIPRA and 
its initiatives (ARGE Alp, Alpen Adria, COTRAO etc.) is accorded the central place. Thus, the process 
of institutionalisation of the Alpine region was started by the initiative of the non-governmental 
organisation (‘ARGE Alp were the first to kick the ball of the process’, interviewee 1, Silvia Jost, 
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02.04.2015). Further on, states – individually or categorically – appeared as well (Paris joined due to 
strong centralisation in France, Rome has seen the Alpine process as a political chance to overcome 
the barrier of the Alps etc.). However, the attempt to sign AC in order to institutionalise the region 
has failed, as it completely excluded network of regions and regional authorities. Another impetus 
for the institutionalisation process has created the emergence of the concept of macro-region and 
macro-regional strategies at the EU level, and, moreover, the emergence of the Baltic Sea region and 
the Danube region strategy in 2009 and 2011 respectively. As mentioned earlier, the regions not 
being satisfied with their role in the implementation of the Convention, ‘pushed’ towards the Alpine 
macro-regional strategy. In the wake of this, on the 23rd December 2013 the European Council 
mandated the European Commission to prepare the Action Plan and Communication Plan of the 
EUSALP by June 2015, in collaboration with Member States (interviewee 5). The process of strategy 
development has already shown some drawback as mentioned in sub-section 4.1. To exemplify, 
since 2013 the Steering Committee7 (SC) and Sub-groups meetings8 (SG) have been organised to 
accompany the preparation of the strategy, building on the Intervention document, equally involving 
representatives from regions, states and the EU. However, after the last SC meeting in Ljubljana in 
April 2015 the EC took the whole responsibility of drafting the Action Plan and Communication Plan, 
which are due on the 23rd June 2015. Moreover, presentations of the draft versions before 
submission to EC are not foreseen. This fact makes regions to some extent be ‘insecure’ if their 
recommendations to the strategy will be incorporated to the core documents. The ‘bottom-up’ 
approach, frequently invoked since the beginning of the process, was not translated into reality 
(interviewee 7). One potential reason for such a position of the EC is a question of political 
ownership in the case of a ‘success’ story. Another reason is that the EU presumably wants to ensure 
strong linkages between the MRS and ETC programmes (as the MRS concept does not foresee new 
funds, the EU sees the ETC programmes as the main source of finance for the new project, whilst the 
ETC are against this). 

Overall, the institutionalisation process has been characterised by three linked institutional contexts, 
namely the AC, ASP and the Network of Alpine Regions (interviewee 5).  

The initial reasoning for the construction of the Alpine macro-region had a weak argumentation, 
since it lacked the ‘thematic-wise dimension that would characterise specifically the Alps and will not 
duplicate the existing initiatives and visions’ (interviewee 1, Silvia Jost, 02.04.2015). The initiative of 
the Alpine macro-region was considerably driven by the regions for two reasons: to get some 
additional funding (interviewee 1 exemplified additional funds received by the Baltic Sea region and 
the Danube region during development the EU strategies before the infamous principle of ‘three 
No’s was published by EC) and to make the representation of the regions more visible in Brussels 
(interviewee 4). However, during the process, regions and civil society (CIPRA) were left to a certain 
extent aside, showing the existence of a conflict between the region’s ambitions and the EC’s 
intentions (interviewee 7), and the process from the ‘bottom-up’ transformed into the ‘top-down’:  

                                                           
7 Steering Committee of the EUSALP is composed of representatives of Alpine States and Regions, and is 
chaired by EC. Two international organizations/structures are in the SC as observers: the Alpine Convention 
and the Alpine Space Programme. 
 
8 Sub-groups of the EUSALP are established since February 2014, one for each of the three pillars defined in 
the Grenoble document (Pillar 1: fostering sustainable growth and promoting innovation in the Alps; Pillar 2: 
Connectivity for all; Pillar 3: Ensuring sustainability in the Alps). 
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‘Construction of the Alpine macro-region is claimed to be a ‘bottom-up’ process, although in reality it 
is a ‘top-down’ process, where the initiatives of the regions are taken up by member states and the 
EU’ (interviewee 7, Claire Simon, 06.05.2015). 

Another point that has brought many discussions is a future governance of the MR. According to the 
EC’s three No’s principle, the establishment of the macro-region does not foresee the creation of 
new institutions (interviewees 2, 3) - the MRS does not plan to create and empower ad hoc 
institutions. However, this scenario has been perceived in an ambiguous way, raising the question if 
a new bottle can transform an old wine into a better product (Stocchiero, 2010, p. 8).  

A brief summary of the data collected through interviews is presented in Table 4.5.
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Table 4.5. Institutionalisation of the Alpine region: analysis of interviews material 

 Silvia Jost Eric Gløersen Peter  
Eggensberger 

Christina 
Bauer 

Thomas Fleury Wolfger 
Mayrhofer 

Claire 
Simon 

Representation National Coordinator of 
Switzerland, 
ASP 

Research fellow, 
Senior Consultant 

Political sector: 
Bavarian State 
Ministry for 
Environment and 
Consumer Protection 

Managing 
Authority, 
ASP 

Team 
Coordinator 
ASP 

Alpine Convention CIPRA International 

What is Alpine 
region? 

Construction, yet a 
geographical unit 

Construction – fuzzy 
project region (in 
terms of ASP, AC, 
EUSALP). Though  
bigger symbolical and 
functional meaning, 
than territorial 
characteristics 

Physical region (the 
Alps). 
Model region for 
spatial integrating of 
Europe, integration of 
different views, 
visions, approaches. 

Project region, 
established for 
sustainable 
development in 
the 
transnational 
mountain 
region. 

Project region Partly project 
region (the project 
is creation of 
EUSALP, region 
itself existed 
before) 

Geographical unit 
(strong geographic 
characteristics), 
strong cultural and 
natural links 

Institutionalisation 
of a region? 

Alpine region is on the 
‘third’ stage (according 
to Paasi’s theory). No 
formal transnational 
institutions will be 
created. 
Institutionalisation is 
possible, but it is a long-
term process (too many 
barriers, first – language) 

Non-
institutionalisaton of 
a region (idea of MR – 
no new institutions). 
Macro-region should 
not be seen as an 
authority, but rather 
as mediator. 
 

No new institutions 
(idea of MR), but 
better administration 
of available resource. 
Transfer of some 
competences from 
Brussels to the Alpine 
region. 

EUSALP as an 
instrument to 
institutionalise 
the region. 

Institutionalisati
on as a process 
of establishing 
cooperation at 
different levels.  

Institutionalisation 
is a process of 
creating (refers to 
MR and MRS): 
activities of SC, SG, 
the EC. 

Referring to 
EUSALP: some level 
of 
institutionalisation 
is needed to 
maintain 
transnational 
activities. Should be 
slim and efficient. 
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4.2.4. Establishment of a region 

Bearing in mind the relatively weak performance of the Alpine region in terms of territorial, symbolic 
and institutional shaping, the fourth and latest stage of the construction of a region is characterized 
with the standardized institutions, relatively permanent modes of behavior, with ‘formal 
establishments (for example, mass media, education) and local and nonlocal practices in the sphere 
of politics, economics, legislation, and administration…’ (Paasi, 1991, p. 245).  

The case under investigation of this study falls upon the Alpine transnational mountainous region, 
moreover, ‘non-standard’ ‘unusual’ project region, using the terminology of the EU. As Paasi (2009) 
suggested that the last stage of the institutionalization has different meanings at different spatial 
scales, institutionalization of the Alpine region is not likely to result in the establishment of formal 
and informal institutions, as initially it is not a goal of the transnational region (interviews material). 
Moreover, due to numerous barriers (national legislation, languages, administrations etc.) the 
establishment of those transnational institutions (mass media, education) is not likely to be 
translated into reality in the short-term perspective (interviewee 1). Following the recent 
development of the macro-regional strategy for the Alpine region, currently the debates are focused 
on the future governance system, since this element is considered being crucial in the macro-
regionalisation. At the same time, as the EC reemphasized its three No’s principle, the future 
governance system of the Alpine macro-region should be built on jointly identified objectives 
(interviewee 5). Since the majority of respondents pointed out that the governance should be as slim 
as possible, the work should be organized in small teams, which bring actors to work on a specific 
and very narrow topic (interviewee 3). The newly created ‘Alpine macro-region’ should not be seen 
as a ‘new authority, institutional burden, but, on the contrary, as mediator, that inform and bring 
knowledge to people’ (interviewee 3). Furthermore, the strategy should ensure the consistency 
between existing initiatives and prevent duplications (respondent 2 exemplified the ‘Zurich Group’ 
set up among Alpine transport ministries after the 1999 accident, which led to a 3-years closure of 
the Mont-Blanc tunnel between Italy and France; and the Working Group on transport set up in 2000 
by AC. Those structures deal largely with the same issues). 

Since the strategy development process is still in progress, the majority of the interviewees referred 
to the Alpine region as a ‘partly established project region’ (interviewees 3, 6). At the same time, the 
Alpine transnational region is not likely to ever become an administrative region with clearly 
demarcated and delineated boundaries, which is not a matter for the transnational project regions 
(interviews material). The Alpine region has a strong functional and symbolical characteristics 
(interviewee 3), strong natural and cultural elements, that will exist even if constructions, namely 
ASP, AC, numerous networks do not exist. However, since the analysis of empirical data has shown 
that there many discrepancies in terms of drawing symbolical shaping of the region, the existence of 
the Alpine region as a coherent established and referred to region without the institutional 
constructions could be questioned. 
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSIONS 

 

This quotation, summarising the key message of the study – that regions are constructed, paves the 
way to significant implications and conclusions that can be drawn in the wake of the thorough 
empirical work, made within this study. First of all, Paasi’s statement, made early in the 2000s, 
chimes loudly with Amin’s one, who suggested to regard regions and  

 

The quotations presented above compile the key questions posed in this master thesis, namely what 
a region is (social construction), how a region emerges (within political/economic/cultural/ 
administrative practices and discourse), and what the perspectives on region building are (territorial 
and relational). I will first summarise the main findings in response to the research questions, and 
then draw overall conclusions. 

5.1. Regional dynamics: from territorial to relational conceptualization of the Alpine region 
Regions and region building process are not static notions – regions are continually being redefined, 
‘resurgent’, at various scales, dimensions and are ‘continuously being made, unmade, and remade by 
the incessant shuffling of heterogeneous relations’ (Doel, 2007, as cited in Jones, 2009). Attention to 
‘heterogeneous relations’ that stretch over boundaries and are not territorially fixed are the key 
manifestations of the ‘thinking space [place and regions] relationally’, which is becoming a ‘mantra of 
the early twenty-first century’ (Jones, 2009, p. 488).  

The thorough investigation of the Alpine region allowed to answer research questions by identifying 
the step-by-step shift in the conceptualisation of the Alpine region being defined from the territorial 
perspective to the relational one. 

Trans-frontier (mainly trans-border) cooperation in the Alpine area is traced back to the early 
twentieth century, since many small-scale historical regions existed within the Alpine area for a long 
time (for instance, Tyrol in Austria and Italy, Franconia covering Bavaria and upper Austria and 
others). Since historical regions are not a subject of this particular study, the emergence of the Alpine 
region is traced back to the 1990s. In particular, construction of the Alpine region has evoked with 
the territorially defined political, socio-economic and cultural strategies and has found its 
implications in the first example of the transnational governance structure – a framework Alpine 
Convention, signed in 1991. The first ‘project’ Alpine region, defined by AC, was designed to ‘pursue 
a comprehensive policy for the preservation and protection of the Alps by applying the principles of 
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prevention, payment by the polluter and cooperation, after careful consideration of the interests of 
all the Alpine States, their Alpine regions and the European Economic Community, and through the 
prudent and sustained use of resources’ (Article 2 of AC). The ‘territorial’ nature behind this project 
region is easy to identify: AC and its predecessor and founder CIPRA in the scholarly literature are 
often referred to as ‘prolific mapmakers’ (Gaberell & Debarbieux, 2014, p. 126). Indeed, one of the 
tools used by CIPRA to ‘promote the Alps as a single natural entity meriting concern and protection 
has been to create and disseminate a diversity of maps which are framed so as to give a full vision of 
the range’ (Ibid., p. 126). Thus, AC inherited territorial perspective on the vision of the Alpine region 
– this proofs Article 1 of the Convention, which begins by mapping and spatially defining the scope of 
the entity: ‘The Convention shall cover the Alpine region, as described and depicted in the Annex’9. 

Analysing the second project and the Alpine region defined by ASP, one can find significant 
differences as compared to its predecessor. The shift in the conceptualisation and problematisation 
of a region in the early 2000s reflects the evolving dominance in the human geography and its ‘sub-
fields’ of a relational thinking. ‘Thinking space relationally’ has brought another resurgence of the 
interest in a notion of a region: as the concept of a new regionalism was slowly intruding in the 
regional politics, the political debates concerning the role of states/regions in the process of 
economic growth and governance, issues of power relations and decision held a sway. Generated by 
regionalist and nationalist movement, the territorial organisation of power/competences and 
responsibilities has been challenged with a strong ‘decentralisation’ processes, which in the words of 
McCann (2003) are defined as ‘re-scaling’ processes. Such ‘bottom-up’ pressures from within regions 
stemmed from ‘the power of seduction and the promise of greater regional autonomy’ (Hudson, 
2007, p. 1152). In the context of these processes, the EU has joined forces and introduced the 
cohesion policy (first – economic and social, which were later joined by the territorial cohesion) in 
order to ‘reduce disparities between the various regions and the backwardness of the least-favoured 
regions’ (as defined yet in Single European Act, 1986). With time, the attention has bee shifted to 
territorial cooperation, which became an independent objective under the EU Cohesion Policy, which 
aimed to ‘contribute to harmonious territorial integration across large groupings of European 
regions, with a view of achieving sustainable, harmonious and balanced development in the 
Community’ (Dühr et al., 2010, p. 240). Thus, the transnational ASP, introduced for the Alpine region 
in the 2000-2006 programming period, focused on the economic perspective, on the development of 
the Alpine region, while combining elements of both territorial and relational perspectives. Due to 
the fact that the construction of the Alpine region defined by the ASP was initially driven by the 
actors coming outside the region (in particular, the European Council), territorial perspective was still 
echoed in the policy documents, since EU policy documents always have territorial aspect, which is 
used to deliver DG Regional Policy.  

The third project created under the eagies of the EU, which the Alpine region is being gradually 
developing to, is the Alpine macro-region. Back in 2009, when the EU has introduced the first macro-
regional strategy for the Baltic Sea region, this instrument of the ETC aimed to develop an integrated 
frameworks for countries and regions to address common challenges. Initially, macro-regions 
represent a ‘soft policy space’ (Dubois et al., 2009, p. 17), their geographical boundaries are flexible, 
moreover, subjects to negotiation, contingent on the issue and the scope of the problem they are 

                                                           
9 The Annex of the Alpine Convention contained a very simple map of the Alpine Convention perimeter and 
national boundaries and a list of municipal territories covered by the project (the perimeter of the Alpine 
region as defined in the Alpine Convention is visually presented on the Map 4.3, sub-section 4.2.1., Chapter 4). 
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tackling. Such an approach (of no formal boundaries), where area of application is determined 
according to individual case has been used in the Danube macro-region. Same approach has echoed 
yet in the initiative paper of the ARGE Alp and the Alpine Regions (2012): ‘The exact geographical 
layout must be defined in a flexible and functional fashion, according to the individual topics and 
concerns’ (p. 25). Notably, an envisaged area of application of the EUSALP has been proposed by the 
European Commission on the quite late stages of the development process (November 2014), which 
has produced a map (Map 4.3) showing the differences in delimitation provisions of the AC, ASP and 
EUSALP. 

Thus, macro-regions and macro-regional strategies reflect relational approach to region building, 
where the Alpine region is seen as an open and unbounded territorial unity, where ‘stretch-out social 
relationships reveals a complex and unbounded lattice of articulations constructed through and 
around relations of power and inequality’ (Hudson, 2007, p. 1155). This implies, that the Alpine 
macro-region is a complex and heterogeneous network, which compiles all cooperation initiatives 
that exist in the region in order to bundle available resources. Being constructing by many actors, 
mainly external (although as claimed by many interviewees, representing a case of the regions’ will, a 
‘bottom-up’ initiative), in the case of Alpine macro-region, the initial focus on the pure topographical 
feature (the Alps in the Alpine Convention) has been shifted (yet not completely neglected) to the 
complex networks of flows and their relations.   

5.2. The Alpine region: an institutionalised region? 

Application of the Paasi’s institutionalisation theory to the transnational region has brought some 
interesting findings. By applying the ‘stages’ of the institutionalisation process to the Alpine region, it 
has been concluded, that in terms of territorial, symbolical and institutional shaping, the Alpine 
region is relatively weak. Territorial shaping is entangled with the multifarious ‘projects’ that have 
been taking place in the region simultaneously: the framework Alpine Convention, the Alpine Space 
Programme, the EU Strategy for the Alpine region. Since territorial shaping is tightly linked to 
symbolical shaping, the development of the latter, likewise, shows quite a weak stage. This can be 
explained with considerable natural (the limestone plateaus of the pre-Alps, mounds of schist, 
farmed terraces, caves and valleys, cliffs, meadows etc.), cultural, historical, linguistic (from Slavonic 
to Germanic, with Alemannic German, Bavarian and the Walser dialect, to the Rhaeto-Romance 
languages, and Italo-Western dialects) discrepancies that co-exist in the Alpine region. In terms of 
institutional ‘readiness’ of the Alpine region, the aforementioned distinctions, along with different 
national legal systems, the different stages and development of the economy, the volume of traffic, 
population distribution and other settings altogether complicate its establishment excessively. 
Moreover, institutionalisation of the transnational region is not seen as a desirable outcome even by 
the actors involved in the construction of the Alpine region (interviews material). The administrative 
borders between regions within the Alpine region are quite strong to think that they could easily be 
erased. Thus, the Alpine region cannot be yet regarded as an institutionalised region, as defined by 
Paasi (early in 1986), since it has not acquired an established status in the spatial structure and, 
moreover, the social consciousness of the society is quite low. 

In this wake, the institutionalisation theory of Paasi has shown that the Alpine region as it is defined 
by various initiatives and networks exists on the map, it has its own borders and institutions, but in 
people’s minds the Alpine region is not that easily identified. While undertaking the empirical 
analysis of data and in the sub-section above, I tried to show the dynamics of the Alpine region and 
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its transformation from the purely territorially defined to the relational region. This statement might 
constitute a considerable bottleneck, since initially Paasi’s institutionalisation theory was applied to 
territorial regions. Furthermore, Paasi’s view corresponds more with territorial perspective on region 
building, even though the delineation between the two perspectives (territorial versus relational) is 
quite vague and that at the later stages territorial perspectives incorporated elements of the 
relational one. The Alpine region is quite unlikely to ever become an administrative region with 
newly defined boundaries. This could be explained with a high number of member states that 
constitute the region (seven or eight, including Monaco), thus the area of cooperation is quite big. 
Even though the examples of the institutionalised trans-frontier regions in Europe exist (using EU 
terminology they are referred to as ‘euroregions’), the majority of them were initially historical 
regions, which is not a case for the region under investigation in this study. It can be assumed that 
historical regions (which have a strong territorial counterpart) are easier to ‘institutionalise’, since 
they have more in common and the discrepancies are not that high. In the case of Alpine region, 
some of the historical regions are embedded in the administrative ones. For instance, the historical 
region Tyrol corresponds to the administrative regions: the federation state in Austria (Tyrol) and 
provinces in Italy (South Tyrol and Trentino). Furthermore, the assumption that historical regions are 
subjects that are easier to institutionalise proves the fact, that those three regions (Tyrol in Austria 
and South Tyrol and Trentino in Italy) form the euroregion Tyrol-South Tyrol-Trentino, which was 
established yet in 1998. Another example of the institutionalised cross-border cooperation structures 
within the Alpine region is Bavarian forest - Bohemian Forest / Šumava euroregion (established 
between Austria, Germany and Czech Republic in 1994), Inn-Salzach and Inntal euroregions (between 
Austria and Germany, established in 1994 and 1998 respectively). Thus, the Alpine region has 
common history, but in different valleys. The size of the Alpine region, all the diversities described 
above and the fact that the Alpine region has developed into the relational region make its 
institutionalisation a very complex long-term and highly unlikely process.  

The transformation from functional to relational region has led from a relatively ‘stable’ Alpine 
region (formed by the Alpine Convention) to more fluid, unbounded and ‘fuzzy’ in territorial terms 
(the Alpine macro-region, which is under establishment). As concepts of macro-regions and macro-
regional strategies have been introduced by the EU, even thought the case of the Alpine region is 
claimed to be an example of the regional wish, this undermines that the newly territorial entity, 
macro-region, which is defined in relational terms, is built from the top-down impetus. In turn, this 
intends that in the region-building process if one ‘increases’ relational aspect (i.e. transformation 
from the functional region to macro-region, in the definition of the EU), then the implication founds 
itself in the weakened institutional aspect and reduced territorial aspect. The initial idea of the EU’s 
‘project region’ was to stimulate ‘new interregional, intercity and transnational collaborative 
initiatives’ (Deas & Lord, 2006, p. 1850) by empowering regions to promote EU’s wider agenda for 
enhanced competitiveness. However, these ‘experimental territorially based initiatives’ (Ibid., p. 
1850) have shown that, in fact, the regional level has been weakened, as institutionalisation of a 
relational ‘fuzzy’ region, as a tool for its ‘stabilisation’, is quite problematic and unrealistic. 
Nevertheless, institutionalisation of a relational region is, presumably, possible, however the process 
should be driven by a strong ‘bottom-up’ impetus. This might result from strong and active regional 
networks: ‘horizontal’ networks among the local actors, and ‘vertical’ networks linking local actors 
with regional, national and sub-national administrations. 
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5.3. The Alpine macro-region: recommendation for further studies 

As is seen from above, what the Alpine region represents nowadays is intrinsically built by the 
external to the region actors, namely the EU. Remarkably, the ‘territorially based initiatives’ (Interreg 
initiatives) and the initial top-down aspiration of the European Commission to create transnational 
regional entities (macro-regions), configured whether along familiar lines or otherwise, did not 
stimulate the development of the administrative institutionalised regions, with clearly defined 
boundaries. As is seen from the case under investigation, due to the numerous initiatives within the 
Alpine region itself, which have different regional agendas, with different understandings of what the 
Alpine region is and which directions it has to be developed, the internal driving forces are quite 
weak for the region to become ‘established’. Conceivably, the initial idea behind the EU macro-
regions was to develop those ‘imaginative configurations that straddle established national and 
regional boundaries’ (Deas & Lord, 2006, p. 1850). However, as relational aspect has become more 
important, this attempt of the EU has, on the contrary, weakened territorial dimension of a region, 
since global space and networks of flow took the stage. The EU can be a capable actor to establish a 
strong relational region, since it has a strong lever – financial resources and funding. 

Nonetheless, study of the regional transformation of the Alpine region has shown that the region can 
not be regarded as an established region (as defined by Paasi) yet: there are still many discrepancies, 
difference in visions, many ‘projects’ that are taking place. Launching of the EU strategy for the 
Alpine region in autumn 2015 and sometime after will show if the strategy becomes another short-
term and with no lasting effects ‘project’ or if it becomes an ‘umbrella’ project of the Alpine macro-
region.  

These conclusions and assumptions leave space for some possible directions for future research. 

As acknowledged early on by MacLeod (1998), ‘by combining the conceptual richness of Paasi’s 
approach with empirically informed contextual historical geographies, it may be possible to develop 
comparative studies of particular spaces; and furthermore, through an analysis of their respective 
institutional structuration, better comprehend their distinctive regulatory modes’ (p. 840). 
Furthermore, future studies could focus on the regional transformations of the already existed 
macro-regions (the Baltic Sea, the Danube, the Adriatic-Ioanic regions) by applying the 
institutionalisation theory of Paasi in order to explore whether these macro-regions are indeed 
macro-regions or another ‘projects’ of the EU. Comparative studies could bring an interesting results 
in the light of the development of further EU macro-regional and sea basin strategies (the recent 
publication of the DG for internal policies (2015) foresees development of another five macro-
regional strategies: for the Carpathian, North Sea, Black Sea, Atlantic Arc, Western and Eastern parts 
of the Mediterranean Sea regions). 

Another angle of Paasi’s abstract application of the term ‘region’, which has a strong historical and 
cultural denominator, enables one to study a particular region at a more sociological level, which was 
not the case for this study. In addition, the theory of institutionalisation may be of particular interest 
to those, who strive to ‘provide some valuable insights as to how particular socially cohesive 
territories emerge, institutionalise, and come to be established as specific sites for economic and 
political governance’ (MacLeod, 1998, p. 840).  

As the numerous new regional configurations festoon the map of Europe, further exploration of 
these competing, overlapping and ephemeral regional groupings (‘unusual regions’, ‘non-standard 
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regions’), which somehow challenge the formal and stable administrative regions could be of interest 
to study. One can clearly identify the slow move from conceptions of the region as being solely 
functional metropolitan areas or administratively distinct regions to more flexible configurations of 
varying space. At the same time, these new regional groupings represent an additional facet of the 
rescaling of governance and power relations in the European architecture. Furthermore, the debates 
on cross-border, transnational and so-called cross-scalar geographies to some extent may question 
the territorial organisation of the state. There is now a strong body of opinion that due to the 
rescaling (or as referred to by Deas and Lord, 2006, ‘jumping of scales’), re-territorialisation of the 
state and to the emergence of the abundance of different new regional configurations, the state is 
undergoing a ‘fundamental transformation of its territorial organisation’ (Ibid., p. 1861). These 
discussions and debates form another interesting angle for further research, focusing on the 
rescaling of governance and policy-making.  
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Annex 1 - List of events to which I participated during the internship placement at the 
Joint Secretariat of Alpine Space transnational cooperation programme (September-
December 2014) 

 21-22 October 2014 – A final/ kick-off Alpine Space Programme 2007-2013 conference 
(Salzburg, Austria). Programme external event, more than 450 participants; 

 24-25 November 2014 – Programme Committee meeting of the Alpine Space Programme 
(Berlin, Germany). Programme internal event, 30 participants; 

 1-2 December 2014 – An EU Strategy for the Alpine region stakeholders conference (Milan, 
Italy). External event, organized under the Italian Presidency, more than 1000 participants; 

 Internal programme bodies meetings (meetings of the Joint Secretariat, Managing Authority 
and Alpine Contact Points), organized in Salzburg (Austria) and Munich (Germany). 
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Annex 2 – Selected policy documents as secondary data  

These EU policy documents have been studied to obtain a better insight on the macro-regions and 
macro-regional strategies 

 CEC Commission of the European Communities (2011). Report from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions on the Implementation of the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea 
Region (EUBSR). COM(2011) 381 final (June 2011), Brussels: CEC. 

 CEC Commission of the European Communities (2013). Report from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions concerning the added value of macro-regional strategies. COM 
(2013) 468 final. Brussels: EC. 

 CEC Commission of the European Communities (2014). Report from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions concerning the governance of macro-regional strategies. COM 
(2014) 284 final. Brussels: CEC. 

 Committee of the Regions (2014). Commission for Territorial Cohesion Policy. An Alpine 
macro-regional strategy for the European Union. Working Document. 23rd Commission 
meeting, 10th July, 2014. COTER-V-050. 

 Committee on Regional Development (2012). The evolution of EU macro-regional strategies: 
present practice and future prospects, especially in the Mediterranean (2011/2179(INI)) 

 DG Regio (2014). An EU Strategy for the Alpine region (EUSALP). Core document. DG Regio. 
D1, 3-7-2014. 

 DG for Internal Policies. Policy Department B. (2015). New role of macro-regions in European 
Territorial Cooperation. 
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Annex 3 – Key informant interview guide 

Introduction 

My name is Iuliia Kauk, I am a master student of the joint PLANET Europe programme of Radboud 
University (Nijmegen, the Netherlands) and Blekinge Institute of Technology (Karlskrona, Sweden). 
Currently I am working on the master’s thesis examining the topic ‘The Alpine region: understanding 
the establishment of the region through the process of institutionalisation’.  

In order to do the empirical research, I have to conduct semi-structured interviews with the actors of 
the Alpine region. In regards to this, I would like to kindly ask you if you could give me an interview 
related to the aforementioned topic? Please see attached a brief summary of master thesis, with the 
set of questions that I would like to have an exchange with you on. 

Your expertise in the field is extremely valuable. The responses provided by you will be used only for 
my study for academic purposes. If you wish not to be cited, please indicate so. During the interview, 
I will be taking notes only and will not use any recording system. After it, I will make a summary and 
send it to you for your proofreading and approval. 

 
With kind regards and best wishes, 

Iuliia Kauk 

Questions for semi-structured interview 

1. Do you think that there are any differences (overlaps) in the regional agenda settings by 
different stakeholders in the Alpine region? Who creates the Alpine region and for what 
purposes? 

2. How would you characterize the ‘Alpine process’? 
3. In your opinion, what is the conceptualization of the Alpine region? 
4. Do you consider Alpine region as an established region or as a project region, which finally 

will disappear (due to changes of priorities, regional agendas, actors, change of pursued 
interests etc.)? 

5. What are the elements of the institutionalization of the Alpine region? How the Alpine region 
is being institutionalised? 

6. What actions need to be taken to keep the project Alpine region alive? 
7. What is still missing on the cooperation agendas of the different initiatives in the Alpine 

region (local, regional, transnational, incurred by the EU)? 
8. What is your vision on the development of the Alpine region for the next 5-10 years? 

Additional questions (if the interviewee is available for some time more) 

9. What are the operation and challenges of the new models of cooperation (EU strategy for 
the Alpine region) in the Alpine region? (reserve question) 

10. Paasi defines third ‘stage’ of institutionalisation as a development of formal (media, 
education) and informal institutions. To what extent is the development of the transnational 
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region dependent on this stage? Are there any other ‘stages’ you would identify in the 
establishment of the transnational region? 
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Annex 4 

Mail correspondence with members of Competence Centre for macro-regions and European 
territorial cooperation (Mr Colin Worfe, Mr Marco Onida) (first email sent by the author) 

Dear …, 

My name is Iuliia Kauk and I would like to kindly ask you for the expertise. 

I have been working for half a year as an intern at the Joint Secretariat of the Alpine Space 
Programme, and this experience has brought to my interest a topic of macro-regions and macro-
regional strategies. Thus, I am currently writing my master’s thesis on the topic ‘The Alpine Region: 
Understanding the establishment of the region through the process of institutionalisation’. And of 
course, the discussion leads to the development of the EU Strategy for the Alpine region and 
construction of the Alpine macro-region. I would be very much grateful if I could ask you to kindly 
answer on two questions, which will be of a great added value to my master thesis (as I need to have 
an input from all actors, involved in the construction of the Alpine macro-region). 

Thus, the first question is: 

Why the EU macro-regional strategy is needed for the Alpine region and what were (are) the drivers 
of its development? 

And the second one: 

Do you think that the Alpine region would have existed without the construction of the ‘Alpine 
project region’? (Under ‘Alpine project region’ I mean the construction of the Alpine region of the 
Alpine Space Programme, of the Alpine Convention, of the Alpine macro-region) 

Your expertise in the field is extremely valuable. The responses provided by you will be used only for 
my study for academic purposes. If you wish not to be cited, please indicate so (in this case I will be 
referring to the EC, DG Region).  

I would like to express my gratefulness in advance for your time and expertise! 

  

With kind regards and best wishes, 

Iuliia Kauk 
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Annex 5 

Coding scheme 

I have used a qualitative data analysis software, ATLAS.ti, to analyse the data, collected through the 
semi-structured interviews method to ensure a systematic coding process. 

First, I created a ‘hermeneutic document’, where I uploaded prepared earlier transcripts of 
interviews that I conducted. Having all the data in the interface of the programme, I started to code 
it. The software of ATLAS.ti provides many complex features: from the strict coding process to 
creating networks between text, images, audio, video and geo data. Since my initial data was text 
documents, I almost exclusively used the software for coding the interview transcripts by the 
attribution of codes and comments to parts of the interview transcripts.  

Codes that I assigned to the interviewees’ responses correspond with the structure of the analysis in 
Chapter 4: starting with the understanding of what Alpine region is (code ‘Alpine region’), 
conceptualisations of the Alpine region, application of the Paasi’s institutionalisation theory 
(‘territorial shaping’, ‘symbolic shaping’, ‘institutionalisation of the region’), and by other codes, 
needed for the analysis and further discussions (codes ‘Alpine vision’, ‘Alpine macro-region’ and 
others). 

Once I have assigned codes to all interviews, I started to retrieve coded data. Retrieving coded data, 
one has to simply open the code manager and double click on the code. A list of coded quotations 
under the respective code appears, which one can easily access by clicking on the quotation. 

 

Figure 1. Code manager 

Figure 1 shows codes that I have assigned to the respondents’ answers. First number in scopes shows 
the quantity of the respective code assigned in the whole document. By clicking on a specific code 
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(i.e. ‘Alpine macro-region’, Figure 2), a list of the code’s quotations appear, which gives the 
opportunity to browse through the quotations and view them in their respective documents. Figure 2 
shows the example: the window on the right shows that in the whole document there are 23 
quotations of the code ‘Alpine macro-region’. The first number in the quotation indicates number of 
the respective document where it is located (P1, P2, P3 and so on); the second number indicates the 
serial number of the quotation in the respective document. For instance, in the first quotation ‘the 
EC firstly did not like…’ number ‘1’ indicates that this quotation is located in the first document (P1), 
number ‘7’ shows that 6 quotations precede the exemplified one in the document P1. 

 

 

Figure 2. Retrieving coded data segments 

Last, but not least, step I performed was to retrieve data by categories (codes) created in the course 
of analysis (all of them are saved as separate files and can be found on the CD-Rom with data, see 
Table 1). Afterwards, I have made a qualitative analysis of each code and reflected results in Chapter 
4 of the study, ‘Region building processes in the Alps: an empirical analysis’.  

Table 1. Retrieved codes/ categories for empirical analysis 

Code/ category Quotations 
1. Purpose to create the Alpine region 3 
2. Conceptualisation of the Alpine region 7 
3. Alpine process 14 
4. Alpine identity 6 
5. Alpine vision 10 
6. Alpine project region 9 
7. Territorial shaping 2 
8. Symbolic shaping 5 
9. Institutionalisation of the Alpine region 11 

 


