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ABSTRACT
Scale-enlargement processes have made people more conscious of the identity of their region.
Professionals, or those actors involved professionally in the development of a region, also
recognise this impact on popular perception and they use characteristics of regions to fulfil their
goals. They play an important role in employing the identity of a region. The extent to which this
occurs varies between regions, which mean that some regions have stronger identities than others.
In this paper evidence from two case studies in the Netherlands, Waterland and the Noordoost-
polder, is used to explore why these differences occur. By counting the occurrence of names of
regions, which are thought to be the most important symbols of a region’s identity, insight is gained
in the embeddedness of a region in social perception. Representations of regions commodified by
professionals show that these actors influence the embeddedness of regions and as such regional
differences; so professionals have a great impact on the strength of a region’s identity.

Key words: Regional identities, professional discourse, region names, representations, the
Netherlands

INTRODUCTION

Over the years it seems that two contradictory
developments have occurred. On the one
hand, globalisation and other processes of scale
enlargement reduce the attention on regional
characteristics. As Voisey and O’Riordan (2001,
p. 33) note, new technologies of communica-
tion disrupt and loosen traditional cultural ties
and lifestyles. Furthermore, many express the
fear that globalisation will lead to a uniform
world. Wiskerke (2007) speaks of the discon-
necting, detaching and de-twining of the pro-
duction of food, products and services from the
region. These kinds of developments cause a
decline in variations between regions, leading
to a loss of regional identities.

On the other hand, people feel a greater
need to embed themselves in a secure and
stable environment which is often the place
they call ‘home’. An increasing awareness and
attention for regional characteristics and
regional identities is the result (Brouwer 1999;
Van Ginkel 1999; Simon 2005). Specific fea-
tures of regions, such as landscape and heri-
tage, seem to hold more significance than
before, heightening differences and variations
between regions. This increasing attention is
often explained as a reaction and a counter-
movement to globalisation. Knox and Marston
(2001, p. 191) state that ‘place matters more
than ever in the negotiation of global forces, as
local forces confront globalisation and trans-
late it into unique place-specific forms’.
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Consequently, there is a relationship
between regions and regional identities. A
region can be defined as an area to which
people, for some reason or another, ascribe
specific regional identities. People with differ-
ent interests can describe and interpret a
region in several ways, and consequently, the
meaning of a region can change when interests
in a region are transformed. Thus, the creation
of regions is a social act; regions differ because
people have made them so (Johnston 1990).
Simultaneously, regions are social facts, since
they can generate (and are generated by)
action as long as people believe in them, and as
long as they have a role in publicity spaces or in
governance (Paasi 2002b, p. 805). These points
of view support the assumption that a region
only exists because of its ascribed identities
(Massey 1995; Keating 2001; Paasi 2003). Fol-
lowing this line of thought, a region can be said
to cease its existence if identities are no longer
allocated to it, or in other words, no region
without a regional identity. When people have
stronger feelings for a region they ascribe stron-
ger identities to it and the popularity of the
region will increase. And vice versa, when
people ascribe weaker identities to a region,
its popularity will decrease or disappear. The
extent to which this occurs varies between
regions: some regions are more popular than
others or some regions have a stronger identity
than others. The aim of this paper is to explore
why these differences in identity allocation
occur. Why have some regions a stronger iden-
tity than others? And who or what influences
that? Furthermore, the concept of regional
identity has not been studied often in an
empirically way. The present study provides
new insights into methods which are useful for
measuring regional identities.

Two methods are introduced. First, the
occurrence of the most characteristic symbol of
a region, its name, can be regarded as essential
in the existence of a region; if a region has no
name, then no identities are ascribed to this
region. The use of the name for a region indi-
cates that a region has an ‘established’ identity
within the community (Paasi 2002a). Second,
representations of regions show how different
actors define and interpret a region, and con-
sequently how they allocate an identity to a
region. In particular, actors in the professional

discourse, described by Jones (1995) as actors
involved in a professional way with the develop-
ment of a region, use strategies to reach their
goals (Paasi 2001). The concept of regional
identity may be one such strategic expedient.
This means that professionals, for example,
nature conservancy councils or tourist agen-
cies, employ regional identities with specific
motives, for example, to conserve heritage, to
promote a region, to attract more visitors or
simply to finance regional projects. Therefore,
this paper focuses on how professionals utilise
and apply regional identities.

CONCEPTUALISING REGIONAL
IDENTITIES

It is generally agreed that the concept of
regional identity is complex and hard to define.
According to Paasi (2002a) the concept of
regional identity is still unclear, although it has
been an important element in geographical
research for a long time. However, Tempelman
(1999) does not consider this an issue as the
question ‘what regional identities do’ is of
greater importance and relevance. Nonethe-
less, there is agreement on some fundamental
aspects (see also Groote et al. 2000).

Several authors (for example Cloke &
Perkins 1998; Kneafsey 2000; Simon 2005)
define regional identities as the specific mean-
ings, including the sentiments and images,
that are attached to a region by an actor or
groups of actors. Often these actors experi-
ence a region differently. Authorities and spe-
cialists may have, for example, different ideas
about the built environment as compared to
the way that residents ‘read’ their surround-
ings. This difference in experience means that
regional identities cannot be seen as obvious,
objective, ‘natural’ qualities, but are viewed as
socially constructed. Thus, identities are con-
structed by people and changes on views and
goals make identities constantly subject to
change. Consequently, regional identities are
dynamic. For example, the power balance
between actors may shift, the feelings for a
region may change, new actors may arrive in
the region, or new regional functions may be
ascribed. Therefore, it may be better to speak
of various identities, rather than ‘the’ or ‘one’
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identity. This means that regional identities
have multiple meanings.

Furthermore, regional identities are based
on the experiences and sentiments of people
and because of that regional identities are
embedded within wider sets of social relations
(Rose 1995). Policy-makers, academics, entre-
preneurs, tourists and residents, for example,
tell their own ‘story’ dependent on their expe-
riences, strategies and needs. For that reason,
different groups of people interpret and repre-
sent a region in different ways. To quote Hol-
loway and Hubbard (2001, p. 112), ‘different
social groups engage with places in very differ-
ent ways, so that places can be experienced in
different ways according to a person’s gender,
social class, ethnicity and so on’. Some (groups
of) actors might be more active in the construc-
tion of regional identities than others. Accord-
ingly, some actors have more power to make
their ideas dominate over how a region should
look like while others are relatively powerless
(Paasi 2001; Brace 2003). Politicians, the
media, businesspeople and researchers have,
for example, more means to produce identities
than residents or tourists. The power balance
between (groups of) people, therefore, deter-
mines the identities that dominate over a
region which means that regional identities are
acts of power (Paasi 2001).

The line of thought followed is that actors
base their proclaimed regional identities on
perceived characteristics or qualities of a
region. A variation is seen in characteristics of
the landscape, historical events, traditions and
symbolic characteristics such as flags and so
on. These so-called ‘identity markers’ are signs
that people use to distinguish one area from
another (Tempelman 1999). As the future
remains unknown, these characteristics are
closely linked to the past. Actors use those ele-
ments of the past that they themselves interpret
as interesting and binding to a region. Often
the past is presented as nostalgic and idyllic
(Kneafsey 2000).

To summarise, regional identities are social
constructions that are proclaimed through per-
ceived characteristics or qualities of a region,
which are closely linked to the past, but at the
same time continuously in flux. Different actors
ascribe different identities to a region at the
same time. As a result the allocation of

identities may vary in one region and between
several regions.

INTRODUCING THE CASE STUDIES

The aim of this paper is to use evidence from
case study research to explore why differences
in the allocation of regional identities occur. In
the context of the study, two rural regions were
selected as case studies: Waterland and the
Noordoostpolder (Figure 1).

Although the two regions have an
agriculture-based economy, they differ from
each other in landscape, built-up area, type of
farming and history. Waterland is located north
of Amsterdam, the capital of the Netherlands,
and it is within commuting distance from the
city. The region enjoys benefits such as fre-
quent bus services, as well as disadvantages such
as elevated house prices as a result of the influx
of wealthy urban dwellers. In terms of housing
prices it one of the most expensive areas of the
Netherlands. Waterland consists of eight
municipalities. According to the definition of
urbanisation developed by Statistics Nether-
lands, three of these are ‘more urbanised’ and
five are ‘low’ or ‘non-urban municipalities’. In
2007, with a population in Waterland at
173,800, the density was 600 inhabitants per
square kilometre. The region is a traditional
open peat pasture landscape thanks to the
occurrence of bog peat and the numerous
drainage channels. Characteristics, such as type
of soil, water balance and small parcelling,
make the land suitable for pasture and pastoral
farming. Almost all farms keep grazing animals
for milk production, supplying Amsterdam’s
needs since the end of the Middle Ages. As in
other rural areas in Western Europe, however,
the number of farms has declined drastically by
almost one-third from 942 farms in 1988 to 631
in 2005. The region has a cultivation specific
for the area with wooden houses, small roads
and stolp farms. Since Waterland is located so
close to Amsterdam, many of its residents work
in the city. It is a popular recreation area for
people from Amsterdam as well.

The Noordoostpolder has a very peculiar
history because the land was reclaimed from
the sea relatively recently. It was brought into
existence in 1942, and since 1986 it has been
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part of the province of Flevoland. The Noord-
oostpolder consists of two municipalities and
both are characterised as low-urbanised. In
2007, 63,400 people lived in the area with a
population density of 125 inhabitants per
square kilometre. The region is man-made and
deliberately designed according to a blueprint.
Most of the land is used for agriculture and
farms occupy considerably larger parcels than
in Waterland (300 by 800 metres or 24 hect-
ares). Arable farming dominates, and the main
crops grown are tuber and root crops, onions
and grain. However, the last decennium has
witnessed a growth in horticulture. The declin-
ing trend in farm numbers, however, is also
seen in the Noordoostpolder; from 1988 till
2005 there was a drop of almost 25 per cent,
from 1,489 to 1,120 farms. Two former islands,
Urk and Schokland, still exist as two indepen-
dent elements in the landscape. Urk has a com-
pletly different community with a distinct
lifestyle. It is mainly a fishing community whose
members are orthodox Protestants. Schokland
is no longer inhabited and it was designated a

UNESCO World Heritage site in 1995. The
former island stands as a symbol of the battle
against water (UNESCO Centrum Nederland
2002).Thepioneeringinhabitantsof theNoord-
oostpolder were selected in a rationalised
decision-making process with the intention of
creating a community that reflects Dutch
society as a whole, that is, with people of all
faiths as well as non-believers.

REGION NAMES AS SYMBOLS OF
REGIONAL IDENTITIES

One method in measuring regional identities is
through the names of regions. If a region lacks
meaning to its inhabitants, it can hardly be said
to exist culturally (Shortridge 1985). This argu-
ment is fundamental in discussing the impor-
tance of region names; it is the name of a region
which connects its image with the regional con-
sciousness of both the inhabitants and outsid-
ers (Paasi 1986). Names act as sources of
information, facilitate communication, help us

Noord-Holland

Flevoland

North SeaNorth Sea

MarkermeerMarkermeer
WATERLANDATERLAND

NOORDOOSTOORDOOST-
POLDERPOLDER

North Sea

Markermeer

0 10 25 km

Amsterdam

WATERLAND

NOORDOOST-
POLDER

Figure 1. Location of the two case study regions Waterland and Noordoostpolder.
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to know and serve as repositories of values
(Cohen & Kliot 1992). Thus, a region’s name
can be regarded as essential in the existence of
a region: no region without a name, and pre-
sumably, no name without a region (see also
Eriksson 2008).

The name of a region may unveil aspects
of the allocated identities. Names have, for
instance, an economic functional meaning or
are landscape-related. As a consequence of this
attached meaning, actors may try to re-name a
region with the idea of changing its identities,
often attempting to give regions saddled with a
‘bad name’, or ‘negative identity’, a new and
positive identity. An example from the Nether-
lands is the Oostelijke Mijnstreek (Eastern Mine
region) in the southern province of Limburg.
Around 1900, the mining industry began to
develop and transformed this region into a
flourishing area. After the collapse of the
mining industry in the 1970s, the local govern-
ment wanted to get rid of the, in their opinion,
negative identity. In 1999, the region was
officially renamed Parkstad Limburg (Parkcity
Limburg) and a whole publicity campaign was
launched to give this new name, and new iden-
tity, a good start. After almost three years, the
new name was not only used in administrative
circles but also by companies and institutions.
In Paasi’s (2001) terminology, Parkstad Limburg
is gradually evolving from a ‘region on paper’
into a ‘region as social practice’. This example
illustrates the birth, or rather the creation, of a
new regional identity. On the other hand, it
shows the death of an older regional identity
because the Oostelijke Mijnstreek will disappear
from the collective memory of society.

Methodology – The occurrence of region
names can be seen as an indicator for measur-
ing the ‘birth’ and ‘death’ of regions. The
number of times a region’s name is used gives
an indication of how firmly this region is
embedded in society. Longitudinal inquiry
identifies changes in the popularity of regions,
which provides insight into regions that have
become more popular in a specific period of
time (emerging regions), retained their same
popularity (stable regions) or have become less
popular (disappearing regions).

The names of regions were traced and
counted in the period 1950–2000 in different

data sources: regional newspapers, geography
schoolbooks, book titles and business names.
Three criteria were used in the selection. First,
region names should appear in the source.
Second, it should be possible to formulate a
time series. And third, it should be possible to
correct for the general development of the data
in the sources. For example, the number of
books published each year has grown enor-
mously since the 1950s (Hemels et al. 1997) and
therefore an autonomous increase in the
number of books about regions is to be
expected. To correct for this general develop-
ment, the number of simple counts of region
names in a year is divided by the total number
of books published in that year. Comparable
corrections were performed for the other
sources. A more detailed discussion of this
methodology can be found in Simon (2005).

Linear regression was used to determine
which regions became more popular,
remained stable or became less popular over a
fifty-year period. In total, 480 different names
of regions were identified for the Netherlands
which experienced various trends in popular-
ity. The two most contrasting regions were
Waterland and the Noordoostpolder. Compar-
ing the regions, the Noordoostpolder was the
region with the clearest declining trend, while
Waterland was one of the regions with an
unambiguous rising trend. Therefore, we
decided to study these regions in more detail.

Results – Figures 2 and 3 show that the name
Waterland is used more frequently than the
Noordoostpolder. This already demonstrates
that Waterland is the more popular region. The
less frequent appearance of the name Noord-
oostpolder might be explained by the fact that
this region has a shorter history and therefore
has a less established identity. Although the
Noordoostpolder has existed only for nearly 70
years, we see another trend in the geography
textbooks; in this source the Noordoostpolder
is mentioned more than Waterland which was
only mentioned twice. It can be argued that this
is due to the specific history and the specific
design which is pertinent in a geographical
perspective.

The figures show furthermore that the two
case studies follow completely different trends.
In the last 50 years the name Waterland seems
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to emerge and the name Noordoostpolder
seems to disappear. This descending trend of
the Noordoostpolder might be explained by its
shorter existence, and therefore a lower prob-
ability of an established identity. More expla-
nations can be found in processes dependent
on the sources, for instance the increasing
usage of English names by companies in the
Netherlands. The name Waterland is the same
in Dutch or English so this region is not influ-
enced by this linguistic trend. The tendency to
put more emphasis on thematic subjects rather
than regional divisions of the Netherlands, as
seen in geography textbooks, might explain
the declining trend (De Pater & Terlouw
2002). On account of these changes, there is
more focus on economic themes, resulting in
more attention for economically important
regions, such as Rotterdam Mainport and

Schiphol airport. Waterland, as an attractive
recreational area for people living in Amster-
dam and for tourists, might be less affected by
this trend.

In general, these findings imply that Water-
land is a region that became more popular in
the period 1950-2000, and the Noordoost-
polder a region that became less popular. The
expectation was that the more popular a
region is the more established its identity is
within the community. The results indicate
that Waterland has a stronger identity and
regional identities play, presumably, a larger
role in the development of the region, while in
the Noordoostpolder regional identities most
likely play as smaller role. Qualitative indepth
research was carried out in the regions to
uncover why these processes of regional differ-
ences occur.

Figure 2. The use of the name Waterland in company names, regional newspapers and book titles.
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REPRESENTATIONS OF REGIONS

A second method in measuring regional
identities and their differences is through
representations of regions. Representations
are social constructions in which signs and
symbols, such as words and visual images, are
used to communicate with others and to give
meaning to something or somebody. Repre-
sentations of regions show how different
actors define and interpret regions and, in
this way, they give meaning to regions. Such
meanings have an impact on regional identi-
ties (Kneafsey 2000). Representations of a
region influence the experiences as well as the
behaviour of people in this region (Holloway
& Hubbard 2001). In tourist folders, for
example, only the most beautiful spots are
shown and only those characteristics are
described that make a visit to this region or

place worthwhile. A utopian ideal identity is
constructed and people form and reform a
certain ‘reality’ (Paasi 2002a).

Accordingly, representations of regions are
used in the selling of products, or in processes
of commodification. Both Ray (1998) and
Kneafsey (2000, 2001) assert that the commodi-
fication of, in their case, the countryside,
involves the upgrading of ‘place’ through the
use of cultural identities within the process of
‘production’. Following these thoughts, the
commodification of regional identities deals
with the relationship between product and
place. It concerns the use of regional identities
in projects and activities that are associated with
a region and that are turned into ‘products to
be bought and sold’ (Holloway & Hubbard
2001, p. 154). Products are developed for par-
ticular purposes and the identities of a region
are the means for reaching these goals. In this

Figure 3. The use of the name Noordoostpolder in company names, regional newspapers, book titles and geography
textbooks.
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way, the identities of a region are used to add
value to products.

Methodology – Representations of the two case
studies are used to ascertain how different
actors define and interpret regions, and in this
way to examine how they allocate an identity to
a region. The expectation is that in Waterland,
a region on the ‘rise’, identities play a larger
role while in the Noordoostpolder, a ‘disap-
pearing’ region, regional identities play a less
significant role. We focus on representations
engaged by professionals as these actors have
ulterior motives in the construction of
regional identities. Indepth interviews were
held with key persons in regional organisa-
tions, such as governmental agencies, organi-
sations related to agriculture and horticulture,
tourist agencies, environmental organisations,
cultural-historical organisations and local busi-
nesspeople. From these regional organisa-
tions, which we further refer to as pro-
fessionals, we analysed representations in
folders, slogans and logos.

Folders are used by professionals to distrib-
ute information about their work and the area
of work. Actors (here the developers of the
material in folders) employ those representa-
tions that they see as symbols for a place or
region. Folders convey meaning to a region and
therefore, folders are a ‘powerful narrative
[. . .] of values and ideas’ (Hopkins 1998, p.
65). As a result, folders are seen as commodities
through which regional identities are ‘sold’
with the purposes of attracting more tourists
and informing potential visitors about attrac-
tions and characteristics of a region or place. In
this study we analysed the folders and bro-
chures that refer to the case areas. So folders
concentrating only on cities, nature areas or
attractionssituatedinWaterlandandtheNoord-
oostpolder were excluded. Content analysis was
used to analyse representations (Hannam
2002). Both written texts and photographs
found in the folders were analysed and classi-
fied according to three dimensions. First, the
surroundings and the environment or ‘how
regions look’. Themes such as landscape (wild-
life, characteristics of the environment), heri-
tage (characteristics of historical buildings)
and location belong to this dimension. Second,
the economic-functional dimension or ‘how

regions work’. This concerns activities related
to the spatial use in the case areas, such as
agricultural, recreational and industrial activi-
ties, water management and nature conserva-
tion. And third, the socio-cultural dimension or
‘what regions mean as a way of living’, includ-
ing characteristics of the community, myths
and traditions, like regional languages. It
should be noted that each sentence or photo
can be classified in more than one dimension.
Therefore, the score by dimension is higher
than the total number of sentences and photo-
graphs. The frequencies of the scores in the
dimensions were counted, but because the
folders were of different length and size, a cor-
rection was made for the total number of sen-
tences and photos. In this way the dominant
identities allocated to Waterland and the Noor-
doostpolder were obtained from every folder.

Further, representations in logos of the inter-
viewed organisations and slogans used in adver-
tising campaigns and folders were analysed.
Logos and slogans function as powerful
symbols that construct identities of the organi-
sation itself or the ‘place’ where the organisa-
tion is located (Barke & Harrop 1994). Logos
are graphical representations which aim to
encourage ‘consumption’ and to create ele-
ments of recognition. Slogans are short, clear
and simple expressions that are used to attract
the attention of consumers. According to
Hopkins (1998, p. 74) they create a recognis-
able trademark, and as such ‘the commodity
and/or its sponsors are given an identity or
brand recognition which conveys positive,
often multiple and abstract messages’. From
the interviews, we were able to uncover the
decision-making processes behind the folders,
logos and slogans.

Representations of Waterland – Waterland is a
region that became more popular in the period
1950-2000. Because of that the identities
assigned to Waterland are expected to play a
large role in the way they are employed by
professionals to reach their specific goals. The
interviews show that most organisations,
despite different goals, work closely together
on the preservation and development of the
area. This institutional co-operation stems from
the fact that all actors share a common consen-
sus about the qualities of the region and that
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these qualities should be maintained. This
improved the idea that Waterland has an ‘own’
identity. An important impulse for the co-
operation was the designation of Waterland as a
valuable cultural landscape in 1994 by the Min-
istry of Agriculture, Nature Conservancy and
Food Quality. Subsidies that arose as a result of
this designation made it possible to start
projects aiming at the renewal of agriculture
and recreational activities. In this period many
projects were carried out, much co-operation
was achieved and more importantly, Waterland
commanded increasing attention in both
political and lay discourses which improved the
strength of its identity.

All interviewees agreed that Waterland is well
known for its specific landscape and natural
characteristics, such as the mosaic of water and
land pockets, small-scaled grasslands, farms,
wooden houses and regional colours. They
described it as a ‘typical Dutch landscape’ and
this identity was often used by professionals
in promotional material. The twelve folders
that concentrated solely on Waterland were
dominated by environmental and economic-
functional representations or by the dimen-
sions concerning how Waterland ‘looks’ and
‘works’ (Figure 4). The identities that were
constructed focus on characteristics of the
landscape, for instance representations of
grasslands and meadow-nesting birds. Further-
more, Waterland was portrayed as an agricul-
tural area, mainly with grazing cows in the
grassland, with space for recreational activities
such as cycling, walking, rowing and attention
to nature conservation.

All tourist organisations used these types of
representations in their folders. Six of the

folders were produced by this sector, which
corresponds with the expectation that tourist
agencies are most likely to use representations
of regions (Boomars 2001). These folders for
tourists and visitors concentrate mostly on char-
acteristics of the landscape. Thus, the land-
scape of Waterland on its own is seen, and used,
as a pull factor for tourists. Actors in the agri-
cultural field and in the field of nature conser-
vation also propagated identities of Waterland
in their folders. Most representations concen-
trated on the dimension ‘how Waterland
looks’. So again the landscape and the sur-
roundings are the more popular identities
used.

When analysing the slogans produced by pro-
fessionals, again a domination of the functional
and environmental dimensions was seen. Of
the 115 slogans one-third were about ‘how
Waterland works’ (‘Discover Waterland! By
cycle, canoe or on foot’). A quarter of the
slogans concentrated on the attributes of
Waterland (‘Waterland as a bird paradise’) and
10 per cent focused on Waterland offering a
certain lifestyle (‘Waterland, less common than
you think’). The other slogans could not be
categorised in one of the three dimensions.

Professionals in Waterland used logos inten-
sively to promote ‘their’ region. Eight of the
thirteen logos involved representations of
Waterland, and comparable with the findings
reported by Barke and Harrop (1994) the rep-
resentations mainly focused on characteristics
of the landscape and architecture. A symbol
often used was the godwit, a meadow-nesting
bird, whose population is so large that the
godwit may be seen as ‘the’ symbol of Water-
land. Next to the symbol of the godwit, the
Association of Agriculture and Nature Conser-
vancy (Vereniging Agrarisch Natuurbeheer Water-
land) tried to popularise the farmer in its logo
(Figure 5) as its motto is to bind farmers and
nature together. Through the use of this logo,
attention was drawn to the importance of
farmers in the conservation of the landscape.
The tourist agency included, next to the patch-
work of land parcels and reed, the ubiquitous
water surfaces in its logo (Figure 6). These
symbols were chosen because they are identifi-
able and dominant characteristics of the land-
scape of Waterland, or as a spokesperson of the
tourist agency said: ‘Waterland is, in a sense,

Figure 4. Representations of Waterland in folders.
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constructed by reed, water and grassland’.
Others presented Waterland by using images
that conveyed nostalgia, familiarity and a
rural idyll.

To summarise, representations of Waterland
were frequently employed in folders, slogans
and logos to promote the products of profes-
sionals and especially their region. In this way,
professionals reinforce and construct certain
identities of Waterland. With respect to the
areas bordering Waterland, the representa-
tions are dominated by the natural and cultural
landscape. Apparently, the landscape of Water-
land is such a valued and common identity that
neighbouring regional actors use it in the
selling of their products.

Representations of the Noordoostpolder – A
striking aspect in the Noordoostpolder was that
most professionals concentrated on the prov-
ince of Flevoland. Their main focus was to
promote Flevoland while the Noordoostpolder
was only incidentally included in projects,

activities and promotional material. As such,
identities of the Noordoostpolder were little
used and not much promotional material
focused on the Noordoostpolder as a region
itself. Two folders concentrated specifically on
the Noordoostpolder: one in the tourist sector
and the other in nature and the environment.

Similar to the folders of Waterland, most rep-
resentations concentrated on characteristics of
the landscape; the Noordoostpolder was gener-
ally described as open, flat and spacious. Func-
tional characteristics were mentioned as well
although representations of agriculture were
hardly used, despite the fact that 71 per cent of
the agrarian land use is given over to arable
farming (Simon 2005). On the other hand,
representations of tulip fields were commodi-
fied as often as possible to make the region
attractive to tourists. Also, more than half of
the representations could be related to recre-
ational activities. Thus, characteristics which
would appeal to tourists were highlighted. As
such, the Noordoostpolder was not only com-
modified as a purely agricultural area but also
as a region which has much to offer to tourists.

Most professionals used logos that included
symbols of the province of Flevoland. They
did not use specific identity markers of the
Noordoostpolder. However, some profession-
als used so-called spatial circles, for example
STEP (which organises activities for both resi-
dents and tourists in the Noordoostpolder) and
the Federation of Enterprises Noordoostpolder
(Figure 7). According to the representatives of
these organisations, the circles are a symbol for
the Noordoostpolder as the centre of the Neth-
erlands. A more tangible or nostalgic symbol is
nevertheless lacking.

It seems that the identities of the Noordoost-
polder play a less significant role for profession-
als. In their perception, the Noordoostpolder
features less prominently. This is underlined
by the introduction of the name Noordelijk
Flevoland (Northern Flevoland). In their pro-
motional material, the tourist agency focused
on this name instead of the Noordoostpolder,
as the former stands for both the Noordoost-
polder and Urk. It shows that Noordoostpolder
and Urk have completely different tourist
identities. Furthermore, the name Noordelijk
Flevoland was also used in written texts that
clearly focused on the Noordoostpolder. The

Figure 5. The bond between farmers and wildlife.

Figure 6. Characteristics of the landscape.
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following sentence taken from a guide on the
region is one such example: ‘In designing the
layout of Northern Flevoland focus was on
the provision of agricultural land’. This quote
refers clearly to the design of the Noordoost-
polder as new reclaimed land, as it was initially
created for agricultural production. Also other
professionals, for example, the governmental
agencies and the business world, used the name
Noordelijk Flevoland frequently in their exter-
nal communication and promoted in this way a
‘new’ identity. With the continuation of this
trend, the name Noordoostpolder may become
blurred and incorporated into the larger entity
Noordelijk Flevoland.

Another reason for ascribing the Noordoost-
polder as less popular is that, at the time of the
field study, not many professionals viewed its
history as new reclaimed land as a worthwhile
investment. They had a strong focus on cultural
historical objects from the ‘old land’, or the
elements in the landscape that already existed
before the formation of the Noordoostpolder.
The two former islands of Schokland and Urk
were especially used. Although, both former
islands have their own history, culture and iden-
tity, professionals used these identities as distin-
guishing trademarks for the Noordoostpolder.
However, these former islands also had their
own promotional material. Almost 25 per cent
of the written texts and 20 per cent of the
photos in the tourist brochure focus on the two
former islands. The brochure in the nature and
environment sector used the identities of
Schokland and Urk to a lesser extent: circa 6
per cent of the written texts and no photos. The
commodification of the Noordoostpolder is
thus partly based on identities that already
existed before the reclamation. Accordingly,
the ‘old’ land is more important in the com-

modification of the Noordoostpolder than the
‘new’ land. This underlines the fact that
regional identities are closely linked to the past
(Groote et al. 2000) which is presented as nos-
talgically as possible (Kneafsey 2000).

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we studied why some regions have
stronger identities than others, or why differ-
ences occur in the allocation of regional identi-
ties. Two methods have been presented that are
useful in measuring these differences. First,
changes over time have been recognised by
counting region names. It was argued that the
more a region’s name is used, the more popular
the region is. This is an indication for a stronger
and more established identity (Paasi 2002a). In
the period 1950-2000, 480 different regions in
the Netherlands have been identified, all of
which experienced various trends in popularity.
This provided insight into which regions have
become more popular (emerging regions),
retained their popularity (stable regions) or
become less popular (disappearing regions).
Overall, the method attempts to convey how
firmly a region is embedded in the collective
memory of society.

Second, qualitative indepth research at a
regional level has shown why differences occur.
We argued that regional identities are social
constructs; as such they may be used for promo-
tional purposes by different actors. Especially
actors in the professional discourse employ
regional identities with specific motives. Repre-
sentations of Waterland, an emerging region,
and the Noordoostpolder, a disappearing
region, demonstrated how different profession-
als define and interpret regions, and in doing
so, how they allocate different identities.

Figure 7. Spatial circles as symbol of the Noordoostpolder.
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Professionals in Waterland used similar
representations that included references to
nature, nostalgia, familiarity and the rural
idyll. All professionals agreed that Waterland is
well known for its specific landscape and
natural characteristics and that these qualities
should be maintained. The concentration of
nostalgic characteristics in their promotional
material conveys an inviting and ‘amiable’
landscape. The landscape makes the region so
special and unique that it is worthwhile for the
professionals to invest in it. It facilitates
approval for financing of projects in the area
and it sharpens the distinction with other
regions. As such, the identities ascribed to
Waterland can be seen as a ‘subsidised nostal-
gia’. The idea that Waterland has its ‘own’
identities is encouraged and therefore the
identities are unambiguous. Consequently,
Waterland has an established identity, which is
likely the reason why it is characterised as a
region that is gaining popularity.

Representations of the Noordoostpolder
were not widely used. In fact, professionals put
more emphasis on the province of Flevoland in
promotional material, and only incidentally
gave attention to the Noordoostpolder. Some
professionals noted the lack of tangible and
nostalgic symbols to distinguish the Noordoost-
polder. Others concentrated on cultural-
historical objects that already existed before
the reclamation of the region. Our findings
show that its history as a newly proclaimed
region was not seen as worthwhile investing in.
Moreover, through the introduction of the
name Noordelijk Flevoland, it can be argued that
the Noordoostpolder will fade away and will be
absorbed by this larger entity. There was little to
indicate that the identity markers of the Noor-
doostpolder as being of major importance for
professionals. Their perception of the region
appears to be from a distance, one that is
equivalent to a ‘fleeting’ sense of place (Hay
1998). The appreciation of an area is then of a
transient nature and this is possibly a reason
why the Noordoostpolder seems to be ‘less
popular’.

Representations of regions employed by pro-
fessionals show that these actors influence dif-
ferences in regional identities. Therefore, it
can be argued that actors in the professional
discourse have a great impact on the strength of

a region’s identity. The findings indicate fur-
thermore that if more attention is given to the
creation of a region’s identity, the growth in
interest for this region is influenced by market-
ing strategies. Simultaneously, regional identi-
ties can be seen as products that are employed
in marketing and promotion, or in other words
‘there is money in regions’.
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