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1. Introduction 

Hotels and their urban and economic geographies 

Lukas Smas and Brita Hermelin 

 

Hotel spaces: Urban and economic geographical perspectives on hotels and hotel 

developments, is a collection of working papers developed as part of a research 

initiative in the Department of Human Geography, Stockholm University in No-

vember 2011. This research initiative grew out of discussions about how to define 

and consolidate a research profile in Economic and Urban Geography. Early on it 

was suggested that hotels could be the focal point of the network. Although the 

researchers in the network have different interests and areas of expertise, we readi-

ly identified research issues and questions around this common theme. Each re-

searcher examined hotels from his or her particular point of view, and this collec-

tion of working papers is the result. 

A hotel has many different urban and economic geographies, and as McNeill 

suggests, the hotel ‘mirrors many of the contradictions and inequalities of modern 

consumer society’ (2008, p. 394). Hotels develop in different social and economic 

structures, and they host a variety of societal processes. They are social relational 

spaces through which private–public, local–global, and economic–cultural relation-

ships are negotiated and manifested. Hotels support local, national and global flows 

of people, information, capital and ideas. They are important commercial meeting 

places and cultural institutions, and often they are symbolic buildings in cities and 

smaller settlements. 

Consequently, there are many possible approaches to understanding hotels. For 

example, they can be regarded as economic entities, architectural landmarks, cul-

tural institutions, gendered spaces, or sites for social engagements. The hotel sector 

involves a broad range of relationships and global flows through transnational cor-

porations and international capital, but also through global architecture and real 

estate investment portfolios. Hotels are cornerstones in the global cultural econo-

my. They constitute temporary places for mass tourism and business travel, and 

they are maintained by diverse local and extra-local service workforces. This is 

reflected in the different activities that occur in the various parts of the hotel, from 

lobbies and conference halls to hotel rooms and spas, and on to kitchens and ser-

vice areas. 

The working papers in this publication address different research debates in the 

international literature, mainly through the use of empirical material from Sweden. 

As these papers illustrate, the hotel sector in Sweden parallels many of the trends in 

international development. There are two slightly different types of papers in this 

collection. The first and last contributions are essays that suggest potential avenues 

for future investigation, whereas the other three papers are more closely tied to 

ongoing research projects. However, in one way or another, all of the contributions 

touch upon the following five aspects of the urban and economic geographies of 

hotels. 

The first aspect is the strong growth of the hotel sector. In an analysis of the ho-

tel sector in 17 major cities in Europe (including Stockholm), PwC concludes that 

‘Despite unsettled times hotels remain a bright and resilient sector’ (PWC 2011, p. 
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5). In the same report, the economic performance of hotels in Stockholm is predict-

ed to be the strongest in the next few years (PWC 2011, p. 9). The number of hotel 

rooms in Stockholm increased by more than 50 per cent between 2000 and 2010. In 

2010, there were 10 million overnight stays in Stockholm (PWC 2011, p. 40). 

The second aspect is the importance of micro companies to the hotel sector. The 

prominence of this theme in the collection is noteworthy, as it stands in contrast to 

more popular reports about the hotel sector in which there is a tendency to high-

light the growth of large chains. In the EU, micro and small enterprises (fewer than 

50 employees) accounted for more than 60 per cent of the value added hotel and 

restaurant services, and more than 70 per cent of the employees (Eurostat 2009, p. 

3). 

Third, hotels are important labour markets. An EU overview of the hotel labour 

market indicates that this is sector is characterized by low wages, low productivity 

and large amounts of unpaid work. The hotel sector is labour intensive, with many 

low-paid and unskilled labourers (Eurostat 2009). 

Fourth, hotels may be ‘symbol intensive’ and bring abstract values to places. 

They can help to create a city’s image through spectacular architectural design and 

in the process may become landmarks that are used in city branding and urban 

development. Hotels are often anchor properties in city revitalization and urban 

redevelopment projects, and thus they can have significant impacts on the existing 

neighbourhoods and urban social structures. The presence of up-market hotel 

guests may also have symbolic effects on the local environment, extending beyond 

the hotel lobby and facilities. In these ways, hotels can be valuable resources for 

the city, but they can also have negative impacts on the city’s landscape. 

Fifth, hotels have direct physical impacts on the built environment, and they are 

closely related to developments in infrastructure. Hotels have historically devel-

oped in parallel with technological innovations in infrastructure. Today, many ho-

tels are located in transit-oriented developments and at airports. In the mid-20
th
 

century, motels were developed along highways at the outskirts of cities, whereas 

in the 19
th
 century, hotels were built along ship routes and railway tracks in towns 

and cities around the world. 

These aspects of hotels are discussed in different ways in this report. In the first 

paper, Eating, sleeping and dancing: exploring the development and function of 

Swedish classical town hotels in the 19th and 20th centuries, Annika Björklund 

critically reflects on the historical geographies of hotels and the importance of ho-

tels as local institutions. She illustrates how the hotel market has continually 

changed, from a mixture of place-based path-dependent institutions, through the 

general strategies of larger hotel groups and the development of the growing mar-

kets of ‘the economy of signs’ and symbols, in which we can include gourmet food 

and the ‘feel-good’ industry. 

This recent trend in the growing ‘economy of signs’ is even more evident in the 

second paper, Hotels as creators of new economic spaces in post-industrial towns. 

In this paper, Ida Andersson examines the role of hotels in place branding and city 

competiveness, focusing on hotels in small and medium-sized cities. She discusses 

how the development of prestigious hotels as flagship buildings affects local econ-

omies and how local governments make use of flagship buildings in strategic de-

velopment plans. She examines branding and highlights how emerging local eco-

nomic geographies are increasingly organized around hotel operations. This creates 

important networks with benefits beyond the specific sector and flows that connect 

towns to the global economy. 
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In the third paper, Hotels in Stockholm, strategic spatial plans and urban sus-

tainability: a case for the creative city thesis?, Thomas Borén and Craig Young 

examine research on the idea of creative cities. The empirical example they use is 

the role of hotels and hotel developments in the strategic planning of Stockholm. 

They provide a discursive analysis of plans, visions and other spatial representa-

tions, as well as an analysis of the Radisson Blu Waterfront Hotel in central Stock-

holm. They conclude that the Waterfront complex has negatively affected Stock-

holm’s cityscape and that one of the strategic resources of the city has diminished 

in value. 

In the fourth paper, Global networks on the ground—the business hotel, Brita 

Hermelin focuses on hotels from an international business perspective and on how 

hotels are physical manifestations that anchor global flows of capital and people. 

The paper emphasizes how business hotels play an important role in positioning 

cities in the global economy but also are developed in response to the increasing 

physical and virtual mobility of business life. It also highlights the design of busi-

ness hotels and their services in relation to their impact in urban social space. This 

is done through a descriptive analysis of three business hotel developments in 

Stockholm: the Clarion Hotel at Arlanda, Scandic Victoria Tower and the Radisson 

Blu Waterfront Hotel. 

In the final paper, Hotels in the city and cities in the hotel: the production of 

controlled consumption spaces, Lukas Smas examines the relationship between 

hotel developments and city formation. The paper also highlights the Radisson Blu 

Waterfront hotel development but from a property development and planning per-

spective, comparing and contrasting projects in Stockholm with developments in 

Baltimore, MD, in the US. The paper also discusses the hotel lobby as a commer-

cial space and a controlled consumption space, which should be analysed as 

‘both/and’, not ‘either/or’. Smas argues that contemporary cities and urban cultures 

can be analysed by researching hotels, hotel development and hotel spaces. 

We hope that these examinations of changes in hotel development contribute to 

the debates within and between the research fields of urban geography and eco-

nomic geography, as well as to policy debates on spatial planning and city devel-

opment. These papers conclude that hotels contribute to local and regional devel-

opment and that they may also have negative effects, such as competing with es-

tablished values of urban environments and contributing to social polarization of 

labour markets and societies. The development of hotels can challenge sustainable 

societal development. Hotels are contested physical spaces in dense urban envi-

ronments, and they also are contested social spaces that can polarize guests and 

hotel workers as well as guests and other social groups in the local society. Social 

sustainability can also be examined with respect to how the development of hotels 

relates to the current activities in the places where they are built. Are other activi-

ties displaced? Hotels also present challenges for ecological sustainability. The 

continued growth of the hotel sector depends upon the extensive personal travel of 

people in a mobile society, but personal travel is a major source of carbon emis-

sions and is thereby a major threat to ecological sustainability. 
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2. Eating, sleeping and dancing 

Exploring the development and function of town hotels in 
the 19

th
 and 20

th
 centuries 

Annika Björklund 

 

Hotels are a relatively recent phenomenon in our society, as the growth of more 

modern hotels in Sweden did not start until the 19
th
 century. The development co-

incided with the establishment of railways and the subsequent early tourist devel-

opment in the late 19
th
 century. Tourist destinations such as Åre saw the early es-

tablishment of hotels during this period (Vikström 2006). Railway hotels, estab-

lished at railway hubs and in small towns, were plain hotels where travellers could 

spend the night and have something to eat, as the poorly developed timetables of-

ten made it necessary to wait overnight for a connecting train. The growth of town 

hotels in the second half of the 19
th
 century was linked to the changing society and 

the increasing demand for urban meeting places for both business and pleasure, 

rather than to tourism. Unlike the railway hotels, the town hotels were famous for 

their luxurious restaurants and splendid ballrooms (Jarnhammar 2009). At the turn 

of the 20
th
 century, these restaurants and ballrooms were used by prosperous mem-

bers of the new bourgeois. From a historical perspective, the function of classical 

town hotels has changed considerably over time, as they attracted a more diverse 

clientele during the 20
th
 century than they had in the late 19

th
 century. 

This paper examines the development of town hotels by reviewing the literature 

on how they were established in the late 19
th
 century and how they were used in the 

20
th
 century. The focus is on classical town hotels in Sweden, which were located 

in almost every Swedish town in the 20
th
 century. The term ‘classical’ is used to 

distinguish these hotels from other urban hotels that were established later in the 

20
th
 century. Classical town hotels, stadshotell in Swedish, are defined as “larger, 

representative hotels centrally located in a small- or medium-sized Swedish town” 

(Nationalencyklopedin: https://www.ne.se). As will be shown below, these town 

hotels were originally established in a specific urban context.  

As cars became increasingly common in the 1950s, hotels and motels were built 

near roads and highways (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 137ff; Gyimóthy 2007). Increased 

travel by car led to increased competition for hotel guests, as travellers tended to 

stay near the roads rather than in city centres. Although society had changed in 

major ways, town hotels were still quite popular in the 1960s. Over time, however, 

many town hotels saw declining business and in the 1970s, many of them lost their 

former elegance and started to decay. Some town hotels were demolished, such as 

the one in Enköping (Byggnadsvårdsnytt, March 16, 2010), and several were 

bought by the Elite hotel chain. Elite carefully renovated these hotels, and today 

they market them to tourists, business travellers and conference guests. Elite hotels 

specialize in ‘tradition, high quality and flair’, and they emphasize the small scale, 

personal reception and the elegant architecture of the classical town hotels in their 

marketing. Many of these hotels invest in gourmet food restaurants and spa facili-

ties (Elite hotels: http://www.elite.se/sv/om-elite-hotels 2012-08-07; Jarnhammar 

2009, p. 240f.). 



 12 

This paper emphasizes the changing function of classical town hotels during the 

nearly 150 years they have existed. The specific aim of the paper is to identify 

areas of limited knowledge and to explore how research on classical town hotels 

could be developed in the future. 

The historical development of hotels: a short background 

For much of human history, travel over land was difficult and time consuming, and 

it was practised mainly by the nobility and scientists (Retsö 2007). So-called ‘vio-

lent guesting’ was often practised in Sweden, forcing farmers to provide food, shel-

ter and horses for the travellers. This practice was forbidden in the 13
th
 century by 

the Swedish king Magnus Ladulås. Instead, travellers were required to pay for their 

accommodation, although this was not always the case in practice (Jarnhammar 

2009, pp. 11ff). In the 17
th
 century, several new laws were passed regulating ac-

commodations and inns in both the countryside and towns (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 

13ff; Nilsson 1997, p. 226). Accommodations were generally very poor, however, 

as the focus was on serving alcohol rather than on providing comfortable lodgings 

(Jarnhammar 2009, pp. 7ff; Blom 2012). These traditions prevailed over the centu-

ries, as the numbers of travellers remained low. 

A few hotels had been established by the first half of the 19
th
 century, and Göta 

källare in Gothenburg is often mentioned as the first Swedish hotel (Blom 2012, p. 

18; Jarnhammar 2009; Nilsson 1997). The growth of hotels accelerated in the sec-

ond half of the 19
th
 century, with the establishment of classical town hotels. Their 

development was associated with the towns’ previous obligations to keep inns, to 

provide horses for travellers and to keep an official wine cellar. In the late 19
th
 

century, many inns were replaced by more modern hotels in which the standard of 

accommodations was higher. The very concept of inns had acquired negative con-

notations, such as low standards (Nilsson 1997, p. 225f). 

In addition, around the mid-19
th
 century, several new laws gave municipalities 

increased political and economic responsibilities (Nilsson 1997, p. 225; Jarnham-

mar 2009, 35ff). The economic boost in the second half of the 19
th
 century in-

creased the demand in cities for places to hold business meetings (Blom 2012, p. 

19f; Hoffrén 1969, p. 24ff). The concept of ‘town hotels’ was instituted in this 

context, as a place that combined several of the functions associated with the new 

municipalities, such as municipal office, municipal alcohol company, modern hotel 

and restaurant. It has been argued that the newly developed town hotels were in-

spired by the French ‘hotel du ville’, which combined accommodations for travel-

lers with a town hall building including municipal offices and public ballrooms 

(Nilsson 1997, p. 225; Jarnhammar 2009, pp. 35ff). 

The second half of the 19
th
 century was also characterized by growing concern 

about extremely high levels of alcohol consumption, which prompted the temper-

ance movement. At the same time, however, with the growing influence of bour-

geois ideals, society developed an increasing appetite for entertainment and 

amusements, of which alcohol was a self-evident part (Jarnhammar 2009, pp. 35f; 

Boberg 1981; Johansson 2008). To a large extent, these opposing forces were cen-

tral to the establishment of classical town hotels. 

A review of town hotels in literature 

Very little has been written about classical town hotels. A few books, and in many 

cases just thin booklets, have been published about specific town hotels (Blom 

2012; Trosa Stadshotell 2002; Hoffrén 1969; Enköpings Stadshotell 1954; Jögård 

and Carlsson 2002; Frykman 2011). Typically, these describe the history of a given 



 13 

town hotel, indicating when it was established and how it developed over time. The 

focus is usually on the late 19
th
 century and the first decades of the 20

th
 century. 

Much attention is given to architecture, chefs and menus, and the local families 

associated with the hotel. Employees are sometimes mentioned briefly, but any 

analysis of town hotels from a more general or comparative perspective is absent. 

Alcohol use in the hotels is discussed in the literature (Jarnhammar 2009, Nilsson 

1997), but most often from the perspective of alcohol policies rather than as part of 

an attempt to understand the town hotels (Boberg 1981; Bolin 1944). A few books 

give a more general view of the development of classical town hotels, including the 

perspective of workers unions and hotel and restaurant owners associations (Jarn-

hammar 2009; Jarnhammar 2005). One publication, about the town hotel in Var-

berg, differs from this general trend, as it gives a comprehensive and detailed de-

scription of the development of the hotel, including general discussions of town 

hotels and a broader temporal perspective that also examines the second half of the 

20
th
 century (Jögård and Carlsson 2002). 

Classical town hotels represented two rather separate worlds of late 19
th
 century 

society: the world of the upper classes, with their luxurious ballrooms and elegant 

dinner parties, and the working class world of employees who laboured behind the 

scenes in kitchens and dish rooms and lived in small employee rooms in the hotel. 

The employees were expected to serve the guests at any time during the day or 

night (Nilsson 1997, p. 227f; Jarnhammar 2005), and their working conditions can 

indeed be described as very bad (Jarnhammar 2005). 

Many classical town hotels were owned by the town or by municipal companies 

(Nilsson 1997, p. 229). Town hotels were often located in the central town square 

and designed to be the most representative and lavish building in town (Hoffrén 

1969, p. 28). The board members and managing directors of town hotels were all 

men, whereas many railway hotels were run by women (Jarnhammar 2009; Skogh 

1912 [1991], Östlund 2009). Town hotels were closely linked to monopolistic al-

cohol companies that were established by municipalities in the late 19
th
 century. 

Restaurants and hotels had to buy all their alcohol from these companies, which 

was an important source of income for the municipalities (Jarnhammar 2009, 47ff). 

This literature only provides a cursory understanding of the period when town 

hotels were established and their development over time; it is largely focused on 

the period just before and after the turn of the 20
th
 century. The period after 1950 is 

only briefly mentioned. Thematically, the emphasis is on food and drink, especially 

on alcohol policies, whereas many other features important to the development of 

town hotels are only vaguely described or left more or less unnoticed. In the fol-

lowing three subsections, I provide more details concerning 1) regulations and 

policies on food, alcohol and entertainment relative to town hotels, 2) travelling 

salesmen and other town hotel guests, and 3) workers and labour conditions at 

town hotels. Although there is some overlap in these discussions, the intention in 

each section is to identify potential areas of research. 

Entertainment, food and alcohol: regulations and policies 

The turn of the 20
th
 century has been described as the ‘golden age’ of classical 

town hotels (Nilsson 1997, p. 227). This was a period when town hotels became 

centres for upper-class dinner parties and urban social and economic life. These 

environments were extremely gendered spaces. Men used town hotels to meet over 

punch and cigars (Nilsson 1997), and although there were separate rooms for men 

and women, very few women used town hotel facilities, except for dinner and mu-
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sic events, which men and women enjoyed together (Frykman 2011, p. 149). This 

gender separation mirrored the society around the turn of the 20
th
 century. 

The restrictive alcohol policies that were initiated in Sweden in 1855 involved 

production as well as sales. Permission to sell alcohol was given at special auc-

tions, and alcohol companies were established in cities. Starting in 1905, the sale of 

alcohol was managed by alcohol companies, which were partly under state control. 

Private profit from alcohol sales was forbidden, but because 60% of the sales ac-

crued to the municipalities and 20% each to the regional counties (Landstingen) 

and the Agricultural Society (Hushållningssällskapen) (Jögård and Carlsson 2002, 

p. 57), the sale of alcohol was an important source of income for these institutions. 

The so-called ‘Bratt policy’, introduced in 1914, considerably restricted access 

to alcohol at restaurants and hotels. The policy was named after the physician Ivan 

Bratt, who played a central role in the temperance debates. Bratt strongly opposed 

a total ban on alcohol and argued instead for complete state control of all profits 

from alcohol sales (Boberg 1981, p. 39ff). According to the Bratt policy, alcohol 

could only be served during limited hours and only in combination with food. This 

led to considerable crises for many hotels, and over time, it became difficult to 

maintain the high standards of the town hotels (Nilsson 1997, p. 230; Jarnhammar 

2009, p. 49ff; Boberg 1981). 

The negative effects of the alcohol restrictions on town hotels were worsened by 

food restrictions during the First World War. Many hotels changed their elegant 

and expensive menus to simpler food, and some town hotel restaurants served 

smorgasbords, where one could eat for a small sum of money (Jarnhammar 2009, 

p. 50ff). Food shortages also affected town hotels and their restaurants during the 

Second World War. Restaurant meals increasingly focused on cheaper food prod-

ucts, such as potatoes and other root vegetables, and the smorgasbord was prohibit-

ed (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 93). Apart from times of shortage, the 20
th
 century saw 

many simpler, inexpensive restaurants open, where food and drinks were served at 

low prices. These restaurants often became tough competitors for the town hotel 

restaurants (Jarnhammar 2009, p.77). 

In the 1920s, town hotels offered band and orchestral music as entertainment, 

and dance evenings were established in the 1930s. These entertainments continued 

after the Second World War, and town hotels were also used as meeting places by 

various associations such as the Lions and Rotary Clubs (Jögård and Carlsson 

2002, p. 50ff). 

Restrictive alcohol policies were lifted in 1955 (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 113f, 

Nilsson 1997), which led to improved conditions for town hotels, and the 1960s 

has also been called ‘a golden age’ for town hotels (Jögård and Carlsson 2002, p. 

69). In the 1960s, the general economic conditions of society improved, and eating 

at restaurants became more common. As the wages for town hotel employees still 

were rather low at this time, many town hotels were very profitable. In the 1960s, 

the orchestras were replaced by modern dance bands whose music attracted a 

younger audience (Jögård and Carlsson 2002, p. 69). Many people today can still 

remember attending Saturday night town hotel dances during this period. 

The development of town hotels after the 1960s is under-researched. The finan-

cial and real estate crises of the early 1990s had a large impact on the entire hotel 

industry. Scandinavia’s largest hotel and restaurant group, SARA,
1
 of which sever-

al town hotels were members, went bankrupt, which affected several famous town 

                                                      
1 SARA, abbrivation for Sveriges Allmänna Restaurangbolag, in English: Sweden's General Food 

Corporation, a Swedish government hotel and restaurant group. 
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hotels (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 210ff). As mentioned in the introduction, the Elite 

hotel chain purchased and carefully renovated several town hotels in the 1980s, 

1990s and early 2000s (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 240f). 

Thus, to better understand how town hotels have changed as places of enter-

tainment, it would be especially important to study food and alcohol policies in the 

second half of the 20
th
 century to see how modern regulations have affected town 

hotels. Furthermore, it would be fruitful to study the entertainment business 

through a gender perspective to understand how men and women have used town 

hotel entertainment facilities over time. These studies would contribute to institu-

tional theories on societal progress and economic development, and they could be 

linked to theoretical discussions about food, consumption and geography (For ex-

ample Bell and Valentine 1997). 

Travelling salesmen and other hotel guests: the users of town hotel facilities 

Travelling salesmen 

Some of the literature briefly mentions that town hotels also functioned as show-

rooms for travelling salesmen. The only publication that describes this in more 

detail is a book about the town hotel in Varberg (Jögård and Carlsson 2002, p. 66f). 

Travelling salesmen stayed at town hotels and they demonstrated their mer-

chandise for local shopkeepers in specially designed showrooms they rented from 

the hotels. Customers (local shopkeepers) were scheduled Monday to Friday to see 

the displays, and the travelling salesmen often used the town hotel facilities for 

representational lunches and dinners with their customers (Jögård and Carlsson 

2002, p. 66). It is unclear when this way of selling started, but in the 1960s, these 

types of demonstrations slowly started to disappear, although there were still some 

travelling salesmen in the mid-1990s (Jögård and Carlsson 2002, p. 67). Clothes 

and porcelain are mentioned in the literature, but it is not clear what other types of 

merchandise were sold in this way. 

The travelling salesmen seem to have been exclusively men, and thus this phe-

nomenon could be studied through a gendered lens. For example, we have no in-

formation about the gender of the travelling salesmen’s customers, but the sales-

men seem to have attracted women to the dance evenings at the town hotels during 

the 1960s. According to Jögård and Carlsson (2002, p. 67) travelling salesmen 

visited a number of town hotels during the year, but examining this phenomenon in 

more detail would lead to substantial new knowledge concerning how different 

types of merchandise were sold and promoted. Interesting parallels could be drawn 

as well to the development of mobility and to research about travelling salesmen 

internationally. In addition, technological developments in society could be under-

stood by examining consumption patterns, the distribution of merchandise, and 

travel technology associated with travelling salesmen. 

Town hotel guests 

Town hotels often had about 10–20 guest rooms when they were built, but there is 

not much information in the literature regarding who the guests were, how long 

they stayed or where they came from. The standards of town hotel accommoda-

tions declined during the Second World War, with restrictions on the use of heat 

and water (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 93). After the Second World War, town hotels 

(especially those in small towns) were infamous for their lack of modernization. In 

many cases, there were no bathrooms and the rooms had become badly worn dur-

ing the war when many town hotels functioned as military camps (Jarnhammar 

2009, p. 98ff). Many town hotels modernized their facilities in the 1960s (Jögård 

and Carlsson 2002, p. 72). 
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During the 1960s, the number of non-business travellers at town hotels began to 

increase. As cars became more common, it was easier for people to travel (Jögård 

and Carlsson 2002, p. 67). Increased vacation time also contributed to the increas-

ing number of travellers (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 118; Gyimóthy 2007). 

The picture from the literature is unclear regarding who stayed at town hotels, 

especially for the earlier time periods. The social class of the hotel guests, how 

long they stayed, etc., could be examined through archival material and analysed 

through gender and power perspectives. In addition, with respect to the hotel 

guests, theoretical connections between mobility patterns and travelling discourses 

are highly relevant. 

Working conditions at classical town hotels 

This area of research could potentially be important, as interesting comparisons 

between historical and current working conditions at hotels today could be made 

from both class and gender perspectives. 

As mentioned above, at the turn of the 20
th
 century, some hotel workers lived in 

the hotels where they worked. One example is the Haparanda town hotel, where tax 

registers reveal that 13 hotel employees lived in the hotel (Frykman 2011, p. 45). 

Similar examples are mentioned for the town hotel in Varberg (Jögård and Carls-

son 2002, p. 45). Working conditions were often bad, and workers unions were 

established in the early 20
th
 century (Jarnhammar 2009, p. 37ff). 

Studying working conditions at town hotels in more detail would also add to the 

literature on the growing welfare society during the 20
th
 century. The conditions 

seem to have been very hierarchical, with clear social boundaries. Interesting com-

parisons can be made with international research on hotel workers (See for exam-

ple McDowell et al. 2007). At the town hotel in Varberg, for example, different 

groups of workers had very different rights, as illustrated by where and what they 

were allowed to eat. Dish-washers were served only coffee and sandwiches, 

whereas the hotel porters were served more exclusive food at certain tables (Jögård 

and Carlsson 2002, p. 45). 

Musicians also worked at town hotels, and there are examples in the literature of 

the strict orders orchestras had to follow regarding the music that was to be played, 

as dancing was only allowed on certain evenings (Jögård and Carlsson 2002). The 

musicians’ working conditions changed over time, especially as musical entertain-

ment became an important part of town hotels in the second half of the 20
th
 centu-

ry. A geographical perspective could be used in examining musicians’ working 

conditions, as musical bands often travelled between town hotels. 

Potential areas of research 

As this review of the literature on town hotels shows, the period after 1950 could 

be further developed around several themes to better understand how town hotels 

have functioned as urban meeting places. The gender bias in town hotels is very 

clear. Research in this area would contribute to our knowledge about gender and 

power in various ways. For example, the work of travelling salesmen and their use 

of town hotel facilities could be examined, and the power and gender aspects of 

studies of town hotel guests and employees are self-evident. Such studies would 

also contribute to our knowledge about the changing hierarchy of class society, and 

as indicated above, studies of classical town hotels could be used to illustrate mo-

bility patterns and technology development. 

One very basic area of research would be a survey of the number and location of 

classical town hotels in Sweden, indicating which of these hotels still exist. Search-



 17 

ing the web sites Hotellsverige and Hotellet for ‘stadshotell’ yields 38–40 hotels 

specifically called ‘town hotels’ (http://www.hotellsverige.se (38 hotels) and 

http://www.hotellet.se (40 hotels), 2012-05-01). It is unclear how many of these 

hotels are classical town hotels and how many are just using the name to create a 

certain atmosphere. 

Methodologies: theoretical perspectives and archive material 

Knowledge about the historical development of Swedish classical town hotels is 

thus incomplete at present. As the discussion above shows, a study using a theoret-

ical approach that focuses on gender and power relations would contribute consid-

erably to our limited knowledge about town hotels, but it would also contribute to 

our knowledge of tourism, entertainment options and working conditions. The 

historical–geographical perspective would be extremely important in analysing the 

historical development of town hotels and in understanding how geographical mo-

bility affected their development. Naturally, such a study would contribute not only 

to the theoretical discussions about Swedish town hotels, but also to internationally 

oriented research. The discussions above have also highlighted the importance of 

research on regulations governing food and alcohol policies to our understanding 

of the history, geography and development of town hotels. 

Based on a limited examination of available archival material in the National 

Archival Database, it is clear that there is a great deal of information on many town 

hotels in municipal archives. Furthermore, the regional state archive in Visby has a 

lot of archival material about the Visby town hotel, and the town hotel in Karlstad 

also has interesting sources, including substantial material from the mid-20
th
 centu-

ry (Searching for ‘stadshotell’ in National Archival Database at: 

https://www.nad.ra.se, 2012-04-25). These two town hotels could thus be useful 

case studies, but this must be more thoroughly considered before a final decision is 

made. 

Concluding remarks 

As indicated in the discussions above, the functions and the popularity of town 

hotels have varied considerably over time. Today, town hotels have a positive con-

notation, providing small-scale, flexible accommodations for their customers, with 

many of them offering gourmet food from local producers and expensive spa expe-

riences—in short, they offer calm and rest in a stressful society. This is quite a 

different picture from the view of town hotels in the 1940s and 1950s, when town 

hotel standards were low. To some extent, the picture today seems to resemble the 

view of town hotels in the late 19
th
 to early 20

th
 century. The architecture of the late 

19
th
 century helps to burnish this picture, as the atmosphere these grand buildings 

create is greatly appreciated today. 
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3. Hotels as flagship buildings 

Emerging economies in small towns 

Ida Andersson 

 

In recent years it has become a trend for many European cities to construct large 

scale architectural projects as a strategy for development, in hope that the good 

reputation of the project will help boost public incomes and provide cities with a 

source of prestige. (Smith and Strand, 2011; Grodach, 2010) By constructing eye-

catching architectural project, public planners aim to create economic “catalysts” 

that stimulates investments and consumption in the local area. (Bianchini et al, 

1992) Such projects are often referred to as flagship buildings. The practice to con-

struct architectural innovative buildings to demonstrate wealth and power has been 

deployed by major cities and capitals for centuries in order to promote a city and 

“place it on the map”. (Ward 1998; Ashworth 2009) However, it is not until recent-

ly that flagship projects has been made a strategic part in economic development 

plans and are seen as means to generate economic revenues and not merely brag-

ging about them. (See Smith and Strand 2011) 

Challenges arising from globalization and economic restructuring, including the 

growth of the service economy, have led to the tourism industry being developed 

as a way of breaking new economic ground in many small towns. New hotels have 

been constructed – with grand designs and to luxurious standards – to function as 

the hub of the local economy. (Gyimóthy 2007) Hotels have become not only ways 

by which former industrial economies develop as tourist destinations but also ave-

nues for local businesses to innovate and to develop technological capabilities to 

use in new economic contexts. In addition, hotels in the form of flagship buildings 

can function as generators of “community building” boosting local sense of be-

longing and networking (McNeill and McNamara 2009). 

Globalization and structural changes in the world economy has also been argued 

to create and increase competition between places. In response, it is common for 

local governments to seek to strengthen their competitiveness through place brand-

ing activities, where constructing flagship buildings is one of the oldest strategies 

to face such competition. (Ward 1998; Ashworth 2009) Research about flagship 

buildings as strategic development tools and their effect on cities has very much 

focused on projects in large cities and capitals (See Ashworth 2009; Karpferer 

2011; Doucet et al. 2011; Doucet et al. 2010; Kaika 2010; De Frantz 2006; McNi-

ell 2008; Ren 2008) and relative little attention has been given to the practice and 

effects of constructing flagship buildings in smaller cities and towns. 

This paper explores the development of prestigious hotels in small towns and 

discusses their functionality as flagship buildings. The aim is to contribute to the 

understanding of how flagship buildings affect local economies and how local gov-

ernments make use of flagship buildings in strategic development plans. Using 

place branding theory in relation to flagship buildings as a backdrop, this paper 

studies the emerging economic geographies created by the hotel sector in five 

Swedish small towns. The paper shows how the local economy and its key actors 

become increasingly organized around the hotel operations, thus creating important 
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networks and flows beneficial for other sectors and thereby connecting towns to 

the global economy. 

The paper consists of four sections following this introduction. The next section 

offers a short literature review on flagship buildings and how hotels function in this 

role. This is followed by an overview of the five case study hotels and their sur-

rounding geography. The third section contains an empirically based discussion on 

a case study of hotels and how they can be understood as flagship buildings. Con-

cluding comments are given in the final section. 

Methods and data 

The paper is based on secondary data. The statistics are collected from Statistics 

Sweden, the corporate database Affärsdata and the home pages of the municipali-

ties in which the hotels discussed in this paper are located. Local newspapers, 

Swedish media resources and the hotels’ web pages, marketing materials, bro-

chures and local tourist information are used as qualitative evidence. For each ho-

tel, a combination of these data sources is used to “map” the history of the hotel’s 

development, major events during its development and its current situation. All 

additional information about supporting businesses that have developed near the 

hotel, relations between the hotel and public authorities and other items of interest 

has been collected and categorized in different themes and thereafter analyzed. The 

amount of data and the level of detail for the case study hotels vary because of 

issues related to access and availability. 

Flagship buildings: creating place brands through planning and architecture 

Ashworth (2009) argues that the use of flagship buildings is an old planning phe-

nomenon: “The Coliseum, Rome, Parthenon, Athens and the Hanging Gardens of 

Babylon were all officially designed structures intended not only to house distinc-

tive public functions but equally convey, through their very presence, statements 

about the governments that erected them” (p. 14). Flagship buildings are in general 

created to bring attention to a place through spectacular architecture and, at the 

same time, communicate a positive and powerful image of that place. (Karpferer 

2011) Traditionally, flagship buildings have also been a means for local authorities 

to display their engineering capabilities; examples are the exhibition of French 

architectural design when constructing the Eiffel Tower or of the vast building 

know-how when the skyscrapers started towering over Manhattan in the early 

1900s. (Ward 1998) The ambition of building tall and spectacular buildings per-

sists in many urban settlements, as demonstrated by the ongoing race for the 

world’s highest building in the Middle East and Asia. (Musa and Melewar 2011) It 

can thus be said that flagship buildings have often been constructed as a way to 

demonstrate political and economic power. 

In the literature, the tradition of flagship buildings is closely connected to an 

ongoing governance process known as place branding. This process, triggered by 

the discourse of increasing urban competition, has developed in the context of 

globalization and the restructuring of the global economy (See Kotler et al. 1993 

and Ashworth, 2009). The aim is to create “catalyst effects” through the branding 

that is hoped to spur investment and consumption in the area enclosed by the place 

brand. (Bianchini et al. 1992) As Paul (2004) puts it, “attracting global fixed capi-

tal investment (corporate headquarters, production facilities, downtown skyscrap-

ers) and circulating capital (through transport, tourism, cultural events) through an 

international identity has become a nearly universal economic strategy” (p. 572). In 
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other words, place branding can be understood as a conscious political strategy 

undertaken by local governments in order to stimulate economic growth.  

We now examine the place branding phenomenon of flagship buildings. Several 

trends over the years can be identified. As noted above, building tall and technical-

ly advanced buildings such as skyscrapers (Ward 1998) and spectacular monu-

ments (Ashworth 2009) seems to be a flagship-building practice that can be traced 

back to ancient Egypt. However, a more recent trend within the flagship-building 

concept is the so-called “Guggenheiming” process. Here, the objective of con-

structing a spectacular building is not to build the tallest or the most advanced con-

struction possible, but rather to stimulate wider cultural and economic develop-

ment. (Grodach 2010; see also Ashworth 2009) The term refers to the establish-

ment of the Guggenheim Museum, an architectural “masterpiece” hosting a large 

collection of contemporary art, in the post-industrial Spanish city of Bilbao. It is 

claimed that the establishment of the world-famous museum concept led to rapid 

growth in Bilbao, bringing in thousands of visitors annually. Furthermore, it is 

argued that the museum and its surrounding redeveloped urban area have helped to 

give the city a new local identity. (Munes-Martinez 2010) 

Recently, however, questions have been raised about the success of the Gug-

genheim in Bilbao. The initially rapid increase of visitors declined substantially 

after only a few years, and it has been suggested that the positive economic side 

effects for Bilbao from hosting the museum are quite small. In particular, the aver-

age visitor stays in the city for less than 48 hours, as many visitors come to see the 

museum but do not stay to spend much money in restaurants or shopping districts 

surrounding the museum. (Plaza 2000) Nevertheless, the construction of the Gug-

genheim Museum in Bilbao marks a new era for the flagship-building concept by 

shifting the focus towards cultural policies and the manifestation of cultural capital, 

and away from showing off economic and political power. 

According to Smith and Strand (2011), flagship buildings are more than iconic: 

they also have commercial and marketing functions. They communicate images 

and play fundamental roles in urban development. Hall (2000) discusses the dan-

gers of seeing the flagship concept as a substitute for closed factories and ware-

houses, used to create a new urban image and increase a city’s attractiveness. Con-

struction and completion of flagship buildings alone cannot generate commercial 

activities and, Hall argues, more realistic expectations of the potential outcomes for 

flagship institutions are needed. Ashworth (2009) claims that flagship develop-

ments need to be accompanied by a wider set of policies in order to contextualize 

the flagship in a broader political and economic strategy and to avoid building “ca-

thedrals in the desert” (p. 16). 

As an example of a misplaced flagship construction, Ashworth (2009) suggests 

the development of the Erasmus Bridge in Rotterdam. The city, world famous for 

its major harbour and heavy industry, is trying to brand itself as the “city of Eras-

mus”, as it was the birthplace of humanist philosopher Desiderius Erasmus. How-

ever, Ashworth claims that there is a general ignorance in Rotterdam about the life 

and work of Erasmus, and local recognition of the place brand and its connection to 

the 75 million Euro bridge is yet to develop. Furthermore, Ashworth questions 

whether “it would be worthwhile associating what remains a modern port city […] 

with the attributes, at present undefined, of a 16
th
 century philosopher” (p. 13).  

In sum, even though constructing flagship buildings seems to be primarily about 

creating buildings that are large and/or in some other way spectacular, arguably 

urban developers must find a balance between the architectural design and strate-
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gies to anchor the project and its communication of place images in the local com-

munity. 

Flagships in the hotel industry 

The hotel industry offers numerous examples of flagship buildings. Examples in-

clude hotels being built as the integrated architectural centrepiece of a Formula 1 

racetrack (Munes-Martinez 2010), as a site for preserving local traditions and cus-

toms in heritage branding (Connell and Rugendyke 2010) or, in the form of bou-

tique hotels, as lifestyle markers aiming to attract the so-called “creative class” to a 

city (Chang and Teo 2009; Strannegård 2009). 

McNeill (2008) argues that hotels have been given a central role in urban rede-

velopment projects, where the renovation and reopening of a shabby hotel can cre-

ate a catalyst for a fresh start in a run-down neighbourhood and engender feelings 

of local identity and pride. According to Strannegård (2009), the hotel sector 

evolved during the 1990s and 2000s as a consequence of the growth of the cultural 

and service economy. Whereas once the sector sought to offer to temporary visitors 

clean rooms with comfortable beds, an emerging trend is for so-called “lifestyle 

hotels”. This trend is visible in both independently owned small hotels and hotel 

chains of all sizes. The big hotel chains often offer a selection of hotels, ranging 

from traditional business hotels to more specific and locally adapted lifestyle ho-

tels. What distinguishes a lifestyle hotel from traditional hotels is its “need” to not 

only to be unique in its development and branding, but also to provide the guest 

with some form of personal or identity development during the visit. (Strannegård 

2009) 

Pike (2009) argues that this social differentiation process is visible in all forms 

of branding, as brands depend on a socio-economic spatial differentiation between 

people. In a sense, it can be argued that the branding process is nurtured through 

social differences. Pike claims that people use brands to position themselves social-

ly, spatially and economically in terms of taste, identity, belonging to or distancing 

from certain social groups or as expressions of money, power and other aspects of 

status: “What values and meanings people ascribe to specific brands […] are en-

tangled in their own socio-spatial relations and identities” (Pike 2009, p. 620). 

As noted above, not only small boutique hotels have altered their approach from 

servicing mainly business travellers to enticing a broader audience: this trend is 

also noticeable among large-scale hotel operators. Gyimóthy (2007) argues that a 

visit to a hotel should appeal to other senses beyond merely finding it clean and 

comfortable. Another visible development in the hotel industry is the aim of in-

creasing customer gratification and loyalty. This is expressed through increases in 

the number and variety of accompanying products given to a visitor, ranging from 

free soap and toothbrushes in the bathroom, to free slippers, spa treatments and 

activities. All kinds of hotel operators are following this trend; the common de-

nominator is the belief that a stay at a hotel is an experience to be remembered for 

a long time. (Gyimóthy, 2007) 

Hotels are also seen as symbols of modernism and development, and thus often 

as creators of civic pride and self-confidence within a community (McNeill and 

McNamara 2009). When hotels are constructed in the form of an iconic building, 

they can function as bearers and producers of collective identities, within both a 

clique of social elites and the larger population of a city. Civic pride and collective 

identities are built and maintained through discourses, and are suggested to be cru-

cial for strengthening competitiveness, because they boost local co-operation and 

networking (Kaika 2010). Chang and Teo (2009) argue that a hotel does not re-
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quire an iconic architectural status in order to create and communicate place imag-

es and atmospheres and to function as a flagship building. In their study of small 

vernacular hotels in Singapore, they found that old, modest shop-houses converted 

into small, locally owned hotels with highly individual interior designs have 

achieved iconic status and thus become identity markers and community symbols 

for both inhabitants and visitors. 

It has been suggested that the growth in lifestyle-oriented hotels is closely con-

nected to entrepreneurial ideals, as it is often entrepreneurs who take the initiative 

in developing these hotels (Strannegård 2009). This viewpoint is to some extent 

shared by Chang and Teo (2009), who claim that initiatives to build flagship hotels 

are not necessarily undertaken by local governments, but rather that such projects 

are “reflecting the ideology of the dominant class and the expectations of inves-

tors” (p. 345). As a consequence, public (local growth, employment opportunities) 

and private (economic return on investments) interests become mixed, making it 

difficult to determine which actor set the agenda for a flagship hotel development 

project. 

Although it can be argued that the hotel sector is increasingly employing place 

branding concepts and techniques to create flagship buildings and thus improve 

visitors’ “experiences” of the hotel, little is known about the process of initiating 

and developing these flagship hotels. What role does local government play in the 

establishment of such a hotel, and how does development of a flagship hotel affect 

and be affected by the local economy? Is the process solely about a shift towards 

the service economy and adaptation to global economic structures, or are other 

economic processes at play? 

In the remainder of this paper, five “successful” Swedish flagship hotels and 

their impacts on the surrounding area are discussed. The discussion is built up 

around the following research questions; What effects do flagship hotels have on 

the local economic development? Are flagship hotels used as development tools in 

local strategy plans and if so, in what way? What makes a flagship hotel establish 

in a small town? 

Five hotels in small towns in Sweden
2
 

The empirical data in this paper come from five Swedish towns, each of which 

hosts a flagship hotel (See map 3.1 for geographic overview of the hotels’ loca-

tion). Cases were selected based on the national reputation of these hotels and their 

location in small towns (ranging from 500 to about 30 000 inhabitants), with the 

towns (or the municipalities in which they are located) having a history of industri-

alized production. The five case study hotels and their towns are first presented 

briefly, followed by an analysis of the process and function of these hotels as flag-

ship buildings and their impact on local economic development. 

The IceHotel 

The IceHotel in Jukkasjärvi is located in an area with a long tradition of mining 

industry, in the municipality of Kiruna in Norrbotten, Sweden’s northernmost 

county. Jukkasjärvi is a very small town with about 550 inhabitants. The IceHotel 

was first opened in 1992 and is rebuilt every year because the snow and ice consti-

tuting it melts away in summer. The new annual architecture draws much attention 

                                                      
2 The data used in this section come primarily from the web pages of the five hotels, press releases 

from the hotels and municipalities, news items in national and local media and hotel marketing mate-

rials. In total, some 150 references were accessed. Explicit references are made in the text to contro-

versial statements and monetary or statistical data. 
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in both national and international media, and each year international ice sculptors 

and designers are invited to join in designing the new hotel structure. 

The size and shape of the IceHotel vary each year. The 22
nd

 IceHotel, built in 

the season 2011/2012, had 47 cold rooms (made of ice and snow) of various sizes 

and standards, from luxury suites to standard double rooms. The IceHotel also 

provides 60 “warm” rooms in an indoor hotel facility. The 22
nd

 IceHotel was de-

signed by artists from 15 countries who came to Jukkasjärvi during November and 

December 2011 to build the hotel out of ice from the Torne River, which runs 

through the town. 

The IceHotel was the initiative of a local entrepreneur working in the local tour-

ism industry. Before the IceHotel was created, Jukkasjärvi was primarily a destina-

tion for summer tourists who came for the midnight sun and for white-river rafting 

and other outdoor activities. The aim of building the hotel was to extend the visitor 

season and thus boost revenue for the local tourism industry. Despite its interna-

tional fame and reputation, the IceHotel is still run as a local business and is owned 

by people living in Jukkasjärvi. 

 

Map 3.1 Geographic overview of the five small town hotels’ location in Sweden 
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Holiday Club Åre 

The Holiday Club in Åre, located on the shore of Lake Åresjön, opened in autumn 

2004. Åre is a small town (1 417 inhabitants) in the county of Jämtland in Swe-

den’s central west, close to the Norwegian border. For more than 100 years, Åre 

has been a popular skiing resort, with hotels and boarding houses operating there 

for that length of time. The visitor season has traditionally been winter, and many 

local businesses close their operations during summer because of the lack of clien-

tele. Other major industries that are important for Åre are clothing manufacturing 

and retailing. Many Swedish athletic sportswear brands (e.g. Peak Performance, 

Lundhags, Klättermusen) are based in Åre. 

The initiative to build the new hotel was taken by the local business community 

in co-operation with the Åre municipality. Looking to extend the tourism season 

and increase the overall tourist capacity of Åre, they wanted to attract a hotel oper-

ator that could offer something more than just accommodation for skiers. They 

accepted a proposal from the Finnish hotel group Holiday Club to build Åre’s first 

year-round hotel. The Holiday Club in Åre was the group’s first establishment 

outside Finland. The group has since made several investments in resorts in Swe-

den and Spain, promoting their venues primarily to the Finnish and Russian mar-

kets. 

Holiday Club Åre is marketed as an experience hotel. In addition to 250 hotel 

rooms and 90 apartments, the hotel provides, among other things, a big water park, 

a spa and a large sports and event arena that can fit up to 3 000 visitors. Also on 

offer is a range of year-round outdoor events. The arena has created new opportu-

nities for the Åre municipality to host major congresses and indoor sporting events. 

Selma Spa+ 

Selma Spa+ in Sunne was one of the first spa hotels in the Nordic countries. It is 

named after Selma Lagerlöf, who won the Nobel Prize for literature and whose 

hometown was Sunne. The town is located in Värmland County in Sweden’s west, 

close to the Norwegian border. Almost 5 000 people live in Sunne, and major pa-

per industries are located in the area. The Selma Spa+ hotel was originally called 

Life Centre when it opened in 1991, at the initiative of a local entrepreneur. It was 

the first hotel in Sweden to offer its guests a range of wellness- and fitness-related 

activities. In 2001, the hotel was purchased by Norwegian hotel magnate Petter 

Stordalen and incorporated into his Scandinavian hotel chain, Choice Hotels, with 

the name changed to Selma Spa+. 

Tourism began in Värmland county in the 19
th
 century, with the main attractions 

being outdoor recreation and taking the waters at one of the area’s many mineral 

springs. Today, tourists from across Scandinavia and Germany visit Värmland to 

experience open-air life, stay in traditional Swedish red-and-white cottages and go 

shopping. In early 2012, the CEO of Selma Spa+ initiated a collaborative effort 

between the local business community, the Sunne municipality and a local bank to 

further promote Sunne to visitors, investors and potential inhabitants under the 

place brand SUNT (Swedish for “healthy”). The branding is thought to emphasize 

the tradition of the spa industry in Sunne (a very large part of the Selma Spa+ ho-

tel) and creates a strong brand association of Sunne as a “healthy place”. (Svärdsén 

2012) 

The Selma Spa+ hotel comprises 184 rooms and has been named “best spa re-

sort” in Sweden several times by the World Travel Awards. In addition to a full 

range of spa treatments and indoor training facilities with dietary services availa-

ble, the hotel offers a number of outdoor activities such as skiing, mountain biking 
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and orienteering, as well as cultural events. Since the opening of the hotel, a num-

ber of spa educations on high school and vocational school level have opened in 

Sunne, drawing credibility through their close association with the hotel. 

Kosta Boda Art Hotel 

Kosta Boda Art Hotel, in the town of Kosta, opened in 2009. Kosta has approxi-

mately 880 inhabitants and is located in Lessebo municipality in Småland county. 

The area is known as glasriket (the kingdom of crystal) for its many glass-works. 

Kosta’s first glass factory was established in 1742 and has been running ever since, 

making it the second oldest glass factory in Sweden. In 1964, the glass factories in 

Kosta and nearby Boda were joined in a corporate merger. Kosta Boda is one of 

the world’s leading glass design brands. In 1989, this company was merged with 

another major glass design brand, Orrefors; since 2005, the Orrefors Kosta Boda 

glass-works have been owned by the Swedish investment corporation New Wave 

Group. About 34 per cent of the workforce in Lessebo is active in the manufactur-

ing industries (www.scb.se/kommunfakta), and Orrefors Kosta Boda is the second 

largest employer in the municipality. (Lessebo.se) 

The primary aim of Kosta Boda Art Hotel is to market the glass made in Kosta 

and Orrefors. The hotel is marketed as a hotel of experiences, calling itself the 

world’s largest showroom for glass design. Visitors are greeted with an array of 

designed glass pieces ranging from drinking glasses to lamps and glass furniture. 

The hotel prides itself on having one of the world’s first “glass bars”, where every-

thing in the bar is made out of glass designed by one of Kosta’s glass designers. 

The hotel also offers a number of glass-related activities such as guided tours of the 

Kosta factory, glass-blowing and visits to the local glass factory outlet. Kosta Boda 

Art Hotel also accommodates a renowned, multi-award winning spa, whose 

swimming pool has an underwater glass exhibition. 

The interiors of the hotel’s 102 rooms were designed by local glass designers. 

All glass art pieces displayed in the hotel – from the bathroom tiles to the chande-

liers to the drinking glasses – are for sale. The hotel restaurant offers a range of 

assorted local dishes using traditional local recipes to enhance the hotel’s connec-

tion with the local milieu and its traditions. 

Varbergs Kurort 

Varbergs Kurort is a spa hotel in Varberg, a town with approximately 28 000 in-

habitants, located on the North Sea on Sweden’s south-west coast. In Varberg bath 

houses has been operating in various forms since 1822, and one of the city’s most 

famous landmarks is the public outdoor ocean bath house originally built in 1866. 

The original bath house was destroyed in a storm in 1884, and the current one, built 

in 1903, is the third ocean bath house in the same location. Varberg used to be a 

destination for affluent people, who would take the waters and bathe in the sea. 

The area along the west coast of Sweden is popular among both Swedish and in-

ternational tourists and the tradition of visiting the west coast during the summer 

months stretches back to the mid-1800s. The tourism industry of the west coast 

benefited greatly from the development of train and steamboat services in the late 

1800s, along with public vacation laws introduced in the 1930s, which granted 

everyone two weeks’ paid vacation every year. However, it was thought that not 

only tourists could benefit from breathing the sea air and drinking the spring-water 

in Varberg: in 1904, a large sanatorium for children with tuberculosis was built 

beside the ocean. These former sanatorium buildings were transformed into the 

hotel Varbergs Kurort, which opened in 1992, then under the name Kusthotellet. 
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The hotel was incorporated into the Danish spa hotel chain Comwell in 1996 and 

the name was changed to Varbergs Kurort. However, despite its long history in the 

town, the tourism industry does not dominate the Varberg economy; retail, manu-

facturing and construction are the largest sectors in terms of the number of people 

employed. Only about 4 per cent of Varberg’s total workforce is active in the hotel 

industry. (www.scb.se/kommunfakta) 

The hotel Varbergs Kurort, which has 164 rooms, has received much attention 

and praise for the restoration and preservation of the old sanatorium’s grand early 

1900s architecture and its transformation into a modern spa hotel. Alongside a 

range of spa treatments, the hotel has its own clinic for cosmetic surgery and a 

clinic for physical therapy. In addition, Varbergs Kurort produces its own locally 

produced line of spa products for customers. 

In the mid-2000s, the municipality and the local business community discussed 

developing a place brand for Varberg. They settled on “Varberg Sveriges Kurort”, 

with the objective of marketing Varberg to visitors and investors as a spa destina-

tion in Sweden. Varberg is home to several spa operators, among which Varbergs 

Kurort is the biggest and oldest establishment and in 2011, Varberg celebrated 200 

years as a kurort (“spa” or “health destination”), taking the discovery of the first 

spring in the area as the starting point of the spa tradition. This anniversary was 

celebrated by a number of spa-related events hosted by the municipality. 

Flagship architecture and lifestyle hotels 

Spectacular architecture seems to be an important contributor to the reputation and 

fame of some of these case study hotels, particularly the IceHotel. The annual de-

sign of the hotel is covered by both national and international media, which adds to 

the general branding of both the hotel and Jukkasjärvi. However, several of the 

other hotels also have prestigious architecture. The design of Holiday Club Åre 

was decided through an architectural competition, and the building is considered to 

integrate well with both the surrounding natural beauty and the historical design of 

previous developments in Åre (Gunne 2006). The democratic element of deciding 

the interior design by a public vote by local citizens drew additional attention to the 

architecture, as highlighted in the hotel marketing materials (holidayclub.se). 

Kosta Boda Art Hotel employed local glass designers when developing the ar-

chitecture of the hotel. The hotel construction is a redevelopment and major expan-

sion of the old inn in Kosta. The project had high architectural ambitions, as two of 

its goals were to challenge the IceHotel in terms of architectural publicity and visi-

tor increase, goals that are still to be achieved. The hotel façade consists of a big 

glass wall and large-scale glass art pieces, although the main emphasis is on the 

interior design. In total, eight internationally respected and locally connected glass 

designers were involved in designing the glass art for the hotel, with the “glass bar” 

the most notable work of art. The hotel marketing materials consistently emphasize 

the design and architecture. (kostabodaarthotel.se) 

In contrast, marketing for Varbergs Kurort makes almost no mention of the ho-

tel’s architectural qualities, despite receiving the national “development of the 

year” award in 1993 for its renovation of the Scandinavian classicist design from 

the early 1900s. Instead, a newly designed conference centre located nearby, also 

owned by Varbergs Kurort, is promoted as the architectural masterpiece of the 

facility. (varbergskurort.se) Perhaps the fact that the hotel building was a former 

tuberculosis sanatorium inhibits attempts to seek for the main hotel building the 

iconic status that appears to be so important for a flagship architectural develop-

ment. 
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Table 3.1 Overview of five Swedish flagship hotels 

* Total number of tourist beds in Åre is 10 333 (in 2007) 

** Total number of hotel rooms in Varberg is 650 (in 2012) 

 

All of the five case study hotels offer their customers more than merely a place to 

sleep. All five also provide spa facilities, although not all promote these as a prima-

ry attraction. The size and range of the treatments offered vary between the hotels, 

but overall it seems as though some form of spa offering bathing, sauna and mas-

sages is considered a necessity for this type of hotel. In the two hotels that are pro-

moted as “spa hotels”, in Varberg and Sunne, the services offered are directed to-

wards more drastic lifestyle changes than just massage and sauna. Physiotherapy 

and cosmetic surgery clinics are located within Varbergs Kurort, while the Selma 

Spa+ offers dietary services and special nutrition and activity weeks for athletes 

with diabetes. In particular, Selma Spa+ aims to attract athletes and potential train-

ing camps through the place brand SUNT. 

Fine dining is another common feature of the five hotels. Holiday Club Åre 

hosts several restaurants with different cuisines and price ranges, one of which is in 

the upper price range with local specialties on the menu. Furthermore, in what can 

be seen as a way of differentiating the culinary experience even more, several of 

the hotels have employed renowned head chefs and feature organic or locally pro-

duced foods on their menu. At Varbergs Kurort, the gastronomic element of the 

hotel became more central in hotel marketing after it was named “best spa restau-

rant in Sweden” in 2012. 

However, guests at these hotels are not expected to remain indoors during their 

entire visit: the hotels offer activities in the surrounding area, provided either by 

the hotel itself or by a local event company. In Jukkasjärvi, visitors to the IceHotel 

can, among other things, go on dog sled rides, watch the northern lights or experi-

ence the culture of the indigenous Sámi people. Holiday Club Åre offers outdoor 

activities marketed as a combination adventure/hotel visit, which include horse-

riding, downhill mountain biking, kayaking, golf and zip lining. Visitors to Kosta 

Boda Art Hotel can take a break from glass art and the spa and go salmon fishing 

or visit a moose farm. 

Hotel (locat-

ion) 

Year of 

start-
up 

No. of rooms Annual turnover 

(2010) (af-
farsdata.se) 

Ownership Town 

population 
(2010) 
(scb.se) 

Ice Hotel 
(Jukkasjärvi) 

1992 47 cold 
rooms (sea-
son 2011/12) 
+ 60 warm 
rooms 

136 million SEK Private 
company 
(Sweden) 

548 

Holiday Club 
(Åre) 

2004 250 rooms + 
90 apartments 
* 

203 million SEK Holiday 
Club (Fin-
land) 

1417 

Selma Spa+ 
(Sunne) 

1991 184 75 million SEK Choice 
Hotels 
(Norway) 

4931 

Kosta Boda Art 
Hotel (Kosta) 

2009 102 92 million SEK New Wave 
Group 
(Sweden) 

884 

Varbergs 
Kurort (Var-
berg) 

1992 164** 98 million SEK Comwell 
Hotel 
Group 
(Denmark) 

27602 
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Shopping is another activity that seems to be associated with hotel visitors, es-

pecially in some of the smaller towns in this study. In Åre, the commercial retail 

space for shops and restaurants has increased from 9 000 m
2
 in 2005 to 21 000 m

2
, 

and many more shops are now open during the summer months since the opening 

of the Holiday Club hotel. (are.se) In Kosta, the glass-works outlet attracts not only 

shoppers from both Sweden and nearby countries, but also other retailers of such 

items as interior design products and designer clothes. New Wave Group has built 

a total of 20 000 m
2
 of retail space, housing the glass outlet and accompanying 

retailers, just across the road from Kosta Boda Art Hotel. None of the retailers 

located in the outlet centre was active in Kosta before the opening of the hotel. 

Of particular interest is that all of these hotels appear to be competing for the at-

tention of much the same target group who share a common lifestyle. The hotels 

want to attract physically active people with money to spend and refined tastes, 

and, with the exception of Holiday Club Åre, which offers a games hall and a water 

park, people travelling without children. All five hotels also offer conference facili-

ties for business travellers. 

Table 3.1 provides an overview of the five case study hotels. The local and re-

gional effects of these hotels are discussed in the next section. 

Local and regional effects of the flagship hotels 

Attracting investments in the local economy 

It could be argued that the construction and operation of hotels such as the ones 

discussed in this paper are always connected to a certain amount of capital invest-

ment. However, a close examination of the investment details of these five cases 

reveals a myriad of actors and flows; no two cases have followed the same path. 

The decision to build Kosta Boda Art Hotel involved a series of political discus-

sions at both local and national levels about public investment in private compa-

nies. The main owner of the hotel, New Wave Group, invested 250 million SEK 

(10 SEK  1.13 EUR) in the project. Lessebo municipality then added 23 million 

SEK to this sum, although the Supreme Administrative Court (Swedish Regerings-

rätten) later found the municipality’s investment in the hotel project to have been 

illegal. (Rydström 2009) Despite this juridical setback, Kosta Boda Art Hotel is 

argued to have attracted additional business and investments to the town, and the 

politicians responsible for the investment received renewed support in local elec-

tions the year following the conviction, receiving 44.2 per cent of the votes. 

(valmyndigheten.se) However, Lessebo municipality directly supported Kosta Bo-

da Art Hotel in other ways too. To facilitate the plans the build the Kosta Boda Art 

hotel, the municipality changed local property and planning protocols several 

times, so that planning regulations correlated with the development plans of the 

hotel project. 

Furthermore, it is suggested that Kosta Boda Art Hotel has boosted business 

even for its local competitors. In a newspaper interview, the owner of the other 

(smaller and older) hotel in Kosta claimed that the turnover of his establishment 

increased by 20 per cent in the first year after the new hotel opened, as visitors who 

could not afford the luxury of Kosta Boda Art Hotel stayed at his hotel and made 

day visits to the art hotel and the outlet. (Hedelin 2010) The larger numbers of 

overnight guests in Kosta have also reportedly resulted in increased business for 

local restaurants and shops, as well as for glass-blowing event companies market-

ing themselves to business travellers. By contrast, hotels in surrounding cities and 

towns claim to have lost some of their business since Kosta Boda Art Hotel 
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opened, especially in terms of conference guests and business travellers. New 

Wave Group also frequently uses the hotel premises for annual and other meetings 

for their many international subsidiaries (e.g. Craft Sportswear, Umbro, Lord Nel-

son, Speedo), which brings additional business travellers to Kosta. 

Three of the five case study hotels are owned by Scandinavian hotel chains, but 

only one of these, Holiday Club Åre, was developed by the same hotel chain that 

operates the business today. In total, the Holiday Club group invested 140 million 

SEK in the development in Åre before the hotel opened in 2004, and additional 

smaller investments have been made since then. (holidayclub.se) In 2007, Åre 

hosted the Alpine World Ski Championships and the Holiday Club hotel was used 

as leverage in the bidding campaign for the event. The successful bid resulted in 

multiple investments in the skiing infrastructure, as well as in shopping areas and 

transport capabilities; according to the municipality home page, the initial invest-

ments from Holiday Club made the infrastructural investments take off. Åre is 

currently preparing for its bid for the 2017 Alpine World Ski Championships and, 

once again, the Holiday Club hotel is the centrepiece of the campaign. (are.se) 

In addition, according to the Åre municipality home page, Holiday Club Åre is 

the foundation of the successful development of summer tourism in the town. The 

municipality claims that the success of Holiday Club Åre has resulted in additional 

hotel investments in the town, the most recent being a 650 million SEK, five-star 

luxury hotel owned by hotel magnate Petter Stordalen (who also owns Selma Spa+ 

in Sunne). (are.se) 

In Varberg, the Comwell group has been operating the Varbergs Kurort hotel 

since 1996, before which it was owned by a local savings bank. The original de-

velopers found themselves in financial difficulties in the mid-1990s, and the local 

savings bank confiscated the estate in order to secure its 250 million SEK invest-

ment. (Dagens Industri, 1997-02-08) In 1999, Comwell bought the hotel estate for 

150 million SEK and has made several major investments since then, the most 

notable being a 30 million SEK investment in the new conference centre. Comwell 

sold the hotel estate in 2004 for 180 million SEK, but continues to operate the hotel 

and spa facilities there. Since the launch of Varbergs Kurort, several other spas 

have opened in Varberg, and today several of the major hotels offer luxury spa 

treatments for their guests. These spa incentives were preceded by major capital 

investments in the local Varberg economy. 

During the summer of 2012, Choice Hotels invested 30 million SEK in Selma 

Spa+ to renovate parts of the hotel. According to a press release, the aim of the 

renovation is to strengthen the hotel’s competitiveness in the spa hotel market by 

improving the pool area and renovating the hotel rooms. A budget 45 million SEK 

is set a side for the completion of this renovation project, which also contains up-

grading of the spa treatment rooms. (Eneljung 2012) 

Building place brands and the promotion of places using flagship hotels 

In terms of place branding, several of the case study hotels occupy central positions 

in the branding of their respective towns and surrounding areas. Perhaps the most 

explicit connection between the hotel and the town branding in the place brand is 

in Varberg. The branding of the town as “Varberg Sveriges Kurort” (English: 

“Varberg, the spa of Sweden”) could be seen as a paraphrase of the hotel’s name 

“Varbergs Kurort” (English: “the spa of Varberg”), and the Varberg place brand-

ing’s main focus is on the tradition and the expansion of the spa industry in the 

area. In Sunne also, the local spa is prominent in the town’s place branding activi-

ties and the place brand SUNT. The aim of branding Sunne through the SUNT 
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brand is to attract potential investors and visitors to the town. The creation of the 

place brand is involving major public and private investments: Sunne municipality 

is investing 700 000 SEK, and the local savings bank is contributing an additional 

500 000 SEK. (Svärdsén 2012) The SUNT brand name means “healthy” in Swe-

dish, and serves as a clear reference to the spa industry. Selma Spa+ is also repre-

sented in the organization working on the SUNT place brand; indeed, the CEO of 

Selma Spa+ initiated the new place brand and its platform. However, Sunne munic-

ipality had previously invested in a place brand “Sunne I Värmland” and it is not 

yet clear if the existing place brand will remain in parallel with the new brand, or if 

the SUNT place brand will replace the previous one. 

Even though Varbergs Kurort may appear to have a more direct connection with 

the local place brand, given the similarity between the hotel’s name and the town’s 

place brand, it can be argued that Selma Spa+ receives more direct help from the 

SUNT place brand than Varbergs Kurort receives in Varberg. There is only one spa 

in Sunne, while Varberg has four major spas, which compete for the attention of 

the municipal marketers. In addition, the co-operation between public and private 

sectors is more formalized and established in Sunne than in Varberg. Interestingly, 

despite their grand branding ambitions, both place brands are limiting themselves 

to a Swedish/Scandinavian market by communicating exclusively in Swedish. 

In Åre, the Holiday Club hotel has been used as the centrepiece of the “Åre året 

runt” (English: “Åre all year round”) campaign launched in 2005, aiming to expand 

the tourist season beyond the winter months – one of the reasons for building the 

hotel. The hotel’s offerings of a water park, spa and outdoor activities such as 

downhill mountain biking, all in the grand natural surroundings of Åre, are pro-

moted in the town’s official summer marketing. A strategic vision for expanding 

the tourism industry has been developed in Åre. Representatives on the committee 

working on this vision include the CEO of the Holiday Club hotel, the Åre Mayor, 

prominent members of the municipality and a few select members of the local 

business community. The ambition is to make Åre the most attractive year-round 

alpine resort in northern Europe, with 50 per cent of guests visiting during winter, 

and the other 50 per cent during summer. 

Since it opened in the early 1990s, the IceHotel in Jukkasjärvi has featured in 

the marketing of both the municipality and the county. With about 60 per cent of 

guests coming from outside Sweden, the reputation of the IceHotel has spread in-

ternationally. Sweden has used the IceHotel in official marketing communications 

for the country, with small-scale replicas of the hotel displayed in international 

fairs representing Sweden. In addition, the IceHotel has been a destination for sev-

eral official state visits. The founder of the IceHotel is often interviewed in national 

and international media, where he is portrayed as a bold and daring entrepreneur, 

someone who has managed to create a successful hotel operation in the most north-

ern and sparsely populated area of Sweden. For his efforts, he has received several 

entrepreneurial awards, which draw additional attention to his creation, the IceHo-

tel. In Kosta also, the success of the hotel is heavily promoted as the entrepreneuri-

al achievement of a single entrepreneur. The owner of New Wave Group was re-

cently named “tourism entrepreneur of the year” for the development. 

In general, the awards and appointments given to the hotels and key actors with-

in the hotels seem to play an important role in hotel marketing and profile devel-

opment. Especially among the spa hotels, several awards, from various sponsors 

and of various geographical scopes, were mentioned in the data collected for this 

paper. National awards mentioned – and highlighted in marketing materials – in-

cluded best spa hotel, best architectural development and best spa restaurant, with 
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similar awards at both the European and local levels. In some cases, these awards 

are transferred into the place branding process of the town where the hotel is locat-

ed and are reused by the local authorities, while in other cases, only the tourism 

office and hotel itself refer to these successes. It remains unclear, however, in 

whose interest these awards are being given, how often they are handed out and 

what real impact they have in the long term. 

Global networking and the creation of new local economic spaces 

By attracting visitors from around the world, the flagship hotels contribute to con-

necting the local areas and their economies to the global economy – but this is not 

the only connection. Four of the five hotels discussed in this paper are owned by 

either an international hotel chain or an international conglomerate thus connecting 

the hotels to an international context through their work organization, with several 

of the decision-makers located abroad. In this sense, decisions concerning such 

aspects as the local development of the hotel, investment and marketing are not 

based solely on the performance of the individual hotels, but also on the perfor-

mance and development of related hotels and operations in other parts of the world. 

The effect is that local economies are not only more connected to but also more 

vulnerable to changes in the global economy. 

Another type of networking can be seen in the mobility of the flagship hotels’ 

brands and concepts. Selma Spa+ is probably the best-known spa hotel in the 

Choice Hotel group. For this reason, a branch of Selma Spa+ has been set up in 

Clarion Sign, a new luxury hotel development in central Stockholm. Instead of 

trying to establish a new spa concept in the new hotel, the Choice Hotel group has 

decided to build on the strong reputation of Selma Spa+ to launch the Clarion Sign 

spa, thus strengthening the links between the developments in Sunne and Stock-

holm. Another example of this type of co-branding and mobility of the hotel con-

cept is the IceBar by the IceHotel. In the IceBar, as in the IceHotel, everything is 

made of ice and guests are offered warm coats at the door so they can enjoy their 

drinks in the –5 degree Celsius environment. The IceBar concept is a way not only 

for the IceHotel to market its business, but also for local Jukkasjärvi ice sculptors 

to exhibit their skills to a wider audience. IceBar subsidiaries have been established 

in several European capitals, with Oslo being the furthest north and Istanbul the 

furthest south. The IceBar has a close association with the Swedish brand Absolut 

Vodka, and Absolut has used the IceBar and IceHotel in their international market-

ing, especially in the North American market. Attempts have been made to sell the 

IceHotel concept itself to other places, but so far only in Quebec, Canada, has an 

additional IceHotel been set up, and it is a much smaller version of the one in Juk-

kasjärvi. 

The CEO of Varbergs Kurort has taken a different approach to creating net-

works around the hotel, by initiating a national trade organization called “Swedish 

spa hotels”. It has 36 member hotels to date, including Selma Spa+ and Kosta Boda 

Art Hotel. The organization’s objectives include developing the spa hotel brand as 

a concept, engaging in political lobbying in Sweden and the EU, and marketing 

Swedish spas to an international audience. Co-operation with competitors seems to 

be a key concept in Varberg; for example, the municipality, which is in charge of 

the place brand “Sveriges kurort”, recently reached an agreement with the Czech 

spa city Carlsbad. The aim of the co-operation is to share experiences about mar-

keting and the spa industry in general. In a newspaper interview, a Varberg munic-

ipal representative claimed that the co-operation would strengthen the local identity 

of Varberg as a spa town and increase its competitiveness. 
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Naturally, the development of these five case study hotels has created jobs in 

their respective towns. In Åre municipality, approximately 35 per cent of the work-

force is employed in the tourism industry, and the hotel and restaurant sector is the 

biggest sector in the municipality. The Holiday Club hotel has around 120 full-time 

employees (FTE) and owns a couple of subsidiaries in Åre that offer various visitor 

and adventure services. The IceHotel employs approximately 120 FTE and owns 

local subsidiaries offering event and visitor services, locally and nationally. In Ki-

runa municipality, approximately 5 per cent of the workforce is employed in the 

hotel and restaurant sector. Selma Spa+ has about 85 FTE and the hotel and restau-

rant sector employs about 6 per cent of the workforce in Sunne municipality.  

In Lessebo municipality, approximately 45 per cent of the workforce is em-

ployed in the traditional industry sector, with 12 per cent employed by Orrefors 

Kosta Boda. Kosta Boda Art Hotel itself has 95 FTE, and in Lessebo municipality, 

about 12 per cent of the workforce is employed in “tourism-dependent” sectors. 

According to the Swedish newspaper Dagens Industri, Kosta Boda Art Hotel and 

the Kosta Boda outlet are keeping the challenged glass-works industry afloat in 

Kosta and Orrefors, by attracting new and different types of customers, compared 

with traditional purchasers of glass art, to the hotel and outlet. The owner of New 

Wave Group has expressed an ambition to shift Kosta from a traditional industrial 

society to a “centre for experience”. In Varberg municipality, about 6 per cent of 

the workforce (about 1 100 people) is employed in the hotel and restaurant sector, 

with 114 of these working at Varbergs Kurort. However, as Varbergs Kurort host 

two clinics and a high school programme for spa therapists, it is likely that several 

other sectors such as health care and education are also represented at the hotel but 

not displayed in the aggregated statistics. An overview of the local labour markets 

of the case study areas is presented in table 3.2 below. 

 
Hotel Full-time 

employees* 

% of work-force in 

tourism in municipal-
ity** 

Biggest industry sector(s) in mu-

nicipality*** 

IceHotel  120 5% Manufacturing and extraction (min-
ing) 

Holiday Club 
(Åre) 

120 35% Hotel and restaurant 

Selma Spa+ 
(Sunne) 

85 6% Manufacturing and extraction (paper 
industry), health care 

Kosta Boda Art 
Hotel (Kosta) 

95 12% Manufacturing and extraction (glass 
industry, forestry) 

Varbergs Ku-
rort (Varberg) 

114 6% Manufacturing and extraction, health 
care, retail 

Table 3.2 Overview of hotels and related labour market 

* Data taken from hotel web pages 

** Data taken from municipality web pages 

*** scb.se/kommunfakta 

 

Arguably, the establishment of these hotels has also created other job opportunities, 

quite apart from their direct effects on the labour market. Many supporting and 

related businesses have declined or expanded since the opening of each of these 

hotels. Between 2004 and 2007, visitors during the snow-free season in Åre in-
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creased by 54 per cent, with a great deal of this growth attributed to the Holiday 

Club hotel. Initiatives related to downhill mountain biking offered by a Holiday 

Club-affiliated event company have led to a rapid expansion in this activity in Åre, 

and now several businesses provide bicycle rental, equipment and downhill cycling 

courses. The alpine lift system has been modified for transporting bikes during the 

summer and Åre is now considered one of Europe’s major destinations for down-

hill mountain biking. In addition, as mentioned above, retail space in Åre has 

grown substantially since 2005, and several of the small businesses that previously 

focused on winter outdoor adventures and visitor services have expanded their 

portfolios to include summer activities. Furthermore, with the new hotel and the 

prolongation of the visitor season into the summer months, several new small busi-

nesses have opened, focusing on mountain biking, white-river rafting and other 

specifically non-winter activities. 

In Jukkasjärvi, a number of small-scale companies offering outdoor activities, 

such as dog sled rides, snowmobile outings and igloo construction, have emerged 

since the IceHotel was opened. A number of Sámi in Jukkasjärvi have started 

working in the tourism industry, offering guests at the IceHotel the opportunity to 

visit their traditional housing and experience some Sámi customs. While income 

from reindeer herding is shrinking, tourism’s contribution to income is growing 

every year. Ice sculpting both as an art form and as a team building event, sold to 

companies throughout Sweden and using ice from the Torne River, is another ex-

ample of a small business that has sprung from the establishment of the IceHotel. 

Concluding comments 

This paper has shown how flagship hotels can help create new economic structures 

in local economies, connecting small towns to global economic structures. The 

hotels discussed in this paper have brought new investments to their towns, not 

only during the building phase of the actual hotel, but also continuously, as the 

operation of the hotel attracts supporting business and external investors. New 

types of economic activities have developed in conjunction with the development 

of flagship hotels, and the retail industry has expanded in several of the towns stud-

ied. In Jukkasjärvi and Kosta, there are examples of how the hotel and its support-

ing businesses have altered some of the town’s traditional economic structures, and 

how local business life is shifting from primary (reindeer herding) and secondary 

(glass industry) sectors to the tertiary sector and the service economy. It has even 

been suggested that, in Kosta, the hotel and its supporting businesses are keeping 

the glass industry afloat in times of economic restraint. In addition, prolongation of 

the tourism season and changes in the type of activities offered to tourists are some 

of the local effects that can be ascribed to the flagship hotels studied in this paper. 

Furthermore, the establishment of the hotels has led to the creation of local and 

international networks as an effect of business linkages, flows of visitors and inves-

tors and, not least, local collaboration between the public and private sectors. 

Overall, the hotels are creating new work opportunities, and related corporate de-

velopments in the local economy are creating new types of labour markets and 

local pools of knowledge expertise, especially in the tourism industry. 

In addition, flagship hotels in small towns seem to generate material for the de-

velopment of place branding strategies and regional development plans. For exam-

ple, the IceHotel often figures as a national symbol in the branding of Sweden 

abroad. Indeed, several of the case study hotels have been given prominent posi-

tions in the local place brands, and representatives from the hotels are frequently 
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invited to join the municipality in formulating local development plans. Not infre-

quently, the hotel industry, or the hotel itself, is made a major focus of such plans. 

But how do these types of flagship hotels come to be established in small post-

industrial towns? In an examination of the development paths of the five case study 

hotels, no single or clear-cut development strategy emerges. Nevertheless, three 

elements are common to all cases, although with varying significance. The first 

element, entrepreneurship, triggered the development in both Kosta and Jukkasjär-

vi, with rapid hotel expansion following, but entrepreneurship is an important fea-

ture in the process in all five cases. Historical concepts and industries strong-ly 

embedded in the local place, intertwined with the hotel’s business idea, is the sec-

ond element of development shared by the case study hotels. Perhaps this can be 

defined as a form of path dependency. All of these hotels have taken and reoriented 

a tradition rooted in their local milieu as a theme for their operation, whether it was 

the tradition of accommodating visitors taking the waters or of an industry that has 

been operating for centuries, such as glass production. The third and final common 

element of development is by far the most elusive. For each of these five hotels, 

there seems to have been a point in time when a window of opportunity opened, 

making the development of a hotel possible. In Åre, this was when the political 

establishment in conjunc-tion with the local business community sought to expand 

the tourist season; in Varberg, this point occurred when grand and suitable build-

ings became available right on the seashore, thus creating a space for the develop-

ment of a flagship hotel. Such windows of opportunity are difficult both to predict 

and to identify, but easy to spot in retrospect when a successful business has devel-

oped in that space. 
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4. Hotels in Stockholm, strategic spatial plans and 
urban sustainability 

A case for the creative city thesis? 

Thomas Borén and Craig Young 

This working paper investigates a central but under-researched issue in the creative 

city thesis: the role of the external effects of changes in the urban landscape. This 

is an important issue as much theory in this field has a strong focus on the role of 

the qualities of cities, including their aesthetics, amenities, “buzz”, feel, openness 

and tolerance, particularly the ways in which these might be attractive to highly 

educated and “creative” people, high technology firms and other knowledge inten-

sive industries. Seen in this way, the cityscape is a resource for economic growth 

and competitive urban development strategies. 

The creative city thesis is an integrated approach to urban growth and develop-

ment in which the interplay of people, firms and the urban environment is seen as 

an important influence on economic growth. However, within this perspective 

there has only been a limited consideration of the role of hotels and hotel develop-

ments (Chang and Teo 2009). Nevertheless, hotels can play an important role in 

urban growth and development and are entangled in both the inward and outward 

relations that form the city, its attractiveness and social environment. Hotels are 

thus a focus of interest when critically reviewing the creative city thesis. The crea-

tive city thesis is a people oriented approach to urban development, rather than 

business oriented, and central to the theory is the claim that for cities to succeed 

they should develop a good “people climate”. Essentially this notion of a “people 

climate” refers to an open, diverse and tolerant environment in which people with 

creative skills and high human capital can meet, talk and exchange knowledge. 

This exchange will give rise to new innovations which will help drive the urban 

economy. There are echoes here of economic cluster theory, but the main actors are 

not companies in business parks, but the (creative) workforce of these companies 

combined with freelancers, artists, the self-employed and entrepreneurs that inhabit 

the city and who together make use of the city as an arena for continuous learning, 

making contacts and generating new ideas through various forms of “spill-overs” 

and “spill-acrosses”. The thesis requires other things to be in place too, such as 

universities and high-tech companies, for the city or city-region to be able to com-

pete successfully for highly educated labour and investment. 

For innovation driven urban and regional economies, such as Stockholm and 

many other cities in high-cost economies, it thus seem central to have a good peo-

ple climate in which the innovative capacities of “creative” people can be realised 

to their full potential. The work of Richard Florida (2002, 2005, 2007, 2010) and 

Florida, Mellander and Stolarick (2008, 2010) have been particularly important in 

championing this approach and cities worldwide are adopting people oriented poli-

cies which are heavily influenced by their theoretical position. In order to attract 

and retain the “creative class”, urban decision makers try to shape and market the 

urban landscape by building or preserving cultural quarters, developing leisure 

amenities, upgrading “soft” landscapes and developing consumption activities (par-

ticularly associated with “culture”) in order to meet the perceived needs of the 
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“creative class”. In short, investments are made in the cityscape, particularly in the 

area of culture and amenities, in the hope that these improvements to the people 

climate will have positive effects on the economy.  

Academic critiques of Florida’s thesis in particular have been fierce (Peck 2005, 

2011; Markussen 2006; Scott 2006; Hansen and Niedomysl 2009; Borén and 

Young 2011; for review of critical remarks see Borén and Young 2012a) but these 

critiques seem to have had a limited impact on urban decision makers who contin-

ue to pursue policies based in creative city theory and thinking. Nevertheless, re-

cent research also suggests a more nuanced approach (Borén and Young 2012a, 

Romein and Trip 2012; cf. Storper 1997 in Öhrström 2006; Storper 2010) in which 

the role of creative policy and theory is understood within local and national con-

texts and their distinct needs and characteristics as well as considering the interests 

of different occupational and social groupings.  

Several studies suggest that we need more detailed evaluations of the creative 

city thesis from the point of view of different “user” groups, eg. different occupa-

tional groups (Markussen 2006), as well as of the urban characteristics that are 

important for occupational groups in a particular local context (Tinagli et al. 2007; 

Romein and Trip 2012). Borén and Young (2012a) also noted a “creative policy 

gap”, the gap in understandings about what creativity is and how it works between 

policy makers and creative user groups, such as artists, that needs to be further 

investigated. Storper (2010), moreover, argues that in order to explain why cities 

grow, we need to understand both why companies and people locate in a certain 

place. It should thus not be a matter of firms following people or people following 

jobs, but both. Another line of inquiry necessary to get a more nuanced understand-

ing of the creative city is to see the city not as one unit, but as a complex organisa-

tion, comprised of diverse interests extended over a variety of scales (Borén and 

Young 2012b). The creative city thesis could also be applied and discussed in rela-

tion to city specific problems, which would provide a better picture of how well it 

helps explain urban growth in different contexts. One way to do this is to study a 

particular aspect of urban development, in this case the cityscape as resource and in 

particular the role of hotel developments in the cityscape.  

These calls for more detailed analyses reflect the fact that the creative city thesis 

is, scientifically viewed, a new theory in the sense that concepts have not been 

fully tried out, causalities are still being tested, its limits and generalizability not 

fully known, and relatively little is known about its actual impact. In short: “the 

creative city thesis is ‘in the making’” (Romein and Trip 2012, p. 27). Moreover, 

its relationship to other important urban objectives, such as sustainability, is only 

beginning to be analysed with hardly any studies connecting these fields (Lewis 

and Donald 2010; Ling and Dale 2011; Fernández-Moldonado and Romein 2012). 

According to Vallance et al. (2012) the urban sustainability discourse tends to be 

too heavily focused on the bio-physical environment, rendering the city and its 

residents almost “invisible”. This limits its contribution to any people-oriented 

approach to urban development, in which (creative) people are held to be the driv-

ers of innovation and growth, although an important part of the argument is that the 

“creative class” will be attracted in part to “clean” natural environments. The bio-

physical environment is largely regarded as an amenity to be used for recreational 

purposes in order to fulfil people’s leisure and emotional needs. 

In order to start to address these deficits in the literature, this working paper cen-

tres on changes in the urban landscape with a focus on hotel development and 

planning. There are surprisingly few analyses within the creative city literature 

connecting urban development with hotels. Existing studies address the hotel as an 
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integrated part of the creative economy and urban development and explore how 

they commodify heritage and shape the consumption of the city in ways that fit the 

preferences of the “creative class” (Chang and Teo 2009). This paper adopts anoth-

er perspective. Rather than trying to understand hotels as part of a creative “ecosys-

tem” (Chang and Teo 2009) or as interesting “third places” in the “social structure 

of creativity” (Florida 2006) catering to the needs of the “creative” class, the ana-

lyses here is based on the strategic spatial plans of Stockholm and the images of the 

“ideal self” (Koller 2008) regarding how hotels and related issues are envisioned in 

them. Images of the “ideal self” are social representations, functioning in similar 

ways to brands, and thus are subject to change as social relations change. They 

make communication between actors possible and also help in establishing social 

relations and identities. Cities develop strategic planning documents which con-

struct certain imaginings, “visions” or representations of the city in order to com-

municate their “ideal self” into the public sphere to try and engage a number of 

other actors, such as investors, residents and tourists, into relations with the city. 

“Ultimately,” Koller writes, “this ideal self is meant to converge with the actual 

self” (2008, p. 435) but in complex social environments, such as cities, other actors 

have to be engaged as well in order to succeed.  

The concept of “ideal self” is thus relational in character and is here understood 

in a “reflexive economical” sense (Storper 1997 in Öhrström 2006), meaning that 

the images of the ideal self are a result of deliberations by a specific actor or group 

of actors about possibilities in the social environment. Moreover, these images, or 

visions, are constructed by the actor or group of actors without having to consider 

the normal restrictions inherent in any real world setting of the here and now, but 

are rather focused on what they would like the place and its conditions to be like, if 

they could choose. In other words, the deliberations strive to imagine and formu-

late what “could be”.  As these images take root in the social environment, they 

become influential in shaping development through structuring the conditions for 

action of other actors (Storper 1997 in Öhrström 2006), and thereby play a role in 

materialising the ideas of what “could be”. Obviously, some actors or groups of 

actors are more powerful than others in their ability to produce and disseminate 

their vision. In the Stockholm case, the documents analysed here were produced by 

the City Executive Office in cooperation with other administrations, and represent-

atives of the educational system, businesses and other authorities, but not signifi-

cantly with other external organisations or the public. The documents were not part 

of a public consultation process. Following Storper, this could be a problem for the 

success of these visions, as strategic planning in which the qualities of the place 

itself are mobilised requires the support of all actors, including households and 

different social groups (Storper 1997 in Öhrström 2006). In the production of the 

vision plan for Hong Kong, for example, the public consultation process was used 

to gain support from the public and to convince them of its merits (Flowerdew 

2004).  

Vision plans and other such strategic spatial planning documents are often used 

as a means to project images of the “ideal self” into the social environment. In this 

paper, the concept of strategic spatial planning “refers to self-conscious collective 

efforts to re-imagine a city, urban region or wider territory and to translate the re-

sult into priorities for area investment, conservation measures, strategic infrastruc-

ture investments and principles of land use regulation” (Healey 2004, p. 46). Of 

particular interest here is the strategic aspect. According to Healey: 
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Strategic is sometimes used to mean a higher level of administration, or a more gen-
eral or abstract level of policy. But it is also used to mean an overview, or more spe-
cifically, a framework. It implies selectivity, a focus on that which really makes a dif-
ference to the fortunes of an area over time. (Healey 2004, p. 46, emphasis added) 

 

The aim of this paper is thus to analyse Stockholm’s strategic spatial plans and the 

images of the “ideal self” produced in them, specifically focusing on the role of 

hotels in urban attractiveness and sustainability. This is done by analysing strategic 

spatial plans for Stockholm which seek to shape the development of the city be-

tween 2010 and 2030 ie. “A world-class Stockholm: Vision 2030” from 2007, “Vi-

sion 2030: A guide to the future” from 2009, and Stockholm’s municipal compre-

hensive plan from 2010 “The walkable city: Stockholm city plan”. 

The analyses also draws upon recent urban development debates in the “creative 

city” literature and focuses on the external effects of large scale physical interven-

tions in the urban environment. The latter is illustrated with a case study of Stock-

holm Waterfront, a recently erected 16-storey conference, hotel and office complex 

in the centre of Stockholm. This case was chosen as a good example through which 

to explore issues of how attractiveness and sustainability may relate to an open 

people climate, competitive urban strategies and the creative city thesis because it 

is a newly built major hotel and conference complex, explicitly mentioned in the 

strategic plans, much debated in public, and with clear impact and external effect 

on the cityscape. For cities to be able to make use of the creative city (or any other) 

thesis they have to be able to translate it into strategic and concrete planning 

measures. Hotel development is one aspect that should have a role in any city 

which, like Stockholm, is striving to position itself globally and to “re-scale”, as 

expressed in the overarching strategy to make Stockholm a “world class city” 

(Borén and Young 2011). Obviously, hotel supply is crucial for international trade 

and tourism.  

Hotels and competitive cityscapes 

Hotels denote not only that the guests of the city have somewhere to sleep: they 

also often have powerful external effects, both positive and negative. These could 

include, for example, spectacular architecture, changes in the cityscape, environ-

mental impact through increased pollution, job creation in other parts of the urban 

economy, and the building’s integration – both physical and social – into the local 

environment, leading for example to a positive impact on the life of the surround-

ing neighbourhood. 

There are many different types of hotels catering to different markets of tourists 

and travellers. However, more upmarket, large-scale hotels in inner cities often 

primarily address the “transnational capitalist class” (Sklair and Gherardi 2012), 

rather than the local people climate, and the buildings are often designed as land-

mark buildings or are special in some other way (McNeill 2008; cf. McNeill and 

McNamara 2009). Architecturally, they would in many cases refer to other (often 

international) ideals than the ones found in the buzzy cultural quarters and renovat-

ed old industrial buildings, or other parts of the “urban vernacular” (Chang and Teo 

2009), or “authentic” places (Zukin 2011), commonly considered important in the 

creative city thesis. 

Thus, hotels dovetail with the city’s inner and outer web of socio-spatial rela-

tions. The establishment of a hotel is an important economic event as it is often an 

inward investment in itself, bringing in capital and creating both managerial and 

service jobs. Moreover, it is also considered important by Stockholm strategic 

planners to have the leading global chain hotels represented in the city (Eriksson, J 
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2012) as part of making the city attractive and putting it on the global map. There 

is a symbiotic relationship between the city and hotels when it comes to marketing. 

Hotels make use of the city in their marketing material, and the city makes use of 

the hotels to present itself (see also Andersson 2012, in this volume). Hotels and 

marketing are part of the place-making processes (Eriksson, J. 2012) and the city-

scape becomes a commodified resource for this end (McNeill 2008). 

The cityscape of Stockholm is a pertinent part of the identity of Stockholm, and 

is held up as important in, among other places, the strategic plans. It is used as a 

resource for tourism and marketing the city. In addition, the specific characteristics 

of the cityscape make the city in many ways unique or special in an “objective” 

sense, with eg. a medieval core, islands, waterscapes and a well preserved histori-

cal skyline. The “uniqueness” of the cityscape in itself should in this context also 

be seen as part of the resource. Sharon Zukin writes:  

In the last few years image has become an important part in the branding of cities. In 
the same way as image may help market individual buildings and places, it may also 
market the city more widely as creative, interesting and attractive. The branding pro-
cess binds together the interests of building companies and the wishes of consumers 
with the rhetoric of the politicians; the purpose of branding is to portray every city as 
unique and better than the competitors.  
 
The result when every city strives for the same modern and creative ideals is, howev-
er, not authenticity, but an overwhelming one-sidedness that in a global perspective 
has not changed much from the blandness that [Jane] Jacobs fought. (Zukin 2011, p. 
287, authors’ translation from Swedish) 

 

The concept of “authenticity” is highly contested. It has been considered elitist in 

the sense that it is concerned with “a type of cultural power over space that makes 

the situation more difficult for the city’s old working class or lower middle class” 

(Zukin 2011, p. 15, authors’ translation) in relation to gentrification processes. This 

critique parallels other critiques of the creative city thesis, namely that it focuses on 

those places and people who are already well off, and does not significantly con-

cern itself with those who are outside the “creative” centre (Peck 2005). Another 

critique is the essentialist character of notions of “authenticity”. However, theory in 

the field holds that it is the special characteristics of a place that make it attractive 

and that are strategically important. Richard Florida argues that places need to have 

a “distinct character” that could be used to “reflect over, and strengthen, our identi-

ties as creative people, where we can strive for the sort of job we want to have and 

where we have access to a range of amenities that suits our life styles” (Florida 

2006, p. 41-42, authors’ translation) and states that what makes a city attractive are 

the “authentic” and “unique” features. Authentic is understood by Florida as the 

“the opposite of mainstream” and is about the particular mix (of old and new, peo-

ple etc.) in each place, and in particular the sense of “genuineness”: 

…a place that has genuine buildings, genuine people, genuine history. A genuine 
place also offers unique and original experiences. A place filled with chain stores, 
chain restaurants and nightclubs is thus not authentic; establishments like that look 
practically the same everywhere, and you get the same experience there as you would 
anywhere else. (Florida 2006, p. 273, authors’ translation from Swedish) 
 

For the type of workforce which is the focus of the creative city thesis, ie. highly 

educated and creative people, the qualities of the city are apparently especially 

important. Not only jobs and salaries, or a place to live, are significant but also the 

city itself, with amenities, culture, universities, street life, cafés and other public 
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goods that make the city, first, interesting to be in (i.e. attractive to talent). Second, 

the city should be a place which functions as a breeding ground for ideas, informal 

meetings, social interaction and informal networking and other parts of a diffused 

learning process basically made up of the possibilities of an indefinite number of 

planned and coincidental face-to-face meetings – in other words, “buzz”. This is 

economic cluster thinking, drawing on the spill-over effects when people with 

weak social ties exchange information. 

What is different from a “normal” cluster is that it is the city itself that is the 

arena which makes it possible for people of various professions and branches, in-

cluding the self-employed, freelancers, free entrepreneurs, artists and other people 

in the cultural sector to meet, preferably in a tolerant, open and diverse urban envi-

ronment that underpins the exchange of ideas. The city thereby becomes central as 

a place bringing all these people together. The city as arena is also what the city 

itself to some extent can influence and control (e.g. via policy and planning), 

whereas other important parts of the thesis, such as the role of universities (in Swe-

den a matter primarily for the state) or large high-tech companies, cannot be con-

trolled by the urban authorities. To further underline the role of the local context, 

Romein and Trip (2012) argue: 

Still, it seems that more could be made out of these contexts, making better use of 
the, often historically developed, particularities and authenticity of each city in terms 
of amenities, atmosphere, cityscape, specific cultural industries and clusters of (crea-
tive) people that give value to specific parts of the city. This should be preferred 
above long-term support of sectors only because these have proven viable elsewhere 
or the construction of flagship projects that lack sufficient embeddedness in the local 
context. Exploiting its uniqueness could make a city’s competitive advantage more 
sustainable as it prevents quick imitation by others. (Romein and Trip 2012, p. 46) 

 

Seen in this way, how hotels are included in the development and planning of a 

city or a region is thus about much more than just the number of beds. In innova-

tion based economies the role of place is ascribed important meaning and the city-

scape in itself is part of what makes a place attractive and is thus one of the re-

sources that fund economic growth. By studying strategic spatial plans it is possi-

ble to understand how the city itself is concerned with its development, what ideals 

and goals there are and how these will be achieved. There are two types of over-

arching strategic spatial plans that are directly connected to the development of 

Stockholm. These are visions plans and comprehensive plans. Other plans exist, 

such as regional development plans, that are strongly connected to the city of 

Stockholm, but as these are not primarily directing the municipality, and are gener-

ally considered less influential, they are not dealt with here. 

Vision plans in Stockholm 

Vision plans started to be developed in Stockholm in the 1990s (Wijkmark 2008) 

and all the plans since then, including the ones analysed here that were developed 

at the end of the first decade of the 2000s, have had 2030 as the “end year”. The 

vision plans fulfil an important function not only for shaping general development 

ideas for other types of planning documents within urban and regional planning, 

mainly Regulatory Detailed Plans (DRPs, legally regulating the physical forms and 

activities of the built-up areas), Municipal Comprehensive Plans (MCPs), and Re-

gional Development Plans (RDPs). The vision plans of Stockholm should also 

guide all other work, activities and strategies within the municipality in all sectors. 

Also the companies and organisations that the municipality co-operates with are 



 45 

encouraged to work in the spirit of the vision. Together with the yearly budget, the 

vision documents are the most important and powerful strategic documents for the 

city.  

According to one of the leading civil servants at The Planning Administration in 

Stockholm, deputy director Arne Fredlund, almost all physical planning in Stock-

holm has its point of departure in Vision 2030 (L’Estrade and Westerlund 2012: 

14). Interviews made by the authors (in 2008-2009) with planners and leading dis-

trict officials also show that the vision is a document that shapes day-to-day prac-

tice (Borén and Yound 2012b), and that the City of Stockholm Executive Office 

ran an intense internal marketing campaign directed to all its c. 40 000 employees 

to focus their activities to deliver the vision to make Stockholm a “world-class” 

city.  

The vision documents are the strongest stated political declaration of intent that 

there is for local urban developers and planners in Stockholm, and the images of 

the ideal self in them aim to guide development in the medium-long term (i.e. 20 

years). Overall, the two vision documents analysed here are, to a large extent, con-

cerned with the relationship between economic growth and attractiveness. Stock-

holm and the wider region should “lure” and “attract” and there are frequent refer-

ences to “force of attraction”, “strong attractiveness”, “is a magnet”, “self-evident 

localisation” in the 2007 version, though these are less prominent in the shorter 

2009 version. The comprehensive image of the ideal self portrayed in both versions 

is that of a strong, liberalized and growing economy in a “remarkable” and 

“unique” city (see pp. 4-5 in both documents) with an excellent system of school-

ing, higher education and research engaged in a number of interrelationships with 

both the private and public sectors (pp. 8-9), and a very high quality of life and 

welfare through all stages of life (pp. 12-13).  

The international aspect is very strong throughout both documents and is pre-

sented in positive terms. In the introduction to the Vision from 2007 Kristina Axén 

Olin, mayor and then the highest political leader in Stockholm city, wrote: “global-

isation brings with it tremendous opportunities in the shape of new, growing mar-

kets and expanding trade” and that together with the rest of the Stockholm-

Mälarregion that “we are sufficiently large to offer the sort of qualities that will 

enable us to compete with the world’s great metropolises” (Vision 2030, 2007: 1). 

In the vision from 2009 the new top political leader of Stockholm, mayor Sten 

Nordin states: “What we plan and decide now will benefit future generations. […] 

When taking decisions, a long-term approach is essential to ensure that Stockholm 

can stand up to the growing international competition. Nothing is a given forever. 

We cannot rest on our laurels” (Vision 2030, 2009, p. 1). The wish to re-scale 

Stockholm and further strengthen its position in global networks is clearly seen in 

the visions, as is the conception that the city-region is competing with other (glob-

al) cities to keep up and attract its share of the global economy. In relation to urban 

growth theory, such as the creative city thesis, the visions make use of all its gen-

eral elements and underline the role of education, the attractive cityscape with in-

teresting natural and cultural amenities and an innovative business climate. The 

version from 2007 also underlines the role of culture, although this receives less 

emphasis in the 2009 vision. In general, the typically Floridean features of urban 

policy are less evident in the 2009 version and there is less focus on culture and 

diversity which are core elements of, and are taken to be indicators of, a tolerant 

and open people climate.  

Although hotels are only mentioned specifically four times in the vision docu-

ments (Vision 2030, 2007, 2009) much of what the plans talk about as strategic 
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goals would be linked to the need for increased provision of hotels to service inter-

national visitors. Here we analyse one of the more concrete images of the “ideal 

self” (Koller 2008) in Vision 2030 – namely that of Stockholm, as it is formulated 

in one of the section headings, as an “international meeting place” – although the 

inherent logic of other images would also contribute to increased travel and thus 

hotel demand. An example of the latter is that, under the heading “The centre of a 

strong, growing region”, the city writes: 

The region’s strong appeal to knowledge-intensive companies has created a growing 
market for business related services. Lawyers, accountants, economists and other 
qualified business professionals are in great demand, as are the services provided by 
restaurants, hotels, cafés and shops. All this has led to the establishment of many 
new, exciting service sector companies. (Vision 2030, 2007, p. 8) 

 

The examples below are from the 2007 version of the vision as it is this version 

that has been agreed by the City Council, and it is also the document which directs 

the work of the comprehensive plan from 2010. The 2007 and 2009 versions are 

similar overall, apart from the diminished role of culture in the later version. 

Stockholm Mayor Sten Nordin, however, said in a talk followed by questions at 

Stockholm University (27 August 2012) that these changes in the documents did 

not reflect a change of policy regarding the visions and role of culture in Stock-

holm. 

The ideal self as an “international meeting place” 

In the vision plans a number of factors suggest an increasing demand for hotels up 

to 2030, particularly as the ideal self image promoted frequently refers to or infers 

increased (international) travel. The image of Stockholm as an “international meet-

ing place” portrays Stockholm as an important city for meetings and conferences. 

Under the heading “International meeting place” the Stockholm-Mälar region is 

held up as: 

one of the world’s more important meeting places, with a decidedly international fla-
vour. The region hosts many major international congresses, trade fairs, meetings and 
events that attract people from all over the world. The new congress facility in the 
city centre, the exhibition centre in Kista, developments at Stockholm International 
Fairs and the big increase in the City’s hotel capacity have made Stockholm one of 
the world’s leading cities for congresses and conferences. (Vision 2030, 2007, p. 9) 

 

One area is explicitly mentioned in the vision as a place where a hotel will be built. 

It is at “the Central Station area, [where] a hotel and conference centre of top inter-

national standard is being planned as part of the development of the western city 

centre” (Vision 2030, 2007, p. 17). In winter 2010/2011 this project was completed 

and the hotel and congress centre Stockholm Waterfront was inaugurated in March 

2011. 

Other parts of this ideal self are concerned with international exchanges of vari-

ous kinds. These have a clear connection to the hospitality industry. The city vision 

states that: 

The Stockholm–Mälar region’s status as one of the most knowledge intensive re-
gions of the world also attracts foreign students and researchers, who come to Stock-
holm either for short stays or for extended periods. Similarly, artists and musicians of 
all kinds seek out the creativity and the new art forms that the region has to offer. 
Alongside residents, newly arrived practitioners of the arts help maintain this attrac-
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tive city in a state of constant artistic flux. Some even choose to stay forever. (Vision 
2030, 2007, p. 9) 

 

To attract international research and development functions is a further part of the 

future ideal self of Stockholm as an international meeting place. Stockholm is con-

ceived to be a “strategic gateway” for Eastern and Central Europe meaning that: 

“Numerous international companies active in these markets have set up their Euro-

pean headquarters and R&D departments in the [city] region” (Vision 2030, 2007, 

p. 9). 

In the final paragraph under the heading “International meeting place” transpor-

tation is treated in both versions, and both have a focus on air transport. In the 2007 

version of the vision it is envisaged that the Stockholm-Mälar region: 

is supported by highly convenient air, sea and rail connections with the rest of the 
world. Stockholm–Arlanda Airport is the Nordic hub for all air traffic, offering fre-
quent departures and non-stop flights to all the world’s metropolises.  
     The airports Stockholm–Bromma, Stockholm–Skavsta and Stockholm–Västerås, 
largely relieve the pressure on Stockholm–Arlanda Airport, and a Skavsta Express 
rail link has been constructed to ensure rapid transfers between central Stockholm 
and Skavsta Airport. (Vision 2030, 2007, p. 9) 

 

To sum up, Vision 2030 portrays an image of an ideal self that implies increased 

travel and connections with other city-regions which in turn would signal an in-

creased demand for hotels in Stockholm. If so, it would be important for the com-

prehensive plan, which is more concrete in directing land use, to take this into ac-

count. 

Hotels in “The Walkable City” 

In a shorter time scale, but still on a strategic level, comprehensive plans are used 

to direct socio-spatial development. These plans have spatial connections that are 

more concrete than in the vision documents and should describe more specifically 

how the land and waters of the municipality should be used. In the MCP of Stock-

holm – “The Walkable City” (2010) – it is also stated that: “The City Plan is a clear 

example of how this vision of the future [Vision 2030] can be made more con-

crete” (The Walkable City 2010: 11). The city plan was adopted by the City Coun-

cil in March 2010. 

The Walkable City (2010, p. 4) identifies nine “focus areas” that are considered 

to be “a distillation of the public interests that the city considers most important 

and most pressing”. Connected to these are “planning aims” that should “act as 

guidelines for subsequent planning”. It would thus be expected that if hotels are 

considered important and pressing, then they should have a place in one of the 

focus areas and be mentioned in the planning aims. The plan also identifies a num-

ber of strategic areas and nodes in the outer part of the city. Hotels are explicitly 

mentioned once in connection with a strategic node (the one at Telefonplan). For 

many of the other nodes there are general statements about strengthening service 

provision and mixing activities, which thus also could include hotels. 

In many of the nine focus areas hotels or related services are weak or not rele-

vant but in a few there is a stronger connection. In the first focus area and planning 

aims, named “Stockholm as the city on the water”, it is mentioned that the city 

should promote tourism and that the port area Värtan-Frihamnen should become “a 

specialist ferry and cruise terminal and a new port for Stockholm” (p. 15) (while at 

the same time freeing up waterfront areas for development). In the second focus 

area (about business and education) there is a table showing that c.4% of employ-
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ment in Stockholm in 2008 was engaged in restaurants and hotels (p. 16). The oth-

er focus areas prioritises development in their respective area, some of which in 

general or indirectly could mean increased interaction with other places and hence 

an increased demand for hotels. However, in the focus area “A city rich in experi-

ences, culture and history” hotels are explicitly dealt with and the analysis below 

proceeds from this focus area and connect the results with the images of the ideal 

self in the visions. 

Under the heading “Tourism increasingly important” in this focus area the city 

writes: 

Tourism is becoming increasingly important to Stockholm. Tourism in the city has 
increased by more than 40 per cent over the past ten years, particularly in terms of 
the number of hotel stays and restaurant visits. The city has a good standard of hotel 
accommodation, with many top-class hotels, although there is a shortage of hotels in 
the budget category. 
 
[…] In addition, the city is a central launchpad for tourists who also visit other parts 
of the region, not least the archipelago. There is scope to build on the role that Stock-
holm plays in tourism within the ever-expanding Stockholm-Mälaren region. (The 
walkable city, 2010, p. 29) 

 

The ideal self of Stockholm as an international meeting place is clearly visible in 

this focus area although it is also present in other focus areas as well. Under the 

heading “Focus on exhibitions and events in Stockholm” the plan seems to be in 

line with the image of the ideal self in the vision documents concerning congresses: 

Stockholm also has a strong position as an exhibition and congress city, with Stock-
holm International Fairs and recent investment in Kistamässan and Stockholm Wa-
terfront. Planning is under way for a new national arena in Solna and for the Stock-
holm Arena in Globen City. There are also numerous ideas for other arenas for sports 
and events. One problem at the moment is a lack of central spaces where temporary 
events can be held. It should be possible to use the city’s water in a new way for 
these short-term activities. (The Walkable City, 2010, p. 29) 

 

Concerning the planning aims for these issues, which should guide actual planning 

decisions, it should be noted that hotels are not mentioned. This might be due to the 

fact that there is no shortage of hotel beds at present in the city, apart from in the 

budget category. Without planning aims one might, however, expect that this defi-

cit would be more difficult to address successfully. It was, moreover, not long ago 

(in the 1990s) that the city experienced a great demand for hotels, and one could 

also expect that a new deficit will arise if the city succeeds in realising the vision as 

an international meeting place with several major congresses and trade fairs, a 

number of large arenas with tens of thousands of visitors and an increase in trade 

and tourism. Will there be a large enough hotel capacity in the city if several large 

events are happening at the same time? 

In summary, the analysis of the vision documents points to an increased need 

for hotels up to 2030 whereas the comprehensive plan does not directly address 

hotel capacity in the region as a problem, apart from in the budget category. The 

city notes, however only in the Swedish version (p. 27), that if the number of visi-

tors continues to increase, then it “might be actualised with a strengthening of the 

hotel capacity”. There are certain differences between the two types of strategic 

spatial plans but the analysis shows that both portray an image of increased travel 

and more visitors. In light of this, and in connection to the ideal self of Stockholm 

as a global city and important node, it is also important to examine actual devel-
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opments in the cityscape. Below a recent and much discussed hotel and congress 

development project is examined as an example of the external effects that hotels 

and buildings of this type might have on the cityscape. 

Stockholm Waterfront  

As mentioned in the vision document from 2007, Western City around the Central 

Station was identified as a place for the development of a hotel and congress cen-

tre. In March 2011 the “Stockholm Waterfront Congress Centre” and the adjacent 

“Radisson Blu Waterfront Hotel” was inaugurated. The congress centre has the 

capacity to house 3000 delegates in the large conference hall, which is also used 

for concerts and other events. The conference hall is flexible and its functions, size 

and number of seats can be made to vary with movable walls and other technical 

solutions. In the congress part of the complex there are also smaller spaces for 

meetings, a dining hall (for up to 2000 persons) and other facilities. The congress 

centre is closely connected to the hotel via the lobby and indoor corridors. The 

hotel contains 414 rooms including three suites situated on the 16th floor, and also 

has a restaurant, a bar (but not a sky bar) and a fitness lounge (Stockholm Water-

front Congress Centre 2012a). The whole complex also contains one more build-

ing, as high as the hotel and filled with offices. 

The congress part of the complex might be considered spectacular as its roof is 

surrounded by a wall of metal pipes that undulates around the top, while the hotel 

and the office parts are housed in a black and white and a black 16-storey building 

respectively with right angles of a more typical modernist style (Figure 4.1 and 

4.2). The conference centre and the hotel are both part of the Rezidor Hotel Group, 

a global company with about 86,000 rooms in over 400 hotels in more than 60 

countries (Stockholm Waterfront Congress Centre 2012b). The congress centre and 

the hotel are marketed together (by the Rezidor Hotel Group) whereas the office 

part of the complex is run by the global real estate consultant Jones Lang LaSalle. 

The complex is situated in the most accessible location in Stockholm, right by 

the Central Station, the hub of transportation in the city, with escalators to both the 

airport shuttle train, trains, commuter trains and the subway. It is located adjacent 

to the World Trade Centre and the central bus terminal. The central location is a 

selling point for the hotel and the conference centre, but so is the cityscape of 

Stockholm. Information material about the conference centre (Stockholm Water-

front Congress Centre, not dated – a glossy brochure), accompanied by photos of 

the cityscape, states that: “Located in the heart of Stockholm, across the water from 

the City Hall, the modern architecture is a spectacular addition to the city skyline” 

(see Figure 4.1). The text presenting the conference centre emphasizes the sur-

rounding cityscape: 

The congress centre is built right on the edge of the water. It offers impressive views 
overlooking Lake Mälaren. Across the waterway in one direction you can see the 
City Hall and in the other direction you’ll see the Old Town and Parliament. And 
should you want to get closer still, the waters of Stockholm are some of the cleanest 
in the world which means you can go swimming or fishing right in the city centre. 
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Figure 4.1 The Stockholm Waterfront Congress Centre at the front with the Radisson Blu 

Waterfront Hotel behind. View from Klara Mälarstrand. Photo: Thomas Borén, April 2012. 

 

Figure 4.2 The office part of the Waterfront complex (in the centre) and the Radisson Blu 

Waterfront Hotel (to the left) from Klarabergsviadukten. The Central Station is in the 

foreground. Photo: Thomas Borén, April 2012. 
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This in itself, apart from being PR for the conference centre, also functions as PR 

for Stockholm as a city. This is further underlined in the brochure under the head-

ing “Stockholm”: 

Stockholm was the first city to be named “European Green Capital” in 2010. But 
Stockholm is much more than green and clean. It’s vibrant. It’s laid back. It’s beauti-
ful and it’s got something for everyone. The city is known for producing innovative 
IT and media businesses, sleek designs, edgy fashion and world-class nightclubs. It 
offers a cosmopolitan atmosphere with a bustling café and restaurant culture and has 
one of the highest concentrations of museums and galleries in the world. Beyond the 
buzzing metropolis of the city centre’s boutiques and restaurants, Stockholm is laid 
out in a system of 14 interconnected islands. Yet the city centre is small enough to al-
low you to take it in on foot. The waters of Stockholm offer a stunning backdrop to 
everything else the city has to offer. 

 

This kind of symbiotic relationship between the city and the Rezidor Hotel Group, 

in which the Rezidor Hotel Group write about Stockholm in, in fact, Floridian 

terms, is an example of how the two parties jointly could benefit from the same 

basic cityscape resource – if it were not for the fact that some consider the complex 

to actually destroy the resource it capitalises upon.  

Aesthetic logic and sustainable use of the cityscape? 

Generally, one goal of strategic spatial planning is to try to secure a development 

that is sustainable (Healey 2004) and the Stockholm plans are no exception to this. 

The plans can be seen as part of the “institutional dimension” of sustainable urban 

development connecting and balancing social and economic concerns (Fernandéz-

Moldonado and Romein 2012). In relation to planning and sustainability a particu-

lar point must be made about the planning context in Sweden. The Planning and 

Building Act from 1987, last updated 2010, give the 290 municipalities a “planning 

monopoly”. This means that they are free to plan according to what they believe 

will be the best path of development for themselves, as long as they keep within 

the legal framework of national legislation. However, in practice the control func-

tions of the superior authorities are weak (Hrelja et al. 2012, p. 129), thus leaving 

the municipalities with additional room for strategic manoeuvring. Moreover, the 

municipalities generally seek to be flexible in finding planning solutions, which 

means that, in relation to the decentralized planning system and the weak regional 

or national control of plan fulfilment, they often do not adhere to their own goals 

and objectives, if there are other priorities, for example to attract inward invest-

ment. Hrelja et al. (2012, p. 141) conclude that: 

Although urban planning visions may encompass broad sustainability goals, munici-
palities do not adhere to them.  

 

Stockholm as the largest city in Sweden obviously has a stronger position than 

most municipalities in negotiating the planning terms for inward investment with 

larger external actors, but the point here is that the city nevertheless can act very 

much as it pleases in relation both to its own objectives, and to overarching region-

al and national goals, when it comes to particular projects. This also seems to have 

been the case regarding the Stockholm Waterfront development. 

The complex is built on the site of an old post terminal. The terminal was torn 

down and by 2000 the city, who had bought the land, planned to build a hotel on 

the site. This first project met with protests because the building was considered 

too high and the project was cancelled, although the new building is even higher 
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than the one originally planned (Eriksson, E. 2010). Gert Wingårdh, a leading 

Swedish architect responsible for the original hotel design, stated: “It is completely 

absurd that there is an unbelievable examination the first time, when my project 

was reviewed. While the next round passes through more or less unnoticed” (quot-

ed in Silberstein 2011, p. 44). According to Eva Eriksson (2011) it was a need to 

increase real estate profitability which gradually made the hotel higher and added 

the office section. The City had bought the land from the postal service and needed 

a return on its investment. Thus, in the Waterfront case the city was both land own-

er and contractor, as well as the planner who should protect public interest in urban 

development. The City sat on many chairs at the same time. 

Public debate around the development has been running for several years in the 

leading newspapers in Stockholm, Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet, and in 

architectural journals. One of the major issues is that the building affects the sky-

line of the city which is protected as a “national interest” for the cultural environ-

ment. The protection considers both individual buildings, particular environments 

as well as the cityscape and the skyline at large in the inner city. Among other 

things the national interest protection concerns:  

… the fronts towards the water spaces and the water straights (inlopp) to Stockholm, 
both from Saltsjön [in the east] and Lake Mälaren [in the west]. The views from im-
portant viewpoints, perspectives (blickfång), the contact with the water. […] The city 
skyline with limited height of the houses in which it is only church towers and public 
buildings that have been allowed to raise above the lot. (The Walkable City, 2010, at-
tachment “Riksintressen enligt Miljöbalken”, p. 11) 

 

The “national interest” preservation protection is part of the environmental laws of 

Sweden and concerns cultural, natural or recreation areas that are considered of 

value for the nation at large, rather than only of local concern. It is the County 

Councils, ie. the regional state authorities, which are responsible for enforcing  

compliance by the local authorities, who are the institutions that have executive 

power over these areas. In the County Council of Stockholm’s statement regarding 

the detailed regulatory plan to construct such a high and wide building facing the 

waterfront, they approved of the Congress Centre but were critical of the high parts 

of the complex and said it risked becoming “too dominant” in the cityscape and 

that the building was unconvincingly “allowed to depart from the surrounding 

more irregular (uppbrytna) cityscape”. They stated that in this: 

… extraordinarily important, sensitive and complex location the city should […] en-
lighten alternative solutions. The planning documents should therefore be comple-
mented with alternative design solutions/volume studies. (Länstyrelsen i Stockholms 
län 2006) 

 

These critiques from the state were ignored by the City and the Stockholm Water-

front was built. It is significantly higher than its surroundings and affects the view 

from the water straights from both directions. It is clearly visible from the western 

water straight arriving from Lake Mälaren, but also from the eastern straight as the 

building is seen over the Old Town from larger cruise ships and ferries entering 

from the Baltic Sea. It also clearly affects the urban scenery from important view-

points (eg. Monteliusstigen, Fjällgatan and Katarinavägen). From Fjällgatan, for 

example, it is seen over the Old Town, making the medieval city look small.  

The complex, moreover, is not a public building and the public has access only 

to limited parts of it. All the high parts are closed to the public. To get into the 

office part you have to pass a reception with security guards. Regarding the high 
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part of the hotel, which is the part where the hotel rooms are situated, the classifi-

cation of this is “semi-private” (McNeill 2008). The parts of the hotel and confer-

ence center that are open to the public, like the restaurant and bar, are considered 

“semi-public” spaces, which could be said to also apply to the congress centre. 

None of these are situated in the high part of the building.  

The building has, as mentioned, also provoked considerable debate. To summa-

rise the public debate: critics of the complex highlight that the Stockholm Water-

front has in several ways harmed the national interest and the cityscape as a re-

source (see eg. debate articles by Eriksson 2011; Hagelqvist 2011; Murray 2011; 

Lidmar 2011; and comments by a number of architects in Arkitektur 2010). They 

argue that the buildings are considerably higher than their surroundings and have 

therefore markedly changed the skyline. The proximity to the landmark the Stock-

holm City Hall is another point of critique as the Waterfront complex is argued to 

diminish the value of the City Hall’s architecture (sometimes referred to as a mas-

terpiece, and one of Sweden’s most famous buildings). The Waterfront buildings 

are moreover large and totally flat, which clearly does not fit with the historic 

city’s uneven rooftops. From the west the large body of the development screens 

the tower of the Klara Church but the spire points up above it. From certain angles 

the modernist architecture at Kungsklippan is belittled. A further critique is that the 

Waterfront’s architectural style differs little from a standardised ‘international’ 

style of design which can be found all over the world.  

The building as a whole does not fit easily with the aesthetic logic of Stockholm 

in which only certain types of buildings should stand out in the skyline. The logic 

is based on the national interest and on the fact that the well preserved inner city 

and its skyline, together with the waters, is what makes Stockholm globally special 

and beautiful for many people. Both aspects would be considered valuable assets in 

any people-oriented urban growth theory and would thereby be of value for Stock-

holm as strategic resources in marketing and competing for investments, tourists 

and skilled labour. 

One argument in the public debate goes further than the architectural critique. 

Eva Eriksson (2011) argues that the Waterfront development capitalizes on the 

surrounding cityscape but rather than contributing to this resource it diminishes its 

value by “distorting the proportions in the cityscape”: 

This illustrates an important problem in the development of Stockholm today, which 
is appropriate to reflect on when gazing at the magnificent view from the congress 
hall: if the desire to profit from a beautiful city image generates larger and higher 
buildings in sensitive locations, then finally we will not have anything left of the 
beautiful city image. (Eriksson 2011, authors’ translation from Swedish) 

 

Some voices in the debate also defend the complex or parts of it (e.g. Slottner 

2011; Nerlund 2011). These tend to argue that every era has to be allowed to make 

its own architectural impact on the city, that high iconic buildings enrich the city-

scape, and that Stockholm “needs” development. Some also argue that the area 

could have more high buildings that would embed the Waterfront complex, so it 

would not be solitary but part of an ensemble of high-rise buildings. Many of the 

Waterfront defenders tend to be politically affiliated to the governing right-wing 

alliance in Stockholm who had the complex built. Martin Rörby also points out that 

from some angles the high-rise part strengthens the connection between the City 

district and the district of Kungsholmen (Arkitektur 2010). 
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Figure 4.3 Radisson Blu Waterfront Hotel seen over the Old Town from Katarinavägen, 

Stockholm. Note the uneven roof line, church towers and height of the original skyline. 

April 2012. Photo: Thomas Borén. 

 

The public debate has, however, mainly been of concern for experts – architects, 

politicians and others with a specific interest in urban development issues. Howev-

er, what about the “ordinary” citizens? And tourists? How is the waterfront build-

ings perceived in relation to the cityscape at large? 

In an interview survey made in March 2012 by urban and regional planning stu-

dents at Stockholm University, a number of questions were asked about the city-

scape from the viewpoint of Katarinavägen (Figure 4.3). From this viewpoint you 

see the waters, the medieval Old Town and part of other districts from mainly the 

19
th
 century with the characteristic low skyline with church spires needling the sky, 

as well as the Waterfront Hotel rising up behind the Old Town. The students sum-

marize the answers from the 11 tourists and 10 citizens interviewed regarding the 

Waterfront hotel: 

A lot of people thought the building was ugly, grey, industrial and boring. But on the 
other hand it was associated with a working place and a contrast with the surround-
ings. It’s seen as a very powerful and groundbreaking building. Only a few people 
made positive comments, such as ‘interesting’. (Söderholm Duarte et al. 2012) 

 

These results are in line with an “enlarged public consultancy” (utvidgat samråd) 

carried out 2011 in connection with the development of an architectural strategy 

for Stockholm. During the public consultancy process there was also an exhibition 

by the City Building Office (Stadsbyggnadskontoret) which attracted 12,000 visi-

tors between 11 June – 28 August 2011. The purpose of this exhibition was to “in-

spire and stimulate Stockholmers to share their dreams and visions on the future 

city” (Stockholms stad 2012a). Regarding new buildings the opinion of the visitors, 
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who in a number of ways shared their views on the future of Stockholm, are sum-

marised thus: 

Many people express their views on the architecture of Stockholm. For the future, the 
visitors call for more variation of the buildings, more colour and details in the fa-
cades and more exciting architecture. When building in the current districts there 
could well be more new thinking and recent architecture, but it must be done in har-
mony with the present buildings. (Stockholms stad 2012b, authors’ translation from 
Swedish) 

 

Judging from the interviews, the statement by the County, and the public debate, 

the Waterfront hotel is hardly built in “harmony” with the surroundings, and seems 

thus to be a building which is at odds with the general preferences of Stockholmers 

as stated in the enlarged public consultancy. On the other hand, the Rezidor Hotel 

Group has a conference and hotel centre that in their marketing material makes use 

of the city. Thus, the cityscape is used as a resource by the Rezidor Hotel Group 

without the building adding value to the cityscape, according to the aesthetic logic 

of this resource. Quite the opposite, the building makes the cityscape of Stockholm 

less special and not as unique as it was, but more like any other city, with high 

buildings, iconic or not, interspersed in the central parts.  

In addition to the questions regarding the use of the cityscape as a resource in 

the Waterfront case, it must also be noted that even if the complex is built to reduce 

energy consumption compared to other buildings (Stockholm Waterfront Congress 

Centre 2012), and its location close to the Central Station presumably leads the 

conference and hotel guests to arrive and depart by public transport to a higher 

degree than otherwise, it could also be assumed that internationally oriented con-

ference and hotel facilities contribute to an increase in air traffic. This would then 

mean that the Waterfront complex indirectly leads to an increase of carbon dioxide 

and other emissions in the region. Increased international air traffic is furthermore 

implicit in the ideal self of Stockholm as an international meeting place, and even 

if the Waterfront complex and other buildings are built with new, energy saving 

techniques the impact on the air and other vital resources most likely will increase 

as well. 

Conclusions and discussion 

This working paper started with the ambition of relating the creative city thesis to 

hotels and strategic spatial planning in order to better understand the role of exter-

nal effects and large scale interventions in the cityscape in processes of attractive-

ness and sustainability. The aim was also to further critically review the creative 

city thesis in a concrete and specific case of an urban development project. We 

have, however, not considered the relation between hotel development and differ-

ent types of hotels, different groups of hotel users, or their relation to “creative” 

user groups of various kinds. Rather, the specific contribution here is to relate ur-

ban growth theory to strategic planning and actual changes in the urban landscape 

and to explore these in the light of the creative city thesis. 

To specifically address the issue in the title, are hotels in strategic planning doc-

uments of relevance for the creative city thesis? In the creative city thesis a strong 

emphasis is placed on that which is special and unique, that places have a distinct, 

“authentic” and genuine character and are not mainstream. According to the crea-

tive city thesis, then, serially reproducing urban forms and architectural styles 

which can already be found in many other cities – as the Waterfront case illustrates 

– and while doing so erasing part of the particularity of Stockholm would thus 
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make Stockholm a less attractive, “authentic” and interesting place for highly edu-

cated and creative people to be in, which in the end might affect the innovative 

capacity of the city (which is the core purpose of the “creative city” thesis). Obvi-

ously, the skyline of a city is only one aspect of many urban features which play a 

role in making a city “attractive”. A city interesting to the “creative class”, Florida 

writes (2006), would include individualised, customised or more special experienc-

es in which the “creatives” themselves have a more or less active part in forming 

the experience. Rather than places of mass consumption, like large sports arenas 

(to which could be added large ordinary hotels), which would be more significant 

in an industrial economy and older paradigm of city development, places attractive 

to the “creatives” would be boutique hotels, smaller music scenes, ethnic restau-

rants and bars, outdoor recreation facilities and the like. These kinds of meeting 

places could also, according to the creative city thesis, be expected to function 

better both as places for “buzz”, development of contacts and a diffused learning 

process, and for strengthening the identity of the “creatives”, than would large-

scale chain hotels. Hotels, however, could also be a part of this creative “ecosys-

tem” of interesting “third places”, both by adding to or preserving the architectural 

qualities of the cityscape, and/or by their interior designs, which could be of cultur-

al interest (see Chang and Teo 2009), and services, such as bars and restaurants. 

These issues are, however, not visible in the strategic plans of Stockholm when it 

comes to hotels. However, they are more emphasized in other parts of the plans, 

but not in direct connection with hotel development. Also, as Julia Eriksson (2012) 

shows in her interview study, urban strategists and planners in Stockholm believe 

that small, boutique hotels, which are often family owned (which is a good basis 

for a varied and diverse hotel scene in the city), are not possible in Stockholm as 

there is no tradition of that form of hotel enterprise. There would also, according to 

them, be a lack of suitable buildings and prohibitively high land rents and rebuild-

ing costs to make such enterprises viable. Urban strategists and planners thus prefer 

larger chain hotels in the city centre.  

Another general conclusion is that the ideal self in the vision plans suggests a 

need for more hotels by 2030 but that the comprehensive plan says little about 

hotel development, even though the ideal self in this plan also implies more visitors 

to the city. According to the comprehensive plan there is only a deficit of budget 

hotels at the moment but the plan does not include hotels in its planning aims, and 

speaks only explicitly once of hotels outside the city centre. This issue is empirical-

ly demonstrated by Eriksson (2012) who demonstrates that the discourse regarding 

hotel development among strategists and planners in Stockholm is only directed 

towards the city centre. This also points to a more general critique of the creative 

city thesis as an urban growth theory, namely that it is mainly concerned with the 

centre of cities and the “creative” and highly educated people, whereas ordinary 

places for living, mostly in the high-rise suburbs where most of the “creative-have-

nots” (Peck 2005) could be expected to live, are left in what might be called the 

“plan shadow”. Most resources and effort become directed not to the places and 

people that maybe are in more social and material need of planning attention, but to 

urban environments and groups that are already well off. When strategically select-

ing what to focus on, the flip side of the coin is that certain areas and themes are 

over-shadowed and not addressed by plans, i.e. they fall in the plan shadow.   

To conclude, hotels are not a particularly salient issue in the city’s strategic 

plans in relation to the creative city thesis. Therefore it is also difficult to discuss 

the validity of the creative city thesis based only on that material. On the other 

hand, when relating the creative city thesis to the cityscape as a whole, the thesis 
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seems more useful where it focuses on “uniqueness”, compared to other cities, for 

understanding the attractiveness of a city as expressed in the interviews, the public 

debate and other urban actors when considering the specific case of the Waterfront 

complex. To conclude this paper, the external effect of the Waterfront complex on 

the cityscape is discussed in the context of place-based urban strategies.   

As selection is an inherent quality of strategic planning (Healey 2004), it is im-

portant that all concerned parties agree on what should be selected, and hence what 

should be left in the plan shadow. That all parties are included and work together is 

also, according to Storper (1997 in Öhrström 2006), essential in making place-

based competitive strategies successful. In Stockholm, this has not been the case 

and that large and central development projects like the Waterfront Complex are 

carried out in spite of other actors’ explicit critique and disapproval is a sign of a 

social and political environment in which the cooperative qualities needed for op-

timising the effects of strategies are absent. The vision documents were, moreover, 

not the result of cooperative efforts by many actors to be a strategy that all actors 

could share. Rather the visions are the result of a narrow group of centrally posi-

tioned decision makers and have also been criticised by the political opposition 

(Stadsbyggnadsnämnden 2009, p. 4) for not being anchored enough in local life. It 

could also be noted that vision plans are not regulated in the Planning and Building 

Act, but they are still allowed to function as a plan directing all other plans in the 

decentralised planning system of Sweden. 

For a city like Stockholm, which wants to rescale, it is likely that it is relatively 

more important to have support from all actors – to get strategies to work, everyone 

must cooperate and try to fulfil the visions. Hence it does not seem like a construc-

tive path to “build to break” and destroy a cityscape that many – both experts and 

laypeople as shown by the public debate, the interviews and the enlarged public 

consultancy – appreciate in its own right. The public debate is, however, also con-

cerned with more than the individual Waterfront project – the public debate and its 

emotion is symbolic of the political environment that development takes place 

within. For a city not to adapt to or listen to other actors than itself (in the Water-

front case, Stockholm City was the landowner, contractor and planner) before large 

scale projects are carried out, could in the long run be counter-productive and shat-

tering, when urban growth theory on the other hand requires cooperation and inclu-

siveness.  

A further example illustrating the contested nature of Stockholm planning and 

politics is the redevelopment plans for Slussen, another sensitive place in the inner-

city, that were recently (2011-2012) agreed by the City Council. The plans for this 

project, which include placing more buildings at the waterfront, have been rejected 

by many Stockholmers and many notable figures in the cultural sector, including 

former ABBA member Benny Andersson who took a prominent role in the debate 

and in organising the protest. Slussen is located in the district of Södermalm where 

a large proportion of “creative” people live and work. It could generally be consid-

ered a “creative district”. The City closely managed the politics of the planning 

process, eg. not allowing its own City Museum to address the issue, although it is 

located close by, or to lease their venues to others with different points of view. 

When the project was finally decided, Benny Andersson asked the City to take 

down his portrait from the international Arlanda Airport, where he and other fa-

mous Swedes form a long Hall of Fame of large photo portraits welcoming visitors 

to the city. This debate, and the city’s confrontation with leading figures in the 

cultural sector, is a further sign emphasizing that the city, rather than working to-

gether with other local actors, pursues its own agenda. An alternative planning 
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solution for the “new” Slussen developed by The Royal Academy of the Arts was 

also disregarded.  

Apart from the problems in Stockholm of including more actors in order to op-

timise strategies and their operationalization it also seems like badly conceived 

policy-making to infringe on what is a strategic resource for the city. In the case of 

the Waterfront complex it is argued that the cityscape of Stockholm has become 

less special and unique. In strategic terms, moreover, it would have been difficult 

for competing cities to copy the advantages stemming from Stockholm’s originali-

ty and uniqueness, but any city can introduce high-rise developments in the city 

centre. And, it could be argued, the comparative advantage of retaining the distinc-

tive historic core and its typical low-rise features would only have increased as 

other cities keep adding to the height of their cores. The more other cities build 

high buildings, the more special the cityscape of Stockholm would have become. 

The uniqueness-factor of the city would thus have increased with time. This strate-

gic aspect of the special characteristics of the cityscape in Stockholm seems not to 

be understood in the current policy which, apart from building the Waterfront 

complex, has opened up space for more high buildings close to the inner city.  

To sum up, it seems fair to say that the attractiveness of Stockholm has been 

negatively affected by the changes in the cityscape caused by the Waterfront com-

plex. This external effect of the height of the Waterfront complex would thus also 

mean that one of the strategic resources of the city has diminished in value with 

possibly harmful effects for the competitive capacity of the city, which, according 

to the creative city thesis, should include as many special, unique and “authentic” 

urban environments as possible. Moreover, a planning system that allows resources 

to be destroyed could hardly be said to be a well functioning “institutional dimen-

sion” of urban sustainable development. Finally, in addressing the cityscape as a 

resource for economic growth the city in itself becomes more “visible” and hope-

fully, following Vallance et al (2012), also more a part of urban sustainability dis-

course. Further research would, however, be needed to integrate that discourse with 

urban growth theory through finding careful and nuanced ways to understand the 

policy implications. 
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5. Global networks on the ground  

The business hotel 

Brita Hermelin 

This paper explores the development of business hotels in city regions. Business 

hotels are examined as important social and physical imprints of the increase in 

business travel in the global network economy. Business hotels are also major real 

estate projects with implications for urban development. 

The aim of this paper is to contribute to our understanding of globalisation by 

integrating perspectives from economic geography and urban geography, focusing 

on land use, real estate development and social space. The paper further considers 

how globalisation processes are related to ‘place making’ in city regions. 

The discussion begins with broad claims and theses about the global network 

economy and global cities, before concentrating on the main topic of the paper: the 

implications of the meta-trends in business travel and how they generate markets 

for business hotels. The paper comprises empirical illustrations of the growth of 

three major hotel groups in the Nordic countries, focusing on three of their recent 

business hotel projects in the Stockholm region. 

The paper concludes with a discussion of three key aspects of the development 

of business hotels in major city regions. 

Cities in the global network economy 

Castells’ (1996) seminal work on the network society is an important contribution 

to our understanding of current society; indeed, it has even been suggested that 

networks are a ‘metaphor for our time’ (Holton 2005, p. 215). ‘Network’ refers to 

the space of flows that ‘carry’ various types of ‘cargo’: goods, people, capital, in-

formation, technology, images, sounds and symbols. The ‘space of flows’ refers to 

distant connections and interactions, whereas the ‘space of places’ is concerned 

with localities and localised meanings and functions (Castells 2000, p. 14). 

It has been argued that nothing really happens in the space of flows (Rutherford 

2011, p. 22). Although this statement may be debatable, depending as it does on 

how we understand the space of flows, there is widespread agreement that the 

space of places remains a very important element through which we can under-

stand the global network society. 

Urban areas are frequently thought of as main spaces of places. This notion is 

strongly related to the role of cities in economic development and transitions. The-

ories of world cities as the primary command and control centres of the world’s 

economy were developed in the critical school of thought on uneven spatial devel-

opment (see Derudder 2009 for an overview). More recently, Saskia Sassen’s 

(2001) arguments about global cities have had wide influence in the research de-

bate. The global city discourse claims that major city regions have played an in-

creasingly dominant role in the ‘coordination, regulation and promotion of eco-

nomic activity’ (Yeung 2009, p. 584). 

The ‘space of places’ and ‘space of flows’ concepts should not be regarded as 

mutually exclusive. Rather, they should be seen as different facets of an integrated 

process. Taylor (2004) argues that ‘connections are the very raison d’être of cities’ 
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(p. 1), and his exploration of Castells’ discussion on networks and cities concludes 

that ‘cities are networks’ (p. 8, italics added). 

These debates and discourses about the global network society that place major 

cities and their interconnections at the centre have also been criticised as selective 

representations of societal processes and for tendencies to regard mobility as fric-

tionless. The conceptualisation of global cities has been challenged for its ‘Western 

world’ approach (Robinson 2008; Roy 2009). Massey (2005) reminds us that alt-

hough globalisation means increases in flows and mobility, these are not without 

frictions or limits. Geography has an influence and it is important to consider the 

resources such as individuals, organisations and society that make mobility possi-

ble. Mobility is selective and uneven. 

Starting with this broad view of spatial flows and global places, the discussion 

will proceed to a particular case. This is business travel, as exemplified in the 

‘Western world setting’ of Stockholm, Sweden. The paper uses this case to under-

stand how a facet of global networks means imprints on the ground. The imprints 

in mind are business hotels.  

Business travel and cities 

Business travel is a major component in the ‘space of flows’ of the global econo-

my, as it brings a constant and substantial flow of people from distant places for 

shorter or longer stays. Business travellers are found among different segments of 

the work-force (McNeill 2009, p. 227) and include CEOs, directors and manage-

ment staff, professionals and experts engaged in development and co-operative 

projects, public sector officials, researchers travelling to international conferences 

and workshops, and staff delivering more routine services and maintenance. Long-

distance work-related journeys tend to be by air, and they constitute a major por-

tion of air traffic (Beaverstock et al. 2009; Lassen 2006, p. 302). 

The stretching-out of relations and spatially dispersed networks for production 

(and other projects) in the global economy include distance monitoring through 

information and communication technology (ICT) and it also demands for face-to-

face meetings. Business and work-related travel are material practices of which 

face-to-face meetings are a basic element: ‘So far face-to-face communication is 

the richest, multi-channel medium because it engages all senses’ (Urry 2007, p. 

238). Face-to-face meetings are important for the development of trust, which in 

turn is repeatedly cited as critically important in the current knowledge economy 

(Urry 2007, p. 243). Face-to-face meetings are a means of communication and 

information exchange used to develop knowledge and promote learning both with-

in and between organisations (Faulconbridge et al. 2009). 

Mobility, both physical and virtual, can also be a sign of power and status (Shel-

ler and Urry 2006, p. 213; Urry 2007, p. 9): ‘[O]nly via personal travel can mem-

bers of top management teams position themselves for important face-to-face in-

teractions’ (Urry 2007, p. 241). Travelling ‘business class’ indicates that the organ-

isation/person has resources and status. Thus, the high costs of business travel can 

be seen as investments in the ‘network capital’ of firms and organisations, as well 

as in the loyalty of the employees who travel. 

The spaces of business travel tend to be strongly gendered and women are less 

likely to be involved (Beaverstock et al. 2009, p. 197). Access to mobility may be 

seen as access to opportunities, and the uneven gender structure of business travel 

may be regarded as a reflection of women’s subordinate positions in business (cf. 

Hanson 2010). Recent figures for the travel behaviour of men and women in Swe-
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den confirm this disparity in travel frequency: women travel less than men (Fränd-

berg and Wilhelmson 2011, p. 1242). 

Increases in business travel obviously need to be met by increases in air traffic 

and other transport services. International airports have become the major gateways 

to cities. Similarly, the need to serve business travellers has led to an increase in 

local service economies, which is what underlies the marked increase in business 

hotels. The business hotel can be seen as a physical expression (or materialisation) 

of global networks, as well as a social room with particular symbolic values in the 

global economy (cf. Sheller and Urry 2006, p. 213). 

Business travel is costly for employers, and it generates income for a broad 

range of service providers: ‘Many (long-distance) meetings have a “leisure” com-

ponent to them’ (Urry 2007, p. 242). Thus, the development of milieus and services 

associated with business hotels often overlap with tourist attractions. The develop-

ment of infrastructures and services for business travellers has impacts on land use, 

built environments and the lived spaces of cities. 

The business hotel 

The title of this paper is ‘Global networks on the ground – the business hotel’. The 

discussion examines the development of business hotels as a physical manifesta-

tion of the global network economy in particular geographical locations. The focus 

here is major city regions. 

There is little research on the role of hotels in the development of cities. A 

search of the Web of Science database using ‘city and hotel’ and ‘urban and hotel’ 

as search terms, and omitting articles focused on tourism, yielded only nine articles 

published since 2007. Donald McNeill is listed as an author on four of these arti-

cles (McNeill 2008, 2009; McNeill and McNamara 2009, 2012). The dominant 

topics in this small sample of articles are property development, urban design and 

the important role of large-scale and iconic hotel buildings in these activities. The 

articles also discuss the location patterns and land value aspects of the development 

of hotels (Alagaoglu and Ugur 2008; McNeill and McNamara 2009). 

Out of this small sample of nine articles, only a few are very relevant for the 

discussion in this paper. These include Goh’s (2010) conceptualisation of Raffles 

Hotel in Singapore as a manifestation of the international and global context and 

position of this city. In addition, two of McNeill’s articles (2008, 2009) explicitly 

position hotel developments prominently in the development of the global econo-

my. McNeill maintains that cities are crucial spaces for the notion of the ‘circulato-

ry’ city (McNeill 2008, p. 384). His assertion of the role of hotels in temporarily 

fixing bodies may be compared to the space of places notion; that is, the hotel is 

seen as ‘a space, operating between fixity and flow’ (McNeill 2008, p. 390–1). 

Business travel has a long history. During the colonial era in the 19
th
 century, a 

mobile upper class spurred the development of characteristic architecture and built 

environments in gateway cities in the colonies. These cities supplied the mobile 

class with ‘large, luxurious spaces’ (McNeill 2008, p. 384). Raffles Hotel in Singa-

pore, which was built in 1887 and has been described as ‘a manifestation of the 

colonial domesticity of the British Empire’ (Goh 2010, p. 177), may be one of the 

best-known architectural icons from the British colonial period. Raffles continues 

as a hotel to this day, and its preserved physical design has strong symbolic conno-

tations that blend ideas from its heritage with current notions of power and globali-

sation. In particular, Goh regards Raffles Hotel as a strong symbol of today’s ‘ne-

oliberal globalization of Singapore’ (2010, p. 177). 
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McNeill’s (2008) understanding of business hotels as business spaces is helpful 

for the goal of integrating theories in economic and urban geography. Hotels are 

important places for business, as well as for social spaces and urban regions. Thus, 

the hotel can be used to illustrate how economic and urban geography are strongly 

interrelated. 

David Harvey’s work discusses the relationship between the longue durée of the 

built environment in cities and the shorter waves of shifts in economic processes 

and social structures. In ‘The Urbanization of Capital’, Harvey (1985) uses a Marx-

ist perspective to analyse how cities are the main sites for capital accumulation and 

the circulation of capital. He demonstrates the conflicts between preserving past 

investments and the accumulated built environments of cities on the one hand, and 

making room for new rounds of investment, real estate development and other 

development projects on the other. Large hotels are examples of such investment 

rounds in real estate. A city’s commercial spaces are crucial in the competition for 

international status. 

As components of the urban built environment and of urban social spaces, hotel 

lobbies are between the public and private spheres: ‘The lobby was, in the earliest 

manifestations of hotel space, an extension of the sidewalk, a public arena where a 

particular kind of urban sociality flourished’ (McNeill 2008, p. 385). These arenas 

are selective with respect to who may take part in their social interactions. 

The increase in international business travel and the subsequent increasing de-

mand for hotels and business meeting services has led to substantial growth in the 

international hotel and convention industry. The global hotel market is dominated 

by a small number of hotel companies. These groups comprise a number of brands 

that target specific segments of the market for business travellers and conference 

delegates (McNeill 2008). 

The hotel industry is part of the post-industrial economy of cities (McNeill 

2008, p. 384). This sector includes personal services for business travellers paid for 

by their employers. These services include accommodation, restaurants, business 

conventions and up-market personal services and entertainment (cf. Beaverstock et 

al 2009, p. 196). Business hotels are important components in the development of a 

city’s CBD, and its physically dense cluster of urban economies that develops 

based on the diversity of local businesses and services that cater to international 

business travellers (cf. McNeill 2008, p. 391 citing O’Neill and McGuirk 2003). 

Hotel rooms have become ‘“second offices” with a full portfolio of IT options’ 

(McNeill 2008, p. 392). The mobility practices, ICT devices and services, and the 

services and milieus of the business hotels leads to the ‘convergence and blurring 

of spaces and times of businesses, leisure, travel and inhabitancies for certain 

groups’ (Sheller 2004, p. 43, quoted in McNeill 2008, p. 392; cf. Sheller and Urry 

2006, p. 213). 

Hotel developments in Stockholm 

Stockholm, the capital of Sweden, is the country’s largest urban region and it has a 

dense web of international relations. According to GaWC’s index for inter-city 

connectivity, Stockholm outstrips other Nordic cities in the number and reach of its 

global relationships (Hermelin 2010). 

In 2010, Stockholm had approximately 55 000 hotel beds, which represents an 

increase of almost 50 per cent over the previous decade. In Table 5.1 (based on 

statistics from Eurostat), the number of beds in Stockholm is compared with the 

number in other capital (or main urban) regions in northern Europe. As shown, 

more hotel beds are available in Stockholm than in the capital regions of the neigh-
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bouring Nordic countries, but considerably fewer are available compared with Ber-

lin and Amsterdam. 

 

Capital region  

(or main urban re-

gions) 

Number of 

beds 2000 

Number of 

beds 2010 

% change 

2000-2010 

Number of beds in 

Stockholm com-

pared to other re-

gions 

Stockholm 37237 54306 46% 100% 

Berlin 57534 92071 60% 59% 

Amsterdam 54814 72986 33% 74% 

Helsinki 45471 46760 3% 116% 

Copenhagen 26342 38709 47% 140% 

Oslo 20520 31628 54% 172% 

Table 5.1 Hotel beds in a selection of urban regions in Northern Europe. Source: Eurostat 

12 June 2012  

 

Table 5.2 is derived from statistics available on the web site for Visita, a trade or-

ganisation for hotel and restaurant companies in Sweden, although the statistics 

were produced by Statistics Sweden. This table describes the development of ho-

tels in Sweden from 2006 to 2010 based on several parameters. The figures are for 

Sweden and for Stockholm municipality. Stockholm gained 20 hotels (17% in-

crease) in this period. The percentage of guests who were business travellers was 

the same for Stockholm and the rest of the country: 63 per cent. However, Stock-

holm stands out from the national average in its large share of international guests 

(40% vs. 23%) (web site Visita 12 June 2012). 

 

 Sweden Stockholm municipality 

Number of hotels 2006 1926 119 

Number of hotels 2010 2051 139 

Per cent increase 2006 to 2010 6% 17% 

Number of hotel rooms 2006 33 963 440 4 898 019 

Number of hotel rooms 2010 36 624 558 5 853 609 

Per cent increase 2006 to 2010 8% 20% 

Percentage business guests 2010 

(of total number of occupied beds) 63% 63% 

Percentage international guests 2010 

(of total number of occupied beds) 23% 40% 

Table 5.2 Hotels in Stockholm and Sweden 2006-2010. Source: Statistics Sweden, derived 

through web site Visita 12 June 2012. 

 

Since 2010, the most recent year represented in these tables, the development and 

construction of new hotels in Stockholm have continued. These projects include 

hotels with different profiles that target different segments of hotel guests. 

The hotels of focus for the empirical part of the paper include examples from 

three major hotel groups: (1) Stockholm Waterfront, close to Stockholm Central 

Station, which is a Radisson Blu hotel in the Rezidor group; (2) Victoria Tower, in 
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the Kista technopole area, belongs to Scandic; and (3) Clarion Hotel at Arlanda 

Airport is a Nordic Choice hotel. 

Radisson Blu Waterfront Hotel Stockholm – a Rezidor hotel 

Stockholm Waterfront has the Radisson Blu hotel brand and which is owned by 

Rezidor. 

The story of Rezidor, as presented on its web site, starts in the Nordic region, 

‘back in 1960 with the world’s first designer hotel – the Radisson Blu Royal Hotel 

in Copenhagen’. Kurt Ritter, the CEO of Rezidor for more than 20 years, is a high-

ly regarded leader in the hotel sector. The company is headquartered in Brussels 

and it has been registered on the Stockholm stock exchange since 2006. Carlson is 

the main shareholder (web site Rezidor web site 12 June 2012). 

Including those under development, Rezidor has more than 400 hotels in its 

portfolio, located in more than 60 countries, with 88 000 rooms. Sixty-two of the 

company’s hotels are in Nordic countries, with the largest number in Norway (28 

hotels). On its company web site, Rezidor claims to be ‘one of the world’s fastest 

growing hotel companies’ (web site Rezidor 12 June 2012). 

Rezidor does not own the hotels in its portfolio; rather, it operates them through 

several types of agreements, including management agreements (60%), franchise 

agreements (20%) and rental agreements (20%) (Veckans affärer, 31 May 2012). 

The company has four brands, Radisson Blu, Park Inn by Radisson, Hotel Mis-

soni and Country Inns and Suites, each of which targets a different segment of the 

market. Rezidor is one of the main international hotel groups that operate airport 

hotels (Veckans affärer, 31 May 2012). Although the company targets executive 

business travellers, they also serve mid-level business men and women (Realtid, 15 

December 2010). 

Radisson Blu Waterfront Hotel, Stockholm, opened in 2011. It is located close 

to Stockholm Central Station, in the neighbouring vicinity of Stockholm Town 

Hall. The location, size and prominent architectural design of Stockholm Water-

front have made this hotel and convention centre a new landmark in Stockholm. Its 

physical presence and the activities it hosts have impacts on the urban environment 

in central Stockholm. 

The hotel was designed by White Arkitekter, a prestigious architecture firm in 

Stockholm. This project and the design of the building are described on the web 

site designboom and that presents itself to be an online design magazine. This web 

based magazine invites submissions of projects. A publication on the web is after a 

review processes. Thus, the text in the quotation below is most likely written by 

White Arkitekter, but may however also have been edited by designboom. 

white arkitekter has completed 'stockholm waterfront', a congress center located in 
the heart of stockholm, sweden. positioned adjacent to central station and along the 
riddarfjärden bay, the layered and undulating structure acts as a clear division in the 
skyline between the historic city center and the dynamic new business district. … 
contouring, ribbon-like sheets encircle and enclose the main unit, implementing a 
sense of movement with the static form… [and] the entire facility [is] wrapped in a 
reflective veil of stainless steel strips… (web site Designboom 12 June 2012) 

 

Because of its height and location, Stockholm Waterfront has been criticised for 

diverting attention from the traditional symbol of the Stockholm skyline, the histor-

ical Stockholm Town Hall (Svenska Dagbladet, 20 June 2010). There was a lot of 

opposition to the construction and design of this hotel and conference centre, with 

the main concern being that the building threatened the historical identity of central 
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Stockholm. Historical milieus and representations of such milieus are important to 

urban social space, because they contribute to people’s sense of belonging and 

identity. Thus, the construction of such large-scale and architecturally distinctive 

buildings can facilitate the deconstruction of a sense of value and belonging in 

urban places; such negative effects have been claimed to apply in the case of 

Stockholm Waterfront. 

Stockholm Waterfront is not merely a physical construction and expression. Its 

presence also affects urban life. The presentation of Stockholm Waterfront on ar-

chisearch and which is a web site for architecture, open for submissions of projects, 

maintains that that this hotel and congress centre will play a central role in Stock-

holm’s urban life: 

With Waterfront, Sweden’s capital city is now ready to join the major league in the 
world of international conferences. The congress centre with its innovative design so-
lutions is providing Stockholm with a venue that will be unique in Europe. … The 
facility as a whole comprises a congress hall with accommodation for 3000 delegates 
(and a banqueting hall to seat 2000 dinner guests), a four-star hotel with 414 
rooms… (web site archiserach 12 June 2012) 

 

Thus, as a large-scale business hotel, as well as an office complex and a major 

convention centre that can host business, political and entertainment events, Stock-

holm Waterfront will attract visitors for a variety of activities. Examples of recent 

popular events include a public talk with the Dalai Lama in 2011 and a competition 

for ‘the Swedish chef of the year’ in 2012 (Dagens industri, 16 April 2011; 3 Janu-

ary 2012). 

The hotel’s web site marketing suggests that it targets business guests. People 

are generally absent from the photographs on the web site, apart from examples of 

hands, necks and profiles (from a distance and shadowed). All of these images 

show people in male business dress of a particular type – dark suits and white 

shirts. If the actual guests at the hotel and conference facilities correspond to these 

images, the construction of Stockholm Waterfront means that business life has 

increased both its physical and symbolic space in central Stockholm (web site 

Stockholm Waterfront 12 June 2012)  

The description above resembles the argument McNeill (2008) made regarding 

the role of hotel designs for cities: ‘hotel design is far from being neutral scenogra-

phy, and actively constitutes the consumption of the hotel—and the city-scape—as 

commodity’ (p. 387). 

Thus, Stockholm Waterfront, located in the heart of Stockholm, seems to be a 

development project with strong connections to the global network economy and 

the mobility society. The hotel is a part of international business. It is a nodal point 

in the ‘circularity’ city and the mobility economy, and its clientele are national and 

international visitors travelling to Stockholm on business. 

Victoria Tower – a Scandic Hotel 

The Scandic hotel group is strongly concentrated in the Nordic countries, especial-

ly in Sweden. It was established in the 1960s as a chain of motor hotels. Today, 

Scandic has 160 hotels in nine countries. According to the manager of Scandic, this 

hotel chain has a reputation for being functional, reliable and good value for mon-

ey, a reputation the company wants to develop, as well as wanting to ‘load the 

brand with more emotional values’ (Dagens industri, 19 August 2011). 

The Scandic Victoria Tower hotel is located in the ICT cluster Kista Science 

City, just north of the Stockholm CBD, along the highway between Arlanda Air-
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port and Stockholm. The hotel, which opened in September 2011, is named for the 

Crown Princess of Sweden. With 34 storeys and a height of approximately 120 

metres, Victoria Tower is the tallest hotel building in Sweden. It has a sky bar on 

the top floor. The building was designed by one of Sweden’s most renowned archi-

tects, Gert Wingårdh. The façade is covered in glass triangles in eight colours that 

reflect the sunlight (Lokalnytt Stockholm, 26 January 2012). The modernist design 

reflects the modern, scientific and ICT activities in Kista. 

Scandic Victoria Tower is the second tallest building in Stockholm after 

Kaknästornet, a television tower. Despite its size and unusual design, Victoria 

Tower has not provoked any critical debates, unlike the intense opposition to 

Stockholm Waterfront. This lack of interest in the development of Victoria Tower 

can probably be attributed to its ‘neutral’ location along the highway and outside 

the city centre. 

The major impression of the Scandic Victoria Tower hotel derived from an 

overview of its web site (similar to the analysis for Stockholm Waterfront above) is 

that the photographs show environments with no people. The main exception is the 

page with special offers for non-business guests, which contains some pictures of 

families. I found only one other photograph with a person, on the page about Inter-

net facilities, which showed a man sitting in the bed with a laptop. The man is 

wearing light-coloured chinos and a light-blue shirt, and the impression the image 

gives is of a business professional relaxing after a day of meetings (web site Victo-

ria Tower 12 June 2012). 

The managing director of Victoria Tower plans to develop the hotel as a meet-

ing place. She has experience managing a Scandic hotel in central Stockholm, 

where she opened the lobby to visitors who wanted to work there, without requir-

ing them to be guests of the hotel or hotel restaurants. The presence of people sit-

ting in the lobby and working on their laptops was thought to contribute to a pleas-

ant environment (Svenska Dagbladet, 21 August 2011). 

Thus, Scandic Victoria Tower was constructed on ‘neutral’ land at a site by the 

highway. The second tallest building in Stockholm appears to have been built 

without any major debates in the media. Most of the hotel’s clientele are visitors to 

the various companies in the ICT cluster in Kista, and thus, the flow of guests 

through this hotel will augment the prominent profile of this area as a place for 

professionals in ICT and related fields. 

Clarion Hotel at Arlanda Airport – a Nordic Choice hotel 

Nordic Choice is owned by Norwegian Petter Stordalen. Nordic Choice was 

founded in the mid-1990s, and it has since expanded rapidly through the develop-

ment of new hotels, with a number of recently completed and current projects. The 

company operates hotels in six chains that target different market segments. The 

company has a total of 169 hotels in Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and the 

Baltic states, with the largest numbers in Norway and Sweden. It has almost 25 000 

hotel rooms, and a 25 per cent market share in the Nordic countries. The chains 

Nordic Choice operates are Quality Hotels, Quality Resorts, Clarion Hotels, Clari-

on Collection, Comfort Hotels and Nordic Hotels and Nordic Resorts (Affärsres-

enären, 14 Dec 2010; web site Nordic Choice 12 June 2012). 

The third example this chapter describes of hotel developments in Stockholm is 

a hotel at Arlanda Airport, the main international airport in Sweden. This hotel is 

being developed by Nordic Choice under the Clarion brand and is scheduled to 

open in autumn 2012 (web site Clarion Hotel Arlanda Aiport 12 June 2012).  
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This development project is part of a trend to increase service facilities at air-

ports. In the case of Arlanda Airport, developments of this type began approxi-

mately 20 years ago with the inauguration of Sky City in 1993. Sky City is a ser-

vice area with a number of facilities that are within walking distance of the flight 

terminals. Sky City has a hotel, retail services, offices, conference facilities and a 

fair venue (Dagens industri, 31 August 1993). With these facilities, Arlanda be-

came one of the major conference centres in Sweden (Dagens industri, 14 Septem-

ber 2000). 

Increasing demand for conference facilities and related services at the airport 

has also been supported by the development of various types of transport infra-

structure, including improved train services to Arlanda (Dagens industri, 14 Sep-

tember 2000). Thus, Arlanda has become a major hub in the city’s transport, mo-

bility and services structures and networks. 

Arlanda has been said to be the largest work-place in Sweden, employing ap-

proximately 17 000 people. Clarion Hotel Arlanda will have 240 employees, who 

were recruited through a ‘speed-dating’ process in which each applicant was given 

two minutes to explain why he or she would be a good candidate for a hotel job 

(Svenska Dagbladet, 16 June 2012). 

Clarion Hotel Arlanda is directly adjacent to Sky City Arlanda, just across the 

road from the terminal, and along the route for arriving passengers. This will be an 

upscale hotel, and its construction is an example of the general trend towards an 

‘increasing level of sophistication in airport hotel design’ (McNeill 2009, p. 227). 

Through the development of hotels and other facilities and services, airports are 

changing from transfer areas to becoming ‘a fixture of international travel ... ra-

tionalized by a hub and spoke convention business’ (McNeill 2008, p. 390). 

Time is a scarce resource and the development of business facilities at airports 

can save time for business travel. As Sheller and Urry (2006, p. 220) have said, 

‘increasingly air terminals are becoming like cities … but also in what has been 

called the frisk society, cities are becoming like airports. … And daily flows 

through airports contribute immensely to the production of contemporary urban-

ism.’ 

Thus, the construction of Clarion Hotel Arlanda is an example of the general 

trend of airports changing from being primarily gateways to city regions to being 

urbanised spaces for consumption, amenities and social meaning for business trav-

ellers and others. 

Concluding discussion 

This paper has discussed the development of business hotels in city regions. Busi-

ness hotels in these areas are seen as signs, imprints and spaces of the global circu-

lation and network economy. Such abstract and aggregated meta-trends are illus-

trated through the development of specific business hotels, with concrete physical 

and social footprints at particular places on the ground. 

This final section summarises the preceding discussion in terms of three topics 

that can be considered as ideas for future research and more in-depth studies. 

First, on the one hand, business hotels are signs of cities’ positions in economic 

flows. Cities with concentrations of high-level economic activities, businesses and 

political organisations also have large markets for upscale business hotels. On the 

other hand, an abundant supply of business hotels and other amenities for business 

travel can enhance the attractiveness of cities to prestigious economic and political 

organisations. Thus, the development of attractive business hotels may contribute 

to a city’s economic development. All of the examples of recent hotel projects in 
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Stockholm were major financial investments. Both Stockholm Waterfront and Vic-

toria Tower are large-scale buildings of extraordinary architectural design. These 

buildings are new landmarks in Stockholm. Thus, understanding the geography of 

real estate investment in hotel development projects would lead to critical insights 

into the positioning of cities in the economy of global flows. 

Second, business hotels can play important roles in the development and trans-

formation of urban social spaces. More thorough and in-depth empirical data about 

the behaviour and acting of hotel guests and hotel service workers at business ho-

tels would give us a better understanding of how business can create urban social 

space. The social space of business hotels involves the service class (i.e., the hotel 

employees) and the transnational elite and business travellers (i.e., the hotel 

guests). Other authors in this collection of working papers have discussed this as-

pect of the development of hotels in greater depth (cf. the chapters by Smas and by 

Björklund). Stockholm Waterfront, with its perceived negative effect on the sky-

line of Stockholm’s historical district, challenges and may even displace the ‘ordi-

nary life’ of residents in the interest of visitors who may will contribute to the local 

economy (through their employers’ businesses). 

Third, the approach of the mobility society offers an important framework for 

understanding the development, design and services of business hotels. Work-

related mobility requires the infrastructure of business hotels. In the mobility socie-

ty, ICT is a vital infrastructure and service that allows us to rearrange the experi-

ence of space and the interaction of presence, absence and instantaneousness. ICT 

is important for mobile workers, as guests at the hotels, and their employers and 

partners to monitor and manage the organisation of mobile work. Thus, business 

hotels illustrate how the increased use of ICT and the mobility required for face-to-

face interactions go hand in hand. The global mobility society has led to a faster 

pace and greater pressure to increase output. Time has become a scarce resource. 

With efficient accommodation and business services provided at airports – a mar-

keting point for Clarion Hotel Arlanda, for example – business travel can be 

planned with a minimum of time loss. Such arrangements contribute to discussions 

about the frictionless mobility of the global network society. 
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6. Hotels in the city and cities in the hotel 

Production of consumption spaces and urban life 

Lukas Smas 

Hotels offer interesting possibilities for increasing our understanding of both con-

temporary urban life and the formation of cities. Just as Benjamin (1999) explored 

19
th
 century Paris and the modernization of urban life through its arcades and pas-

sages, hotels can be used to explore the 21st century contemporary remoderniza-

tion of urban life and city formation. This essay proposes that contemporary cities 

and urban cultures can be analysed through researching hotels, hotel development 

and hotel space. That is, we can understand something through something else. The 

essay is based on reflections from theoretical and empirical research on urban con-

sumption spaces and downtown revitalization projects conducted in Stockholm and 

Baltimore. This research has sought to understand the city through the production 

and consumption of urban spaces and understand production and consumption 

activities through city formation. 

Contemporary urban spaces are places for work and play, commerce and cul-

ture, simultaneously public and private spaces. Forms and functions that moderni-

zation has striven to separate in time and space are now imploding (Baudrillard, 

1983). Like cities, hotels are simultaneously production and consumption spaces, 

with social as well as political functions. Hotels and cities are spaces of both/and 

not either/or, which transcend traditional modern dichotomies. Beck and Lau argue 

in a more general context that in what they call ‘second modernity’, ‘the bounda-

ries and distinctions between categories are being blurred’ (2005, p. 527). Instead 

of either/or, the new principle is both/and. This does not imply a radical break with 

modernity regarding the basic principles of society, but a transformation of the 

institutional structures to deal with globalization, individualization, global risks and 

changing gender relations: 

… the institutions that are initially forced to cling to the old order are finding it hard 
to deal with the new fluid and hybrid forms, pluralizations and ambiguities that now 
exist. They encounter severe difficulties when it comes to taking action and making 
decisions, and they increasingly face problems in terms of attributing responsibility – 
whether it be in world of politics or in couple relationships. (Beck and Lau, 2005, p. 
531) 

 

The blurring of institutional boundaries is a key characteristic of entrepreneurial 

planning (Harvey 1989), and in neo-liberal urban politics (e.g. Brenner and Theo-

dore 2002). There are thus also spatial elements to these institutional transfor-

mations producing both/and, not either/or spaces (Pred 1997). Hotels exemplify not 

only the blurring of spatial and institutional boundaries but also the continuous 

transformation of modernity. Hotel spaces problematize notions of public and pri-

vate spaces, divisions between work and leisure, and preconceived notions of mas-

culinity and femininity. Further, as part of the urban fabric, hotel developments 

illustrate the blurring of boundaries and intersections between public and private 

actors and interest in the built environment. The underlying rationalities for urban 
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development in a past-modern society are where either/or principles are being 

transformed into both/and principles both institutionally and spatially. 

Research in geography has considered hotels as objects within the city in the 

form of, for example, civic landmarks (McNeill and McNamara 2009), and as ele-

ments of themed landscapes of postmodern urbanism (Schmid 2006). Hotel spaces 

have also been approached as contested sites for work and labour (Seifert and 

Messing 2006; Tufts 2006; McDowell et al. 2007). The main argument of this pa-

per is that a better understanding of contemporary urban life and city formation 

will be gained through hotels by approaching hotel developments and hotel lobbies 

in terms of both/and and not either/or. The paper first explores hotels institutionally 

in relation to urban revitalization and city formation, and then discusses hotel lob-

bies as private spaces for public commercial cultures. Finally, some questions and 

avenues for future research on hotels in the city and cities in the hotel are suggest-

ed. 

Urban revitalization and institutional shifts 

Hotels are often symbolic buildings in the urban landscape that are linked to the 

formation of urban space in multiple ways, but especially “as landmarks within 

cities, as statements of civic self-confidence in booming central business districts, 

or as components of urban renewal strategies, tied into a post-industrial economy 

of business conventions and destination tourism” (McNeill 2008, p. 384). The Strip 

in Las Vegas, with its famous hotels such as the Bellagio, the MGM Grand, Cae-

sars Palace, the Mirage and the Venetian, is perhaps the most extensive and grand-

est example of the importance of hotels in both the re-presentation and spatial prac-

tice of a city. But there are numerous examples of famous and infamous hotels in 

cities all around the world, from Raffles Hotel in Singapore to The Ritz London 

and The Ritz Paris. Hotels have many different spatial representations but they are 

often represented as places set apart from everyday life (although as will be argued 

below, they are also everyday work-places). However, neither cities nor hotels are 

static formations; they are continuously formed and reinvented by different actors 

and institutions, representations and practices. There are also various forms and 

segments of hotels, such as luxurious resort hotels, unique boutique hotels, confer-

ence hotels, select or limited service hotels, and so on. 

The segment of hotels focused on in this essay – city hotels with full-service ac-

commodations, often offering conference venues and the full range of luxury facili-

ties – is a critical nexus in the global cultural economy and epitomizes the experi-

ence economy. These hotels are thus often prominent features in downtown rede-

velopment projects and crucial in neo-liberal planning seeking to ground foot-loose 

capital and the so-called ‘transnational capitalist class’ (Sklair and Gherardi 2012). 

This is evident in the distinctly contrasting cities of Stockholm and Baltimore. 

Stockholm is the capital of a Nordic welfare state with a recent history of economic 

growth and increasing population. On the other hand, Baltimore, positioned within 

the North-east megalopolis of the USA, has suffered from declining growth and 

suburbanization. Stockholm has a homogeneous physical and socio-economic 

landscape in comparison with Baltimore, which is a city of neighbourhoods and 

dualities, known for its Inner Harbor revitalization and social problems outstand-

ingly exemplified by the TV show The Wire. 

However, in both cities, hotel development has been encouraged and is seen as 

crucial in strengthening the competitiveness of the city, not only for attracting in-

ternational conventions, business and tourists, but also in boosting and revitalizing 

the downtown areas. 
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Hotel developments have been a vital part in the famous redevelopment of Bal-

timore’s inner harbour and particularly in turning the area into an attractive tourist 

and convention destination (e.g. Norris 2003). The development of Baltimore Inner 

Harbor has attracted much attention from city planners and urban developers all 

over the world and has been critically described, along with Boston’s Quincy Mar-

ket, as the typical and first example of entrepreneurial city planning (e.g. Harvey 

1989, 1990, 2000; Hall 2002). What was new about these developments was the 

scale of the projects, the incorporation of mixed activities, the adaptive reuse of 

existing structures, and the significant financial involvement of public capital. 

The stories of Baltimore’s downtown convention centre hotels are illustrative of 

the blurred intersections between public and private interests, and of entrepreneuri-

al planning practices. Since the construction of the Convention Center in the 1970s, 

new attractions such as sports arenas and leisure venues have been added on aver-

age every five years (Millspaugh 2003). Alongside the Convention Center that 

opened in 1979, the City of Baltimore wanted a convention hotel and embarked on 

a project with Hyatt Hotels Corporation. The City received a federal Urban Re-

newal Action Grant for the project, which it lent to the hotel chain. According to 

the Baltimore City Inner Harbor Redevelopment Plan 1986, the Corporation would 

repay the loan with interest and share the profit with the city. The City of Balti-

more also leased land to the hotel chain and constructed a parking garage. 

In 2001, another convention-centred hotel opened, the Baltimore Marriott Wa-

terfront with 750 guest rooms and two floors of ballrooms and meeting places for 

convention activities. The development was a private initiative but subsidized by 

the City of Baltimore through “Payment in Lieu of Taxes”, and various local and 

federal grants (Davis et al. 2002). The hotel was primarily constructed and repre-

sented as a convention hotel but critics argued that it was too distant from the Con-

vention Center on the opposite side of the Inner Harbor. During the construction of 

the Waterfront hotel, the Convention Center was also expanded, and the City of 

Baltimore wanted a four-star-quality convention-oriented hotel next to the expand-

ed Convention Center. The City eventually decided to build a new convention hotel 

adjacent to the expanded Convention Center, concluding that public ownership was 

the only financially viable option because there was little incentive for private de-

velopers (BDC 2005). In 2008, the Hilton Baltimore Convention Center Hotel 

opened, developed by the City of Baltimore and managed by Hilton Hotels. 

Hotel developments and a convention centre have also been crucial in the revi-

talization of western parts of the city centre of Stockholm. In spring 2009, a grand 

redevelopment scheme called Western City was formally presented at the Clarion 

Hotel Sign. The hotel itself was an important part in the first stage of the redevel-

opment project. When it opened in 2008 at the western edge of the refurbished area 

of Norra Bantorget – a place strongly associated with the labour movement – it 

became Stockholm’s largest hotel with 558 guest rooms. It also has a luxury spa, 

an upscale restaurant and conference facilities. The hotel was initiated and devel-

oped by a Norwegian entrepreneur specializing in hotel developments who pro-

ceeded according to a rather straightforward business model: acquire land, use 

world-famous architects and contract operators (Swartz 2008). 

Another centre-piece in the new Western City is the Stockholm Waterfront 

building. It has taken years of planning and lobbying to develop the hotel, office 

and convention centre complex. The City of Stockholm has wanted a downtown 

convention centre since the 1980s, but specific planning did not start until 2001 

when the City bought the property next to Central Station from a company owned 

by the state. The city then arranged a public bidding competition to develop the site 
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and construct a convention centre and hotel, which was won by a German–Austrian 

construction company and the U.S. hotel chain Marriott. After 9/11, Marriott with-

drew from the deal and a new arrangement with an English investment firm was 

made. During the public review of the detailed planning regulations, the project 

was halted and the investment firm withdrew. The City of Stockholm started new 

negotiations with new partners, this time without conducting a new public bidding 

competition. 

In 2005, the property was acquired by a consortium of an American investment 

firm and a Swedish real estate fund with the sole purpose of developing the site. 

The four-star hotel with 420 guest rooms and a convention centre is now operated 

by the international chain Rezidor Hotel Group. The location next to Stockholm 

City Hall, one of Stockholm’s most famous landmark buildings, was intensively 

debated during the project planning. There has been an ongoing debate about build-

ing heights in the area. Building high is crucial for the real estate economics of 

Western City. To make the construction profitable, new floor and office space was 

needed, but the skyline of Stockholm city is a very delicate issue, and the project 

resulted in intense public debate (i.e. Arkitektur 2011). 

These different examples from the contrasting cities of Baltimore and Stock-

holm illustrate the importance of hotels and hospitality spaces in downtown revital-

ization. But perhaps more interesting is the strong involvement of public institu-

tions in commercial development projects. These examples also show the im-

portance of global capital and international actors in local property development 

projects, and how cities are developed through international relationships. 

Interestingly, in relation to how the local government intervenes in the property 

development sector, the planning practices related to the revitalization projects of 

Stockholm’s Western City could be seen as passive, while Baltimore’s planning 

practices are more active. In the revitalization of downtown Baltimore and the ho-

tel development projects, the mayor, quasi-public agencies and private entrepre-

neurs have been the crucial power nexus. In contrast, in Stockholm, the strong 

public planning tradition has favoured a nexus of city politicians, public planning 

agencies and property developers. 

The financial situations of the two local governments are sharply different. In 

Baltimore, property taxes constitute the largest individual funding source at almost 

30%, while income taxes make up less than 15% of the operating budget. In Stock-

holm, almost 70% of the funding for the operating budget comes from personal 

income tax. Stockholm does not have the alternative of using tax incentives since 

there are no local property taxes, although since 2008, there has been a municipal 

real estate property charge. 

There are stark contrasts between the socio-economic contexts of Baltimore and 

Stockholm. In relation to planning and urban development, Stockholm was in a 

more favourable initial position. The city did not need to attract developers and 

investors into the city to the same extent as Baltimore, and it was in a stronger bar-

gaining or negotiating position. But this favourable position has changed recently, 

and it is not as independent and strong as it was during the mid-20th century be-

cause of changing political orientations and globalization. Stockholm is now show-

ing many of the same trends as other global cities, such as the globalization of its 

economy, the polarization of the urban social landscape and the neo-liberalization 

of urban politics. But because of strong institutions and historical structures, such 

as the welfare system with social housing, social security and labour market regula-

tion, the impacts of globalization are different or less obvious than in other cities 

(Stahre 2004). 
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Even if Stockholm’s urban landscape shows signs of fragmentation, the inner 

city and the downtown are homogeneous areas. Strong local planning, in combina-

tion with social welfare politics, progressive taxes and regulated rents are im-

portant factors in creating a uniform city, with little emphasis on neighbourhoods 

and communities by comparison with other cities. By contrast, Baltimore is a city 

of neighbourhoods and the downtown area is also fragmented, containing both 

abandoned small buildings and new luxury downtown housing. 

Performances and spatial practices 

Hotels are not only an integral part of urban redevelopment projects and the trans-

formation of the physical environment of cities, they are also, as hospitable spaces, 

part of the production and reproduction of urban life (Bell 2007). A recent Swedish 

news article describes hotels as our second living rooms (Utterström 2012). Hotels 

are no longer just places for sleeping or only for guests staying over. Cosmopoli-

tans are using hotel lobbies as a place to meet, work, be seen, eat, drink, mingle 

and so on. Visit a hotel lobby in central Stockholm and there will be business meet-

ings, people working on their laptops and others milling around. The article fea-

tures a picture of a hotel lobby in Stockholm with an interior design resembling a 

living room, with book-shelves and leather sofas next to a bar with a waitress. 

However, the article does not recognize that alongside these symbolic workers, 

there are also those who “make it work”, the hotel workers, hotel managers, clean-

ers, receptionists, waiters, chefs, porters, etc. 

Hotels are complex social spaces formed by a multitude of spatial practices and 

representations. What happens inside hotels has consequences beyond the hotel for 

the city and urban culture, just as the city and urban social relations affect the 

workings of the hotel. The diversity and assemblage of people and activities in-

volved in the spatial practices, gendered performances and re-presentations of hotel 

spaces and hotel lobbies are collectively recreating the public urban culture and 

lifestyles (Bell 2007). 

The insides of hotels and lobbies could perhaps be seen as late-modern minia-

ture worlds or cities, similar to Benjamin’s description of the arcades of the early 

industrialized European city: 

The arcades are a center of commerce in luxury items. In fitting them out, art enters 
the service of the merchant. Contemporaries never tire of admiring them, and for a 
long time they main a drawing point for foreigners. (Benjamin 1999, p. 3) 

 

The lobby is a place where leisure and work, consumption and production, com-

merce and culture, private and public are juxtaposed. Hotel lobbies are like other 

consumption, retailing and hospitality spaces such as shopping centres, department 

stores, boutiques, cafés, restaurants and pubs and bars – private spaces for public 

commercial cultures. They are commercial spaces, controlled and well-ordered 

consumption spaces or servicescapes (Aubert-Gamet and Cova, 1999). They also 

resemble what Graham refers to as premium network spaces, i.e. “infrastructures 

that are customized precisely to the needs of powerful users and spaces, while by-

passing less powerful users and spaces” (Graham, 2004, p. 227). These spatial 

formations may be primarily intended for the new middle class (Graham and 

Marvin 2001) but they are dependent on “the other”, the often low-paid and un-

skilled service workers (Allen and Pryke 1994; Bryson et al. 2004), and are used 

and appropriated in different ways by different people. 

For the guests, the hotel space is a temporary space of casual relations but for 

the diverse service work-force it is a space of everyday life, with clear spatial divi-
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sions of labour. It is, however, a space of performativity for both groups that occu-

py the same geographical place but who live within different worlds. As a spatial 

practice, service work within the consumption, retailing and hospitality industries 

embodies hybrid activities of handling both imaginary and real commodities. For 

example, the employees in fashion stores are to a large degree part of the produc-

tion of fashion both materially and symbolically, because ordinary commodities are 

transformed into fashionable items through the stores and the retail workers (Pet-

tinger 2006). 

Hotels and hospitality spaces are, like retailing and shopping places, infused 

with gendered relations (Entwistle 2000). The perception of gender and shopping 

has changed over time, but spaces and institutions are still often structured around 

traditional perceptions of gender and consumption. For example, shopping is still 

associated with femininity and is seen as a private matter, while production is mas-

culine and of public concern (Domosh and Seager 2001; Wilson 1991). These rela-

tions and representations are neither natural nor neutral nor static, but constantly 

constructed and reconstructed through different practices. According to Habermas 

(1984), our understanding of public and private is intimately associated with poli-

tics on the one hand and economic affairs on the other hand. But the distinction 

between public and private is not a given but is continuously recreated and renego-

tiated. Arendt (1998) points out that what today constitutes the public is more or 

less the opposite from what constituted the public in Ancient Greece. Now econo-

my and work are part of the public sphere, while (political) acts and speech are 

associated with the intimate private sphere. Commercial cultures can thus seem 

conceptually contradictory, just as public commercial spaces, since culture is often 

conceived as opposite to commerce and economy. 

Hotel space could perhaps also be characterized as a socio-economically light 

institution, i.e. “sturdy institutions offering collective assets through organized 

activity (meeting places, common services, associations, state support) as well as 

‘petty’ institutions of no formal constitution (such as informal contact networks)” 

(Amin and Thrift 2002, p. 71), or as suggested above, infrastructural premium net-

work spaces (Graham and Marvin 2001). It might perhaps be considered unlikely 

that hotel lobbies or similar commercial hospitality spaces or servicescapes will 

“provide the sort of ‘glue’ or commonality that produces virtuous spirals of growth 

and dynamism” (Amin and Graham 1997, p. 421); however, their value in the city 

formation processes should not be under-estimated because of their being over-

looked as tools or instruments in urban planning and policy-making. The new for-

mation seems to be, as Fainstein argues, “a reasonably accurate portrayal of the 

social forces underlying it” (Fainstein 1994, p. 232). 

Even if hotel lobbies are (only) commercial consumption spaces, an alternative 

political interpretation can be visualized if consumers are viewed as active subjects 

and not just passive objects, and everyday consumption projects are seen as eco-

nomically and culturally meaningful complex projects of material practices and 

symbolic representations (Smas 2008). The consumer services spaces have the 

potential to be important social and political spaces in a society increasingly more 

dominated by consumption. Lefebvre argues that consumer movements are vital 

political forces, just as are the unions in an industrial society, and that consumption 

spaces are not only economic, with just an exchange value, but also political, hav-

ing a use value (Lefebvre 1979). 
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Epilogue: Re-presenting hotel practices 

Hotel lobbies are controlled meeting places where people with money can interact 

in a controlled, non-threatening but still exciting milieu of strangers and ‘the oth-

er’. Are hotel lobbies thus a utopian model space of neo-liberal urban planning? Or 

are they dystopian places through which the consumerist society is manifested? 

These are of course relative and normative questions that cannot be answered here, 

but future research might explore these ideas of city planning and the materiality of 

the city through the lobby as well as the hotel. This could be done by conceptualiz-

ing and analysing the lobby as a miniature city and, more important, as a controlled 

consumption space and regulated social meeting place. 

If the idea of conceptualizing cities, hotels and lobbies in terms of both/and is 

taken seriously this needs to be reflected methodologically. An interactive method 

exploring both how hotel spaces are dominated and appropriated through various 

spatial practices, as well as re-presentations emphasizing the co-production of 

knowledge could be envisioned. How are hotels strategically planned, developed 

and managed through local places and global flows? And how are hotel spaces 

tactically used and re-presented through gendered, class and ethnic performances? 

An exploration of the city in the hotel and the hotel in the city! 

This exploration will consist of geographical fieldwork combined with ethno-

graphic research, consisting of both engagement with hotel developers and manag-

ers, urban planners and politicians, and engagement with hotel staff and unions, 

etc., as well as participant observation in hotel lobbies. Direct engagement with 

hotel practice will be a crucial part because there is a difference between what can 

be gained through interviews (and textual and visual analysis) and actually doing 

and following practical work. Hotel staff has insights into the workings of the mar-

ketplace and about how consumers consume, since they interact and engage with 

consumers on a daily basis. The knowledge would thus be co-produced and the 

research material generated in co-fabrication (Whatmore 2003). There are, of 

course, ethical considerations related to this method, but the focus would be on the 

work practices and activities, not on persons or opinions, and although a firm’s 

strategies can be sensitive material and considered confidential, they cannot be 

regarded as ethically sensitive information. 
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