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This is the question we asked some 
of the most renowned city and 
regional investment promotion 
agencies (IPAs) in the world: Berlin 
Partner, Brainport Development, 
Copenhagen Capacity, Helsinki 
Business Hub, Invest Stockholm, 
Montreal International, and Tel 
Aviv Global. It was early spring 
2020, and COVID 19 had just 
started to change our lives in more 
drastic ways than we had ever 
envisioned. One year later, and in 
the perspective of the first Nordic 
Investment Promotion Conference 
held on April 29th, we decided 
to revisit these interviews and 
extract eight recommendations to 
guide local and national economic 
development actors in their path to 
recovery. These recommendations 
highlight the strategies adopted 
by these seven global cities and 
the trends they see as important 
for the future of investment 
promotion. 

So what will make investment 
promotion agencies successful? 

A healthy business environment 
is crucial to create the conditions 
for quality employment, make 
companies both resilient and 
competitive, and improve the 
quality of life of citizens. Whether 
they are foreign or domestic, 
investments can help develop 
and boost local economic 
environments. The public sector 
has a significant role to play in 
shaping the policies that will 
attract such investments. What’s 
more, they also play a crucial 
role as facilitator of the business 
attraction management process 
on the one hand, but also of local 
ecosystems to connect local 
markets with global investors. The 
role and competencies of IPAs 
in that regard has become much 
more complex and encompasses 
a wide array of activities from 
prospecting investors, to support 
their navigation through the local 
regulations and meeting the right 
people. The holistic one-stop shop 

role of IPAs is something we had 
already highlighted in our Business 
Attraction Management model, but 
seems even more important today 
as IPAs have had to work closer 
with companies to help them 
reorganise themselves during the 
pandemic and are now working 
with local and national government 
to implement recovery plans. 
Others have also documented the 
effects of COVID 19, and changing 
role of IPAs as facilitator or 
interface between local and global, 
and between public and private.
The following recommendations 
both document how global trends 
such as the environmental crisis, 
changing ways of life, and new 
working habits will affect IPAs and 
how they can steer this change for 
the benefit of their economies. 
On the other hand we also review 
internal transformations of IPAs in 
terms of approach, tools, and skills. 

Research questions

The questions that formed the 
blueprint for the dialogue were as 
follows:
• What would it take to be the 

best Investment Promotion 
Agency by 2025?

• What do you need to do in the 
next five years to maintain a 
leading position?

• What are the respective roles 
of FDI, talent attraction, and 
placemaking? And how do they 
all work together?

• What trends have you noticed 
and are working with?

What is the future of investment 
promotion?

https://nordicinvestmentpromotion.com/
https://nordicinvestmentpromotion.com/
https://futureplaceleadership.com/bam/
https://futureplaceleadership.com/bam/


1. Brainport 
Development:

Ruben Fokkema, 
International 
Business 
Development 
Manager

2. Berlin 
Partner:

Dr. Kai Uwe Bindseil 
Head of Division 
Life Sciences 
/ Healthcare 
Industry
Burkhard Volbracht, 
Head of 
Unit Talent I 
International

3. Copenhagen 
Capacity:

Nikolaj Lubanski, 
Director of 
Marketing and 
Talent Attraction
Anette Steenberg 
Director for 
attracting Foreign 
Direct Investments

4. Helsinki 
Business Hub:

Olivier Bonfils, 
Senior Investment 
Adviser

5. Invest 
Stockholm:

Patrick Hamilton 
Walsh, 
Head of Business 
Intelligence & 
Growth

6. Montreal 
International:

Alexandre Lagarde, 
Vice President, 
Foreign 
Investments 

7. Tel Aviv 
Global:

Michal Michaeli, 
Director of Eco-
nomic Develop-

ment



1.
Brainport Development

“
Talents are your 
biggest asset

Investments 
follow the 
talents.

The investment promotion agencies we interviewed all acknowledged 
talents as a growing concern for attracting investments. Companies 
want to be assured of the availability of qualified staff before choosing 
a location. “Zalando and e-commerce companies come here because 
there are many talents available” says Helsinki. “No one comes here for 
taxes’’ adds Tel Aviv, “they look for talents”. This trend is not new and 
for instance, Copenhagen Capacity was one of the first to build a talent 
attraction unit seven years ago. Today, the unit is made up of 10 people 
who, based on the needs of local companies and the capital city’s 
strategic economic priorities, work to attract highly skilled workers as 
well as retain international students1. 

This means that investment promotion activities should both highlight 
the presence and availability of a relevant talent pool, like the number 
of graduates, and focus on attracting and retaining talents. Attracting 
and retaining talents involves promoting your location to different 
target groups. Montreal International explains that it has stopped to 
some degree developing arguments for companies, and instead focuses 
on talent segments to convince them that Montreal is a good place to 
live – a “city brimming with creativity, innovation and joie de vivre!” 
Places like Stockholm or Copenhagen promote soft values: a very open 
society, access to social welfare, gender equality,2  and flat hierarchies. 
Berlin’s value of freedom is implemented through welcome-projects 
offering help to talents living in places with economic constraints. 

1 This effort has now been elevated to the national level with the initiative The State of  Denmark, a joint branding strategy to market the 

whole of  Denmark as a career destination. Based on Copenhagen Capacity’s experience, the regions created a new digital communication 

platform to facilitate connections between Danish companies and international candidates, as well as promoting Danish values.

2  In 2018 Invest Stockholm launched A Woman’s place initiative. It aims to encourage women from all over the world to see Stockholm as 

a place where they can grow as professional and fulfil their potential. In addition, it provides practical tools to organizations in Stockholm to 

truly become a woman’s place.

https://www.montrealinternational.com/en/
https://youtu.be/Q7dLkmu7_40
https://youtu.be/Q7dLkmu7_40
https://placeleadershipacademy.com/toolboxes/womenintech-2/
https://www.because.berlin/why-berlin/diversity


2.
Helsinki Business Hub

“Digitalisation 
is the second 
big trend.

Be a digital 
infrastructure leader
After Talent Attraction, the second trend that will determine future 
success identified by investment promotion agencies is digitalisation – a 
trend that was reinforced by the pandemic when new physical distanc-
ing and lockdown legislation forced the world into mass remote work-
ing. A study from Eurofound showed that 40% of individuals working 
in the EU began teleworking full-time, compared to 15% before the 
outbreak. Despite the difficult conditions imposed by the pandemic, it 
seems that many employees perceive this new experience positively1, 
which suggests an increase in teleworking in the future. But are places 
ready? Not quite, according to Stockholm admitting that “…we had 
been self-congratulating ourselves on that matter, but when the pan-
demic hit it showed us that we were not as good as we thought we 
were’’. 

Besides remote working, digitalisation and open-source data have been 
key factors for the development of innovations, with huge potential for 
places. Smart city, smart building, smart grid, and mobility as a service 
are all concepts that rely on the accessibility of data and collaboration 
with the public sector and could lead to the transformation of places. 
For instance, Helsinki has made smart city and mobility as a service a 
priority the last five years, with a focus on how to integrate different 
modes of transportation and finding alternatives to private cars. In ad-
dition, digitalisation offers opportunities for creating hybrid solutions 
with other key sectors in a place, and thus helps spawn new industries 
in the interface between traditional and high-tech industries. 

1 According to a study on French people’s mobility and lifestyles during lockdown, 53% of  people surveyed have exeprienced teleworking 

positively. “These results suggest that teleworking could increase significantly in the months and years following the Covid-19 crisis”.

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/jrc120945_policy_brief_-_covid_and_telework_final.pdf
https://en.forumviesmobiles.org/project/2020/04/23/survey-impacts-lockdown-french-peoples-mobility-and-lifestyles-13297


3.BrainpoBrainport Development

“Foreign 
companies 
struggle to 
get into local 
nenetworks.

Soft landing matters to 
investors
As investors or companies intend on getting established, they are 
often met with challenges to understand and develop relationships 
in the new ecosystem which can impact their growth prospects. 
These challenges can involve finding the right office, recruiting talent, 
meeting partners, clients, or intel on the local economic situation. 
Both Brainport Eindhoven and Tel Aviv highlighted the need to support 
the growth of these new investors from the beginning of the process. 
“We have created a multidisciplinary approach to facilitate foreign 
and regional companies. It combines foreign trade-export, foreign 
direct investments, international joint research projects, and business 
development in one. Because of this combination in activities, we 
are much  better equipped to do ecosystem matchmaking with the 
investor”, says Brainport Eindhoven. 

This facilitator role has been embraced by Investment Promotion 
Agencies especially since the beginning of the global pandemic. They 
have been key actors in providing enterprises with “after care services” 
such as information on local regulations, access to recovery plans, 
advice on how to restart operations, and rebuilding their supply 
chain1. In the long run soft landing can also serve as a strategic tool for 
attracting new investments, since an already present investor receiving 
relevant growth support can make follow up investments in a region, or 
recommend the location to other businesses.

1 The July 2020 issue of  the IPA Observer provides an overview of  the measeurs taken by IPAs in response to the COVID-19 crisis. 

According to this report, “the enhanced role of  IPAs as troubleshooters and business support institutions will likely remain post-pandemic”.

https://investmentpolicy.unctad.org/news/hub/1658/20200715-ipa-observer-how-are-investment-promotion-agencies-reacting-to-the-pandemic-and-what-changes-will-stay-


4.Berlin Partner

“FDI is by no 
means only a 
rational business, 
it is also an 
emotional 
businbusiness. 

This is an emotional 
business
Even though most national Investment Promotion Agencies have 
developed the necessary digital services to strengthen their roles, all 
of the interviewed cities stressed the importance of personal contact 
and relationship-building. In the end, successful investments are often 
the results of individual interactions and the personal connection built 
between the investor and the IPA. “When I am dealing with someone, 
I need to meet them at least once. It’s the only way to build trust” 
explains Stockholm. This also means that IPAs should be mindful of 
the long-term perspective and ideally start developing a relationship 
with investors before they are actively looking to relocate. Building on 
recommendation 3, personally connecting investors with locals, the 
local business ecosystem, and showing them the place is key.
 
Communication activities by Copenhagen Capacity have put an 
emphasis on the city-region’s soft values which are happiness, 
freedom, work-life balance. The message is that of  a safe and 
liveable environment as demonstrated by the “There is more to our 
happiness…” campaign launched in 2016, and for which Greater 
Copenhagen received the Place brand of the year award in 2017.





5.Montreal International

“Being a good 
salesman 
is not as 
important 
todtoday.

IPAs’ skill-sets will 
change
The importance of soft-landing and creating emotional connections 
as investment promotion tools means that eventually IPAs themselves 
need to recruit the right people who can deliver these services. “Our 
staff need to be good listeners, negotiators, and be a liaison between 
the private and the public sector” confirms Helsinki. For Montreal it’s 
about being flexible and adaptable to meet a variety of clients from 
CEOs, to politicians, and entrepreneurs – “…you can learn to be a 
salesman, but these are essential qualities”.

Another competence highlighted by Montreal is the ability to 
demonstrate specific knowledge regarding relevant sectors of the 
economy. Today, IPAs need to be more focused on their competitive 
advantage and show that they are among the best in specific industries. 
“It used to be about the large fish net: calling a 1000 companies and 
attracting 2-3 investments. But today we need to be more focused in 
our approach”. Industry knowledge will inspire trust in the investor 
and serve to build the relationship. At the industry level, this approach 
also results in tangible marketing messages, or place value propositions: 
showcasing local economic assets and setting them in a context which 
benefits the investor.



6.Berlin Partner

“Without the brand 
you can’t be in 
the top 5. But the 
trend needs to 
come from the 
base. You can’t 
inventinvent trends with 
location marketing.location marketing.

A clear and distinct 
value proposition
The “expert” and “know-your-niche” approach introduced in 
recommendation 5 is also found in the marketing and branding 
practices of these IPAs. All the interviewed cities work to integrate 
the promotion activities with the strategic economic priorities of 
their place and their competitive advantages. For Berlin and Montreal, 
it is their innovation strategy and their clusters. “We now have 15-
20 clusters in Montreal in the realm of AI, video games, IT services, 
aerospace, and pharma, and that’s where we focus our capacity to 
attract talent”. This is based on a deep understanding and assessment 
of their advantages. “You need to realise what your limitations and your 
best values and advantages are - and build around that” says Tel Aviv. 
“We have been very selective with our key selling markets so that we 
can develop honest marketing” adds Stockholm. This approach is now 
applied to pandemic recovery strategies, where promotion activities 
are linked to traditional and emerging opportunities supported by new 
national priorities.

When approaching investors, these IPAs are working selectively 
to attract companies that will positively influence their place. 
Brainport Eindhoven focuses on “companies complementary to us 
that bring something where we have a strong value offer”. “You have 
to strategically think about what brings quality jobs” says Helsinki, 
explaining why it has stopped focusing on the retail sector, for example. 



7.Copenhagen Capacity

“Sustainability 
is a purpose 
that attracts 
talents and 
FDIFDI

Sustainability moves to 
the forefront
The European Union is planning to become the world’s first climate-
neutral continent, creating measures in sustainable transportation, 
circular economies, biodiversity, and agricultural strategies. How 
might this impact IPAs?  In our previous white paper 1, we already 
stressed the increased pressure on places to take sustainability issues 
like planetary boundaries into account and assume responsibility 
to create socio-environmental solutions. In addition, cities and 
regions can work with public instruments such as procurement or 
open calls to invite solutions to these challenges. For instance, the 
innovation agency of Helsinki municipality has worked closely with 
its economic development board and neighbouring municipalities of 
Vantaa and Espoo to pilot three such open calls. The early personal 
relations developed with investors can also turn the investment into 
a sustainable one, like the retrofit investment in a Dutch data centre 
which is now used to heat a whole district in Amsterdam. 

1 Published in 2020, our Nordic placebranding report stated that “place branding can no longer serve only attractiveness purposes. Instead, it needs to support 

sustainable urban development and balance economic, social and liveability imperatives.” Case studies from Costa Rica (champion of  the Earth 2019), Oslo (“the 

world’s favourite compact city”) , or Amsterdam (Amsterdam’s city doughnut”) offer insights on how they have taken and implemented ambitious transition 

plans.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/02/europe-climate-change-new-green-deal/#:~:text=Europe%20plans%20to%20become%20the,on%20the%20moon%27%20moment%E2%80%9D.
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/02/europe-climate-change-new-green-deal/#:~:text=Europe%20plans%20to%20become%20the,on%20the%20moon%27%20moment%E2%80%9D.
https://placeleadershipacademy.com/toolboxes/nordic-place-branding-report-2020/


8.Helsinki Business Hub

“A thriving 
ecosystem 
is more 
interesting 
for local and 
inteinternationals 

Diversify the 
investment mix
IPAs of the future need to shift the focus of their efforts to other and 
new types of investments, such as startups, venture capital, corporate 
venturing, and businesses looking for innovation opportunities through 
testbeds or demo-sites. Focus on these investor segments makes the 
ecosystem more important and it favours synergies between different 
actors within a given ecosystem. Having a mix of more and less mature 
companies can help create an innovative environment where start-ups 
can learn and sell their products to larger companies, and in return 
these can outsource some projects or recruit from the start-up. Berlin, 
Tel Aviv, and Helsinki all value start-ups and strive to create the best 
environment for them. “We want to be among the top five startup 
ecosystems in 15 years” says Helsinki “we need to be a platform for 
business development so we can build a better business ecosystem 
for local and international companies”. But it is not all about startups, 
and Tel Aviv also sees tourism as an opportunity for promoting 
investments. “We want to cultivate our nightlife and 24h lifestyle that 
define our identity. This is what allows us to attract students and 
engineers”.



This white paper introduces eight 
recommendations for the future 
of investment promotion. Some 
relate to a changing world and 
economies, with technologies 
and the environmental crisis 
deeply affecting our ways of 
living, consuming, working, and 
producing. In a reaction to, or 
to accommodate these trends, 
the role of IPAs has also started 
to change. Instead of being the 
“salespeople” of their cities, 
regions, or nations, they are 
working strategically with public 
and private actors to facilitate the 
local economic ecosystems. This 
requires specific knowledge on 
the priority industries, but also 
knowledge of actors to connect 
them. 

The eight recommendations are: 
1. Talents are your biggest 

asset 
2. Be a digital infrastructure 

leader
3. Soft landing matters to 

investors
4. This is an emotional 

business
5. IPAs’ skill-sets will change 

6. A clear and distinct value 
proposition

7. Sustainability moves to the 
forefront

8. Diversify the investment 
mix

And you, how do you see the 
future of investment promotion?

Join the discussion on April 29th, 
and do reach out to exchange on 
this exciting topic!

Conclusions
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