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Country-level indicators can obscure strategically valuable subnational locations. This
article defines a micro-location by strategic distinctiveness rather than by physical or

economic scale. Integrating international business knowledge on subnational location
choice with place branding competences, we propose four archetypes: “Extractive and
Energy Clusters”, “Strategic Special Economic Zones”, “Urban Innovation and Fintech

Hubs”, and “Blue Oceans and Unknown Places”. This decision-support framework helps

executives match investment purposes with appropriate locations, assess enabling
conditions and trade-offs, and design place-based implementation approaches — by
identifying opportunities beyond global cities. This practical tool helps policymakers
identify the institutional, infrastructural, and human-capital interventions to make

overlooked locations more investment-ready.

INTRODUCTION

In the complex markets of Latin America and the Caribbean
(LAC), country-level data often obscures the true potential
of local hubs. This article on international business (IB)
argues that multinational enterprises (MNEs) must look
beyond national borders to embrace subnational and mi-
cro-location strategies. By introducing a framework of four
specific micro-location archetypes, this article provides a
strategic roadmap for headquarters executives and poli-
cymakers. To contextualize the framework, we draw on
Porter’s work on the competitive advantage of nations and
the role of location in competition (1990, 1994) and An-
holt’s (2024) concept of the nation brand and the broader
place-branding literature. Underexplored micro-locations
in LAC may offer competitive advantages through local spe-
cialization, lower operational saturation, place branding
(PB), sustainable community growth and place develop-
ment (Ardila-Lopez & Santamaria-Alvarez, 2026; Stal-
lkamp, 2019).

To deepen understanding of MNE territories choices,
MNEs must move beyond the country-level unit of analysis
and examine the subnational factors that increasingly
shape multinational investment and location-specific ad-
vantages (Chakravarty, Goerzen, Musteen, & Ahsan, 2021;
Goerzen, Asmussen, & Nielsen, 2024). Global cities are
powerful drivers of innovation and growth, but they are also
associated with urban inequality and ecological pressures
(Goerzen et al., 2024).

Conversely, subnational units, particularly non-tradi-
tional or lesser-known cities and regions, are increasingly
recognized as strategic investment sites (Ardila-Lopez &
Santamaria-Alvarez, 2026; Hutzschenreuter, Matt, &

Kleindienst, 2020). These geographies may offer MNEs dis-
tinctive competitive advantages that are obscured by coun-
try-level data or the dominance of primary metropolitan
hubs.

The relevance of this discussion is reinforced by the
growing presence of multinational companies in LAC. The
Global LATAM Multilatinas Index includes 348 Latin Amer-
ican companies with sales exceeding US$2.5 billion, with
Brazil and Mexico dominating the regional landscape. In
addition, numerous US-based multinational companies op-
erate across the major Caribbean economies (Global
LATAM, n.d.). While in the Caribbean countries, 527 U.S.-
based multinational companies operate across the six
largest Caribbean economies alone.

The “micro” conceptualization refers to subnational lo-
cations regardless of their physical size or wider economic
impact. Such locations may be geographically or economi-
cally overlooked, may have relatively small populations, or
may receive limited representation in international busi-
ness analysis. In this article, however, a micro-location is
defined not by scale, but by strategic distinctiveness.

MNE headquarters executives and directors may use the
framework developed within this article when considering
locations for new subsidiaries. After all, selecting where to
“plant a flag” is one of the highest-stakes decisions an MNE
can make. In contemporary international business, this de-
cision concerns not only labor costs and access to tangible
resources, but also strategic fit, market access, long-term
viability, place development, human empowerment, and lo-
cal capacity building.

The following discussion develops this debate through
the international business and place-branding literature.
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LITERATURE

FROM MACRO-LOCATIONS TO MICRO-LOCATIONS
STRATEGY

Grounded in Country-of-Origin (COO) theory, this article
challenges country-level approaches to MNE location
choice by highlighting the potential of micro-locations
within LAC. Although international business analysis often
relies on indicators such as market size, labor costs and
tax rates, such macro-level assessments may overlook ur-
ban and rural advantages relevant to attracting investment,
human capital and public-private partnerships. A place-
branding perspective, therefore, provides MNE headquar-
ters executives with a more granular basis for distinguish-
ing three evolving and interrelated concepts:

» Country-of-Origin (COO): Historically, this construct
focused on how a product’s home country influenced
buyer evaluations, as demonstrated in early studies
of products such as fruit and automobiles. Over time,
COO evolved from product-level appraisal into a
broader assessment of country reputation (Govers,
2024; Mariutti, 2017).

e Place Branding: This represents a contemporary,
proactive, and collaborative management strategy.
While COO largely concerns existing perceptions, PB
involves the active development and communication
of a location’s reputation through public-private
partnerships and the mobilization of local resources
(Kotler, 2024; Oh, Keller, Neslin, Reibstein, &
Lehmann, 2020). A regional brand may emerge when
geographically connected countries or cities promote
a shared identity, economic cooperation, or regional
affiliation (Govers, 2024; Ocke & Mariutti, 2025).

» Micro-Location Strategy: This focuses on subnational
clusters, specialized districts and lesser-known hubs.
It addresses local characteristics that national-level
studies may overlook (Goerzen et al., 2024). These lo-
cation-specific characteristics may include economic,
institutional, and cultural dimensions that are exter-
nal to the MNE but strategically relevant to its activ-
ities (Chakravarty et al., 2021). For MNEs, the place
brand of a host city or region can act as a signaling
mechanism by supporting legitimacy, strengthening
perceptions of sustainability and reducing perceived
risk. In this context, some micro-locations may also
be understood as intermediate cities that combine
business potential with opportunities for sustainable
community growth, policymaking and place devel-
opment (Ardila-Lopez & Santamaria-Alvarez, 2026;
Stallkamp, 2019).

A micro-location may therefore be a secondary city, lo-
gistics corridor, innovation district, tourism enclave, indus-
trial ecosystem, border region, free-trade zone, or partic-
ular agricultural region. Its defining characteristic is not
whether it is small or hidden, but whether it possesses a
distinctive combination of assets that makes it strategi-
cally attractive for particular international business activi-

ties while remaining overshadowed by broader national or
metropolitan narratives.

Within international business, a place brand comprises
the cognitive and emotional associations generated by a lo-
cation’s identity, capabilities and communications. These
associations reflect both tangible and intangible attributes,
including institutions, infrastructure, culture, human cap-
ital and geography (Govers, 2024; Kotler, 2024). Country-
image research similarly considers the value associated
with nations, regions, and cities and the economic conse-
quences of treating them as brands (Mariutti, 2017; Oh et
al., 2020; Samiee, Leonidou, Katsikeas, & Aykol, 2024). A
place-branding perspective can therefore help explain how
MNE location strategies contribute to investment attrac-
tion, place development and the reduction of economic and
social disparities.

LANDSCAPE OF LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN
(LAC)

Each LAC country has a distinctive cultural, ethnic, geo-
graphical and economic landscape. The region has been
shaped by Indigenous peoples, Iberian colonization,
African populations and later international migration.
Spanish and Portuguese are the principal languages, along-
side English, French, Dutch, and numerous Indigenous and
Creole languages.

The LAC region comprises 33 sovereign nations across
Latin America and the Caribbean, creating substantial di-
versity in institutional conditions, market structures, infra-
structure and international connectivity.

Ocke and Mariutti (2025) examine the balance between
cooperation and competition among LAC nations when in-
tegrating individual country attributes into a collective re-
gional brand identity. Countries across the region increas-
ingly seek to diversify their intangible assets and develop
more varied place images to attract investment, talent and
other resources in a globally competitive environment. Na-
tions, regions and cities develop place brands based on
their distinctive narratives, assets and identities (Kotler,
2024; Oh et al., 2020). These brands can support economic
progress, social prosperity and environmental sustainabil-
ity when they are grounded in substantive local capabilities
rather than  promotional communication alone
(Chakravarty et al., 2021; Govers, 2024).

Research has identified substantial differences between
global cities and surrounding areas in the ways location
characteristics and FDI patterns evolve over time
(Chakravarty et al., 2021; Goerzen et al., 2024; Llop, Igle-
sias, Vargas, & Blanc, 2019). The growing focus on sub-
national location choice challenges the assumption that
countries are spatially homogeneous (Hutzschenreuter et
al., 2020) as well as regions (Stallkamp, 2019). Neverthe-
less, non-global, second-tier, and smaller cities remain un-
derrepresented in the international business literature.
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LAC MICRO-LOCATIONS STRATEGY
FRAMEWORK

Latin America and the Caribbean provide a diverse setting
for MNE micro-location strategy, encompassing resource-
based clusters, special economic zones, innovation hubs
and under-recognized regional centers. The strategic value
of these locations depends on the fit between firm-specific
needs and local economic, institutional, infrastructural,
and human-capital conditions.

Building on the literature and observations discussed
above, the MNE micro-location framework identifies four
types of micro-geographic areas relevant to headquarters
executives and core subsidiaries operating in LAC: (i) Ex-
tractive and Energy Clusters; (ii) Strategic Special Eco-
nomic Zones; (iii) Urban Innovation and Fintech Hubs; and
(iv) Blue Oceans and Unknown Places. These four arche-
types are briefly explained and illustrated below. The ar-
chetypes are ideal types rather than mutually exclusive cat-
egories; individual locations may combine characteristics
from more than one archetype.

i. Extractive and Energy Clusters (EECs): These are re-
source-seeking micro-locations associated with re-
gion-of-origin products and natural resources. One
example is the Lithium Triangle, comprising micro-
regions in the high-altitude deserts of Argentina,
Chile, and Bolivia. Another example is the Brazilian
Amazon bio economy, illustrated by Natura’s empha-
sis on sustainable extraction and partnerships with
Indigenous communities in the production and
branding of its bio-cosmetics. In this case, origin is
not simply a location; it also functions as a resource
and development laboratory. EECs are therefore par-
ticularly relevant to MNEs seeking proximity to ori-
gin-specific resources, supply-chain efficiencies and
access to logistics facilities. Their principal trade-offs
include political uncertainty, environmental pres-
sures, community consent and dependence on re-
source cycles;

ii. Strategic Special Economic Zones (SEZs): These are ef-
ficiency-seeking micro-locations associated with im-
port, manufacturing, and distribution activities. For
example, the Manaus Free Trade Zone in Brazil offers
reductions in import taxes and exemptions from
taxes on industrialized products. Similarly, the
Caucedo Logistics Center in the Dominican Republic
provides significant logistical advantages for inter-
national trade. SEZs are therefore particularly rele-
vant to MNEs seeking rapid access to global markets,
multimodal transport links and tax or customs ad-
vantages. Their principal trade-offs include depen-
dence on government policy, changes in incentive
regimes, and limited integration with the wider do-
mestic economy.

iii. Urban Innovation and Fintech Hubs (UI&FHs): These
are strategic asset-seeking micro-locations associ-
ated with a particular district, city, or place brand.
Examples in Brazil include Sao Paulo’s Faria Lima
district, Avenida Paulista and Pinhao Valley in Cu-

ritiba, which has supported the development of firms
such as EBANX. In Guadalajara, Mexico, Ciudad Cre-
ativa Digital is an urban-renewal initiative in the his-
toric city center that encourages the development of
high-technology and creative industries. Guadalajara
also hosts a substantial cluster of technology, pay-
ment-processing, and engineering activities. UIFHs
are therefore particularly relevant to MNEs seeking
specialized labor, local infrastructure, knowledge
networks and demand-centered opportunities. Their
principal trade-offs include higher employment and
property costs, congestion and strong competition for
specialized talent.

iv. Blue Oceans and Unknown Places (BO&UP): These are
place-development, market-seeking and human-em-
powerment micro-locations that integrate place-
branding principles with international business lo-
cation strategies. They represent less-saturated
locations in which an MNE may exercise greater in-
fluence, reduce operating costs, and gain first-mover
advantages. In smaller regions, an MNE may also be-
come an important economic actor, supporting
stronger employee retention, local loyalty and com-
munity development. Examples include the Ti-
juana-San Diego corridor, the Clcuta—San Cristébal
border region and Ciudad del Este within the Triple
Frontier of Paraguay, Brazil and Argentina. Here,
“blue oceans” is used metaphorically to describe
comparatively unsaturated locations, while “un-
known” refers to places that are under-recognized in
conventional headquarters location screening rather
than literally unknown. BO&UP are therefore partic-
ularly relevant to MNEs seeking new markets, lower
saturation and stronger local embeddedness. Their
principal trade-offs include infrastructure limita-
tions, institutional immaturity, shortages of expert
labor and longer investment horizons.

We propose that the Blue Oceans and Unknown Places
archetype makes the article’s principal contribution by in-
tegrating international business and place-branding knowl-
edge to support investment attraction, market develop-
ment, local capacity building and human empowerment
across LAC. Its focus is on secondary and under-recognized
cities, towns and corridors with untapped strategic poten-
tial.

The MNE micro-location framework and its actionable
recommendations are presented in Figure 1 as a future-ori-
ented guide for corporate decision-making and academic
research. The framework emerged through an integrative
synthesis of the international business literature on lo-
cation choice, subnational geography and place branding,
complemented by observations of contemporary invest-
ment patterns across Latin America and the Caribbean.
Rather than representing an exhaustive typology, it groups
recurring forms of location-specific advantage into four
practitioner-oriented archetypes designed to support
strategic subsidiary-location decisions.

The four categories may also be extended beyond LAC
to other regions containing subnational territories with po-
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tential for internationalization (Ardila-Lopez & Santa-
maria-Alvarez, 2026; Hutzschenreuter, Matt, & Kleindi-
enst, 2020).

When MNE headquarters executives identify a subna-
tional territory with strong internationalization potential,
they can use the framework to assess the strategic benefits
presented in Figure 1.

For managerial decision-making and practical applica-
tion, Table 1 presents three complementary mechanisms
through which MNE headquarters executives can opera-
tionalize the Blue Oceans and Unknown Places archetype:
Place Immersion (PI), Community-Private Partnerships
(CPPs) and Place-Based Employee Value Propositions
(EVPs). These three mechanisms were developed grounded
in the theoretical-practice literature of both IB and PD ref-
erenced in this article.

A FRAMEWORK FOR MNE HEADQUARTERS
EXECUTIVES

The framework should not be viewed only as a classification
of micro-location types, but as a practical decision-support
tool that helps multinational enterprise (MNE) headquar-
ters executives align subsidiary location choices with
strategic objectives. Rather than beginning with a preferred
country or city, managers should first identify the firm’s
primary investment motivation and then assess which mi-
cro-location archetype offers the most appropriate combi-
nation of location-specific advantages, institutional condi-
tions and long-term strategic potential.

The proposed framework follows a five-step decision
process for micro-location strategy.

STEP 1 — DEFINE THE STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE

Managers first determine the dominant purpose of the in-
vestment, such as securing access to natural resources, im-
proving operational efficiency, acquiring strategic assets
and innovation capabilities, or developing new market op-
portunities through regional development.

STEP 2 — MATCH THE OBJECTIVE TO THE APPROPRIATE
MICRO-LOCATION ARCHETYPE

The framework then guides decision-makers towards one
of four archetypes: Extractive and Energy Clusters, Strate-
gic Special Economic Zones, Urban Innovation and Fintech
Hubs, or Blue Oceans and Unknown Places. Each archetype
represents a distinct configuration of location-specific ad-
vantages rather than a particular city or administrative
unit.

STEP 3 — EVALUATE ENABLING CONDITIONS AND
TRADE-OOFFS

Managers should then assess the economic, institutional,
infrastructural and human-capital characteristics of candi-
date locations, together with the risks and trade-offs as-
sociated with each archetype. These may include political
uncertainty, infrastructure maturity, labor-market compe-

tition, policy dependence and market-development chal-
lenges.

STEP 4 — DESIGN THE IMPLEMENTATION APPROACH

Once an archetype has been selected, organizations can op-
erationalize their strategy through complementary place-
based mechanisms, including Place Immersion, Commu-
nity-Private Partnerships and Place-Based Employee Value
Propositions, particularly when investing in emerging or
under-recognized locations.

STEP 5 — COMPARE CANDIDATE LOCATIONS AND MAKE
THE SELECTION

A managerial decision-making dashboard is presented in
Table 2, summarizing the typical characteristics, principal
benefits, and managerial trade-offs associated with each
micro-location archetype.

Policymakers can use the framework to diagnose infra-
structure, institutional, and human-capital gaps, target in-
vestors whose strategic needs match local capabilities, and
align place-branding initiatives with substantive develop-
ment priorities. Thus, the framework possibly will perme-
ate the business-subsidiary model configuration by aligning
not only physical-based and machine-driven resources but
also human-centered and reputational resources.

CONCLUSION

This article develops a practitioner-oriented framework for
identifying and comparing subnational locations in LAC. It
also provides two strategic insightful tools to support MNE
headquarters executives: one for operationalizing and the
other for selecting the appropriate micro-location arche-
type. Thus, by integrating international business and place-
branding perspectives, it distinguishes four micro-location
archetypes and links them to different investment motives,
enabling conditions, and trade-offs. The framework helps
MNE headquarters executives evaluate subsidiary locations
beyond established global cities and helps policymakers
identify interventions that can improve investment readi-
ness. Although developed for LAC countries, the framework
may also enlighten the analysis of under-recognized subna-
tional locations in other regions and continents. Further-
more, entrepreneurs and investors may also be supported
by the Micro-Location Strategy framework.
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Table 1. Operationalizing Blue Oceans and Unknown Places

Place-Based Employee
Value Propositions
(EVPs)

Community-Private

Place Immersion (PI) Partnerships (CPPs)

Strategic

Foundation Agglomeration

Non-market strategy Human capital

MNE executives should build
integrated partnerships with
local governments, community
organizations, universities,
training providers and business
networks.

MNEs should co-create
local talent pipelines and
develop employee value
propositions tailored to

the location.

During site selection, MNE headquarters
executives should undertake structured
periods of engagement within candidate
locations rather than automatically
selecting the largest capital or global city.

Managerial
Action

To attract, develop, and
retain local talent while
aligning workforce
capabilities with the
needs of the firm and the
community.

To reduce information
asymmetries, strengthen local
legitimacy, and support the
development of infrastructure,
skills, and supplier capacity.

To assess infrastructure, institutions, labor
availability, suppliers, and other location-
specific resources directly.

Purpose
Rationale

Table 2. Selecting the Appropriate Micro-Location Archetype

Primary
Strategic
Objective

Recommended
Archetype

Typical Location
Characteristics

Principal Managerial
Benefit

Principal
Trade-off

Secure access to Extractive and

Supply security and Political, environmental

critical Energy Resource-rich regions e L
resource proximity and social risk
resources Clusters
Improve Strategic .
. A Lower operating costs Dependence on
manufacturing Special Free trade zones, .
. . . L and regulatory government policy and
or logistics Economic logistics hubs . - . - o
> incentives incentive stability
efficiency Zones
Access
innovation, Urban

Innovation districts,
technology clusters

Knowledge spillovers
and skilled labor

Higher labor costs and

Innovation and . L
increased competition

Fintech Hubs

technology, and
specialized
talent

Develop new

Secondary cities, Market creation, Infrastructure limitations,

markets and Blue Oceans . . . P X -
) emerging regional stronger community institutional immaturity
obtain first- and Unknown . - .
mover Places centers, overlooked integration and and longer investment

subnational locations regional development horizons

advantages
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