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“It’s books like Bill Baker‘s ‘Place Branding for Small Cities’ - now in its Fourth Edition - which breathe life into the complex subject of “place

branding”. Books like this written or edited by practitioners with many years of experience, keen to make place branding understandable and useful for the many community leaders, planners, and marketers out there facing the task of strengthening their place’s attractiveness, identity, and image. With this latest book, Bill has again created a handy, up-to-date 

place branding guide, putting a stronger focus on the intersections between place branding, tourism, and economic development, as well as shining a light on latest trends and developments. A must read which deserves a special place on The Place Brand Observer's bookshelf.”

Florian Kaefer, founder of PlaceBrandObserver.com and author of ‘An Insider's Guide to Place Branding’ (Springer, 2021)

“This book is packed with killer insights. Bill Baker continues to redefine the art and science of community branding. Combining compelling case studies with his unique take on the world of destination marketing, “Place Branding” is a must-read for any tourism or economic development practitioner.”

Bill Geist, Chief Instigator, DMOproz

“His books have been so useful for my work through the years - my little branding strategy bibles. All places have complexities; this book is a perfect fit for anyone working on an aspect of place branding, no matter where in the loop you are, e.g., managing the brand, marketing, or place development.”

Inga Hlín Pálsdottir, Director, Visit Iceland, Promote Iceland

“Bill Baker does a great job of distilling the nuance of brand building, but the equal necessity of place building.  He's captured the essence of the definitive tomes on branding (Al Ries and Jack Trout) and blended it with the place building wisdom of Jane Jacobs.  This book absolutely builds the case for why DMOs have to do more to capture seats at many tables in our communities."

Maura Gast, FCDME, Executive Director, VisitIrving (TX)

“Bill covers the process, rewards, and challenges of branding a destination or community using insight and years of experience. Communities that follow these steps will find success.”  

John Cooper, President & CEO, Yakima Valley Tourism (WA) 

“Bill Baker is one of the world's foremost place branding experts.  His words of wisdom, whether spoken or written, always entice and engage his audience at every level of expertise. In this book, he targets newcomers to place branding, but his words are a good refresher for old-timers alike.  Don't consider branding your city or downtown without this book. You’ll be glad you did.”

Erik Wolf, Executive Director, World Food Travel Association

"This is yet again another great book by Bill Baker. With his years of experience dedicated to small city reputation management, he knows what he’s talking about. This has resulted in a book that not only contains valuable advice but also tackles the confusion, challenges, limitations, misconceptions, and scope issues. Bill writes with a unique perspective; hence, the book is a must-read for place branding practitioners, academics, students, and consultants.”

Robert Govers, Chairman of International Place Branding Association & author of Imaginative Communities

"Too many destinations take shortcuts in marketing and branding.  Following his decades of experience, Bill Baker gives straightforward guidance on successfully branding your community.  He points to examples from places of all sizes that really bring key points to life."

Matthew Stone, Professor, California State University Chico
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Preface
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I am delighted to present the Fourth Edition of this book. If you look for the first two, they had the title “Destination Branding” rather than “Place Branding.” Since the first book was published, the changes in the acceptance and practice of place branding have been remarkable. 

My journey in place branding began in Australia’s Hunter Valley, today one of the world’s great wine tourism destinations. Then, for more than a decade, I was fortunate to be engaged in developing and implementing Australia’s brand strategies in 26 countries, which was one the finest learning opportunity any place marketer could be given. 

The work conducted by Australia was one of the pioneering efforts in branding a country and allowed me to shape many of the ideas and techniques I have successfully applied to small cities and regions. In addition, I have been fortunate to work with leading placemaking, wayfinding, graphic design, and urban planning experts to advance many of the place branding perspectives I share in this book.

Over the past forty years, my journey has allowed me to work with hundreds of locations in the USA, Australia, Canada, and many other countries. Working as a consultant and practitioner has given me a first-hand appreciation for the challenges communities face when defining, implementing, and managing a distinctive brand strategy.  

Many people deserve my thanks for their great friendship, expert advice, and encouragement. I have had the privilege of working with and learning from some of the world's most talented place and destination marketing and branding experts. The list of their names is far too long to mention each one. But regarding this book, I would like to give a special shout-out to Dr. Robert Govers (author ‘Imaginative Communities’), Florian Kaefer (The Place Brand Observer), Malcolm Allan (Bloom Consulting), Tom Buncle (Yellow Railroad), Todd Mayfield (Axia Creative), Bill Geist (DMOproz), Eric Aebi (Chemeketa College), and the generous clients and colleagues who I interviewed. ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
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​​​​​​​​Introduction
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Many of your team and leadership committee may be encountering place branding for the first time. Though, they must make decisions that will be pivotal to the future of the community. This book is a primer to simplify and provide practical insights for newcomers to place branding. It is designed to provide the foundations for understanding and to engage a strategic approach to the branding of places. Each chapter is intended to demystify what can sometimes be the challenging concepts and processes involved.  

I have created this book for individuals and public and non-profit organizations wanting to understand and introduce place branding. It’s not an academic expose, nor does it contain all the technical elements needed for branding, marketing, and placemaking. However, I have tried to retain the pragmatic focus of my previous books.

This edition has been expanded to consider the post-COVID environment, ‘New Work,’ the role of landmarks and architecture, and the emergence of gastronomy and sustainability as critical forces within ambitious communities. It provides added examples from Europe, Australia, and Canada and the ever-broadening acceptance and scope of place branding. In addition to my observations and experiences. 

True place or destination branding is complex and isn’t easy. But it is achievable for places of all sizes. Unfortunately, many efforts haven’t been done well. More focus is needed to understand and use it as a strategic guidance system for curating its competitive identity and special sense of place. 

The branding of most small cities and downtowns relies very heavily on hard-working people who may not have a degree in marketing but rely on part-time and volunteer staff and who often have limited resources to engage outside professional assistance. I have simplified the issues and suggested affordable, proven techniques for those encountering branding for the first time. This book is designed for place marketers, Boards and Committees, urban design teams, architects, leaders, and anyone considering branding their city, region, or downtown – as well as students and academics. 

​The Name Game

I refer generically to organizations responsible for managing the brand process as the “lead organization.” This term is intended to embrace destination marketing organizations (DMOs), local government entities, Municipalities, Business Improvement Districts (BID), Chambers of Commerce, downtown associations, Main Street associations, economic development authorities, and other similar bodies that may be managing or leading the effort. 

I use the terms “destination,” “community,” “city,” “downtown,” “location,” “district,” “region,” and “place” interchangeably to refer to the leadership entity responsible for the brand. I consider a ‘destination’ to be where people will leave their present location to visit, shop, invest, or relocate. 

After releasing my first book, Destination Branding for Small Cities in 2007, I received many comments suggesting that the title should cover more than just small cities because the book was relevant to places of all sizes, including nations. They are correct in that the principles are very similar. My aim is to provide details and techniques that are specific to the challenges encountered by smaller places. The underlying principles and processes can readily be adapted to regions, counties, downtowns, Main Streets, suburbs, districts - and nations. And while the focus is often on locations in the USA, I have included more from around the world this time. I have provided these observations and examples from other countries because many principles are universal, as are many challenges.

Examples are provided to aid learning opportunities and ideas of these places that excel in one or more aspects of their branding. Still, my reference is not meant to infer that every part of their program is necessarily an excellent example of brand development. I also refer to some places that are not small cities. Again, this is to demonstrate specific practices that illustrate a point or provide good examples that may stimulate ideas for other locations.

​What is a ‘Small City’?

The term ‘small city’ is a relative one. The distinction between a small city and a town can vary worldwide. In the USA, “town” is rarely used when describing a community. Around the world, towns are generally larger than villages but smaller than cities, though the criteria to distinguish them varies considerably. Some places in the USA with a population of less than 5,000 refer to themselves as a city. 

A city is strictly an administrative entity that has been granted that designation by law. Some cities in the USA with hundreds of thousands of populations are considered “small” because they are in the shadow of a metropolitan area. These small, challenger cities are larger than most rural ones in more isolated locations. Almost all places are competing against locations that are larger than themselves. Their marketing and strategic planning capabilities vary enormously according to their population, attractors, resources, market maturity, politics, public awareness, history, economic base, and marketing expertise. Recommending the practices and actions of Las Vegas, Hong Kong, or Amsterdam to small cities is hardly appropriate. But they do provide good ideas. Despite their modest resources, this book is for ambitious communities that recognize that they must adopt a branded approach. 

The book is presented in three parts. The first examines the scope and dynamics of place branding, and the second examines emerging issues related to place brands within communities. The third advises how cities should research, define, and deploy a place brand strategy.  

The brand planning you conduct for your city will possibly be one of the most rewarding events in your career. It presents opportunities for learning and moving to new levels of effectiveness and efficiency, uniting partners, and sharpening the area’s competitiveness. Most of all, it should contribute toward your community's increased economic and social well-being - and that will probably be the greatest reward of all.  Good luck!
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​​​​​​​​PART ONE

​​​​​​​BRANDS AND BRANDING
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1.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The World of Brands and Branding 
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Despite the wave of books, articles, and gurus, branding is still one of the most misunderstood concepts in business and government. However, it’s hard to think of concepts more critical to competitiveness and economic well-being than brand identity, reputation, and image.

​It’s Loud and Crowded

Digital marketing experts estimate that most Americans are exposed to around 4,000 to 10,000 sales messages daily.​[i]  Our lives have an over-abundance of products, advertising, media choices, messages, and options. Products, whether coffee, automobiles, or cities, must somehow cut through this clutter and noise to connect with customers.

Many react to this overload to block out these intrusions, as so many of us are streaming video recorders (SVR) and pop-up blockers. But, as a place manager or marketer, this makes your task even more complex and expensive. Do you turn up the volume by placing more advertising? But what if you don’t have a big advertising budget? Or should you play smarter and sharpen your messages and relevance to be crystal clear about what you stand for, how you are relevant, and to whom? 

In a very crowded and noisy world full of negative or indifferent media coverage, it’s a real challenge for places wanting to address their image and stand apart from other choices. Changing your city’s image for the long term requires an affordable, well-planned, and unifying approach beyond a quick-fix campaign or new website.

If you are a consumer marketing professional, you probably vie with three to six direct competitors on a regular basis. But what if you had more than 20,000 competitors? That’s the number of cities and towns in the U.S. that compete daily to win new corporate investment, try to attract both group and leisure travelers, and strive to lure new residents to their community. So, if you are a place brander, you can expect a tough battle.

​Intangibles Are Real 

Look in the produce section of your supermarket, and you’ll see oranges, bananas, and tomatoes with stickers that proclaim a brand identity that offers superior yet intangible points of difference. Likewise, Evian and Morton have created powerful brands for commodities as essential as water and salt by promising intangible qualities that add value. I consider a brand to be the difference between:


	A bottle of water and a bottle of Evian 

	A cup of coffee and a cup of Starbucks 

	An amusement park and Disneyland

	A hotel and The Four Seasons

	A beach and Waikiki



As we transition from a generic product to a product with a strong brand identity, a richer collection of images, associations, and thoughts are awakened. That is the same richness of associations that has to be awakened for your city.

​What is a Brand?

There are probably as many definitions of a brand as there are branding books.  There is no single definition. Many still don’t grasp that it’s much more than a logo, tagline, or advertising theme.  Yes, I know. I sound like a broken record. But this misunderstanding is still seriously holding back so many place branding efforts. A brand should make and keep a clear, single-minded promise and consistently deliver on it. Put another way, your brand is your valued promise and adds value, meaning, and a positive invisible aura to a product or entity – even a generic product.

I like how marketing guru Seth Godin describes a brand as “a set of expectations, memories, stories, and relationships that in combination drive consumers’ decisions to choose a product or service.” I think of the conventional definition of a brand as:

The totality of thoughts, feelings, and expectations form a distinctive and compelling promise and enables people to differentiate and more easily choose one product or service over another. 

Whatever definition you adopt, the brand must always be tethered to the reality customers will experience. And to thrive and survive, it must consistently match and exceed what you are promising. Otherwise, it’s just undeliverable hype!

​Confusing Branding and Marketing  

Sometimes we see the terms ‘branding,’ and ‘marketing’ used interchangeably. Confusing these terms is a mistake that tangles up many branding efforts. This misunderstanding can lead to adopting the wrong scope of work or even appointing the wrong type of agency at various stages. 

The digital world is moving at warp speed, which is compounding. Rapidly advancing technologies, emerging social media platforms, viral videos, streams of memes, algorithm updates, more mobile, and so on, are making it easy to forget one of the few things that stays constant through it all...the brand. Reinforcing this view, Bridget Hoepner said, “As we strive to push the boundaries with our marketing activities in this fast-paced digital environment, we must maintain the fundamentals of brand building for long-term success.”​[ii] 

Marketing and branding are reliant on each other and are indeed interconnected. Defining the city’s brand precedes and is central to its tourism, economic development, and relocation marketing. The brand DNA should run through all these strategies. Marketing alone can’t build your city’s brand. Marketing is downstream and follows branding. Your brand determines who you are, while marketing represents how you convey who you are.

Branding provides the overarching framework or organizing principles for shaping your competitive identity. Branding brings vision, consistency, and relevance to customers' encounters at critical touchpoints.  

Marketing, on the other hand, comprises the processes and actions for communications, product development, pricing, and promotions. It draws guidance and inspiration from the positioning, personality, core experiences, and the look and voice prescribed in the brand strategy. Unfortunately, many places mistakenly jump over the brand research and analysis phase and prematurely start on the marketing and web design before establishing the brand foundations.

We understand the need for communities to have great designs and communications. But those actions come after the strategic work of defining the brand is finished. Otherwise, it is like engaging a painter to design your home because you like the colors he chooses or how she’ll finish the job. The first step should be establishing the right foundations and architecture for the house with an architect. Brands, too, require a firm foundation and good architecture.

The Principal of the Australian brand agency Hoyne, Andrew Hoyne adds, “There is the need to recognize the difference between branding and marketing. It’s the difference between reputation and communication. The branding and associated tools must convey a place's spirit and help people understand what makes it unique. The marketing should be tactical, bringing the strategy to life through both short and long-term campaigns that are effectively and creatively activated.”​[iii]

​Our Customers Love Brands

As consumers, we seem “pre-wired” to accept information and how we interact with brands. Brands make it easy to recall and be the preferred choice. They stimulate how we consider, store, retrieve information, and decide. 

They make our buying decisions easier by doing a lot of thinking for us. Brands aim directly at our hearts and then satisfy our brains with logic. Successful brands tap into our emotions because this drives and initiates most, if not all, of our decisions and then provides the reason for us to rationalize the decision. Why customers may prefer branded products over unbranded products may be to:


	Add to our self-esteem and status.

	Evoke more potent images and perceptions.

	Help remember the qualities of the product.

	Improve our knowledge.

	Increase awareness.

	Increase trust and loyalty.

	Simplify decisions.

	Stimulate our feelings and emotions.

	Tap into past experiences.



Beloved brands are built on trust. Critical to brand management is ensuring alignment between the brand's promises and the reality of customers' experience. When these are in sync, the brand has a greater chance of attracting loyalty and trust. For a city brand, the lead organization must be a curator, facilitator, and orchestrator through collaboration with government, non-profit, and business partners. News of an unfulfilled or lousy experience will spread rapidly through social media. The days of boosterism, over-promising, and under-delivering have long passed. On the other hand, an experience that exceeds people’s expectations will benefit the whole community – and be beloved by consumers!

Highlighting the need for this alignment, John Koldowski, Special Advisor, the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) observed,  “Developing and maintaining a positive brand image for any place or destination is critical to keep marketing communications with visitors, investors, and residents in balance with each other and the physical space itself. In most cases, this is the public sector’s responsibility with inputs from others. Yet, many charged with this task are often unaware of the real components and nuances of successful place branding”.

​Branding Doesn’t Belong to the Marketing Department!

Just imagine that the management and advocacy for the brand are confined to the folks in the city communications department or the DMO. In that case, it’s unlikely to reach optimal long-term and citywide impact effectiveness.  Stakeholders and partners must get past the notion that the brand will only bring a change to the color scheme or a snappy new slogan. Instead, they need to be open to a more accurate view of branding, its potential impact on the community, and its possible role in its deployment and management. A more compelling and sustainable brand will emerge if you remove resistance and introduce thinking resources and cooperation to empower citywide collaboration.

In addition to marketing staff and communications agencies, your city’s brand team may require urban planners, architects, city managers, government officials, and others to bring the brand to life.  The brand journey may also raise issues related to the organization, staff, partnerships, regulations, transportation, placemaking, government policies, and personnel. 

President of Bloom Consulting, Malcolm Allan, reflected further on the evolution of place branding and placemaking. He said, “I suspect that many still think of branding in the context of marketing and communications rather than as a strategic activity making a meaningful contribution to the future development of the place, especially a contribution towards spatial and economic planning.”​[iv] 
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Place brands are very much like people. A place without a clear, differentiated, and appealing identity is like a person with a dull or bland personality. They blend into the crowd, are uninteresting, and don’t get the attention and respect they need or deserve. Instead, a city can develop a magnetic, distinct, and colorful personality and the bonus of a unique sense of place. Defining, nurturing, and consistently conveying these characteristics are at the heart of successful place branding.

​What is a Place Brand?  

In an era of super brands, it may seem unusual to consider a city, state, region, or downtown to be a brand. But, in the context of a place selling itself as a focal point to visit, live, or buy real estate, it makes sense that it should be managed as a brand to shape perceptions regarding its competitive identity and unique sense of place. In addition, places of all sizes face more intense competition, causing them to assess their relevance and value.  

Your city’s brand isn’t a building, river, museum, street, or physical site. Your brand isn’t a physical entity. It exists only in the customer’s mind.  A brand is the assembly of powerful intangible associations and thoughts stored in the minds of target audiences, not the opinions and hopes of a committee or the marketing department. It must also be balanced with community values and aspirations. After years of branding nations, cities, and regions, we have modified the traditional definition of a brand to form the following:

A place brand is the totality of people's thoughts, feelings, and expectations about a location. It’s the place's character, reputation, and enduring essence and represents its distinctive promise of value and sense of place. But, most importantly, it’s a valued promise that must be grounded in truth and reality. 

It’s sometimes referred to as a “community brand” because it is a location that engages diverse residents, businesses, and organizational interests to form a unified, values-driven, and democratic approach to presenting a place. Of course, a place cannot be totally “unified” in its approach because of the complex variety of owners and managers of the elements that make up a city or destination.

Place brandING is strategic and provides the toolkit and actions for defining, managing, and communicating your city's competitive identity to ensure that messages and experiences are as distinct, compelling, and rewarding as possible. 

Sebastian Zenker, Associate Professor at Copenhagen Business School, summarizes it nicely: "The brandING implies that it is an action – we would say a planned, managed, and therefore intentional action. It is planned management for strengthening, changing, or creating the place brand in the mind of consumers.”​[v]

Too often, a tagline and logo trips things up and gets the lion’s share of attention. While they have a role to play, they are only two elements in your brand toolkit. Taglines and logos alone will not substantially help you attain your goals. 

Your city isn’t branded just because you say it is or because you stamp a logo on everything that leaves your office or you paint it on every blank wall around the town. This is just cosmetic. It’s not even branding. It’s only a veneer with no meaning, no customer relevance, no deliverable experiences, and often without a hint of a valued promise.

Sarah Essbai, an urban planner in Amsterdam (Netherlands), draws on the broader, emerging relationship between city planning and place branding, “City branding is a complementary tool to a city’s strategic planning. An integrated strong city brand is a guideline for the city’s growth, sets its priorities in capital investment, services, and urban development, and is a vehicle for long-term success.”​[vi]

Similarly, Robert Govers, Chairman of the International Place Branding Association and author of Imaginative Communities, offers an interesting perspective on the new realizations concerning the role of place branding. He said, “In Europe – and in the projects that I work on in the low countries, i.e., the Benelux countries, and elsewhere - I see a move away from the perception among clients and policymakers that place branding is mainly promotion to a realization that place branding is a strategic instrument. Again, the challenge of overtourism might partly inspire this because its death was greatly exaggerated during the pandemic.” 

​What Are the Types of Place Brands?

Place branding can be applied to a host of locations and area themes. Within various geographic locations, a place brand strategy must be shaped to satisfy multiple internal and external objectives and the needs of key audiences and stakeholders. Some of the common types of place brands are: 

An overarching place brand is a high-level ‘umbrella’ brand embracing a city, downtown, or region’s holistic qualities.  It captures the distinct character and sense of place and usually links the portfolios focused on tourism, economic development, education, placemaking, investment, or community pride through a shared DNA. This type of brand is needed where there is much more to a place than the identity centered on its tourism marketing.

An overarching place brand should not be considered a replacement for a destination brand or vice versa. There is still the need for a brand strategy fine-tuned for tourism markets with links to the DNA of the city’s overarching brand. If the town has both an overarching and a destination brand, there should be close links and alignment.

A destination brand is designed for tourism marketing and may sometimes be called a ‘tourism brand.’ Cities often opt for this brand rather than an overarching place brand because the DMO is typically in the best position to fund and deploy it because of its designated role and budget to promote the city. There is an increasing awareness of the need to ensure that a place brand is effective beyond tourism and can resonate with students and relocation for businesses and resident markets.

An economic development brand, not including tourism, is typically directed toward business relocation, expansion, and investment. Like the destination brand, it requires a separate but linked strategy to the overarching brand.

A community brand is created to appeal to residents. It is usually designed to boost local pride, establish an identity for the place, or increase local patronage and loyalty for residential, retail, entertainment, leisure, and sporting activities.  

A downtown brand has community pride at its heart and presents the district as an attractive destination for retail, entertainment, cultural, and recreational experiences.

Thematic brands usually focus on linear attractions based on historical, wine, culinary, sporting, or cultural themes. They might be present within one location or spread across a region or nation, linking areas with the shared strengths that interest specific market segments. Examples of thematic brands include linear destinations such as The Oregon Trail, England’s Golf Coast, The Mississippi Blues Trail, the Erie Canalway NY, and the U.S. Civil Rights Trail, which includes 110 sites across fifteen States.

It’s also possible for a city to have a place brand founded on both its geographical boundaries and a thematic brand that extends beyond its borders. Germany’s Romantic Road or ‘Romantische Strasse,’ a name coined by travel agents in the 1950s to describe the 220 miles of highway in southern Germany, provides a good example. The area dates from medieval times and possesses quintessential German towns, scenery, and culture. The route is also known for its castles, such as the famous Neuschwanstein Castle. While the brand equity of the Romantic Road is considerable, several towns along its route, such as Rothenberg, Wurzburg, and Fussen, have strong brand identities.  They each benefit from their links to the Romantic Road.

The Wild Atlantic  Way  (Ireland) has been designed as both a thematic and an over-arching brand to ensure that individual destinations and businesses can leverage the increased visibility and unifying message in the international marketplace. Establishing this overarching brand has provided greater success to  ‘cut-through’ in target overseas markets than the individual places would enjoy presenting themselves individually.  

​What is a Place Brand Strategy? 

Branding has proven to be the most effective way for places to escape sameness and blandness. However, the biggest challenge confronting cities and other locations is taking control of their identity and reputation, which may have been unattended for a long time.  

A brand strategy clarifies what the city stands for, what makes it special, what it wants to become, and how to prioritize actions to achieve that vision. The brand strategy should pinpoint a clear brand vision, positioning, verbal and visual identity, public diplomacy, communications, experience delivery, and placemaking priorities on behalf of the location. But unlike corporations, the lead organization doesn’t have ownership or control over the brand experiences, products, and communications. Hence the need to engage stakeholders and partners in its formulation, deployment, and management.

Place branding is evolving beyond an era where it was predominantly focused on tourism-related communications to a point where it is now recognized more holistically in many quarters. It may comprise an overarching brand that may include tourism marketing, economic development, community pride, and relocation, and may incorporate placemaking, urban design, architecture, investment, and product development. 

Frank Cutitta, Editor at Large of the Smart & Resilient Cities web portal, highlighted the transformation in place branding. He said, “Many ad agencies, research firms, and academic institutions see place branding as a subset of their tourism and economic development portfolios. This is perfectly fine, but in my work, dozens of subtleties related to the smart city evolution don’t fall directly under the traditional place branding strategy.”​[vii]

Unless a brand is adopted, supported, and given life by stakeholders and partners, it will amount to nothing more than a logo or tagline on a piece of paper or website. The many points of contact between customers and the location are where the brand is created through memorable experiences. If they are imaginative encounters, then all the better! Each of these critical touchpoints, i.e., the customer’s brand journey before, during, and after the visit or exchange with the place - has a vital role in building a distinctive and sustainable brand. 

A brand can unravel at any point of contact. A slow-loading web page, unattractive streets, inadequate signage, slow development application approvals, housing prices, crime, or high taxes and fees will impact perceptions and experiences. Critical to success is ensuring that the programs, policies, funding, and partnerships are in place to build and deliver the city’s brand promise. By monitoring the customer’s end-to-end journey, we can identify micro-moments where the place can develop and differentiate its identity.

While there may be solid reasons for commencing an overarching brand, it’s not always possible to define a single brand that is sufficiently potent and flexible. It must meet the diverse needs and politics of the city’s entire marketing portfolio of tourism, economic development, community pride, and other purposes. You must avoid a one-size-fits-all approach based on concessions resulting in a series of compromises and moving the focus off customer hot buttons and onto points of commonality and political expediency that are not distinctive, meaningful, or compelling to any customers. The brand needs to be capable of being modified for each audience. 

​Branding Places is Different 

Many stakeholders will be involved in revealing and managing your city or downtown brand, which will depart from the accepted path for branding corporate products and services.  Place managers and marketers do not have the same level of control over a place brand as the producers of consumer brands may enjoy. Getting their attention and participation in city-wide activities may even be hard.

One reason for this variation is the composite nature of places. They are a compilation of many independent and competing businesses, products, and experiences owned and managed by many entities. There’s no single custodian or owner of the brand. As a result, community leaders aware of the differences are in a much better space to adapt to these challenges when they become evident. The mantra for place brand managers is to control what you can and influence the rest through partners and stakeholders.

When discussing the differences in branding places and consumer products with friends in advertising agencies, they frequently maintain that there is no difference between them. To some extent, they are correct. However, some differences profoundly influence the process and outcomes. These relate to the complexities of ownership, consultation, decision-making, brand management, and product development.

During the research and analysis phases, community-based brands must withstand a level of public debate that consumer brands rarely endure. A city brand must stand the test of time, political scrutiny, media questions, and the analysis of marketing partners. The best way to insulate the brand from this scrutiny is to generate buy-in and involvement through an open consultative process with specialist firms experienced in branding places.

Roger Kurtz, Senior Vice President of Odyssey Marine Entertainment, provides an interesting perspective, “A brand is a perception a consumer has of a product. The difference between a destination brand and a consumer product brand lies in the scope of influences and how the manager can control them. The influences for a destination brand could be word-of-mouth, marketing, airport, airline, ground transportation, hotel, attractions, locals, restaurants, shops, weather, etc. Influences for a consumer brand are fewer –word-of-mouth, marketing, packaging, purchase environment, and product quality, e.g., taste or performance. Therefore, a destination brand has more uncontrollable influences than a consumer product brand.”​[viii] 

Reinforcing this view, Sarah Prud’homme, Senior Strategic Consultant at Destination Think, observes, “Destinations are not commodities to be shaped or invented by advertising executives. They are collections of people and places that have evolved for as long as human history. Relationally, a place might be the most complex “product” on earth. This complexity creates a distinct feel or sense of place that it can call it’s own. It isn’t a DMO’s job to build an identity but to help the community reveal and share it.”​[ix] I couldn’t agree more.

Aaron Renn, a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute correctly observes, “Cities aren’t start-ups. They already have residents, businesses, a history, a culture, and a set of values. So the attempt to radically shift a city from its existing brand to something else will appear inauthentic and will fail.”​[x] 

Place branding is deceptively complex. Clare Dewhirst, Founder of the City Nation Place, pinpoints, “After years of hearing marketers talk about the supposedly complex brand positioning of, I don’t know, a pair of jeans, consumer marketers didn’t realize how easy their job is compared to the challenges of driving a place brand strategy! For those whose job it is to manage the objectives of diverse stakeholders into a single vision for the future of a city or region, it’s about developing the skills of a politician, a diplomat, a project manager, and perhaps a councilor, as well as a marketer.”​[xi] 

​When is a Place Brand Strategy NOT a Place Brand Strategy?  

We have received many Requests for Proposals (RFP) for place branding that use the term ‘brand strategy.’ But the scope of work can vary wildly from a simple logo and tagline to a plan that embraces positioning, placemaking, and experience delivery. So it begs the question, what is and isn’t a place brand strategy? 

Simon Anholt, the founder of the Good Country,​[xii] cautions, “Be careful with the branding word. Understand that place branding is not just about marketing communications or advertising campaigns but requires placemaking and development guided by a place brand strategy, which must be the product of collaboration among the location’s leaders. Don’t waste public money on branding campaigns aimed at logos or taglines – or at least don’t expect any significant change. This expenditure will not change the image or reputation of the place.” To reframe the context for place branding, Anholt offered an alternate description when he coined the term “competitive identity.”​[xiii] 

All RFPs for place branding strategies typically include the design of a new visual (logo, color palette, typography) and verbal identity (tagline and messaging).  While these components have a legitimate role, a genuine place brand strategy requires additional components. 

​Is Being Different Enough?  

The rule place marketers once followed was that branding involves accentuating differences, i.e., differentiation. But then they realized this doesn’t go quite far enough. Just because a city has attributes different from others doesn’t necessarily mean it will connect positively with people. This is because not all differences are meaningful, relevant, or enticing. 

You must ensure that your brand is both differentiated and distinctive. Differentiation and distinctiveness are not the same. “Distinctiveness” relates to how a place looks like itself and no others. This may be achieved using brand tools such as its logo, color palette, imagery, brand language, and communications. 

Distinctiveness makes a place easy to recognize and associated with positive attributes and benefits “owned” by this place and no others. These places project magnetic reasons that cause us to consider them distinctive and of greater value than other options. For distinctiveness to be most effective, the brand must have a robust strategic foundation based on the points of differentiation. First, it’s worth noting that a place may have distinctive features, but that doesn’t mean they are differentiated. For instance, a city with a skyline of tall buildings may be distinctive. But it isn’t differentiating because many cities have tall buildings. The skylines of Shanghai, Chicago, and New York City are distinctive, but they are each differentiated from all other skylines.

Tom Buncle Yellow Railroad offers the sage advice, “All places must play the hand they’re dealt, in terms of their nature, landscape, culture, heritage, and people. But they can differentiate themselves from superficially similar neighbors and competitors by highlighting and emphasizing their competitive characteristics. Nuance is, if not everything, the stone under which competitive differentiation can be found.” 

“Differentiation” means a place may have physical, environmental, and social features like a few other competitors. A city’s distinctiveness may arise from its stories, physical setting, architecture, sense of place, people, celebrities, and ambiance. San Francisco Bay is distinctive, but many cities have beautiful bays and harbors. It’s the relationships to the Golden Gate Bridge, local architecture, Alcatraz, and the hilly neighborhoods that differentiate the Bay. There’s only one San Franscisco Bay!  

Few places can claim to having qualities that cannot be found anywhere else. Some, like New Orleans LA, Bacharach (Germany), and Brugge (Belgium), have architectural, historical, and cultural assets that mark them as distinctive and different. Other places may be left to work harder and rely on nuance, niche markets, new developments, and design to accentuate their distinctiveness.  It’s essential to remember that your city’s distinctiveness is only relevant according to the markets in which it is competing and not necessarily in a national or global context. 
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The question of whether a city should adopt a branded approach is ever-present. However, the observation of many places is that if it doesn’t proactively manage its reputation or image, it may inadvertently be positioned anyway by competitors and the media, most likely to its disadvantage. A formalized brand strategy provides long-term directions to shape the community as a place with attractive advantages. Without this guidance, ad hoc messages and a lack of consistency may present an unwanted representation of the city.

​The Critical Questions

In a hyper-competitive and rapidly changing local and global environment, ambitious communities of all sizes must seek answers to some basic questions: 


	What do we want to be known for?

	How can we stand out and be more competitive?

	What thoughts and feelings do we want to come to mind when people are exposed to our name?

	How can we bridge any gaps between the first three answers?



Correctly answering these questions is at the heart of place branding. To successfully answer them, the community must be objective and crystal clear about what it is, what it wants to become, and why it should matter to outsiders. 

​​

The Benefits of Place Branding

Cities of all sizes often labor over developing a brand strategy. Whether they can afford to ignore the branding concept is increasingly a matter of whether they want their communications and placemaking to present a compelling and special place. On the other hand, if the city allocates funds to marketing and placemaking programs without defining its brand identity, it risks (and possibly wastes) public funds. No matter the city’s size, a formalized brand strategy can set and manage its competitive identity and channel the energies and resources of partners to orchestrate the best results from their combined investments, however, limited.

A place with a healthy and respected reputation makes it easier to be selected in any competitive setting. In addition, improving the city’s reputation can be a catalyst for leaders, businesses, and citizens, being welcomed in the “right circles,” gaining seats on the “right” committees, attracting awards and grants, winning bids to host events, and attracting conferences. Among the benefits for various sectors may be:

​Benefits for Tourism and Business Partners


	Introducing a unified and strategic focus. 

	Rallying behind one look, one voice, and shared messages.

	Focusing marketing and investment on competitive advantages.

	Avoiding continuous changes to city designs, messages, placemaking, and product focus.

	Providing a higher return on investment (ROI). 



​​

Benefits for Prospective Visitors


	Presenting the city as a distinctive, compelling, and attractive place.

	Establishing a clear, valued, and sustainable point of difference.   

	Making it easier to choose the city.



​Benefits for the Community as a Whole


	Placing the community firmly on the map

	Linking business investment and placemaking. 

	Addressing out-of-date, inaccurate, or unbalanced perceptions. 

	Increasing synergy between tourism and economic development. 

	Strengthening the levels of civic pride and advocacy among residents.



​The Power of a Single Song Sheet  

The number one enemy in shaping a city’s identity is noise! First, there’s noise in the marketplace. Then there’s the noise in gaining attention and agreement among the competing partner and political priorities, wrestling over budgets, and cacophony of messages from within the community. We waste resources when we’re unclear about what the place does best, why it’s unique, and why it should be the preferred choice. Bestselling author Donald Miller observes, “there’s clutter and confusion sprayed all over our websites, advertising, and brochures, and it’s costing us.”​[xiv] This type of noise is confusing to your customers.

A genuine brand strategy is a beacon to guide all partners in presenting the city. It establishes priorities and principles to focus and empower stakeholders to express the brand consistently. It helps shape communications, inform the built environment, and inspire the design of memorable places and brand experiences.  Over time this consistency aids in conveying one brand, one unified voice, and one look.

Your city’s websites, brochures, and marketing materials may look great, but without the guidance of a brand strategy, it will be a matter of luck whether there is consistency in their content, look, voice, and message. Successfully implementing the brand strategy will require actions by more than just the City Council or DMO. It will call for the long-term advocacy, passion, and support of dozens, and maybe hundreds, of local individuals and organizations.  Are they ready?

Just as during the Middle Ages when the entire village contributed to building the city’s cathedral, today it takes the whole ‘village’ to build and sustain the city or regional brand. Over centuries, it took generations of masons, laborers, glassmakers, and carpenters to build a cathedral. When creating a city brand, just about everyone has a role to play because they can strengthen or weaken it whenever they, or their work, come in contact with the city’s myriad diverse customers. 

Successful brand deployment might call for changes across the ‘village’ in behavior and relationships for the lead organization, its Board, and partners. It may require variations to organizational structures, systems, recruitment, processes, attitudes, and “the way we do things around here.”  The principles of change management may be among the most frequently employed tools in the place branders toolkit. 

​Is Place Branding Obsolete?  

Some have predicted that branding, specifically the branding of cities and destinations, is obsolete because of the power customers now hold through social media and user-generated content on sites such as Trip Advisor, Expedia, and other reviews and sharing sites. 

Before these naysayers broadly pronounce brands and branding dead, maybe they should ensure that they’re focused on the right suspects. The digital era offers unprecedented opportunities and tools that redefine the roles and actions of place marketing organizations. While branding hasn’t changed, marketing, as we knew it, has been fundamentally turned upside down. Its marketing as we have known it that is obsolete! 

Is user-generated content threatening place brands, or are weak brands and poor brand management the real culprits? I sense the latter has been true of the branding and marketing of quite a few places. It’s important to stress that place branding is not obsolete or irrelevant. I might reconsider when I see Procter & Gamble, Coca-Cola, or Starbucks shutting down their focus on branding. 

Place branding is on the ascendancy with developers, urban designers, and government officials who use it to identify and differentiate locations as distinctive and special places through placemaking, architecture, and unified communications. It is also starting to be seen as a catalyst to integrate city departments with organizations across the city to focus on a single set of outcomes that will have beneficiaries throughout the community. 
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Otto von Bismarck, the first Chancellor of the German Empire, once stated, “politics is the art of the possible, the art of the next best.” I would suggest that because of the diverse stakeholders, unexpected complexity of places, and the level of understanding and compromises needed to define a place brand, the statement should be adapted to “place branding is the art of the possible, the art of the next best.”  This neatly sums up the dilemma facing communities on a place branding journey. 

Underpinning all these challenges is the need for honesty and courage to ensure that the brand is not sidetracked on a path to mediocrity simply to appease some individuals. Place branding is a team sport, best played with people of all ages and interests, with a healthy amount of compromise and a hefty dose of what’s best for the common good - and with an out-of-town coach in the form of a qualified place branding specialist. There’s no “silver bullet” or one-size-fits-all solution. What may work in revealing and building the brand for one place may not work in another.

​Insufficient Understanding and Knowledge 

Florian Kaefer, the founder of The Place Brand Observer, reflected on the need for increased information and understanding of place branding. He said, “I started The Place Brand Observer because I saw a need for a greater understanding of place branding and to enable more successful research, strategic analysis, implementation – and results. In addition, I recognized that outcomes could be enhanced by sharing the insights of professionals worldwide who dedicated time and energy to making their towns, cities, and regions better for people and businesses. By sharing knowledge and offering a virtual meeting place, we are helping them succeed.”

A lack of community understanding about branding, particularly among critical leaders, has been the Waterloo or graveyard for a place branding initiative. Unless staff and committees can go beyond thinking about logos and taglines or mistaking a snappy campaign theme, their efforts to define and deploy a genuine place brand will likely fail.  Success takes a strategic mindset.

Many committee members and stakeholders in small cities and downtowns are likely encountering place branding for the first time. They may be disadvantaged and risk wasting public funds without in-depth experience with place branding or even branding. Their knowledge and understanding can even impact agreement to the original scope of work and in judging the merits of the methodology adopted and the capability of prospective consultants and firms. Unfortunately, to the uninformed, they may not detect the differences.

Some community branding projects fail to gain initial approval and funding or become mired in controversy because key participants, including Board and committee members, did not understand the project's benefits. Therefore, brand education should start before the project and budget are approved and before recruiting outside expertise.

We have seen situations where selection committees have been distracted by the attractiveness of past logo designs, the personality of presenters, or advertising campaigns presented by bidding firms. They completely overlooked the need for objective measures to evaluate a firm’s technical recommendations for research, analysis, project quality control, and community development. Again, a focus on strategy may be missing.

Reinforcing this point, John Koldowski, Special Advisor, to the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) said, “The various committees that often manage brand development can easily become too enamored with jingles, logos, and taglines. While these may appeal to the members of such committees it is never assured that they will equally resonate with residents and visitors. Such an approach ignores the two essential and linked components of good place brand development. 

A proper strategy must be established before the tactical elements, like logos, advertising, etc., can be considered. While the former is undeniably less ‘fun,’ it is the essential first step in successful place branding. However, they are linked in a circular fashion where strategy drives tactics but which can in turn be modified by them. Understanding those two components and their proper sequence will go a long way toward ensuring any place branding remains relevant and authentic, thereby giving it a higher chance of success.”

From the start, you’ll need to manage expectations regarding what the project is and isn’t – and how to manage the process. Importantly, you must ensure that the project budget isn’t just associated with only a new logo and tagline.  There is a ton of strategic work before designs can be considered.

Place branding knowledge can strengthen the research, outreach, strategy, and deployment at all levels. We have found that a brand coaching program that assists those who will be actively involved in the process creates much better outcomes and more rewarding experiences. It also builds support, confidence in the project, and deployment capabilities within the community. Introducing coaching and brand education lifts the city’s capacity to the next level. Many take this newly acquired knowledge back to their businesses and organizations to apply it there.

The Kingston Whig​[xv] demonstrated the need for brand education and highlighted the challenges of engaging an under-prepared City Council in developing the place brand for Kingston, Ontario (Canada).  Several councilors said they could not understand the need for a branding process or figure out precisely what it would yield. “To have more brands is going to confuse the matter,” said Counsellor McLaren. But, he added, “the city’s current motto, ‘Where history and innovation thrive,’ hits the sweet spot.” Other councilors questioned why staff wanted to engage an out-of-town firm rather than hire a local firm or have the city’s communications department create the logo”. 

“How do we take that same approach and apply it to the community as a whole,” Mayor Bryan Paterson said in support of the proposition. He was on the mark when he added, “If we become successful by building a brand to bring visitors to Kingston, how can we take that brand and use that to be able to bring residents to Kingston to fill our workforce gaps.” These encounters demonstrate that the best outcomes from a city brand happen when participants at all levels understand the project, its benefits - and how to deploy the strategy.  

Commenting on why some place branding efforts falter, Malcolm Allan of Bloom Consulting said, “In my experience, a barrier to success lies in a failure of imagination and a failure to understand, envisage and explore the potential contribution of brand strategy to the development of a place.” 

Obtaining the endorsement and participation of key executives, opinion leaders, public officials, and the media requires understanding the project and how to attain the best results. A sound understanding of the concepts will benefit the brand's long-term viability. Some influencers and leaders may not be directly involved in the ongoing brand management. Still, their initial endorsement and ongoing support may profoundly impact the project's credibility.

​Places Have Many Faces

Cities have many faces and identities. They are composites ‘owned’ by many competing entities, i.e., private, public, and non-profit) and individuals. They are ‘consumed’ by businesses, residents, and visitors and are ‘sold’ to many audiences, e.g., different types of tourists, investors, relocation prospects, and entrepreneurs.

Balancing and maintaining the most robust connection between the diverse needs and the competing priorities of stakeholders can be challenging. For instance, the city may be known as a destination for medical services, art, education, or shopping and an attractive home for young families. Each element enjoys different levels of political, financial, and community support which may be important to ongoing backing.

When considering brand relationships, the brand manager of consumer goods will likely be free to make or eliminate links to other products and organizations. However, in the case of a city, there may be elements that cannot be “removed” in the way a manufacturer can reformulate a consumer product. Instead, a municipality may have developed organically through geography, history, politics, marketing, and the media. Brand managers of consumer goods can quickly re-prioritize or abandon their relationships and establish the links that will be most advantageous.  
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