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Cover feature: Place branding

In May 2023, leading brand valuation and strategy 
consultancy Brand Finance released its first City 
Index, which ranks 100 city brands worldwide 
for familiarity, reputation and perception among 

15,000 survey respondents from 20 countries. 
Brand Finance chairman and CEO David Haigh 

states in the report that its purpose is to “emphasise 
the importance of city brands and the benefits of 
possessing a valuable and robust city brand.” 

The survey collected data from people across seven 
“dimensions of consideration,” ie whether respondents 
perceive the cities as desirable places to reside, work 
locally, work remotely, study, retire, visit or invest. The 
responses were assessed across 45 different attributes 
relevant to the dimensions, with domestic responses 
filtered to yield accurate foreign perceptions.

Public spaces reinforce city brands
Far more than public spaces lifted London, New York 
and Paris to the top of the index. And yet people can 
look to those cities for inspiration when leveraging 
placemaking in their municipalities, says Brand Finance 
place branding director Konrad Jagodzinski. 

“Place branding and placemaking, though distinct 
in their processes and immediate objectives, are 

interconnected in shaping a city's identity,  
perceptions and brand experience,” he says, further 
delineating placemaking as “a tactical tool focused 
on physical spaces and how they foster community 
engagement, create business opportunities and 
increase touristic appeal.” 

“In many cases, [physical spaces] do reinforce a 
city’s character and brand narrative. Place branding 
encompasses far more than just a city's physical 
characteristics; it is a strategic approach to managing a 
place – shaping both its reality and perceptions. It has 
an impact on how residents and external stakeholders 
perceive the city's identity, tourism offering, potential 
for business and investment and the overall quality of 
life it offers,” he says. 

Jagodzinski says of the seven attribute groupings 
used in the ranking, public space design most 
substantially impacts the “Culture & Heritage,” 
“Sustainability & Transport,” and “Liveability” 
considerations. For example, the presence of well-
planned public museums, art galleries, theatres 
and music venues obviously up the score for 
cultural favourability. Green spaces, transportation 
infrastructure and environmentally conscious projects 
positively impact sustainability perceptions. And while 

Public spaces connect neighbours, promote exercise, spark 
business investment and attract visitors. They can also improve 
mental health, air quality, safety and sustainability. Lisa Battles 

explores how placemaking influences city brands within the 
context of a new global ranking
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the impact is less direct on other attribute groupings, 
they have the potential to influence a city’s perception 
across them all, he adds. 

Strong brands guide effective placemaking
Ideally, a city should have a well-defined city brand to 
which governments and private investors should align 
their public development since the physical aspects of 
a place are where the abstract elements of its brand 
take a concrete form, Jagodzinski says.

“They translate a city’s identity, values and narrative 
into a tangible experience. Well-designed public spaces 
can become tangible expressions of the city brand, 
serving as real-life evidence of the brand promises  
and values,” he says.

For example, London’s brand strength transcends 
its public spaces to its deep historical heritage and 
cultural wealth along with its promotion of core values 
that include diversity, inclusivity and innovation. 
Meanwhile, it also ranks third globally for museums, 
galleries, theatres and music venues – and fourth  
for its architecture. 

Jagodzinski also points to new placemaking 
successes there, including the dramatic transformation 
of King’s Cross, a former historic industrial area that  
is now a lively, attractive mixed-use destination. 

“This transformation blends heritage with modern 
architecture and innovative public space design, 
enhancing London’s reputation as a forward-thinking 
global city,” he says.

Another example he cites is sixth-ranked Singapore, 
which has aligned its brand identity of “The Garden 
City” with its Gardens by the Bay development, which 
features dramatic, innovative architecture  
and sustainable design. 

Singapore’s ranking is “marked by the strongest 
global perceptions as an ideal hub for startups, 
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The "supertrees" tower over Gardens by the Bay, Singapore 
Image credit: Wikipedia Creative Commons: Shiny Things

Top 20 best 
city brands 
from the Brand 
Finance City 
Index 2023

CITY BRAND COUNTRY SCORE

1 London UK 84.6

2 New York USA 83.0

3 Paris France 79.7

4 Los Angeles USA 78.6

5 Sydney Australia 77.9

6 Singapore Singapore 77.5

7 Tokyo Japan 77.0

8 San Francisco USA 76.3

9 Dubai UAE 75.8

10 Amsterdam Netherlands 75.7

11 Miami USA 73.7

12 Toronto Canada 73.3

13 Barcelona Spain 73.2

14 Rome Italy 72.5

15 Chicago USA 72.2

16 Melbourne Australia 72.1

17 Zurich Switzerland 72.0

18 Berlin Germany 71.8

19 Milan Italy 71.5

20 Boston USA 71.0
Image credit: Chris 
Wood / Repurposed 
gas holders and canal 
locks at Kings Cross
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innovations and its dedication to cleanliness and 
sustainability,” Jagodzinski says. “Gardens by the Bay, 
as an emblem of Singapore’s innovation and eco-
consciousness, plays one of the key roles in reinforcing 
those perceptions.” 

Innovative public spaces improve city brands
Conversely, cities that need more solutions for urban 
expansion, public transportation, green spaces, 
recreational areas and cultural hubs will experience 
a negative impact on overall brand perception. In 
addition, while iconic landmarks can help cities build 
an important foundation for familiarity, that alone 
doesn’t differentiate a place enough to compete with 
others that check all the boxes across the other brand 
pillars, Jagodzinski says. 

As in the case of Singapore’s Gardens by the Bay, 
these developments are most impactful when they  
do both.

That’s central to the mission of Shanghai-based 
landscape architecture studio 100architects. From its 
home base and a new office in Dubai, the firm delivers 
projects worldwide focused on street architecture 
and urban interventions, “generating solutions that 
encourage the occurrence of joyful social dynamics.” 

The studio’s boldly creative style has brought an 
undeniable wow factor to projects since its founding 
in 2013 by Marcial Jesús, who leads the firm today. 

“The synergy between place 
branding and placemaking can 
be also beneficial in fostering a 

sense of ownership and pride 
among its residents”

Pegasus Trail, Design - 100 Architects (Shanghai) Co., Ltd.
Photography - Rex Zou
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He says his team rarely receives exact brand cues 
to follow, largely because the clients have already 
considered that when choosing to align their brands 
with the studio’s distinct style. Instead, clients typically 
challenge them to bring their unique design approach 
to specific community and space objectives. And the 
rest takes care of itself.   

“We don’t work with any agency that does branding. 
We are architects in the most traditional way. At the 
same time, our projects surely impact our clients’ 
identity and positioning. Whether it’s a temporary 
installation, a permanent installation belonging to the 
landscape architecture realm or a metropolitan park, 
our strong design lines, design decisions and design 
colours aim to create a strong identity. We help the 
developer, retail operator, municipality or government 
to stand out within the market,” he says. 

How public space design helps establish brands
100architects’ Shanghai home base is the third most 
populated city in the world with over 30 million 
residents. While the city ranked 54th on the index, 
ambitious placemaking projects are happening there 
and throughout China, especially in rapidly developing 
areas that have only become population centres in 
recent years.  

Jesús says many of their projects in China focus 
on designing spaces that ultimately help these new 
urban centres differentiate themselves. It’s not classical 
landscape architecture where design focuses on 
elegant alignment with a space’s existing character,  
but “injecting identity into places that do not have one,” 
he says.

Perhaps not the newest example and yet a place 
more people know is Shanghai’s Pudong New Area. 
Over the last 30 years, the district has grown from 
mostly rural, agricultural land into the city’s vibrant 
business and economic centre. Many billions of 
yuan have gone into the district's infrastructure and 
urban renewal projects, especially toward a concept 
Shanghai introduced in 2016. The approach focuses 
on building infrastructure to support “15-min-radius 
community life circles” so it would only take that 
amount of time for people to walk to key destinations 
for work, education, health care, entertainment, sports, 
recreation and leisure.

The district’s Lujiazui Finance & Trade Zone 
development entity engaged 100architects for a  
project in front of the Jinyang L Site Mall, giving them 
a goal of engaging people of all ages who visit or live in 
the neighbourhood. The studio designed  

“[Place branding] has an 
impact on how residents and 
external stakeholders perceive 
the city's identity, tourism 
offering, potential for business 
and investment and the 
overall quality of life it offers”
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The Nest, Design - 100 Architects (Shanghai) Co., Ltd.
Photography - Rex Zou
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Lollipop Street, which pops with colour and whimsy 
and includes a thoughtful path that weaves through 
different play challenges geared to a wide range of 
age groups. True to its name, it features giant candy-
inspired objects, urban furniture and play structures.  
It promotes community connection, leisure and  
fun while creating an experientially satisfying and 
visually iconic landmark. 

A couple of other transformative public space 
projects the studio completed in China include the 
Pegasus Trail playscape in Chongqing for the Dong 
Yuan Dichan Properties development company, and  
in Chengdu, The Nest and The Other Nest, for the 
New Hope Group.  

A roadmap to enhancing city brands
Certainly, placemaking has a part to play in the bigger 
picture of building a city’s brand power. The best way 
to do it, Jagodzinski reiterates, is to consider it as one 
tactic within the process. He suggests cities start with 
a thorough self-evaluation of strengths, weaknesses, 
cultural heritage and infrastructure. Next, conduct 
comprehensive national and international research 
to gauge perception, cross-referencing against data 
collected about local perceptions. 

With those insights, cities can analyse the data 
to identify behavioural drivers, then set priorities by 
aligning their best attributes with target audiences’ 
motivations and perceptions. In turn, those priorities 
will inform the development of a central brand idea, 
which should be done in collaboration with  
community stakeholders – citizens, businesses  
and cultural leaders. 

“Last but not least, urban planning in general – as 
well as developing individual public spaces in a way 
that is rooted in a coherent place branding strategy, 
can enhance a city’s reputation and attractiveness 
across multiple dimensions, contributing to its global 
image and ultimately boosting economic growth,” 
he says. “The synergy between place branding and 
placemaking can be also beneficial in fostering a sense 
of ownership and pride among its residents, which is a 
great foundation for place brand advocacy.”

Lollipop Street, 
Design - 100 Architects 
(Shanghai) Co., Ltd.

Photography - Rex Zou
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