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Theorizing “Value” in Sustainable Urban 
Branding Strategies

Laura Ripoll González and Fred Gale

The twenty-first century has been officially dubbed as the “century of cities” 
(Carrillo et  al. 2014). With the advent of globalization, the concept of the 
Anthropocene grasps the idea that it is human rather than natural impacts now shap-
ing Earth’s fundamental geological features, most notable in the worldwide spread 
of pollutants and microplastics, the melting of glaciers, climate change, but also 
perhaps global pandemics. Sometimes characterized as an ideology (Yigitcanlar and 
Kamruzzaman 2018) like liberalism, socialism, nationalism, feminism, and ecolo-
gism, the concept of sustainability and associated ideas have resulted in a new con-
ception of the ends of political economic activity in urban areas necessitating 
emerging, and new combinations of, available governance means and associated 
resources.

However, while cities are increasingly engaging in planning and branding for 
sustainability, to date, there has been insufficient attention or scrutiny applied to 
what these new ends and means are and might need to look like (for notable excep-
tions, see Anttiroiko 2014; Eshuis and Edwards 2013; Lucarelli 2018; Sevin 2011; 
Zavattaro 2018). In particular, little attention has been devoted to reflecting on how 
sustainability is calling into question our understanding of one of the English lan-
guage’s most slippery concepts, “value.”

In its origins, city branding resulted from the application of mainstream market-
ing and branding concepts to cities. Focusing on commoditizing places as products, 
marketing has long been used as “a strategy to provide cities with an image, a 
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 cultural significance, which will, ideally, function as a source of added symbolic 
and thus economic value” (Mommaas 2002, p. 34, emphasis added).

This understanding implies city branding is connected “primarily with the eco-
nomically inspired [process] to position cities” (Kerr 2006). In focusing on eco-
nomic value, the ends of city marketing and branding are little different from the 
ends of nation branding or corporate branding or, indeed, of development as mod-
ernization itself. At the broadest possible level, and commencing with the work of 
Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations (1937), the goal of modern life has been to 
ensure that there is more exchange value taking place at each level – individual, 
corporation, city, region, state, and world – than there had been before. The end of 
a modern life well-lived – the good life – is a life of the highest quality (Chan and 
Marafa 2014) manifested through economic accumulation and unbridled consumer-
ism as represented at the level of the individual by assets (house, car, savings) and 
endless new experiences, businesses (offices, plant, profits, brands), and nations 
(human capital, manufacturing capital, financial capital, and growing gross domes-
tic product). Applied to the city, the end goal of traditional marketing and branding 
approaches has been to grow the economic wealth of the city as measured by an 
influx of tourists, students, and/or investors. As a consequence, through time, city 
branding has become increasingly entangled with economically motivated spatial 
planning (Eshuis et al. 2014; Oliveira 2015).

Marketing practitioners informed initial developments in urban branding via 
their everyday practices. Private marketing organizations and government agencies 
(Zavattaro et al. 2015) contributed to the development of local urban development 
policies to enhance certain positive attributes of place with the objective of increas-
ing their competitiveness in the global marketplace (Boisen et al. 2018). Notably, 
however, scholars from a range of fields, including human geography, sociology, 
and political sciences, began to recognize cities differ from consumer products. 
Cities are socially constructed and dynamic entities with complex layers of hard and 
soft resources with complicated structuring of spaces (Giovanardi 2012), and their 
brands do not belong to one but many stakeholders (Kavaratzis and Kalandides 2015).

For these reasons, city marketing understood as the application of traditional 
marketing tools and concepts for products and services to cities has proven chal-
lenging. Brands are complex identities that exist in the minds of consumers (De 
Chernatony and D’All Olmo Reilly 1998). In addition, the emergence of the service- 
dominant logic of marketing (Merz and Vargo 2009; Warnaby 2009) and the para-
digm of brand co-creation (Kavaratzis and Hatch 2013) led to the realization that to 
achieve compelling city brands, a range of stakeholders, including local govern-
ments and other quasi- and non-market stakeholders, needed to be involved in the 
branding process.

However, in practice, what seems to be occurring is that the “ends” of city brand-
ing have remained largely unchanged  – the focus is still on generating more 
exchange value through enhanced market activity. Instead, what has changed is the 
means by which that might be done, from top-down, consultancy-driven marketing 
campaigns to various forms of “inclusive” or “participatory” place branding 
 processes (Kavaratzis et  al. 2018) leading to the commodification of everything 
(Gilbert 2008).
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The domination of the exchange value mindset in the city branding literature, we 
argue, is hindering the development of place branding as a tool to achieve sustain-
ability. Building on the concept of sustainable development but recasting it as its 
own noun by displacing “development,” sustainability is identifying a different end 
beyond mere increased exchange value as the objective of political economic action. 
Unlike other ideologies, however, the end of sustainability is not to maximize 
exchange value (liberalism), labor value (socialism), use value (nationalism), or 
environmental (function) value (ecologism) but to seek to bring these various forms 
of value into balance in each and every decision (Gale 2018). Such a conception of 
the end goal of sustainability constitutes a deep challenge to the entire discourse of 
city branding, given branding by definition appears aimed at generating exchange 
value by increasing a city’s competitive advantage through highlighting its unique 
attributes (Chan and Marafa 2014). Competitive advantage is realized by increased 
equity, that is, higher added value of the place’s goods or services in the eyes of 
consumers compared to many others performing similar functions and sharing the 
same characteristics (Jaffe and Nebenzahl 2006).

The purpose of this chapter is to subject the concept of “value” in the city brand-
ing literature to a forensic analysis to determine the degree to which urban branding 
premises and practices can indeed contribute to creating the “sustainable city.” 
(Rees, 1997) The next section introduces and reflects on some of the key concepts 
in value theory in the philosophical, psychological, and political economy litera-
tures, notably differences between final values and instrumental values, held values 
and assigned values, and use, labor, and exchange value. Using the distinction 
between final values (ends) and instrumental values (means), we then develop a 
simple two-by-two matrix to classify and clarify four different usages that manifest 
as models in the city branding literature: the growth machine, public value, co-
option, and participatory place branding models. Of these, we argue in our discus-
sion and conclusion that it is the participatory place branding approach that is best 
fitted to deliver sustainability. However, to deliver on that potential, theorists and 
practitioners of participatory place branding need to be more specific about the 
exchange and non-exchange values it wishes to bring into greater balance and how 
participatory processes should be structured to ensure the appropriate degree of 
deliberation occurs.

 Value Theory: Some Conceptual Distinctions

Value theory is a complex, transdisciplinary field with a bewildering variety of ways 
of conceptualizing the value concept. Philosophical reflections on the meaning of 
value are useful in drawing distinctions between final end values, which can be 
considered as referencing things with intrinsic value, and means toward their attain-
ment that are considered instrumental values (Hirose and Olson 2015). For instance, 
for some people, a university education can be considered an end in itself, and the 
more educated an individual and society is, the better. Education from this perspec-
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tive is a good in itself. For many others, however, a university education is not a 
good in itself but a means to another good – a better-paying job or a more productive 
economy. The distinction matters from a policy perspective because if other, better 
ways emerge for an individual to get a well-paying job or a government of making 
society more productive, then economic instrumentalists will quickly abandon their 
support for universal higher education and back different policies that better achieve 
their final objective.

A second useful distinction in value theory derives from the psychological litera-
ture that distinguishes between held and assigned values (Rokeach 1973). The num-
ber of assigned values appears almost infinite as these refer to the value that 
individuals place on (assign) to things. From the moment one wakes up to going 
back to sleep, one is constantly assigning value to things in terms of making 
choices – a process of quotidian valuation based on currently held desires, likes, 
opinions, norms, and preferences.

In both word and deed, people continuously engage in assigning value to people, 
places, and things. Values evidently come into play in important democratic pro-
cesses such as voting in elections; one is more likely to vote for a politician whom 
one perceives as sharing one’s perspective on critical issues such as national secu-
rity, abortion, guns, equality, health care, and social insurance. However, values are 
also relevant to much more mundane behaviors, too. Many people are today choos-
ing public transportation over automobiles and electric vehicles over internal com-
bustion engines to limit their own personal carbon footprints.

One standard way to assess what people value is to look at how they spend their 
money. In neoclassical economics, spending money reveals a person’s preferences, 
the assumption being made that they are rational individuals who maximize their 
utility by distributing their expenditure across the optimal basket of goods. Another 
approach is the opinion survey. Such surveys, appropriately constructed, assess the 
values that people (say city residents) have with regard to the city’s current eco-
nomic, social, and environmental configuration and the analyzed responses used to 
determine the public values the city council should seek to validate in city planning 
and branding. In responding to questions, those completing the survey are asked to 
express the values they assign to things such as a supermarket development, a cul-
tural event, or a local wetland.

The existence of assigned values raises the important psychological question as 
to where these come from. Are there many held values that result in there being so 
many assigned values or, conversely, can a relatively small number of held values 
generate many assigned values? Extensive research by Rokeach (1973), Feldman 
(2003), and Schwartz (2012) has substantiated the latter view that there is, in fact, a 
relatively small set of held values that, according to Shalom Schwartz and col-
leagues, serve an evolutionary function in ensuring individual, group, and inter- 
group survival (Schwartz and Rubel 2005). Schwartz and Rubel (2005) have shown 
there are only a relatively small number of ten fundamental held values that that can 
be grouped along two dimensions: an “openness to change versus conservation” 
dimension and a “self-enhancement versus self-transcendent” dimension. For exam-
ple, individuals who prioritize the conservation values of security, conformity, and 
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tradition often score high on measures of right-wing authoritarianism; in contrast, 
those scoring high on the self-transcendent values of universalism and benevolence 
are statistically more likely to preference social equity and nature (Cohrs et al. 2012).

Broadly, the extensive literature on personal values supports the proposition that 
while our assigned values are clearly informed by several features of our social lives 
including norms, knowledge, family upbringing, and peer groups, they also derive 
in no small measure from the specific way we rank the ten fundamental held values 
in Schwartz’s (2012) values circumplex. The existence of these fundamental per-
sonal values coupled with their exploitation by politicians helps explain why society 
is more polarized today than ever before. Political elites, advised by professional 
pollsters with their deep knowledge of personal values, have worked out how best 
to trigger them by highlighting certain political phenomena. Those on the political 
right seeking to mobilize their base focus on threats to security to trigger conserva-
tion values linked to conformity and tradition. Meanwhile, those on the left high-
light deep social inequalities or threats to the natural environment to trigger 
self-transcendence universal and benevolence values (Common Cause 2012).

In addition to the distinctions between final/instrumental values and assigned/
held values, a third body of political economy literature distinguishes among those 
values implicated in the production and consumption of goods and services (Dobb 
1973). This literature contrasts the use value of things with their labor value and 
exchange value. The distinction itself traced back to political economist Adam 
Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776). A common illustration of an important dis-
tinction between them can be found in Smith’s water-diamond paradox, the oddity 
being that whereas water has enormous use value being essential for direct and 
indirect human survival, it usually has little exchange value: people do not often 
queue up to buy it. This stands in stark contrast to apparently completely useless 
diamonds as a person can survive perfectly well without them and which nonethe-
less have enormous exchange value.

In addition to use and exchange value, Smith identified a third type of political 
economic value: labor value. Indeed, he even argued that in the rude state of nature 
before markets and capital had become significant inputs into the production pro-
cess, goods had exchanged based on the relative labor time required to procure 
them. He used the beaver-deer parable to illustrate the point. If it is twice as difficult 
(takes twice as much time) to bag a beaver as a deer, then according to Smith, and 
many later classical political economists, if a beaver hunter met a deer hunter and 
they were interested in exchanging their prey, they would do so on the basis of the 
embodied labor time involved in procuring them. Two deer would be exchanged for 
a beaver given that it required twice as much time to capture the beaver than the deer.

The history of political economy highlights how this relatively rich, threefold 
conception of economic value was slowly dispensed with over the course of the 
nineteenth century as some in the discipline sought to make it more scientific and 
capitalistic (Gale 2018). By the 1870s, a new school of political economists emerged 
known as Marginalists that began to narrow down the discipline to focus virtually 
exclusively on the exchange of goods and services in the marketplace (Steedman 
2003). During the subsequent 20 years, concepts of use value and labor value were 
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deeply criticized and dispensed with to enable the focus to be placed exclusively on 
exchange value, now understood as arising from the interplay of supply and demand 
on the market as synthesized by Alfred Marshall (1890).

Today, the discipline of neoclassical economics focuses almost exclusively on 
conceptualizing value this way, employing many ingenious and sophisticated meth-
ods to translate things that are not traded on markets, such as housework, wetlands, 
volunteering, and biodiversity, by imputing market values to them through such 
techniques as cost-benefit analysis, hedonic pricing, and contingent valuation 
(Common and Stagl 2005). So hegemonic has the discipline of economics become 
that when individuals and groups want to know the value of things, they usually turn 
to economics to find out. Yet, economists are only able to tell them what the exchange 
value of a thing is and what it will exchange for in actual or imagined markets. This 
is not wrong per se, but it brings strongly into focus a fundamental distinction 
between the disciplines of economics and sustainability.

The former is narrowly focused on understanding a single element of the molec-
ular construct of value, its exchange value component. While this is useful analyti-
cally, it should not form the basis for policy. Sustainability, on the other hand, brings 
into focus value’s pluralistic nature and in doing so recognizes the need to balance 
the realization of exchange value through markets with at least three other critical 
value components: the value things have in use, the value of the labor they embody, 
and the value of the ecosystem functions they serve.

 Value in City Branding Literature

The branding literature generally, and the city branding literature especially, has a 
long tradition of applying political economic analyses, both conventional and criti-
cal, to understand how geographic spaces get transformed over time. For example, 
DuPuis and Greenberg (2019) study the effects of city branding policies through the 
lenses of the growth machine theory, a reference to Molotch’s account of the growth 
machine (1976), which is one of the earliest and most-cited analyses of urban 
development.

Building on elite theory, Molotch (1976) argued urban development was an inter- 
elite struggle by property owners operating through the local government apparatus 
to obtain individual economic benefits from such things as changes to zoning regu-
lations, road construction, internal and externally funded investment projects, and 
so forth. Yet, despite the intensity of these struggles that pitted landowners against 
each other, all were united in promoting urban growth as this was the glue that 
cemented the community together. A growing city was one that was increasing in 
population size benefitting residents (as a form of trickle-down economics) through 
higher house prices, real estate agents through increased sales, main street retailers 
through increased purchases, and associated service providers through more golf 
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club, tennis club, and Rotary club members. This translated into cities being run by 
a special group of people as Molotch describes (1976, p. 214):

The people who participate with their energies, and particularly their fortunes, in  local 
affairs are the sort of persons who—at least in vast disproportion to their representation in 
the population—have the most to gain or lose in land-use decisions. Prominent in terms of 
numbers have long been the local businessmen, particularly property owners and investors 
in locally oriented financial institutions, who need local government in their daily money- 
making routines. Also prominent are lawyers, syndicators, and realtors who need to put 
themselves in situations where they can be most useful to those with the land and property 
resources. Finally, there are those who, although not directly involved in land use, have their 
futures tied to growth of the metropolis as a whole. At least, when the local market becomes 
saturated one of the few possible avenues for business expansion is sometimes the expan-
sion of the surrounding community itself.

The political economy of city branding has also been analyzed from a more 
explicitly Marxist-informed political economy. For example, and building on the 
ensuing four decades of globalization that occurred since Molotch’s analysis, 
Anttiroiko (2014) explores “the tension between accumulation of capital and the 
reproductive aspects of everyday life” (p. 5) under a capitalist mode of produc-
tion, to advance the hypothesis that cities compete globally to extract their share 
of value from global flows, which then shapes the city’s functions and labor sys-
tems. This shifts the drivers of the growth machine from a local, land-owning elite 
to the structures and dynamics of the global capitalist system itself. Cities, like 
individuals, are forced to compete for a share of the global economic surplus. 
Branding is one important way cities can render themselves attractive to insiders 
and outsiders alike: to ensure the city obtains its rightful share of the global flows 
of finance, foreign direct investment, creative talent, tourists, and international 
students.

While the city branding literature is replete with references to value and values, 
it is in the political economy literature on the topic that one sees distinctions being 
made between economic value (Mommas 2002; San Eugenio Vela et al. 2020), use 
value (Cleave and Arku 2020), and public value (Florek and Insch 2020; Hereźniak 
and Anders-Morawska 2020), with occasional references to labor value (Campbell 
1996) and amenity value (Van Assche et al. 2016). To make sense of these usages, 
we employ the philosophical distinction outlined earlier between valuing ends (con-
strued as being either exclusively exchange value or some combination of exchange 
and non-exchange values) and valuing means (construed as being either top-down 
elitist or bottom-up participatory) to generate the simple two-by-two matrix set out 
in Table 1.

This typology enables four different models of place branding to be identified. 
These are a top-down, exchange value exclusive, growth machine model; a top- 
down, balanced exchange/non-exchange, public value model; a bottom-up, 
exchange value co-option model; and a bottom-up, balanced exchange/non- 
exchange value, participatory place branding model. We discuss the major features 
of each of these models of city branding below teasing out with examples drawn 
from the literature how they are conceptualized and operationalized.
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 The Growth Machine Model

As discussed above, the critical literature on the growth machine (Cleave and Arku 
2020; Logan and Molotch 1987; Molotch 1976) highlights how place marketing and 
place branding are used to relentlessly promote urban growth in the interests of the 
business community, which is viewed as the originator of exchange value and the 
key stakeholder to be consulted and accommodated. As Cleave and Arku (2020, 
p. 3) note, the logic of the growth machine is applied to city branding since: “if 
places can project strong and positive images into the marketplace of potential con-
sumers, then perhaps there is an improved probability of attracting investments over 
competing markets.”

They note the implication of this perspective is that exchange value is the end of 
place branding and that the consultative means employed “does not focus on the 
values and place identity held internally by long-term residents, but rather focusing 
on how a place is perceived by potential external investors” (Cleave and Arku 2020, 
p. 10). This relationship between place branding, the growth machine, and exchange 
value is made entirely explicit by DuPuis and Greenberg (2019, p. 353) who state: 
“even more progressive city administrations are controlled by an urban ‘growth 
machine’: one that privileges the ‘exchange value’ of local space over the use value 
needs of regular, non-wealthy citizens, hobbling the ability of progressive politi-
cians to be accountable to the citizens who elect them.”

From a values perspective, the key elements of the growth machine approach are 
as follows. Firstly, the end goal of place branding is narrowly conceptualized as the 
realization of exchange value. Regarding cities, the focus is on how to increase the 
volume of trade occurring within them and the prices of the products being 
exchanged. Exchange value is not considered a means to an end, but it becomes the 
key desired end from which all other good things are expected to flow. While growth 
machine advocates do not normally embrace the concept to describe their practices, 

Table 1 Place branding values’ typology

Ends of place branding

Means 
employed to 
realize place 
branding ends

Grow exchange value Optimize exchange and non- 
exchange values

Elite means Growth machine model
Top-down, market-driven, 
place branding processes 
(ignoring non-business 
stakeholders)

Public value model
Top-down, market- and 
municipality-driven, place 
branding processes (including 
municipal representatives) to 
integrate exchange value with 
non-exchange values

Participatory 
means

Co-option model 
Bottom-up, market-driven, 
place branding processes 
(co-opting all stakeholders 
into exchange value 
growth)

Participatory place branding 
model
Bottom-up, participatory place 
branding and marketing (balancing 
exchange value with non-exchange 
values through inclusive 
stakeholder processes)
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they most likely associate more and better jobs, greener and cleaner environments, 
improved social services, reduced crime, and a range of other goods as flowing from 
a narrow and exclusive focus on growing exchange value. This is certainly the per-
spective preferred by economists, one where growth and development are treated as 
self-evidently good, only requiring regulation in special cases linked to market fail-
ures and externalities (e.g., Schumpeter 1942; Stiglitz 1993). Such a perspective 
downplays the negative consequences of the operation of the growth machine in the 
production and reproduction of social inequality, environmental damage, commu-
nity dislocation, and elite governance. Indeed, to the extent that such negative out-
comes are recognized to occur, they are viewed as being the trade-offs necessary for 
generating net benefits to the community overall.

Once exchange value is perceived to be the intrinsically desirable end goal to 
which city branding efforts should be directed, proponents of the growth machine 
logically view the means to achieve it as lying mostly in the business community 
and to treat other stakeholder groups, including residents, warily as potential block-
ers (Kavaratzis 2012). The means to achieving exchange value growth quickly 
becomes elitist as stakeholders are not equally situated in their capacity to contrib-
ute to value realization. Indeed, from this exchange value perspective, some stake-
holders can be explicitly regarded as value detractors. There are heritage groups that 
lobby against big box store developments, green groups that lobby against subdivi-
sion applications, residential groups protesting against loss of amenity, and so forth. 
While such groups may need to be placated through consultative processes at the 
lower end of Arnstein’s ladder (Arnstein 1969), and planning projects tweaked to 
take into account a limited number of concerns to maintain the fiction that consulta-
tive processes work (Kalandides et al. 2013), such accommodation strategies are 
tactical and designed to contribute toward the ultimate final strategy – more invest-
ment, more exports, more visitors, more foreign students, and thus more exchange 
value creation (Gertner 2011). This conception of the means employed by the 
fetishization of exchange value is well described by Cleave and Arku (2020, p. 14, 
our emphasis):

Urban areas are sites of meaning and use value for multiple individuals and groups with 
diverse backgrounds. Exclusion of these groups in the development of place brand favor of 
a limited number of urban-elites will limit how representative a brand will be. The social 
and spatial tensions that exist make it difficult for place branding growth machines to create 
something representative—if this is even a goal. The exclusion of the public and the focus 
on a brand delineated by political boundaries suggests that representation is not a goal, and 
instead is only a tool to drive consumption and investment from external sources.

 Co-option Model

An important variation on the growth machine model is the co-option model where 
the end remains basically unchanged as the realization of exchange value but the 
top-down, elite-driven, therapeutic consultative model (Arnstein 1969) gives way to 
one that is designed to be much more consultative and participatory. The adoption 
of new and more participatory means to place branding is driven by a recognition 
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that “places are not just ‘baskets’ of products” (Ashworth and Kavaratzis 2010, 
p. 1276) but are socially constructed entities consisting of residents and stakeholder 
groups with strong views and allegiances to their own neighborhoods and commu-
nities with potential positive and negative effects on the brand (Ripoll González and 
Gale 2020). By enlisting these groups into place branding processes, it may be pos-
sible to deepen their enmeshment in branding’s market logic as well as disrupt the 
emergence of counter-branding narratives.

The discourse of participatory place branding gets co-opted in this model to fos-
ter a pluralization of means to the monistic end of exchange value. This is because 
branding as a general activity has a strong market focus. For example, according to 
Askegaard (2006, p. 91), a brand is “a strategically produced and disseminated com-
mercial sign (or a set of signs) that is referring to the value universe of a commod-
ity,” one according to Hislop (2001) where the desired outcome of the branding 
process “is the development and strengthening of a relationship or connection 
between a company’s product and the emotional perception of the consumer” (cited 
in Sadler et al. 2016, p.18, our emphasis). When stakeholders are invited into par-
ticipatory place branding processes to discuss their visions and hopes for the city, 
they are subtly steered by the underlying logic of place branding toward the contri-
bution they can make to realizing exchange value. Green spaces, wetlands, concen-
tration camps, nuclear meltdown sites, battlefields, urban art, antique rows, virtually 
everything that might be valued for other reasons gets recast through a branding lens 
for the purpose of growing exchange value.

Van Assche et al. (2016, p.1280) grasp the essential elements of this co-option 
model in the following observations on place branding while defending the partici-
patory place branding element because they believe it makes a partial contribution 
to controlling its worst abuses:

Many critics of place branding have argued that it is essentially a neo-liberal activity 
that reduces everything, everyone, or every place to economic value. (Kavaratzis 
and Kalandides 2015; Van Assche and Chien Lo 2011)

From this critical perspective, place branding is seen as an advanced form of com-
modification, making everything circulate as ‘material’ things with a value 
attached, in a globalized economy. (Vanolo 2017)

We, however, would say that indeed the economy is globalized, and people are will-
ing to pay for a variety of goods and services, including experiences and places, 
but that such does not imply that everything is reduced to a price. Value creation 
takes place, whether one is aware of that or not, and both planning and branding 
have partial sets of tools to manage the relation between value creation and 
places such as cities and regions. (Kavaratzis and Kalandides. 2015)

Putting a price on things is not a panacea, but under certain circumstances, it can 
help to create (dis-)incentives to act, to buy, to travel, and (dis-)incentives to 
maintain certain narratives of value. (Cleave, Arku, and Chatwin 2017)

Being blind to processes of value creation in place, and refraining from even 
attempting to manage it, does not stop it, and does not prevent the uglier conse-
quences of capitalism. (Van Assche et al. 2016)
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From an emphasis on growing exchange value evidenced by the growth machine 
and co-option models, the next two sections observe place branding practices aimed 
at optimizing exchange and non-exchange, usually, use values which we character-
ize as the public value model and the participatory place branding model.

 Public Value Model

What distinguishes the public value model of place branding from the growth 
machine and co-option models is it explicitly recognizes there are other non- 
exchange value bases of value it seeks to validate in place branding outcomes. The 
core other value recognized in this approach is public value(s), although the concept 
requires further unpacking as it is used in two rather different senses. In the original 
conception of public value put forward by Bennington and Moore (2010), the deter-
mination of public value was the prerogative of governments who, composed of 
elected representatives of the people, were especially well placed to deliberate over 
its meaning and reach a consensus on what it was and how it might be delivered.

Building on this, civil servants and bureaucrats who advised the political appara-
tus were also considered to be repositories of knowledge regarding the meaning of 
public value, based on combinations of disciplinary expertise, agency knowledge, 
and consultative processes. While the public value literature often stresses that prac-
tices become more participatory, there is a lack of empirical research to demonstrate 
this is the case (Hartley et al. 2017). And even if practices have become more par-
ticipatory, the quality of that participation can be questioned, as it has been above 
with regard to the growth machine model: the concern is that it continues to sit at the 
lower end of Arnstein’s (1969) model of participation and leaves decision-making 
power in the hands of policy elites.

Nonetheless, and importantly, the public value model of city branding breaks 
with the growth machine model by explicitly recognizing there are other values 
beyond exchange value needing consideration in branding and planning decisions. 
However, the literature is not precise as to what the nature of these other values are. 
For some, they are use values, which references the use things have to individuals 
and communities independent of what they might exchange for in markets. This 
meaning is evident in a quotation from Cleave and Arku (2020, p. 14, emphasis 
added) that “urban areas are sites of meaning and use value for multiple individuals 
and groups with diverse backgrounds.” It also is represented in Dupuis and 
Greenberg’s (2019, p. 353, emphasis added) concern that the growth machine is one 
that “privileges the ‘exchange value’ of local space over the use value needs of regu-
lar, non-wealthy citizens, hobbling the ability of progressive politicians to be 
accountable to the citizens who elect them.”

For others, however, the non-exchange values being referenced in public remain 
unspecified or are interpreted as public values – values the public expresses they 
have for their neighborhood, community, or region derived perhaps by stakeholder 
consultations, townhall meetings, or questionnaire surveys (Fukumoto and 
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Bozemann 2018). From this perspective, public value is made equivalent to what 
the public values, although the answers that can be obtained are not independent of 
the methodologies employed for assessing it. Moreover, this approach places us in 
the realm of assigned values (what values publics are assigning to the things around 
them), and as we know these can be virtually anything and, undeliberated on, may 
not be a good basis for public policy making.

 Participatory Place Branding Model

Proponents of the participatory branding model argue “a place brand by nature 
belongs to the place and its people” (Aitken and Campelo 2011, p.917). The partici-
patory brand paradigm resulted from developments in the marketing literature, in 
particular, a turn toward a service-dominant logic of marketing, emphasizing the 
role of stakeholders in value creation and an emphasis on brand experiences as 
“value is always uniquely and phenomenologically determined by the beneficiary” 
(Vargo and Lusch 2008, p.9).

Building on Aaker’s (1996, p. 68) definition of brand as “multidimensional con-
struct, consisting of functional, emotional, relational and strategic elements that col-
lectively generate a unique set of associations in the public mind,” Kavaratzis and 
Kalandides (2015) suggested a stakeholder-centered approach to place brands 
would indeed be more apt given the dynamism and complexity of place brands. A 
renewed focus on the associations and meaning of places led to a reconceptualiza-
tion of brands as the result of a multilogue among a variety of stakeholders interact-
ing with the culture and environment of place (Berthon et al. 2007 in Aitken and 
Campelo 2011, p.1). From this perspective, city brands are therefore considered to 
be the result of communicative interactions integrating people around a shared iden-
tity (Ballantyne and Aitken 2007, p.366). In their interactions, individual and social 
identities meet in a constant state of flux, often leading to contestation and counter- 
branding by detracting stakeholder groups (Trueman et al. 2004).

Public administration scholars, building on this idea of the need for greater rep-
resentation in decision-making about cities, have argued urban branding is indeed 
linked to more democratic forms of governance and in particular network gover-
nance approaches (Braun et al. 2018; Eshuis and Klijn 2012; Zenker and Erfgen 
2014). They argue a top-down approach similar to the one used in corporate brand-
ing is at odds with:

the reality of place branding where political and democratic legitimization of brand values, 
brand policies and the necessary investment to develop and pursue those is vital. First (like 
in all other policy measures) because local authorities have to explain, justify and defend 
their place branding related actions against several types of political control imposed by 
democratic systems in the Western world. Secondly (and perhaps uniquely in the case of 
place branding), because the place brand, its values, its propositions and all measures that 
communicate the brand must have the agreement, support and assistance of local people in 
order to be effectively developed. (Braun et al. 2010, p.7)

L. R. González and F. Gale



37

Despite a common agreement that stakeholder involvement contributes to more 
positive outcomes (Braun et al. 2018), the jury continues to be out as per what the 
role of place branding should be in the advancement of places (Boisen et al. 2018). 
This may be partly due to an inherent conflict between public values and the com-
mon interest (as portrayed in public policies) and brand values aimed at increasing 
competitiveness and, therefore, focused on exchange value (Hospers 2020).

 Discussion and Conclusion

Sustainability identifies two important aspects of the idea of economic value. Firstly, 
it points to the pluralistic ends toward which economic life should be directed. In 
producing and consuming our means of subsistence  – air, water, food, clothing, 
shelter, energy, security, health, education, and other critical requirements of indi-
vidual and social survival – we need to pay attention not only to the value things 
have when they are exchanged but also to the value they have in their direct uses, in 
the labor embodied in them and in the materials that compose them, and in whether 
and how accessing those materials has protected or damaged natural ecosystems.

From a sustainability perspective, economic life is not about accumulating 
exchange values but is about balancing that accumulation with the accumulation of 
use values, labor values, and environmental function values. These values often 
need to be traded off against each other. The production of exchange, use, and labor 
values often comes at a cost to function values, while the protection of function 
values often comes at a cost of these other humanistic values, and robust governance 
processes are required to ensure the trade-offs made do, in fact, achieve an accept-
able balance.

This points to an important second feature of the sustainability: the need for 
more multi-stakeholder deliberative governance processes informed by science to 
assess how to make the required trade-offs to ensure each obtains its minimum 
requirements. In terms of means, then, sustainability endorses participatory place 
branding as the most appropriate model for delivering it. However, as it stands, 
theorists and practitioners of place branding for sustainability are less aware than 
they need to be of how sustainability has reoriented the ends and means of value. 
Consequently, as yet, the participatory place branding model is not delivering on its 
promise.

To challenge it to do a better job, we develop the following simple model based 
on the tetravaluation concept Gale (2018) introduced. As the term implies, place 
branding for sustainability will seek to achieve a balance in outcomes across the 
four core components of economic value: economic exchange, community use, 
worker labor, and environmental function values. This pluralistic concept of value 
as the end of place branding would be explicitly stated as the objective of place 
branding visioning exercises and planning processes.

Linked to this, practitioners of place branding would explicitly seek to bring 
together stakeholders into a tetravaluation process where those with an interest in 
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exchange value (business elites) engage with those with a claim to defend municipal 
use value (city officials, heritage groups, sporting bodies), labor values (unions, 
social welfare agencies, artistic and cultural groups), and environmental function 
values (local natural resource management groups, environmental groups, parks, 
and recreational groups) to negotiate the meaning of the place brand in the context 
of input from universities and other independent information sources.

In this scenario, governments will act as facilitators, and business elites will be 
sitting alongside myriad other stakeholders, providing a level playing field for the 
negotiation of the identity and vision of a place. Such negotiations would take place 
through time and would be appropriately resourced to ensure all parties have access 
to high-quality support based on good governance models (Cadman 2011) with 
outcomes agreed as a package based on the trade negotiations model of a single 
undertaking. What this means is all concessions offered are conditional on a final 
deal being done: it enables provisional concessions to be reached to advance nego-
tiations without locking people into a final overall package they might object to.

While some will doubt the feasibility of the tetravaluation approach, we argue 
there is really no alternative in an era of sustainability in which the future of places 
depends on our collective ability to respond to the great challenges of climate 
change as the ultimate footprint of the Anthropocene era. And those theorizing and 
increasingly also practicing participatory place branding have a great deal of experi-
ence in many dimensions of the tetravaluation process, arguably perhaps engaging 
in an element of praxis avant la lettre. What remains to be done is to more deeply 
connect the practice of participatory place branding with the underlying concepts of 
value that appear to be driving it and more directly to the idea of sustainability that 
could more explicitly inform it. Cities can only thrive on a planet that is itself thriv-
ing. And for that to happen, all action must be bent toward delivering a sustainable 
future at every level. Participatory place branding for sustainability embracing a 
new concept of economic value and a new means to its achievement offers a possi-
ble pathway forward.
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