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Abstract 

Since the 2000s, branding of cities and territories has attracted greater attention of scientists and 

practitioners in developed and emerging countries. The results of our study can be divided into two 

parts, theoretical and practical. First, we derived the theoretical and methodological foundations of 

urban branding grounding both on theoretical assumptions and empirical Russian material. Then, we 

described approbation of the project approach. The empirical material supported the hypothesis that 

the living brand cannot be designed and implemented by external coercion: it is already existing in 

hidden form in the territory. 

Key words: brand, urban branding, place branding, city branding, phenomenology of the brand, 

culture of participation, Russia 

 
1 Introduction 

Since 2000, city branding has become a “must” for developed countries in the West1–4 and in 

the East, e.g. Singapore, Shanghai 5–8. This increase was fuelled by the growing competition 

between cities 9, increasing mobility of capital and human resources10, and European 

integration 11. Nevertheless, a number of researchers emphasize the gap between the theory 

and practice of urban branding 12,13. City branding attracts the attention of scientists and 

practitioners in Russia as well. However, theoretical papers on this problem can be counted on 

the fingers14–16; most of the scientific publications are case studies17–20. 

In theory, branding (including place branding) is understood as an activity to create additional 

intangible characteristics of a product or service that gives it greater appeal in the eyes of 

consumers or investors, and hence, increasing its competitiveness. Only a few examine the 

target audience and define the brand as a "strategic cultural idea", i.e. an idea that is not 
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separable from its bearers. But they also prefer to design the brand in accordance with the 

expectations of consumers, without extracting the brand value from the place itself. 

Due to the ambiguity of the grounds of the place brand, its characteristics are mutating 

beyond recognition in practice. The brand is confused with its carriers (e.g. the expression 

"branding of the product", used by Russian designers and advertising specialists when 

printing a logo on its surface). Not quite competent experts arbitrarily allocate a place or an 

object with the random values. When looking for unique brand features, they often find it 

necessary to create them on their own, i.e. "construct". Whereas the idea of branding implies 

the identification, gradual formation of the uniqueness of a product or territory due to the 

uniqueness of communications and culture. 

In the process of design, the communicative goal of creating a brand has been completely 

forgotten, its formation takes on the character of a ritual, a self-sufficient formalized action, 

because it is necessary to create a visual confirmation of the characteristics of the place that 

did not exist before the start of the works on branding. Thus, we fix the opposition of 

constructivist21 and phenomenological approaches in the place branding. Adhering to the 

second of them, we will show the inadequacy of the constructivist approach.  

 

2 Methodology 

The results can be divided into two parts, theoretical and practical. In the first part, we derived 

the theoretical and methodological foundations of city branding, based both on theoretical 

assumptions and empirical Russian material. The phenomenological method makes it possible 

to study the subjective and semantic aspect of human existence, and to reveal the 

structuredness of the vital world. 

In the practical part, we described an approbation of the project approach, which has a 

participative character22. The project becomes a dynamic open system with a certain degree of 

unpredictability in development, since much of its implementation depends on the actions of 

the involved participants. 
 

3 Results and discussion 

Place branding is most often associated with activities for positioning the territory. Note that 

since the early 1990s, three approaches to positioning have been existing in Russian practice. 
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3.1. Place branding in comparison with place marketing and image building  

Followers of the place marketing focus on its economic goals and activities of economic 

agents. Specialists in the image of the territory 23–25 form an attractive image, often employing 

the design of the visual properties of this image, especially in the areas that are not 

sufficiently developed. The Russian branding is dominated by the constructivist approach, the 

allocation of arbitrary, standard, or narrowly specialized properties ("the capital of Ded 

Moroz” (Russian figure akin to Santa Claus in the West) - Veliky Ustyug, "the third capital" - 

Kazan, Ekaterinburg, Novosibirsk, "tea capital" - Kungur, "city of mice" – Myshkin (Russian 

“myshka” stands for English “mouse”). 

In a number of cases, such as Ashworth & Kavaratzis (2010), Sherrington (2003), at the 

wording level, all strategies are mixed into a single activity, which is difficult to conceptualize 

and pass on to other specialists, though being successful. 

It is essential that the brand as an element of communication has an axiological nature 28. This 

means that it cannot be reduced to a set of physical characteristics. The brand is the result of a 

certain discourse, a certain optics, i.e. an evaluative view of the subject in terms of the 

territory, and a comparison of this impression with the value scale and the needs of people. If 

people do not imagine what they value, it is useless to show them anything in the guise of a 

brand (a good example of this is the long-standing attempts of specialists to draw attention of 

the public of Ekaterinburg to the objects of constructivist architecture that people consider 

"inexpressive"). And vice versa, while creating the brand, one cannot ignore the needs and 

values of his audience or ascribe to it irrelevant or non-existent desires. 

Under the influence of the ideas of the “city for pedestrians”29, creative class30, creative city31, 

the real development of the culture of participation in cities, the theory and practice of place 

branding is developing. Thus, K. Dinnie32 indicate that place branding today is oriented, 

mainly, not so much to tourists as to "the enthusiasm of local residents" grounding on the idea 

of including in the project a variety of stakeholders. It is necessary to ask each group about 

the values of the brand and provide their engagement. 

3.2 Evolution of the value approach and its projection on the place branding 

Value is a concept with a long history, which has become common in general usage relatively 

recently, and has a variety of interpretations. At first glance, it seems almost transparent to 

everyday consciousness. In fact, the transition to value discourse entails significant 

consequences in the attitudes of researchers or designers. 
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According to I. Kant33, evaluating something with the help of a "reflective" judgment ability, 

a person experiences a feeling of pleasure or displeasure, correlating the individual 

(information about the object) not with the idea already known to him, but with the one that is 

to be found. For this, there is insufficient intelligence and reason, with which European 

rationalism is so proud and shining. 

Friedrich Nietzsche also paid attention to the ability of judgment developing and overcoming 

the Kantian (classical rationalist) interpretation of the subject (actor) as an active, intelligent, 

and goal-oriented creature. He considered evaluation to be the most important mode of human 

life: a person refers to everything that is around him, and, thereby, knows himself better. In 

the process of evaluation, it is not so much subjectivity as independence that is important. 

According to F. Nietzsche34, the attitude to something as a value: 

- Deprives the leading position of the rational principle in human, returning to him the 

unity of body and spirit, the emotional and rational; 

- Subjunctivizes this attitude, takes it away from general impersonal judgments, i.e. when 

evaluating, the person is hearing to himself willing or not;  

- In some cases, a search for value gives a person the right to his own, individual position. 

Saying the word "value", we are moving away from opposing a person to what he values. 

Unlike scientific observation, this process requires the work of emotions and imagination. 

Phenomena that have not been evaluated look as if they did not at all exist in the living space, 

even if they influence the person. 

According to M. Weber35, values are something that allows a person to better understand and 

formulate their goals. Being the ancestor of "understanding sociology," Weber emphasizes 

that a sociologist can predict their social behavior, choice, lifestyle, etc. by isolating the value 

system of people of a certain type. At the same time, an emphasis is put on the qualitative 

characteristics of the audiences allocated according to the type of dominant values. The 

individual realizes values, more precisely, he chooses them from the sociocultural context that 

is synchronized with him and, therefore, can be isolated in the course of inquiries or 

interviews, or just recorded by the actions of a person. 

Domination of the value-semantic component, present in the cultural space of the territory, 

ensures the adequacy of the brand. If this value is brought from outside, the brand will not 

have content. The following example is illustrative. Having visited Yekaterinburg in May 

2011, the chief architect of Barcelona, Josep A. Acebillo Marin, as they say, "on the spur of 

the moment", spoke about the importance and picturesqueness of the city's location between 
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the three water reservoirs. He did not take into account the specifics of our traditional Ural 

assessment: a reservoir, especially a pond, is something that should help to survive and work 

in harsh natural and climatic conditions. The pond arises where the dam is built, which is a 

city-forming structure for the Urals city-plants. It is not created to enhance the beauty of the 

landscape; its purpose is purely industrial. It is the industrial component that makes the Ural 

cities unique. To abandon it for the sake of decorativeness means to forget our own history. 

 

3.3 Characteristics of place brand 

The brand can be oriented to the embodiment of values and the image of the future. At the 

same time, a certain realism of the developers' position is needed: they clearly recognize the 

original properties of the territory, exclude fantasy projects. (Here we can recall the division 

of fantasy and the "day dream" of the founder of the philosophy of hope, the German 

philosopher Ernst Bloch. The “day dream" (Tagtraum) is effective and efficient because it 

"grows out of the present"36. 

The relationship between the initial characteristics of the territory and residents is well 

manifested in the branding of everyday culture. In response to globalization, elements of 

everyday culture, not widely recognized sights, can become valuable for tourists. They need 

to be "discovered"; it is essential to give more concentrated and extensive information about 

them25,37; perhaps, to strengthen information support, i.e. myth, history, comments, etc. 

Values at the level of "masterpieces" today are not always interesting to people who have long 

studied them on the Internet. They are very far from living experience and real context. 

Contact with everyday artifacts and practices (an unusual house, fragments of an eclectic 

urban environment, graffiti and street art, communities of skateboarders, bicyclists, kitingers, 

etc.) give new emotions and unusual feelings, which become part of a person's memory or 

biography. These initial fragments of the brand can be found both in history and modern times. 

Thus, we create the ground for a bright living brand by institutionalizing such elements or 

simply by drawing attention to them, by increasing the degree of engagement of the residents 

or guests of the place. 

An example of this approach is the "onion festival" in the village of Lukh, Ivanovo region. 

The name of the place, which arose in 1404, is consonant with the name of the popular 

vegetable, which played a big role in the culture of Russia. The onion festival takes place at 

the end of summer in a village that has preserved its historical appearance. It attracts tourists 

with the opportunity to get acquainted with songs, crafts, folk speech, to get in touch with the 
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culture of the Russian province. The holiday does not have an official formal component, its 

scale is relatively small (5 thousand people in 2016). The unique coincidence of the location 

in the center of Russia, the name, history, current state does not require additional 

constructivist actions. The holiday "grows" from the way of life and occupations of the 

inhabitants of the village. It is natural, and it attracts and inspires people. In St. Petersburg, 

professional art is part of the everyday urban culture; it is quite appropriate to talk about the 

art market as one of the foundations of the brand - not because that's what someone decided, 

but because it happened historically38. 

With this approach, the work on creating a brand of the place is more adequately pronounced 

in terms of "disclosure of potential" than "giving meaning." The importance of stakeholders, 

especially residents, needs to be calculated especially considering the effect of long-term 

loyalty to the territory on the part of those who participated in the process of its "disclosure". 

The value of the place brand should meet a number of other requirements, in our opinion. We 

list them. 

- The brand is not an end in itself or a separate independent product, torn from the system 

of other means of place promotion. Its values cannot come into conflict with the 

dominant values of the audience. 

- The authenticity of values, their verifiability, and confirmability requires the rejection of 

the mythologization so actively practiced today at the Russian regional level. It is 

necessary to achieve a certain uniqueness, recognition in their visualization; to objectify 

values in souvenirs. Moreover, it is essential to work out scenarios of "contact" with 

values. 

- The prospects for the brand existence are determined by the connection of its values not 

so much with the past (as is often the case in modern branding practices of Russian 

regions), but mainly with the future. A brand is something that is mastered and broadcast 

by people of different generations. It leads to their activation in relation to the territory. 

Knowledge of the past is necessary from the point of view of keeping the social memory, 

maintaining spirituality, which should not be identified with branding procedures. 

Our brand characteristics were tested in the participatory interactive exhibition "What did the 

city tell me?", which was moderated by T. Bystrova. 
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3.4 The project "What did the city tell me?" in the system of branding activities of 

Ekaterinburg 

A good brand will flourish even with a small budget.A weak one will not survive even with 

huge funding.                                                                                (From the specialists' talk) 

The initial methodological settings were approved by the authors during the implementation 

of the project "What did the city tell me?" (2.04.-15.06.2017, Ekaterinburg Academy of 

Contemporary Art, about 45 participants). The basis of the project was the idea of collective 

reading of the city as hypertext, and participants were the students of Ekaterinburg 

universities. 

At the first stage, the students just photographed the city according to a semiotic setting to 

read any signs and codes as a single hypertext. The most difficult was the answer to the 

question "What did the city tell me?", which was to become the signature under the 

photograph. Most often, the project participants arbitrarily referred to an architectural object 

or plot, not allowing the place to "babble out". However, the conditions of the competition 

were such that the replica-signature should come from the city as a subject of communication. 

At the second stage, after the opening of the exhibition, all visitors were engaged in "reading". 

They were invited to make captions under photographs focusing on the content of photos, 

their status, associative roll calls of the text of the city of Ekaterinburg with other texts of 

culture, quotations, proverbs, etc. Thus, the city, whose importance is often underestimated by 

the inhabitants, was part of a broader cultural space. Its everyday life became an occasion for 

emotional experience and evaluation. 

It is noteworthy that during the exhibition new participants joined it. They brought and sent 

photos after the opening. 

At the final stage, the most original photos and signatures were chosen by means of a 

spectators' vote. They became the basis of the calendar, which was designed by one of the 

students of the Ekaterinburg Academy of Modern Art in the framework of the bachelor's 

degree work. Her product, exhibited in several museums in Ekaterinburg, will help in the 

further spread of the non-standard vision of the city, its reassessment. Such actions contribute 

to the isolation of significant characteristics of the place and its branding. 
 

4 Conclusions 

This study proved the importance of the phenomenological definition of the brand of the 

territory, the values of which are not constructed arbitrarily. They are identified by specialists 
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in the process of studying the way of life and everyday culture of the place. Accordingly, a 

number of critical remarks have been made about the constructivist approach to the place 

branding, which gravitates toward the allocation of places with arbitrary values, which has a 

short-term effect and requires large investment infusions. 

The hypothesis has been supported: the living brand engendering active communications with 

the territory cannot be designed and implemented by external coercion, it already exists in 

hidden form in the territory. The task of specialists is to identify and strengthen it. This task is 

gradually solved in the course of participatory projects. 
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