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Abstract

City authorities have been making increasing use of their distinctive features in order to encourage resurgence. This paper explores the economic rationale for cities pursuing differentiation and the methods employed. It is argued that there is some justification for promoting high value production for external markets and high quality, dynamic local inputs. However, this is inadequate as a strategic framework and there are many difficulties involved in applying it to the complex urban context. The consequences of a narrow emphasis on distinctiveness may be over-specialisation in a restricted range of industries or occupations, grandiose property schemes and inauthentic branding of places. There are also tensions with the requirements for planning and management of unexceptional urban activities. At worst, differentiation initiatives divert resources into gimmicks to grab attention, when the real purpose should be to improve understanding of the needs and demands of different citizens, firms and other users of the city

The Distinctive City:

‘Quality’ as Source of a Competitive Advantage
Introduction

City authorities have been making increasing use of their distinctive features in order to encourage resurgence. All sorts of urban attributes and devices have been mobilised with a view to boosting investment, employment and population, including vibrant cultural amenities, convivial social environments, architectural heritage, scientific advances and even celebrity endorsements. To the casual observer it appears that almost any aspect of a city that is somehow new, different, bigger or better than other places may get singled out for special support and promotion. 

In an era of converging regional and national cultures and consumption patterns, and with increasing sameness about city centres, shopping malls and suburban housing developments (‘clone city’), one reaction has been to applaud the effort and creativity involved in nurturing civic differences and preserving diversity (Glendinning and Page, 1999; New Economics Foundation, 2004). Although much of this activity may not appear to be very significant in terms of fundamental economic performance, it has nonetheless been endorsed for contributing to cultural variety and local character, and improving the choices available to tourists and consumers. 

A more considered economic rationale for distinctiveness has begun to emerge from several quarters in recent years (Porter, 1990; Storper, 1997; Leadbeater, 1999; Florida, 2004). This also appears to have had an influence on government policy towards cities (HM Treasury, 2001; ODPM, 2003). It can be encapsulated most simply in the term ‘differentiation’. The basic proposition is that, by developing unique strengths, original knowledge and creative capabilities that are difficult for other places to replicate, cities can build competitiveness on the basis of ‘non-price’ or quality-based advantages, rather than the cost or availability of local resources. A high value, high skill, high productivity urban economy raises living standards and shields citizens from the effects of low cost international competition on job losses, lower earnings and inferior public services. 

Differentiation implies avoidance of direct price competition in preference for the varying capabilities of cities to create and sustain the production of high quality products and services. Distinctive urban environments also help to attract and retain skilled mobile workers and growth firms. Differentiation has been viewed as a more defensible and realistic economic strategy for cities in advanced economies to pursue than efficiency gains, deregulation or incentives to lure investment. It has also been regarded as a more constructive process than head-to-head competition in increasing economic variety and growing markets, thereby raising overall prosperity and avoiding a damaging race to the bottom (OECD, 2001).

An important part of the argument is that cities are particularly well placed to pursue differentiation.
 This is because they offer a range of ‘positive externalities’ that improve the performance of firms by facilitating face-to-face contact, information exchange and the procurement of specialised skills, technological expertise, advanced business services and access to international communications. Differentiation may be based on specialised industries or occupations creating products that can’t be copied because of the dynamic, cumulative character of local learning and innovation. It may also relate to physical assets such as special cultural quarters or residential districts. There may be intangible aspects arising from the reputation of a city or the appeal of particular lifestyles for potential migrants. 

There are obvious links with ideas from business strategy, including Porter’s analysis of the sources of sustainable competitive advantage (1985, 1990). Differentiation in a business context means firms providing something unique and not easily reproduced that is valuable to customers. This enables them to sell their products at premium prices above standard commodities. In economic terms, their distinctive capabilities enable them to earn excess profits or ‘economic rent’ (Kay, 1993). Differentiation may involve enhanced features, greater customer responsiveness or strong brand identities that convey higher quality, better utility, greater reliability or superior performance in some other respect (Grant, 2002). Intangible aspects may be important where emotional, aesthetic and social considerations influence consumer choices, as in peoples’ desires for status, individuality and security. Differentiation through continuous adaptation, design improvements and brand reputation is widely advocated by governments in high cost nations for their firms to compete with emerging economic powers in Asia and elsewhere.

This paper seeks to explore the economic rationale for cities pursuing distinctiveness and the methods employed. It is argued that there is some justification for promoting high value production for external markets, high quality local inputs and strong inherent capabilities for adapting to changing economic circumstances. However, this is inadequate as a strategic framework and there are many difficulties involved in applying it to the complex urban context. The consequences of a narrow emphasis on distinctiveness may be over-specialisation in a restricted range of industries or occupations, grandiose property schemes and inauthentic branding of places. Put simply, every city cannot become a world-class location supplying sophisticated products, high order services and specialised resources for selective markets. There are also tensions with the requirements for planning and management of unexceptional urban activities. At worst, differentiation initiatives divert resources into gimmicks to grab attention, when the real purpose should be to improve understanding of the needs and demands of different citizens, firms and other users of the city.   

After introducing the different sources of distinctiveness, the paper proceeds to offer an assessment of the strengths and limitations of each of them in turn, before drawing the key themes together in a conclusion. The general tenor is exploratory and argumentative rather than aimed at offering definitive conclusions.

Different sources of differentiation 
The scope for differentiation among cities is considerable because they are highly complex entities that have to satisfy multiple needs and preferences among diverse people and firms. Figure 1 presents a simple framework to enable some basic distinctions to be made. The difference between tangible and intangible aspects is important in understanding quality-based differentiation and the influence of social and psychological considerations on household and business location decisions. 

The horizontal dimension reflects how distinctiveness is derived and the extent to which it is amenable to change through government action. Some aspects are deeply embedded in established economic and social structures, and therefore not easily altered except through evolutionary processes of change. Other features are more susceptible to deliberate manipulation by public authorities. 
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The extent to which public agencies are able to influence each of these attributes in the short-term can affect the focus of their chosen strategies. Buildings may be relatively straightforward to create, whereas it can be much more difficult to upgrade the capabilities of firms, industries and groups of workers. Reputation is a fragile asset and may require subtle handling to avoid counter-productive effects. One of the ever-present dangers is that distinctiveness is pursued for the sake of being different - it becomes an end in itself - rather than a means of enhancing local capacity to meet the varied requirements of different city users. Ironically, in seeking to be distinctive, cities often end up imitating other places with similar kinds of initiative through lack of imagination, application or sustained commitment.

The four broad categories of strategic assets identified in figure 1 are not comprehensive. Cities are intricate economic, social and physical systems whose performance is influenced a wide range of factors and their interrelationships. Their image may be significant because the locational choices made by mobile people, firms and investors are often influenced by considerations that cannot be easily defined or measured, especially in advance of their decisions being made. Image may reflect particular features, such as the dominant industry or occupation, or a range of attributes that convey a distinct business environment or personal lifestyle. 

One of the implications of considering the range of assets in figure 1 is that consistency between them is important. An up-market image being promoted for a city with serious environmental and social problems will simply not be convincing. Mechanisms for co-ordination are also necessary to ensure, for example, appropriate skill-sets and physical infrastructure for the types of industries being pursued.

Specialised industries

The largest part of the economy of most cities is made up of common industries and activities serving predominantly local markets or needs, including a wide array of personal, business and professional services. They range from education, health care and standard public utilities to retailing, entertainment, banking, accountancy, real estate and security. Many require face-to-face contact or proximity to service users for their delivery, which is why they are inherently local activities driven by the scale and pattern of local demand. They represent what is sometimes called the untraded or dependent component of the city’s economy. 

The tradable or export component differs more between cities. It reflects the distinctive function(s) performed by the city in the wider regional, national or international economy. These branches of the local economy are key drivers of long-term urban performance and generate the bulk of additional income. Their competitiveness in external markets is particularly important for obvious reasons. The tradable component of most of Britain’s major cities was dominated historically by manufacturing, but severe deindustrialisation over the last three decades has greatly altered the situation (Breheny, 1999; Turok and Edge, 1999).

There is a good case for cities to give priority attention to the performance of the ‘propulsive’ tradable sectors in seeking to rebuild a durable economic base, since this is where the indirect and induced multiplier effects are likely to be greatest. There may also be some discretion to orientate these sectors towards relatively high or lower value activities, depending on local skills, technological capabilities and factor costs. By progressively skewing them towards high order products and services, the argument is that cities can increase local productivity and average incomes. In addition, a dynamic competitive edge founded upon quality-based assets such as the capacity for innovation and continuous improvement should limit the pressure on wages, taxes and living standards from lower cost locations and thereby provide a more secure path to prosperity. 

In recent years most city authorities have sought to develop new tradable sectors to replace traditional manufacturing, although the effectiveness of their efforts is not well established. The most popular method has been to target a limited number of ‘industrial clusters’ in order to assist local firms and related institutions to develop unique strengths in growing branches of the economy through concentrated effort and mutual learning (DTI, 2001). The aim is to create a sufficient scale and density of activity with a range of sophisticated collaborators, material suppliers and specialised business services (such as designers, investors, patent offices, suppliers of market intelligence, distributors and educators) to generate ‘localisation economies’ (Scott, 1988; Sabel, 1994; Cooke and Morgan, 1998; Malmberg and Maskell, 2002). In theory, this is a complex web of inter-firm networks in which firms learn, compare, compete and collaborate, ensuring a self-reinforcing dynamism that spurs innovation, raises productivity, attracts mobile capital and mobile people, and generates growth from within. This distinct local capability enhances the profile of the city-region, adding to its attractiveness and vitality.

A closely related objective has been to build original scientific research and technical expertise in specialised fields and to strengthen firms’ management competencies to adopt advanced techniques. Cluster-type policies have also tried to exploit fluid urban labour pools and the opportunity for leading companies to obtain tacit know-how and best-practice technology through worker mobility, informal business relationships and other information spillovers. They have sought to reinforce the wider agglomeration advantages of cities through their access to modern telecommunications, international airports, university research and a large graduate population. These assets are held to be particularly important for so-called knowledge-based industries that have been growing relatively quickly in recent years (Leadbeater, 1999; Amin and Thrift, 2002).

Strategies to develop distinctiveness through specialised industries are vulnerable to several potential weaknesses, some practical and others principled. First, the scope of the selected industries is often narrow because specialisation implies focus and public resources for economic development are scarce at the city level. ‘High tech’ sectors are attractive targets for attention because of their novelty, prestige, high value added and apparent growth prospects, despite the greater risks and higher costs involved in cutting-edge technology. The direct impact on employment also tends to be modest since building scale takes time and these are often capital-intensive industries. There is a tendency to neglect the wider range of lower status, longer-established and ‘medium tech’ industries with considerable scope for design improvements, process enhancements and market diversification, such as advanced engineering, quality clothing and furniture or natural resource processing, despite some proven examples of local policy interventions having been successful (Maskell et al, 1998). 

Second, despite the goal of differentiation, many of the chosen sectors turn out to be very similar across different cities, including biotechnology/life sciences, software, telecommunications and the creative or cultural industries. Industry selection appears to be guided by fashionable opinion, government advice and incentives, external consultants and prevailing views of the sector’s global growth potential, rather than original analysis of local advantages and inherited capabilities that could be built upon to greatest effect. The tendency to focus on the same sectors naturally reduces the chances of any single city achieving critical mass. There are only so many ‘silicon somewheres’, ‘biotech clusters’, ‘digital media campuses’, ‘creative districts’, ‘technopoles’ or ‘centres of excellence’ that can grow to a sufficient scale to generate the range of spillovers, the labour pool and the specialised infrastructure required to succeed, especially when started from scratch. 

This is particularly important since a growing body of evidence suggests that the sheer scale and diversity of activity in urban agglomerations is much more important than the ‘softer’ aspects of business networking, trust, mutual learning and co-operation (Gordon and McCann, 2000; Amin and Thrift, 2002; Simmie et al, 2002; Buck et al, 2004). Scale allows firms to ‘pick and mix’ the most appropriate suppliers and partners from a wide choice, rather than be tied to a limited number of close collaborators. If cities seeking to target particular firms and sectors for special attention lack already existing clusters, they may be better advised to identify established firms and sectors that are under-performing, and to focus on overcoming the weaknesses of those with the best long-term prospects. An alternative approach may be to concentrate on raising the general levels of managerial competence, workforce skills, entrepreneurship and business infrastructure, without specialisation.

Third, there is also a tendency to replicate industry support mechanisms, many of which remain unproven. They include encouraging scientists to start their own enterprises; accelerating the ‘flow’ of knowledge from universities to business, and developing specialised incubators and venture capital institutions to support business spinouts (Morgan and Nauwelaers, 2003). The emphasis is on the early stage research and development process, rather than ‘downstream’ production and distribution, where significantly more output and jobs are generated in practice. Innovation, commercialisation and diffusion are treated as a linear process, justifying the privileged status accorded to the ‘upstream’ end, when in fact there are strong reasons for regarding them as part of a circular or interactive process with vital feedback and learning from the more applied technical and engineering knowledge generated in production (Massey et al, 1992; Cooke and Morgan, 1998). The emphasis on increasing the supply of new product ideas from research institutions also risks running ahead of the absorptive capacity or demand from businesses themselves, with the risk that the economic benefits are not captured locally.

Fourth, an exclusive focus on tradable sectors risks neglecting the opportunity to improve productivity and innovation across other branches of the economy. As globalisation develops, locally oriented businesses, which formerly competed with only a limited number of other local firms, are exposed to increasing competition from transnational corporations with strong brands and extensive resources. The survival of a raft of indigenous firms may therefore depend on improved capabilities. Furthermore, the performance of many traded and untraded sectors is interdependent, such that an inefficient or backward local sector adds to the cost of inputs, wages and taxes for the tradable sectors. Highly productive local services and suppliers may enhance the performance of tradable sectors and even grow to serve external markets themselves. For example, high quality hospitality and entertainment industries may generate export income by helping to attract tourism. Advanced business services offer another example: they can create the expert infrastructure required for globally competitive financial services, as is the case in London (Sassen, 1991; Buck et al, 2002). Narrow targeting of industrial clusters can miss these synergies and interdependencies across the local economy. This suggests that a balanced, broad-based strategy may be more effective than a focused approach, especially in the longer term bearing in mind the vulnerability that stems from overspecialisation.

Key occupations 

There has been a recent shift in policy thinking in some cities (particularly in the United States) from industries as the basic units of analysis and policy towards occupations (Feser, 2003; Florida, 2004; Markusen, 2004). This reflects a changing view of the drivers of local economic development, with greater stress placed on people (in the form of networks of key workers) as the agents of change and less emphasis on groups of firms. This shift in perspective follows from a wider argument that intellectual resources (such as human intelligence, knowledge, creativity and skills or human capital) have become increasingly important inputs to economic growth at the expense of physical capital and natural resources. The growing emphasis on highly educated labour also reflects greater social and geographical mobility in the context of rising incomes, improved communications, outsourcing of selected functions and shortages of high-level skills and capabilities across expanding branches of the economy. 

The first argument for targeting key occupations or advanced skill-sets for policy support is that they cut across many industries and are therefore more generic and versatile assets for promoting and sustaining economic development. Obvious examples include software programmers, product designers, engineers and research scientists. In principle they can be readily employed in different sectors, thereby increasing the local economy’s resilience and adaptability. The opportunities for career choice and progression for the people themselves are also improved in diverse urban labour markets. There may be useful cross-fertilisation of ideas and techniques between industries as a result of these ‘knowledge workers’ moving between firms in different sectors, thereby enhancing overall productivity.
A second argument is that intensified competition between cities to attract and retain selected industries and firms has increased the public cost of incentives and encouraged attention to shift towards developing other potential attractions, including the bundles of advanced skills, knowledge and abilities available in the local labour pool. ‘Thick’ urban labour markets should more important to firms in a more flexible era since they are leaner and less self-reliant, and they therefore need to procure specialised capabilities externally (Storper, 1997; Gordon and Turok, 2004). Their greater dependence on the local labour market benefits places with a larger pool of advanced skills, especially where there is reasonable fluidity within the pool and it is replenished with a steady stream of suitable incomers or locals entering the workforce. There may be an additional advantage from investing in the aptitudes, amenities and environments required by key workers in that they are less likely as a group to leave the region than individual firms, which are more footloose. There is an equity dimension too in that skills programmes carefully matched with relevant occupations may be able to help unemployed people compete more effectively for emerging job opportunities. 

Third, a case has been made that selected occupations involved in arts and cultural activities enhance the attractiveness of places for other knowledge professionals and firms, which further stimulates their creativity and boosts economic growth. Writers, musicians, actors, artists and other ‘bohemians’ are said to engender the cultural diversity, forms of entertainment and tolerant social environments that mean desirable lifestyles, enriching experiences and abundant opportunities for social interaction that in turn entice and anchor creative talent, young graduates, entrepreneurs and other energetic and innovative people and their employers. 

In elaborating this argument, Florida (2004) encourages policy-makers to shift their focus from creating favourable ‘business climates’ for attracting firms and industries to developing attractive ‘people climates’. He asserts that businesses increasingly follow the residential preferences of creative people rather than the reverse. In practical terms, the emphasis placed on ‘liveability’ and residential choices means vibrant cultural amenities, original and authentic experiences, exciting outdoor pursuits, and an open and inclusive social milieu for talented people from diverse backgrounds to express their individual identities, and thereby cultivate and develop their creative potential. Florida argues that the most prosperous US cities are also the most cosmopolitan, tolerant, open to new ideas and immigrants, and effective at nurturing talent and mobilising creativity.

There is also a fourth argument that analysing and working with occupations may improve the ability of public agencies to identify and support entrepreneurship because of the closer understanding gained of the needs and circumstances of particular groups of people (Markusen, 2004). The field of arts and culture may be a good example since there are low barriers to entry and plentiful opportunities for self-employment for people with natural talent and ingenuity but few formal qualifications. They may progress from serving local markets to exporting their music, artwork, writing, films and other creative content to other cities and nations, in the process providing work for local agents, publishers, distributors and other business services. Career advancement may also be relatively rapid for such groups to reach their potential since the hierarchies are less structured than in most professions. Some types of cultural activity and related training schemes can be readily skewed towards deprived groups and neighbourhoods to promote social inclusion. Artists and writers may be attracted to less prosperous districts and cities because of the lower cost of accommodation to live and work.

A general point is that strategies to develop distinctiveness through key occupations can be helpful in redressing the balance between urban policies aimed at people and at firms. They give due recognition to the importance of the quality of cities as places to live and work, and the role of broad-based education and training in economic development. An understanding of occupations can also facilitate policies to address the segmented nature of the labour market and the obstacles to recruitment and upward mobility facing some groups of workers. Current initiatives tend to focus on graduates and professionals, although this could be extended to address the challenges facing other groups, such as displaced manual workers adapting to structural change. 

As an economic tool, the focus on key occupations faces several shortcomings. First, there is a danger of overstating the extent to which loose networks of people drive economic growth, independent of the organisation of firms and their physical capital. There are few branches of the economy whose trajectory is shaped by local collections of small enterprises, knowledge professionals and the self-employed. Instead, the position of large national and transnational corporations has strengthened in response to global competition and the rising costs of innovation and marketing. They benefit from substantial internal economies of scale and scope to fund the development of new products and processes, build strong brands and distribute them into global markets (Scott, 2000; Turok, 2003). Policies towards occupations should be seen as complementary to, rather than substitutes for, policies aimed at industries and firms (Markusen, 2004). Increasing the supply of qualified labour in a city without a commensurate increase in the demand for skills (in the form of sufficient rewarding job opportunities) is likely to lead to under-employment, frustration and ultimately discouragement or out-migration of the skilled workers. It may also displace less-skilled workers from existing opportunities.

Second, commentators such as Florida appear to exaggerate the economic gains from cultural assets and tolerant social environments. He stresses the indirect economic benefits derived from the arts and culture as consumption activities, when authoritative opinion has shifted towards their role in production, partly in the light of past experience when ephemeral events (such as cultural festivals) and short-lived popular successes (such as musical hits or blockbuster films) got confused with sustained economic achievement (Caves, 2000; DCMS, 2001). In addition, his emphasis on knowledge workers choosing to live and work where the quality of life is high, and on successful businesses following their residential preferences, contradicts the overwhelming evidence that employment is the main determinant of migration patterns (Clark and Huang, 2004; Green, 2004). Cultural and social opportunities are second order considerations in comparison. Personal mobility also differs between nations, being at least twice as high in the US as in most European countries (Donovan et al, 2002). Consequently, the scope to boost the economy of under-performing cities through attracting talented people may be much more limited than suggested, particularly in Europe.

Third, there are important gaps in knowledge and understanding about the relevance of the occupational and creative class agendas to cities seeking revitalisation. The significance of skilled labour movement between industries to facilitate knowledge transfers and economic resilience is unproven. There are also many question marks surrounding the scope for city authorities to promote a climate of openness, tolerance and social inclusion, especially where people feel insecure in depressed economic circumstances. Experience suggests that social cohesion is very difficult for local public policies to cultivate (House of Commons, 2004). An improvement in the employment situation may be a necessary if not sufficient precondition.

There are apparent tensions too between some of the attributes considered important for successful cities, such as personal mobility and community stability (necessary for ‘social capital’); cultural diversity and social tolerance; economic flexibility and job security; and urban growth and environmental quality. Immigration to declining cities has sometimes been accompanied by racial tension and disorder, partly through perceived threats to jobs, housing and other scarce resources. Rising social inequality and diversity is typically accompanied by greater segregation rather than by integration. Commentators tend to gloss over these complex socio-economic challenges and offer no solutions for how they might be resolved in practical policies. The creative cities agenda implies that highly skilled groups such as young professionals should receive privileged attention, while others may benefit through trickle down. This is likely to provoke resentment in itself, especially if one of the consequences of attracting more people on higher incomes into the city is to increase property prices, alter the character of the place and squeeze out existing residents (see below). 

Finally, commentators suggest that all cities can benefit from the growth of creative occupations, when in reality there are bound to be winners and losers. This is because cities differ in their inherent potential on account of their sheer size and range of economic opportunities and institutions such as universities. They also vary greatly in the richness of their cultural amenities, the quality of their built and natural environments and their social and ethnic composition. Policies cannot alter many of these fundamentals, especially in the short-term.

Built environment   

The built environment has always been an important object of economic policy in cities, reflecting the significance of buildings and infrastructure in accommodating urban growth and ensuring that the everyday flows of people, goods and information occur efficiently. Property is a key issue in business performance and location decisions. The quality of residential areas and related transport and leisure facilities are also vital in household location decisions within cities and satisfaction with urban living. Meanwhile, the challenges facing cities are greater than elsewhere because their infrastructure is generally older and more congested, land ownership is more fragmented, and redevelopment is more prone to conflict because of the diverse interests involved and the more intense competition for land. Without continuing investment in property renewal and redevelopment, the urban fabric is liable to deteriorate relative to other cities and surrounding towns. 

The built environment has also been a potent means of differentiation between cities given its obvious contribution to their character and sense of place. There is an economic aspect to this in the externalities (positive or negative) that derive from particular buildings or districts and the effect they have on the value of surrounding properties. The preservation and restoration of unique historic buildings has been a big advantage for old cities fortunate to possess an impressive architectural legacy. Other cities have had to work harder to rehabilitate disused ports, run-down riverfronts and industrial warehouses, to create new ‘flagship’ developments, or to rediscover and maintain attractive parks and public squares. Different kinds of initiative have had different purposes and users, including visitors, external investors, local firms and existing and potential residents. 

Landmark buildings are classic tools for promoting distinctiveness. Iconic structures can be powerful statements in themselves to portray something new, or to offer prominent symbols of military, religious or political significance. They may act as catalysts to further investment within the vicinity by altering perceptions through demonstration effects. They can also accommodate unique cultural facilities such as museums and art galleries, or serve as venues for music or theatrical performances that enhance the perception of cities as places to visit and enjoy. The public realm may be just as important for conveying the quality of a place to tourists and residents. Convivial public spaces and attractive physical surroundings contribute to the urban experience, especially when supported by a modern transport system that connects different parts of the city efficiently, including the central business district, cultural and entertainment quarters, airports and other transport nodes. 

In recent years greater policy emphasis has been devoted to improving the physical fabric of cities and towns by raising the quality of urban design, promoting higher density living in mixed-used neighbourhoods and reclaiming vacant and derelict land. Initiatives have also been taken to enhance the general standards of street cleanliness, personal safety and open space, with less noise, crime, pollution and traffic congestion. This has been part of an ‘urban renaissance’ agenda aimed at accommodating household growth, limiting suburban sprawl, protecting the countryside from development pressures and attracting people back to live in city centres (Urban Task Force, 1999; DETR, 2000). 

Many civic authorities and property developers have embraced these themes with enthusiasm. Most of the major UK city cores have experienced substantial development of modern flats and successful conversions of redundant Victorian and Edwardian buildings into fashionable loft apartments. Policies aim to attract and retain a new cohort of middle- and upper-income households and young professionals who may prefer to live close to workplaces and amenities, and accept higher densities without gardens. The enticing images on offer in the marketing brochures include glamorous lifestyles, stylish contemporary designs, open waterfront vistas and proximity to vibrant metropolitan centres with abundant amenities, coffee shops and designer clothes stores.

There are at least two possible concerns about the use of the built environment to promote distinctiveness in this way. First, the pursuit of uniqueness creates pressures to build showcase projects that attract attention by virtue of their exceptional design. Resources are committed to grand structures at the expense of the ordinary requirements of occupiers. The brief history of urban regeneration is replete with symbolic developments that lacked sufficient relevance to local circumstances and failed to meet user needs very well. They diverted attention from the commitment required to tackle underlying urban challenges by delivering an effective supply of serviced land, functional business premises at affordable rents, a safe and attractive environment and an efficient transport system. Moreover, sustaining prominent new cultural and sports venues has often been a problem when popular interest wanes and escalating maintenance costs fall on the public purse. There is a balance to be struck between new projects - with the exposure they generate - and investment in the existing building stock and infrastructure. 

Second, the search for distinctiveness encourages a focus on up-market residential property rather than the full range of housing required by households with diverse resources. Exclusive property signals prestige to observers in the media and confidence to investors, and it can be highly profitable to develop. The boost to land values has knock-on effects throughout the surrounding property market, potentially creating difficulties for lower income occupiers and local firms supplying routine consumer services. Gentrification of inner city areas has tended to be localised and market-led historically, but urban renaissance policies encourage the process (Atkinson, 2004; Hoskins and Tallon, 2004). This has raised concerns about the fate of existing residents displaced by more affluent incomers. The effectiveness of mechanisms to repopulate cities without damaging the position of lower income groups (for example through increased affordable housing) remains unclear. Advocates of the urban renaissance have a strong physical orientation, emphasising the kind of urban milieu required to attract and retain more (higher-income) people in cities (Urban Task Force, 1999), but they give insufficient consideration to the implications for neighbourhood control and property prices from raising densities and increasing the demand for urban land.

Branding 

There has been increasing emphasis on the image or identity of cities in recent years. This chimes with the growing importance attached to intangible and soft assets in economic competitiveness. The use of brands in business strategy can be an important means of communicating essential features of a product, such as quality, reliability and utility. Brands may also convey a deeper set of values and perceptions associated with it (such as status and style) that increase consumer loyalty and confidence. They may be targeted and relate to a few positive features of a specific product, or they may be more of an umbrella concept that communicates the quality of a range of products to a mass audience.

The branding of cities is more difficult because of their complex character and diverse interests. A strong overall city image may lend some coherence to a range of otherwise loosely related attributes and help to subsume particular local difficulties. It can influence people’s perceptions by adding an intangible quality that cannot easily be captured by other places. By appealing to their underlying emotions, aesthetic imagination or social values and aspirations, the city’s position may be elevated in the eyes of tourists, investors or existing and potential residents. A positive image can signal an attractive lifestyle or a secure business milieu that may simplify location decisions. A strong reputation may lower the assessed risk for decision-makers and provide an implicit kind of insurance against failure (Buck et al, 2002). Reputation is also significant because many of the city’s subjective qualities are difficult to ascertain prior to the decisions being made, as in the case for tourists seeking a rounded experience but unable to get full information in advance. A reputable image communicates a consistent quality experience, which short-circuits the search process and boosts interest. A negative reputation can mean that the city never makes the short list of places to visit or invest in.  

Rebranding exercises are common among cities, although they are not always well founded. One of the purposes is to transform the perception of a place with a poor image, especially after substantial improvements have been made to underlying conditions. They can increase awareness of the changes and help to dispel myths or stigmas associated with a city. Positive place marketing initiatives have often been designed to counter a poor reputation arising from poverty, social tension, crime or grime. Rebranding exercises focused on one-off events such as major sporting fixtures can help to focus external attention and media interest temporarily on a single city. This may bring about a qualitative shift in the perceptions of tourists and investors, and help to reposition the city in some of its markets. However, to ensure lasting economic success they depend on genuine improvements to urban conditions as well as the prior existence of undervalued assets that can be realised by active promotion. Without the underlying changes the improved reputation is unlikely to be sustained, but instead it may be set back by dissatisfaction and disappointment.

There are at least three pitfalls associated with the use of urban imagery to promote distinctiveness. First, there is a strong temptation to rebrand cities regularly, perhaps associated with shifts in political leadership, to signal a change in strategy, or simply to give another boost to their profile. However, this can be inconsistent with the longer timescales required to build and consolidate perceptions about a city in the mindsets of the media, visitors and investors. Frequent image makeovers may confuse rather than enhance a city’s established reputation. There are also naturally many sensitivities and differences of view among the resident population about the identity of cities depending on their particular interests and associations with the city. Attempts by public authorities to reinvent the image may provoke controversy, attract unwanted media attention and backfire, especially if they are perceived to be opportunistic public relations exercises, or activities that divert resources from more tangible actions to tackle problems.

Second, images are inherently partial, and the temptation for policy-makers is to reduce the complex identity of cities to simple logos and strap-lines. Yet, successful cities manage to meet the needs of diverse firms and people from different cultures and social backgrounds. They perform wide-ranging economic, social, cultural, political and environmental functions. They compete in different markets where quite different kinds of assets are important. The distinctive attributes that attract tourists are bound to differ from those that appeal to international businesses and investors. The concern is that the multi-faceted character and many subtle aspects of cities are diminished and downplayed by superficial place marketing campaigns and trite slogans. 

Third, consistent with the general goal of upgrading the local economy and promoting leading-edge activities, the image and underlying values projected tend to be socially selective and up-market. Cities are seeking to appeal increasingly to youthful talent, higher income households and high value added businesses. If they are not rooted in everyday experiences, the exclusive and increasingly stereotype identities portrayed may well lack real meaning and authenticity in the eyes of local people and the media. Instead of bolstering popular opinion and reinforcing a sense of civic pride, loyalty and goodwill through holding up an attractive vision, they may provoke disaffection and resentment among the population, and constitute a source of division. 

Conclusion  

The pursuit of distinctiveness through high value production and quality-based assets can be interpreted as a strategy to differentiate cities in response to intensified international competition. This approach has some justification in terms of upgrading the local economy, developing dynamic competitive advantages and providing protection from the pressures of lower cost competition. There is an onus on original analysis to identify and develop unique sources of advantage for each city. These may include specialised industries, occupations, built environments or a strong reputation that enhances one or more of these features.

However, a strategy of differentiation is inadequate for most cities. It is inadequate partly because their economies are largely made up of activities and industries that are not particularly distinctive and do not lend themselves readily to differentiation as conventionally understood. Most urban economies are diverse. Long-term growth and prosperity depends on progressive improvements in capabilities and productivity across the board. Unexceptional local resources remain key ingredients of successful economic development, including an effective land supply, affordable property, a skilled labour supply, efficient transport system and responsive and reliable public and private services. These may matter at least as much any specialised attributes. Cost cannot be ignored either, since competition typically puts pressure on firms to hold down or reduce costs while maintaining or increasing quality. Quality is generally no simple substitute for cost.
For cities at the top of their national urban hierarchies or spatial division of labour, such as London and New York, a strategy of differentiation based on high quality is likely to be most appropriate since their cost base is highest and there are likely to be a range of sizeable tradable sectors and occupations that are clearly distinctive and highly productive. Cities lower down the hierarchy may not have these specialised and innovative functions and may not need the same high quality assets. Such cities may be able to compete on the basis of their slightly lower labour and property costs, spare capacity in infrastructure and less congested transport systems. Hence, their distinctiveness may stem from the cost and efficiency of their generic assets to a greater extent than the quality and uniqueness of their specialised assets. The need for continuous improvement and upgrading are likely to remain relevant since such cities are not insulated from wider competitive forces.

Implementation of a differentiation strategy for cities is also replete with practical difficulties. It is far from clear how scarce public resources should be deployed at the margin in order to maximise their cost-effectiveness. By their very nature, there can be no template to guide strategy formulation and original analysis is very challenging. Consequently, the pursuit of distinctiveness is vulnerable to many shortcomings. One of the most obvious is the tendency for distinctiveness to become an end in itself. It may encourage a search for gestures that grab attention, such as novelty and symbolism, rather than patient effort to build genuine capabilities through sustained investment in economic infrastructure and skills. Upgrading a city’s economy is a long-term endeavour susceptible to diversion by short-term fads and fashions.

The search for difference is also vulnerable to an exclusive focus on activities at the top of the value chain: high technology industries, scientific and professional occupations, glamorous lifestyles and trendy images. There are social, psychological and political pressures behind the targeting of the highest status activities, but it is questionable in terms of economic development whether most cities should be doing so, especially since local economic circumstances and imperatives differ between cities. In many cases, labour and other resources are under-utilised, so extensive forms of growth and medium technologies may be more appropriate than the most innovative activities. An exclusive focus on quality also denies the full range of possibilities for differentiation and ironically encourages imitation and wasteful duplication. It is patently unrealistic for every city to aim to become a leading knowledge-driven economy based on the most technically advanced skills. 
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�   They may also need to do so because they are relatively high cost locations as a result of the competition for urban land and labour.


�   Policies towards the cultural or creative industries illustrate the enthusiasm with which these ideas have been taken up: “(T)he cultural industries based on local know-how and skills show how cities can negotiate a new accommodation with the global market, in which cultural producers sell into much larger markets but rely upon a distinctive and defensible local base … Cultural industries and entrepreneurs will play a critical role in reviving large cities that have suffered economic decline and dislocation over the past two decades” (Leadbeater and Oakley, 1999, p.14-16).


�  The experience of the Scottish electronics industry is instructive. During the 1980s and 1990s huge resources were devoted to building a high tech cluster (‘Silicon Glen’) by attracting inward investment and supporting local suppliers, in order to replace manufacturing jobs in shipbuilding, steel and other declining industries. Notable success was achieved for a decade or so, particularly in terms of the scale of output and exports produced by local branch plants, but when many of these ‘high tech’ products become standard commodities, production shifted to lower cost locations in Eastern Europe, Mexico and China. There has been some compensating growth in IT services (software and call centres), but not on the same scale.


�  For example, Glasgow has encountered periodic resistance to its image makeovers and marketing campaigns (Maver, 2000)
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Figure 1: Forms of distinctiveness
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