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Additional items that cross time include the Cleveland Orchestra, the Cleveland Clinic, the Rock & 
Roll Hall of Fame and Museum, the sports teams, and specifically, LeBron James and the 2016 NBA 
Champion Cleveland Cavaliers. The reputation of Cleveland has been mainly negative due to some of 
the aforementioned events, which led to the adoption of the “Mistake on the Lake” moniker which was 
propagated largely by late night television host Johnny Carson as he continually poked fun at the city.

Sense of Place: The Subjective Experience in a Place

The sense of place in Cleveland varies greatly depending on what parts of the city are visited. There is 
the bustling downtown which houses shopping, restaurants, and a casino, with three sports stadiums 
within walking distance. The theater district, the largest in the country outside of New York City’s Lin-
coln Center, is home to five major theaters as well as smaller performance spaces. Additionally, the city 
sits on the banks of where the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie meet and recreation and entertainment 
options are located along the shores.

Figure 3. Visual image
www.rockhall.com 

Figure 4. Reputation
http://clevelandhistorical.org/items/show/63# .VmdfJLgrK70
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Identity: The Extent to Which People Are Willing to 
Associate Themselves with a Place

While traditionally, Clevelanders themselves have tended to badmouth the city, most residents are die-
hard fans that were born and stayed in the city. Also, a new generation of people is being welcomed 
that was not party to the issues that created any bad visual image or reputation of the city. These new 
arrivals are quickly making the city their own which in turn has helped improve the identity of many 
long-time residents.

INVESTING IN CITIES

Cities continue to invest in themselves and their image. Kotler et al. (1993) argue, for example, that 
economic weakness throughout the Midwest is often measured by population loss, decreasing incomes, 
and investment. Places need to find ways to sustain themselves and grow, but also prevent unmanaged 

Figure 5. Sense of place
www.east4thstreet.com 

Figure 6. Identity
www.livecleveland.org 
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growth or further decay from destroying them. Not everything that happens to a place is within its con-
trol: there are natural disasters, business location changes, or what Joseph Schumpeter called “creative 
destruction” (Kotler et al., 1993). Business, industry, and population once had a large concentration in the 
Midwest, and specifically in the central cities in this region. In the current market, however, businesses 
have many more options for their location decisions. As Hill, et al (2012) notes, “Central cities that at 
one time dominated their regional markets for business locations are now just one potential location 
among many in much less dense and much larger metropolitan areas.” Job losses and the decline in the 
manufacturing industry has been a huge factor in their economies.

At a summit of 2,000 citizens in the Ohio capital city of Columbus, 19% of them stated that self-image 
was a factor standing in the way of the greatness of the city (Smyth, 2008). The common name of the city 
and the lack of professional sports teams were cited as a major impetus in their image creation (Smyth, 
2008). These same citizens recommended capitalizing on the downtown riverfront, adding a downtown 
trolley and becoming a center for green construction to improve the city (Smyth, 2008). These residents 
note their city lacks an image (and arguably also a brand).

A successful place must be able to look honestly at its situation. By examining the attributes of a place 
from a regional standpoint, it is easier to see how the place functions in the national and international 
marketplace (Kotler, et al, 1993). Any effort to improve the image of a place must begin with a strategic 
market planning process (Kotler, et al, 1993). This process must be a collaborative effort of all of the 
relevant players within the place including city leaders, government, institutional, nonprofit, business 
representatives (both large and small), and representatives from the citizenry and daytime employment 
population. When the city of Dallas, Texas worked on its plan, the city council sent questionnaires to 
citizens asking what they would like their city to look like in ten years and this information helped guide 
the direction of their process (Kotler, et al, 1993). Working in a partnership, the interests of the entire 
community can be represented. Sometimes, the image of a place change just by a change in the way 
the leadership and government treats the citizenry through education, housing, training, social security, 
culture, and the environment (Allan, 2006). Strong, engaged leadership is key to a positive place image.

All cities have challenges from their history and infrastructure which leads to issues with planning 
and development (Morrison & Dewar, 2012). This is where public investment can make a difference. 
Changing the way a city is perceived may require public investment and government intervention both 
in infrastructure as well as in the way these cities are seen. Public investments may contribute to forging 
positive images that eventually affect could location decisions. Government outlays signal willingness to 
invest in the future. Lynch (1960) noted that merely investing in a place can improve its image regard-
less of how the investment turns out in the end. The idea that merely showing investment can improve 
the way a place is seen is one reason places invest in themselves. It is imperative that those investing in 
cities and their marketing focus on each of the aspects of place image to improve the overall conditions.

During the 1990s, in the midst of a boom in development in the urban core including new skyscrapers 
and sports stadiums valued at approximately $1.2 billion (in 2015 dollars), Cleveland billed itself as a 
“Renaissance City.” This level of major investment and development may lead people to perceive it as 
progress and to assume that the city is improving. Currently, projects valued at an estimated $8.7 billion 
in construction are set to be completed in Cleveland, including the Global Center for Health Innovation 
(formerly called the Medical Mart), the Horseshoe Casino, and skyline-altering new office and residen-
tial buildings (personal communication). Since investment is perceived as progress, Cleveland may be 
positioning itself to change the perception of being known as the “mistake on the lake.”
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Growth of a city is important to its success. Pocock and Hudson (1978) examined reasons areas grow 
and decline with regard to public investment. They note one frequent strategy for solving regional problems 
is to encourage growth by changing the area and its industrial structure through business retention and 
attraction. To accomplish this, many changes have to take place in both the people and the place. They 
argue that “Places regarded as having growth potential have had public sector investment channeled to 
them; places perceived as lacking growth potential have been denied these resources” (Pocock & Hudson, 
1978). Whichever came first, the investment or the success of the city, the two items are intertwined.

In his seminal work on city image, Lynch (1960) begins by noting that “the city is a construction in 
space,” meaning that what people know of a city is constructed by a variety of actors. The way places 
are represented can be influenced by marketing and a place can be sold just like any other product (Al-
len, 2007). Stakeholders in each place need to meticulously define, design, and market to the outside 
world the assets of their place (Kotler et al., 1993). In the absence of attention to marketing, places run 
the risk of (further) decline and failure (Kotler et al., 1993). Places and their images are constructed for 
the purpose of encouraging growth.

The act of selling a place is popular to economic development professionals because it offers a chance 
to improve prospects for “trade, aid, economic development, political influence and general respect” 
(Anholt, 2010a). The increasing importance of place image may be due several factors including the 
media and declining cost of travel. Any way that professionals within a place can work to improve the 
five aspects of place image will advance the overall environment and will therefore lead to increased 
interest and investment.

Roles certain cities and regions played historically have adjusted, adapted, or disappeared (Sadler, 
1993). At the height of the industrial Midwest, Pittsburgh was known as the location for steel production 
and Akron, Ohio dominated rubber manufacturing. Competition has increased with globalization and 
the relevance of place is becoming less important for business (Sadler, 1993). Each place must compete 
with every other for its share of commercial, political, social, and cultural transactions (Anholt, 2010a; 
Short et al., 1993). This competition forces places to work on their image in order to improve their at-
traction efforts.

Spreading the word that Cleveland has a strong bioscience industry or that Pittsburgh is a city with a 
concentration of technology companies can contribute to the economic success of these cities. Regions 
throughout the Midwest are trying to turn around negative images. The word “industrial” itself may be 
associated with negative images of a deteriorating economic base, pollution, and obsolescence (Short et 
al., 1993). Even the recent renaming of the region to “Legacy Cities” invokes a sense of obsolescence. 
Regions going through deindustrialization or having become post-industrial face “a deep sense of insecu-
rity that grows out of the collapse all around them of the traditional economic base of their community” 
(Bluestone & Harrison, 1982). Cities in the Midwest have not only their individual place image issues 
to content with, but additionally those from a broader, regional scale.

Major improvements and investments may lead people to take a closer look at a place, whether at 
the city or national level. An executive with Visit Buffalo Niagara, stated that their work to improve the 
waterfront, art, and architecture are leading people to take a closer look at Buffalo. He noted “The story 
that I would have to tell would just be empty spin if all of this very concrete investment weren’t taking 
place…there is real substance behind the story we are trying to tell” (personal communication). A former 
executive of the Allegheny Conference in Pittsburgh notes “A lot of Pittsburgh’s transformation was very 
place-based and focused – improving the appearance and the land use” (personal communication). New 
positive promotion, which showcases new assets, may lead people to look at a place differently and piques 
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their interest about places to which they may have been indifferent previously or about which they had a 
negative opinion. Changes in the way a place is seen do not happen suddenly; however, as shown when 
Pittsburgh’s previously dominant steel industry all but died by 1983 and its official transformation did 
not begin until 2005 (personal communication). Improvements to a place are important to place image, 
but they alone cannot change it completely.

Public and private investment can shift beliefs about a city. According to an article in the Chicago 
Sun Times (as quoted by Uhlir, 2005), “You can’t put a monetary value on public works that enhance 
the image and quality of life of a city.” Chicago created the Millennium Park, one of the largest public 
works projects the city has ever undertaken. The park is built on land that previously housed outdated 
rail yards which is now an immense outdoor recreation and arts area. The city now boasts an iconic park 
which is not only enjoyable and useful, but also beautiful and its likeness is used in many regional pro-
motion pieces. The park has even been showcased in national advertising focused on archetypal places 
throughout the country and shows that a major investment can affect the image of the place.

Whether or not there is a problem with the image of certain cities or if this has any impact on the 
location decisions, actors in these cities feel that there are problems and therefore invest in image. In 
Greater Cleveland for example, the promotion of individual cities is handled internally by each locality 
with their own budgets. However, two organizations represent a regional collaboration that works to 
target business and people. TeamNEO is a collaboration of the largest metro chambers of commerce 
in Northeast Ohio. The organization is tasked with attracting businesses from around the world to the 
18-county region. In 2011, they had $3.3 million in revenue generated from local communities and spent 
$2.9 million on business attraction and marketing (Guidestar: Team NEO, 2013). Positively Cleveland, 
the Convention and Visitors Bureau of greater Cleveland, is tasked with marketing, sales, and promo-
tion of the region for tourism, conventions, and trade shows. They raised a 2011 budget of $8.9 million 
from membership fees of businesses and the hotel bed tax and they spent $8.8 million on their mission 
that year (Guidestar: Positively Cleveland, 2013). So in Greater Cleveland alone, with just the work of 
these two organizations, $11.7 million was spent on place promotion, without verification that these 
efforts yield results.

ECONOMIC CHALLENGES IMPACTING THE CONCEPT OF PLACE

While the image of a place may not be on the first list of considerations when a business selects a new 
site, it is however important when final considerations are being made. The research shows that factors 
important to the business location decision include demographics, education, environment, financing, 
government, industry, infrastructure, transportation, workforce, necessities of life, and quality of life. 
The concepts of image are not a common topic in the literature. After the initial set of criteria is met, the 
importance of image comes into play. Anecdotal evidence shows that when companies are left with the 
final two to three options, the image of the place becomes the deciding factor (personal communication). 
Image was an important factor when Facebook established a presence in Austin (personal communi-
cation). Also, for headquarter locations, image is very important as the company looks to match their 
specific brand and culture. Office Max moved to Chicago because it offered something their previous 
location could not (Miller, 2005).

Image is also shaped by the workforce. The people, or the identity of the residents, are a huge factor 
when a business is looking to make a location decision. Businesses want to be in a place where their 
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employees and executives want to live which can offer them a certain set of amenities. When a site is 
being considered, if the feel of the location does not meet the expectations and desires of the company, 
the city will be snubbed. For example, Sierra Nevada was looking for a certain image so as to recruit a 
talented workforce and they chose Ashville – notably a city for the outdoors, food, and craft brewing. The 
company wanted employees who identified with that culture (personal communication). A site selection 
consultant that owns his own consulting firm notes, “25 years ago, it was all about cost: utility, labor, 
transportation, taxes. Today, these aren’t the drivers as it’s more about maintaining competitive edge in 
their businesses: labor, skilled workforce, and local communities’ ability to generate quality workers 
(pipeline of future workers is awesome – that’s the image part)” (personal communication).

Additionally, when faced with the decision of potentially relocating or taking a vacation, individuals 
examine different aspects of place image. Each individual, like businesses, are looking for a certain set 
of criteria. When a job offer is made for with options in Seoul or Cairo, the image of Egyptian politics 
alone will likely steer the job-seeker to Korea. Again, investments made in the different aspects of place 
image can improve the prospects for attracting people to places.

The International Image

When competing in the international market, the place image of cities is second to that of the nation 
itself. In fact, countries spend immense amounts of money developing brands that convey certain images 
in the hopes of increasing tourism, investments, and exports (Pipoli de Azambuja, 2010).

The country brand is important when decisions are made based on the good name of the country of 
origin (Anholt & Hildreth, 2004; Samiee, 2009). Often, buyers develop stereotypical images of countries 
(macro) and products (micro) which include the total of all descriptive, inferential, and informational 
beliefs about a particular country (Pappu, Quester, & Cooksey, 2004; Martin & Eroglu, 1993). These 
images are based on politics, economics, technology, and social desirability. Arguably, there are three 
aspects of country-related image: cognitive (the beliefs about the country), affective (emotional reaction 
to the country), and conative (the behavioral intentions about the country) (Brijs, Bloemer, & Kasper, 
2011); which all factor into decisions made about the country.

CONCLUSION

It can be argued that image is everything and that this above all can predict destiny or that it has no 
bearing on the market whatsoever. Merely discounting this concept can be challenged on the basis that 
images change over time and flow with the economy of cities (Pocock & Hudson, 1978). While Detroit 
was once known as a world center for the automotive industry as well as research and development, the 
city center is now seen as a place abandoned and struggling to hold what employment base remains from 
its legacy. On the flip side, ask anyone 25 years ago how they felt about Silicon Valley and their answer 
would have been nil. Birch (2001) argues that image develops in an incremental fashion - when one 
image dominates, it is already it in the state of change as was the case in his study on the Bronx moving 
from the “shame of the nation” to the “all-American city.” Because of the transient nature of images, 
they cannot predict success or failure, but remain an important concept regarding city life and invest-
ment. Image can be a very strong determinant when the business site selection decision is considering 
their top options and therefore cities should strive to improve and maintain strong images in the market.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Brand: The intended message of the place.
Identity: The extent to which people are willing to associate themselves with a place.
Place Image: Represents the sum of beliefs, ideas, and impressions that people have of a place 

(Kotler, et al, 1993).
Reputation: The specific knowledge about a place.
Sense of Place: The subjective experience in a place.
Visual Image: The symbolic knowledge of a place.


