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International city branding as intercultural discourse: workplace,
development, and globalization

Shi-xu*

Centre for Contemporary Chinese Discourse Studies, Zhejiang University, Zhejiang, China

Although the communicative dimension of urban development has caught the
imagination of urban studies scholars, the cultural, and intercultural, nature of this
discourse has received less attention than it deserves. As a case study and illustration
of urban development workplace discourse from out of a Chinese/Asian/developing-
world context, the present article examines the properties, problems, and potentials of
the global branding practice of Hangzhou, a renowned tourist and ancient capital city
on the east coastal region of China. First, after critiquing tendencies in relevant
communication approaches, the paper outlines a holistic, cultural concept of urban
branding of the developing world – as a culturally saturated, development-oriented,
workplace discourse. Then, based on ethnographic data collected from a plethora of
sites and sources (the municipality, trade association, the Internet, interviews,
newspapers, street posters, museums, and historical records), the paper studies,
qualitatively and quantitatively, a variety of interlocking international branding
practices (municipal management, expos, festivals, exhibitions, international tours,
websites, foreign language use, award-winning, etc.). In conclusion, the paper draws
implications for future research and practice on urban development and branding in
the developing world.

摘要：虽然已有城市学学者从交际语言的角度对城市发展问题进行了研究，但
这种话语的文化特性、跨文化特性尚未得到足够的发掘。本文以杭州这一中国
东部沿海地区的著名旅游城市与古都为例，进行城市发展话语的研究，探索在
中国/亚洲/发展中国家这一大语境背景下，杭州在城市品牌全球化建设过程中
表现出的特征、问题及潜力。首先，在对现流行的主流研究方式提出批评之
后，本文第一次从整体视角阐述了发展中国家城市品牌的国际营销概念——一
种具有文化性和发展指向性的工作场所话语。其次，本文聚焦城市品牌国际化
建设、传播、接受的实践活动，釆用民族志式的多渠道数据采集方法（涉及市
政府、商业组织、互联网、采访、报纸、街头海报、博物馆、历史记录等），
从质性和量性的角度就包括市政管理、博览会、传统节日推广、展览、国际旅
游、网站、外语使用情况等在内的各种活动进行综合分析和评价。最后，本文
就发展中国家的城市发展和城市品牌建设问题，对未来的研究与实践提出了
建议。

Keywords: urban development; mega-events; discourse; intercultural; workplace

Problems and aims

Urban development is one of the basic conditions and central goals of the developing
world. It is propelled by globalization and accomplished through a variety of forms of
cultural-communicative practice. The present study enquires into a special and important
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dimension of urban development of the developing world, namely, city branding to the
international community, or international city branding for short.

Extant research has largely concentrated on Western-world and ‘World’ cities (Amin,
Massey, & Thrift, 2000; Beaverstock, Smith, & Taylor, 1999; Ley, 1995) and models
used there are often assumed to be universal. As a partial consequence, the integral,
cultural and intercultural, nature of international city branding discourse (CBD) has not
received the attention it deserves. It will be necessary and urgent then to take the
international branding of developing world cities seriously.

The field of city branding research is fragmented. Generally speaking, there is a
tendency to polarize the social cultural aspect and the economic or technical aspect of city
development and brand promotion; there is especially a lack of sufficient attention to the
former (Lees, 2004; Williams, 2010). This is reflected, for example, in the lack of clear
and explicit notions of discourse/communication in urban studies (Lees, 2004, p. 101,
104). The division, and consequently confusion, are caused in great measure by
differences and disparities in social scientific perspectives, i.e., perspectives that involve
not only philosophical and theoretical foundations, but also research interests (Lucarelli &
Berg, 2011).

In the present study, I shall take a holistic and cultural-political stance and take
developing world city branding as a form of cultural discourse. Here, ‘discourse,’
interchangeable with ‘communication,’ refers, quite briefly, to social events or activities
in which people communicate through linguistic and nonlinguistic means with one
another in given historical and cultural contexts. Because human communication differs
between cultures, to wit, in terms of goals, values, concepts, strategies, etc., and more
importantly, is characterized by competing cultural relations and representations, I shall
use the epithet ‘cultural,’ hence, cultural discourse.

As a case study and illustration of Asian/Developing-World urban development,
accordingly, I shall focus on the city branding of Hangzhou for the international
community; Hangzhou is an ancient capital and tourist city on the east coastal region of
China. My aim is to identify and characterize some of the properties, problems, and
potentials of urban development discourse of the developing world. This means that I
shall be studying the elements, strategies, difficulties, challenges and opportunities
involved in the international, more precisely, intercultural, discursive (co-)construction of
Hangzhou’s image and identity. I shall at the same time be evaluating the city branding
practices in terms of their effects and outcomes for (urban) development, as is the central
and most important objective of Chinese/Asian/Developing-World societies.

As data for city branding research, one might take up an individual event or activity.
But this way would lead only to partial or even misleading answers. For, city branding
takes place in varied forms and as such can have different characteristics in different
cases. So I choose instead to observe a variety of branding practices that occur at different
social and semiotic levels. Thus, different kinds of topics ranging from efforts by the
municipality, mega-events to trade-oriented activities, on the one hand, and varied forms
of data such as interviews, actual practice and secondary documentation, on the other
hand, are used here. This ‘big-data’ method, as it were, will allow one to access a wide
spectrum of activities, such that not only the overall international branding situation of
Hangzhou, but also the particular branding practices involving leisure, the landscape,
food, drink, use of new media, etc., will come into purview.

To make sense of, account for, and weigh up such a diversity of materials, one might
take a singular, say linguistic, or social, or managerial, perspective and examine one
dimension of the data on the part of the municipality or a business (enterprise) or some
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civil organization. But such a fragmented approach could lead to bias and consequently
ineffectual or counterproductive conclusions. So I shall instead resort to multiple and
multifaceted – historical and intercultural – ways of approaching the collected data. More
specifically, I shall take a cultural discourse studies perspective in looking at the different
types of branding practice in the forms of first- and second-hand data and insider- and
outsider-perspectives. That means that I shall examine each of them in terms of the
various (interlocking) components of a (n inter)cultural communicative event, the
interconnections between these types of practice and, where possible, in contrast to cities
in nondeveloping-world societies.

CBD is central to a host of city planning, marketing, and management goals:
demography, population, the environment, business, tourism, talents, resources, and
domestic and international investment. It can have important implications for the well-
being of the residents, visitors, and tourists of a city. More generally, it can impact
directly on the social cultural development of a city and further afield (e.g., social
inclusion and harmony and cultural diversity). When seen as an internationally and
interculturally oriented discourse, it can have an impact on not just the city itself but also
the world at large. Considered from the point of view of workplace discourse, it
constitutes the working lives and so the livelihood of a city.

Thus, by exploring the cultural and intercultural nature of CBD, especially from a
developing-world/Asian/Chinese perspective, we may expect to achieve a better
understanding of not only the specific cultural characteristics and relations involved but
also the complexities of the discourse of urban development in general and of city
branding in particular. Further, by looking at the Chinese city’s international branding
discourse as workplace communication, more particularly, we may gain insights into the
conditions, dimensions, and possibilities of the workplace in relation to urban
development in the Asian/developing world more generally.

Discourses of urban development and branding

City branding is a crucial and effective tool for urban development; from another
perspective, because it can serve as a guide for urban development, it is also a constitutive
part of it. Research on the topic, which has spanned over more than three decades, is
internationally recognized and continues to grow (Lucarelli & Berg, 2011; see also
Kavaratzis, 2004, Keller, 2012; Lees, 2004, Wilson, 1996, Zukin & Greenberg, 1998).
What is particularly noteworthy is that there is an increasing recognition of, and attention
to, the discursive dimension of city branding (e.g., Lees, 2004; Sevcik, 2011).

Let us first attempt to carve out the theoretical and methodological frameworks that
will be employed in this study. On the whole and at the outset, it may be said that the
literature suggests that CBD studies is a nascent, promising, and important field. On this
we may quote Lees (2004, p. 101):

The impact of the discursive turn on urban research (both political economic and cultural
political urban research) is growing as more and more researchers seek to integrate the study
of language and culture into urban geographical analysis. (For a variety of examples, see
Amin et al., 2000; Beauregard, 1993; Imrie & Raco, 2003; Ley, 1995; McCann, 2004;
Mitchell, 1996; Rutheiser, 1996; Slater, 2002; Wilson, 1996; Zukin & Greenberg, 1998)

Further, recent literature has recognized that city branding is not separable from other
aspects or dimensions of the social practice of city promotion; it is created, conveyed, and
understood – constituted – in and through discourse/communication. City branding and
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discourse are thus dialectically integrated, hence, CBD. Okano and Samson (2010, p. 12)
point to this integral and dialectic condition of cultural discourse when they suggest:

Culture is something that individuals or groups ‘create,’ or alternatively something that such
individuals or groups ‘receive.’ In other words, in order to trace the development of culture,
it is necessary to consider the mutual relations between the three parties, the ‘creator,’ the
‘cultural property,’ and the ‘recipients,’ and they cannot be discussed separately from
the conditions of the society that gave them birth […] The forms of communication between
the ‘creator’ subject and the ‘receiver’ subject are important.

Building on work such as these, let me formulate in what follows a discursively and
culturally more explicit theoretical scaffolding. To start with, city branding is understood
in this study as the communicative or discursive practice of constructing, marketing, and
understanding the image, identity and, arguably, ‘face,’ of a city for the sake of increasing
recognition and prestige and ultimately success, as well as self-affirmation, in the context
of intensified local and global urban competition or for competitiveness for short, hence,
CBD for short.1

Second, CBD is created out of the process of globalization, on the one hand, and
urbanization, on the other hand. Here arises the need to distinguish one city from others
to further enhance prestige. Ultimately, it is done in order to survive and succeed in
today’s increasingly competitive national and international contexts. The notion of city
branding comes antecedently from that of corporate (product) branding; but from the
present perspective, the city is neither a product or a corporation, nor a nation, and so
the branding must take on its own characteristics. In contrast to the product/corporation,
the city is more of a multiplex, dynamic, and above all living entity; in contrast to the
nation, it is less political and smaller in size but has more to do with everyday livelihood.

Third, CBD has varied stakeholders, who range from the municipality, the businesses,
the state, the residents, and the visitors. City branding is a consequence of how
stakeholders speak of branding. In this respect, it may be added that people as
stakeholders may not just create city brands but also be affected by the life changes
brought about by the brands they create. From another perspective, CBD is not limited to
the productive side; the receptive/responsive/evaluative side is also crucially important,
which may come in forms of impression, perception, reputation, and arguably expectation –
by residents/citizens, tourists/visitors, businesses, and governments. This leads to another
central issue. CBD has specific audiences: domestic/local and international/global. In the
present study, I am concerned with the international audience, who may range from tourists,
visitors, to government and business organizations.

Fourth, the practice of CBD may be achieved through a diversity of interrelated
semiotic forms, strategies, and mediums, including notably (1) channels of communica-
tion, (2) signs, (3) genres of communication, and (4) contents of communication. Thus, in
terms of content, CBD can vary depending on the perspectives, principles, and conditions
of a city in question: a city may be branded as geographic space, governed and inhabited
settlement, or quintessential feature(s) of the place, for example Lucarelli and Berg
(2011). This implies that virtually anything of city life can be the object of urban
branding; we may think of such interrelated cultural resources as: history, heritage (e.g.,
festivals and cuisine), customs (e.g., tea drinking), monument, iconic building, landscape,
celebrities, heroes, art and design (e.g., clothing). As signs, we may refer to the language,
graphics, architecture, art (e.g., music and painting), personage that are mobilized; as
genres, we may think of logos, slogans, brochures, advertisements, documents (e.g.,
positioning statements and mission statement), speeches, photos, expos, tourism, and
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mega-events. In terms of strategies, CBD may be produced (and thus understood) in
implicit/indirect or explicit/direct ways. As channels, we may think of radio, TV, the
Internet, newspapers, magazines, film, posters, billboards, museum, word-of-mouth,
international travel, etc.

Fifth, and very importantly, CBD has a ‘workplace’ dimension; much of workplace
discourse is done in, and by, organizations, municipals, entrepreneurial endeavors, and
civil organizations, and so each is subject to particular ethical requirements. Workplace
discourse has been studied in terms of its formal features (of linguistic genres), settings
(e.g., medical and legal), social interaction (e.g., conversation and intercultural commun-
ication), and contents (e.g., small talk and humor), from different disciplinary
perspectives (e.g., linguistics and social theory), and through a diversity of approaches
(e.g., ethnography and discourse analysis) (see Gunnarsson, 2009; Holmes, 2011;
Koester, 2010). However, this line of research has been conducted mainly within Western
societies and special professions, on preferred aspects of language (e.g., linguistic texts)
and over preferred topics (e.g., politeness, power, and conflict resolution). From the
perspective taken in this study, CBD is not simply about text or talk at work or about
conversational interaction in work settings. It involves much more: it is a workplace
discourse that has a wide public mandate, is achieved through a nexus of communicative
elements and processes, and exerts broad societal, cultural, and global impact; therefore,
it is important to assess if and how the workplace discourse of city branding contributes
to local social and cultural development.

Sixth, CBD is culturally differentiated in terms of, for instance, historical conditions
(e.g., the context of late-modern Third World urbanization in global setting), representa-
tions, power relations, goals, and principles of interaction. Consequently, it is culturally
competing. It may be stressed, too, that, as a cultural phenomenon, CBD is dynamic
through time: it may go through culturally variable stages and paths of development
(Gold & Gold, 2004; Hajer, 1995; Jensen, 2007; Mommas, 2002). Western branded, and
well-known, cities are considerably larger in number than those in the rest of the world.
Their branding is facilitated by a great variety of advantages, including centers of world
economy and geographical locations.

Last, but by no means the least, Chinese CBD is characterized by its culture-specific
condition of history, on the one hand, and its profound concern with social economic
development, on the other hand. Therefore, our analysis must take the development
condition in the global context seriously and adopt the social economic development as
the most important criterion of assessment (Shi-xu, 2014).

The methodology of city branding research

In a binary and universalistic way of thinking about, and investigating into, urban
communication, researchers normally focus on a singular event, or more typically, the
textual form of a singular event, and appraise it from a culturally ‘neutral’ stance (e.g.,
Flowerdew, 2004). But the problem here is that one urban event is often interconnected
with many others, as well as with local and global culture and history; the textual form is
inseparable from interpretation and response, and other textual forms. What is deemed as,
for example, ‘manipulative’ or ‘undemocratic,’ from the ‘universal’ point of view, may,
from a local cultural and historical perspective, be a key aspect of something more
complex.

From our methodological perspective (Shi-xu, in press), then, we must approach our
object of study holistically, dialectically, and cultural-politically. This means that we must
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examine and evaluate CBD comprehensively, historically, and (inter)culturally, drawing
on not only objective evidence (i.e., first-, second-hand, and background data) but also
subjective experience (i.e., the researcher’s own personal knowledge and cultural-political
stance).

Our specific methods concern two interconnected stages of research: data collection
and data interpretation. With regard to the former stage – i.e., one in which data are
searched, selected, and structured – the following three strategies apply. First, the
researcher should choose as an object of investigation concrete, actual practices: major
events, expos, fairs, businesses, architecture, landscape, intangible heritages, etc., which
are oriented toward the international community. Second, the researcher should seek
information concerning the agents, the intent/form, the use of channels and symbols,
historical process and international relations on the part of productive side of city
branding. In that connection, attention should be paid to information on relevant
international impact or response. Third, the researcher should try to obtain information
through direct observation (e.g., mega-events, exhibitions, and forums) and secondary
sources (e.g., the Internet, journalism, documentation, and interviews).

With regard to the latter (‘reading’) stage, the practices of city is studied from the
point of view of (inter)cultural discourse – that is, as a set of interrelated categories of the
intercultural communicative event/activity: (1) communicative agents, (2) intent/form/
relation, (3) mediums, (4) purposes/effects, (5) historical processes, and (6) intercultural
representations and relations. Here multidisciplinary concepts, methods, and standards
must be applied depending on the nature of phenomena under scrutiny and the purpose of
the research project. Further, intracultural and intercultural comparisons are made where
possible. For example, Hangzhou’s international cuisine branding may be compared with
its tea branding, or Hangzhou’s international city branding with that of Paris, but all with
a view to better understanding Hangzhou’s case.

I begin the analysis with background information because it functions here as a guide
for collecting and understanding the focal data. The background is divided into five
dimensions. First, Hangzhou, the capital city of Zhejiang Province, is a historical and
tourist city situated in one of the most developed, eastern coastal regions of China, the
Yangtze Delta. It has a territory of 16,596 km2 (the inner city is 430 km2) and a
population of over 5 million people. The city has had double-digit gross domestic product
growth for the past 10 or so years and has enjoyed high-level development, particularly in
the past few years as evidenced in social, cultural, economic, municipal, and
environmental survey statistics.2 Second, the city has one of the country’s most valued
and internationally renowned lakes and many historical sites dating back to the Qin
Dynasty over 2200 years ago. Third, it applied for UNESCO world heritage status in
1999 and succeeded in 2011; during this period, it embarked on a 10-year long
‘Comprehensive Development Plan’ for that purpose, at least in part. Along with the
UNESCO bid, the city has been pursuing internationalization in the context of accelerated
globalization. Fourth, Hangzhou has historically been given numerous designations,
official and otherwise. In 1958, for instance, Hangzhou Municipal Construction Bureau
positioned the city as ‘comprehensive city of heavy industry.’ In 2000, Hangzhou
branded itself as ‘Paradise Silicon Valley,’ and attracted investors like Huawei, Zhifubao,
and Wangyi. Last, but by no means the least, in August 2006, the Municipality of
Hangzhou put together an expert group of artists, men of letters, sociologists, and city
planners and launched a call for the selection of a city brand for Hangzhou. Over 2000
people from 20 some provinces of China put forward 4620 items of proposals. Following
a complex process of standard-setting, expert evaluation, and public voting, the brand
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生活品质之城 [the City of Quality Life] was chosen. What is historically interesting and
significant is that against the former centralizing tradition in national development, when
decisions were made at the top, this brand ‘from the bottom’ was formally adopted at the
10th Congress of the CCP Hangzhou Committee (February 2007), and endorsed a few
days later at the 11th Congress in the report: The CCP Hangzhou Committee’s Decision
on maintaining and developing a harmonious society and the City of Quality-Life (施旭

2008). 生活品质之城, or the City of Quality Life, is understood to mean the standard
levels of quality life in five domains: economic life, cultural life, political life, social life,
and environmental life (杭州市政府 2007; 黄宇亮, 王竹 2006). These domains of life
are also recreated in 12 different brand combinations:

东方休闲之都, 品质生活之城 (Eastern leisure capital, quality-life city);
天堂硅谷, 品质生活 (Silicon paradise, quality life);
品质生活, 中国茶都 (Quality life, tea capital of China);
文化名城, 品质杭州 (Town of culture, Hangzhou of quality)

The focal point in the present study is this official city brand. As indicated before, our
analysis examines the international branding (communicating, marketing, and interpret-
ing) of Hangzhou. Here it may be noted that while the brand’s meaning, development,
and communication are well documented, it is unclear who the intended audience is –
whether for local, national, and international recipients; as a result, no specification of
how the branding practices might be differentiated exists.

In order to examine Hangzhou’s international branding, I have chosen a series of
relevant phenomena that operate at different semiotic levels. Specifically, I focus on the
city’s international branding as a whole, thus at the highest meaningful level, on the one
hand, and on the other hand, I look at a number of particular activities and events that
contribute to and are constitutive of the city’s international branding, namely, the World
Leisure Expo, the West Lake International Expo, the Longjing Tea branding, and
Hangzhou culinary branding. By investigating a range of workplace sites and practices of
international city branding at different levels, I hope to reveal the current conditions,
possibilities, and problems of the city’s international branding.

With respect to the diversity of phenomena under investigation, I have opted to draw
from a range of data, including interviews with key agents, actual branding practices, and
secondary documentation and journalism. In so doing, I hope to yield deep insights into
the properties of Hangzhou’s city-brand promotion to the international community.

Analysis and assessment

The branding practices in question will be studied each as cultural discourse, thus in
terms of the communicative agent, intent/form/relation, and media and outcomes from
historical and intercultural perspectives. As these practices are interrelated and mutually
complimentary, comparisons are made to highlight their merits and their demerits. In that
connection, particular attention will also be paid to the shared dimension of international
city branding (e.g., the use of the Internet for city branding). Because city branding
practices must be understood as embedded in a particular historical and intercultural
juncture, attempts will also be made to account for them accordingly.
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Municipal management

In order to provide an overview of the management of the city’s brand from an insider’s
perspective or ‘from behind the scene,’ an approximately 85-minute, in-depth interview
with the director of the Centre for Research and Evaluation on Life Quality of Hangzhou
was conducted by the present author, together with three students (7 March 2014). The
director was informed at the outset of the interview that our purpose was to understand
the nature, content, and strategies of the work involved in Hangzhou’s city branding for
the international community, and more particularly, the difficulties, challenges, and
experiences related to the city’s international branding.

From a cultural discourse point of view, several noteworthy features exist in the city-
brand managerial language. First, this city is one of the few places in China, and perhaps
in the world, that has a municipal-level task force, composed of several offices, that is
specifically charged with the city’s perennial brand management. Second, the city has an
officially designated brand, as indicated above; in addition, the state government has an
extra, semantically different, brand for it (‘one-base-and-four-centers’).3 Third, under the
auspices of this task force, a number of regular, international mega-events are organized in the
city, such as the World Leisure Expo, the West Lake Expo, and the International Comics and
Cartoons Festival. Fourth, such events, sometimes organized in conjunction with one another,
are jointly sponsored by the municipality, businesses, the media, etc., and attended by people
from all walks of life including foreigners, notably in the form of a so-called experiencing day
(when ‘quality-life’ may be experienced). Fifth, the city’s official brand seems to be
semantically indistinct or vague, though this may be associated with various life-quality
designations (see the ones of past 10 years in Table 1). Sixth, the set of organizations in charge
of the city’s brand development has a collective website (http://www.wehangzhou.cn/), but it
is all in Chinese. Last, the making of the Hangzhou brand is presented with ‘cultural’
difficulties when compared with other well-known, Western cities, like New York, Paris, or
Berlin. That is, although Hangzhou is financially capable of brand construction, it lacks the
soft power or technical know-how to carry the task out. As he puts it,

I feel the difference lies not so much in the economic conditions. These years China develops
very fast. In terms of infrastructure, would you say there is much difference between
Shanghai and New York? Scarcely any. Perhaps the level of modernization is even higher
than that of well-known cities of developed countries. In respect of economic foundation,
I think the biggest difference lies rather in the respect of culture, soft power specifically. Take
for example our cultural industry. Hangzhou pays a lot of attention to this these years. We
have been trying to build the capital of cartoon and animation and we integrate this into the
system of Hangzhou’s city-brand. We made a point of enabling interconnection and
interaction of trade brands and the city’s general brand. At that time it was a major aspect
of (brands’) interaction. But if you compared Hangzhou and Britain regarding development
of the cultural creative industry, there is still a large distance. We are still paying more
attention to such things as hardware, value of production, quantities, etc. But in the respect of
cultural import and influence, or high-level artistic design, we still lag greatly behind. [我觉
得这个差异更多的不是在它的经济基础，这两年我们国家发展也很快，就像从硬件方
面来说，你说上海和纽约有很大的差别吗？基本上没什么差别，可能有些现代化的程
度还高于一些发达国家的著名城市，在经济支撑这方面上，我觉得最大的差异就是在
文化，这个软的方面。我举个例子讲，比如我们的文化产业，杭州这几年也是非常重
视的，我们一直在打造动漫之都，我们也是把它纳入到城市品牌系统里面的。我们当
时提到了一个行业品牌和城市整体品牌的联动，互动，当时这也是互动很重要的一方
面，但是你看我们杭州的文创业的发展和英国的文创业的发展，它的差别就非常大，
我们更多的还是注重一些硬性的东西，产值啊，数量啊，但在文化内涵的渗透方面，
高端艺术的设计方面还很欠缺。]
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In this part of the interview, it is clear that the director is contrasting the Chinese city with
other Western developed cities (e.g., ‘New York,’ cities of ‘Britain,’ and ‘well-known
cities of developed countries’); the director stresses in particular the deficiency in what he
calls the ‘soft,’ ‘cultural’ side of city branding in Hangzhou and in China by suggesting
that the latter seeks what is not desirable but lacks in what is desirable (see the last
sentence of the quote).

World expos

Within the city’s branding framework as indicated above, Hangzhou has held two sets of
major, serial international expos: the World Leisure Expo and the West Lake Expo; both
are organized in line with, and as part of, Hangzhou’s city branding. In the history of the
World Leisure Expo, the first one was held in Brisbane, Australia, in 1988. Since then,
the exposition was held every two or three years around the world. In 2006, the World

Table 1. Awards/plaques conferred on Hangzhou.

Year Titles and awarding organizations

2001 ‘Habitat Scroll of Honour Award’ by United Nations Centre for Human
Settlements (habitat), UNCHS
(http://cn.unhabitat.org/content.asp?typeid=19&catid=490&id=3156#Hangzhou)

2002 The International Award for live-able communities by LivCom Management
Company
(http://www.livcomawards.com/previous-winners/2006-index.htm)

2002 ‘International Garden City’ by International Federation of Parks and Recreation
Administration
(http://www.hicenter.cn/facts_11.asp)

2003–2008 ‘Best Investment Environment Cities of China’ by the World Bank (2003, 2004,
2005, 2006, 2007, 2008)
(http://zjnews.zjol.com.cn/05zjnews/system/2007/09/11/008786891.shtml;
http://www.hicenter.cn/facts_11.asp)

2006 ‘Oriental Leisure Capital’ by the World Leisure Organization
(http://www.hangzhou.com.cn/20060801/ca1218356.htm)

2006 ‘The Best Tourism City of China’ by the United Nations World Tourism
Organization and National TourismAdministration
(http://www.hicenter.cn/facts_11.asp)

2007 ‘China’s best tourist city’ by the National Tourism Administration and the
United Nations World Tourism Organization
(http://www.china.org.cn/archive/2007-02/10/content_1199624.htm)

2007 ‘Medaille d’Or’ by Fédération internationale du tourisme (FIT)
(http://www.federationinternationaledutourisme.eu/distinctions-en-chine.htm)

2004–2009 ‘the Best Commercial Cities in Mainland of China’ by Forbes
(http://eng.hangzhou.gov.cn/main/zpd/English/AboutHangZhou/T326241.shtml)

2011 ‘Creativity Demonstration’ by the organizing committee of International Forum
on Cultural Industry
(http://en.hangzhou.com.cn/News/content/2011-08/03/content_3829959.htm)

2011 ‘World Heritage Site’ by UNESCO World Heritage Centre
(http://en.gotohz.com/whyhangzhou/wlh/#sthash.euuYlZ1Q.eYD7oRC5.dpbs)

2012 ‘UNESCO Creative Cities Network City of Crafts & Folk Art’ by UNESCO
(http://news.ifeng.com/gundong/detail_2012_05/18/14620127_0.shtml)
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Leisure Organization (WLO) decided that the World Leisure Expo would be held every
five years and that Hangzhou would be the permanent venue for it. In 2006 and 2011,
Hangzhou played the host and was awarded ‘the Oriental Capital of Leisure’ for the first
event. Consistent with Hangzhou’s official city-brand 生活品质之城 (City of Quality
Life), which came into being in 2007, the World Leisure Expo 2011 (September 17 to
November 18), sponsored by World Leisure Organization and Hangzhou Municipal
People’s Government, adopted the theme of ‘Leisure – Enhancing the Quality of Life.’
For the Expo of 2011, the official website (en.wl-expo.com) and video (http://v.hoolo.tv/
video-10039.html) illustrate the type of promotional materials and news reports
associated with the event.

Let us take a look at the Expo of 2011 (from September 17 to November 18) in
particular. From a cultural discursive point of view, a number of features may be noted.
First, there is sizable international participation: 80 cities, 37 million visitors, and 50
enterprises from China and abroad. Second, under the theme of ‘Leisure: Enhancing the
Quality of Life,’ the Expo of 2011 was composed of a variety of organized
communicative events: a summit meeting, conferences, and forums. Third, the Expo is
rendered present in various forms of texts (ads, news reports, special columns, and
publications), as well as artifacts (e.g., souvenirs) and conducted through different
channels (i.e., website and online videos) and in a number of international venues (e.g.
international convention centers) and scores of spaces (i.e. routes, and sites of leisure
activities). More broadly, it is featured in a host of activities and events (e.g., Cultural
Creative Industry Expo, International Tea Conference, and Tea Product Fair). Finally, the
Expo has had a trade turnover of ca. 22.6 billion RMB, foreign investment of ca US$1.1
billion and domestic investment of 13.4 billion RMB.

The West Lake Expo is another serial mega-event that is directly linked with the city’s
branding. The very first event was held in 1929; a successful international fair for some
time. But the expo did not resume until seven decades later in 2000. It may be noted that
the logo is an expression of the characteristics and aspiration of Hangzhou: water, leisure,
vegetation, etc.

For the sake of understanding better the current state of the expo, let us compare the
last one, the 15th, with the second. The latter, which lasted for 22 days, attracted 5 million
visitors from home and abroad, held a score of professional exhibitions with 2500
exhibitors coming over 30 countries and regions. The trade volume amounts to nearly 7
billion RMB, domestic investment to 13.73 billion RMB, and foreign investment to 311
million US$.

The most recent 15th Expo, initiated and funded (with at least 17 million RMB) by
the Hangzhou Government and executed by the Office of Hangzhou West Lake Expo
Organizing Committee, lasted 29 days (12 October–9 November 2013) under the theme
of ‘Innovative EXPO, beautiful Hangzhou.’ lt has an official website: http://www.xh-
expo.com/ (other relevant sites include: http://www.xh-expo.com/481/2013/09/16208.
html). Sponsored by over 15 companies, the Expo is comprised of 50 events (fairs,
conferences, exhibitions, and other activities), including major international events such
as follows:

. The International West Lake Tourism Festival

. Hangzhou International Art and Culture Festival

. Hangzhou International Trail Walker Conference

. International Conference on Sensor in the Internet of Things

. World Top 500 Enterprises Roundtable Conference
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The expo attracts about 8 million visitors from home and abroad; 50 different countries
and regions are represented. The exhibitions and fairs are mainly held in internationally
oriented venues (e.g., the White Horse Lake International Convention and Exhibition
Center, Hangzhou Peace International Exhibition and Conference Center, and Zhejiang
World Trade International Exhibition Center); 23% of the spaces are allocated to foreign
exhibitors. CCTV, local newspapers (e.g., special column in 《都市快报》), radio, local
TV station, street posters, museums, conferences, and websites (e.g., youku and sohu) are
used in the promotion; visits to the official website reach 5 million. What is particularly
noteworthy is that cooperation between international media outlets is achieved and about
100 domestic and foreign media outlets produce 3500 reports. Different foreign
languages are used (e.g., the guideposts in Prince Bay Park (太子湾公园): four in
addition to Chinese (English, French, Japanese, and Korean). The mega-event generated a
total trade volume of RMB 15.7 billion, domestic investment of RMB 15.2 billion, and
foreign investment of US$1 billion.4

Tea exhibitions

Tea is another topic around which Hangzhou has done much in its CBD for the
international community; i.e., Hangzhou has presented a range of interconnected
activities and artifacts for its international brand promotion. In 2011, Longjing tea of
Hangzhou became part of city’s share in the UNESCO world heritage list.5 It has since
become internationally known. Historically, however, Longjing tea was exported even
before the Opium War (1840), though China was blocked from tea selling following the
war by the British that supported India’s tea trade.

There are a number of features to be noted from a cultural discourse point of view in
the city’s current international attempts at branding its tea, thereby branding itself as the
city of quality life.6 First, international events designed to brand the tea from Hangzhou
are of relatively recent occurrence. It was only in 2005 that the first West Lake
International Tea Culture Expo took place, and since then, it has been held once every
year, around the time of the year’s first tea-picking; similarly, it was in 2010 that the
International Expo of Hangzhou’s Well-known Teas, together with the First Contempor-
ary Chinese Tea Culture Festival, was held in the city and has since been organized once
every year. Second, the city’s (as well as particular prefectures’) government, on the one
hand, and the nation’s international tea (culture) research organizations (e.g., China
International Tea Research Association) on the other, are major players as hosts and
organizers behind the few international tea fairs and festivals held in Hangzhou. What is
also remarkable is that for one day every year ‘all countrymen drink tea’; the very first
event was held on 20 April 2009. Third, the tea-promotional activities are often enriched
and enhanced by being organized in connection with the city’s other trade brands such as
leisure and cuisine, as part of other mega-events such as the World Expo, or in
accompaniment with other activities or artifacts such as tourism, dancing, and landscape.
Moreover, the organizers often invite various media to participate in and report on the
events. In the mediational aspect, it may be noted, too, that there is an online video: http://
www.cnteaexpo.com/czqy.html and official websites on tea promotion: http://www.
hangzhou.gov.cn/main/zwdt/ztzj/cwhjs/index.shtml and http://www.hangzhou.com.cn/
cbhtbbd/index.htm; nevertheless, neither site has an English language page. In terms
of spacial communication, Hangzhou has a few noteworthy architectural venues
for tea producing, making and drinking; e.g., the Tea Museum of China
(中国茶叶博物馆),7 the Home of Tea-drinking (茶人之家) and the International Village
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of Tea-drinking (国际茶人村). Fourth, in terms of intents and purposes of such events, it
is clear that they are held with a view to contributing to the city’s reputation as the capital
of tea, but more broadly to the city’s overarching brand, namely, the city of quality life,
and more particularly for a period of time prior 2011 to the city’s bid for UNESCO world
heritage listing. However, it should be pointed out that, although many events are
crowned with international designations, there seems little explicit effort at reaching out
to the international community and Longjing tea is still largely unknown internationally.8

The tea-experiencing exchanges seem to have involved only some Japanese and Koreans.
The tea industry does not seem to have organized any tea-promotional event overseas, let
alone having any tea establishments abroad, unlike the Hangzhou cuisine trade, to which
we now turn.

Traveling cuisine

Yet another topic and form of international city branding is found in the ways Hangzhou
promotes its local cuisine. Supported by the municipal government, the city’s food
catering association has traveled regularly to foreign countries to promote the city’s
cuisine. In order to get an insider’s view on this, the present author, together with three of
his students, conducted an interview with the former secretary and two representatives
from the Hangzhou Association of Restaurants (www.hzms.org). Prior to the interview,
the association was informed about the research project; subsequently, one of the
representatives provided a written statement (by email), answering a few general
questions regarding the association’s international efforts. During the interview, the
questions proceeded from the nature and function of the association, its international
activities, ways of distinguishing the local cuisine style, to difficulties involved in its
international outreach.

A few observations may be made based on the spoken interview as well as the written
one. The association represents about 20,000 large and medium restaurants in Hangzhou,
accounting for about 60% of the total number. Since 2008, international food festivals are
regularly held every year in the city under the auspices of the municipality, often within
mega-events like the World Leisure Expo. If one is held abroad, it is usually at the
invitation of a local restaurant association and normally one country per year is chosen as
a destination. The places they mentioned as having visited are Spain, France, Austria,
Singapore, and the USA (i.e., the UN). It may also be mentioned that the city participates
in food festivals in other Chinese cities as well. The cuisine is presented as specifically of
Hangzhou, with names to do with features of the city, but adapted to local customs if
appropriate (like ‘Pork of Dongpo (poet)’ or ‘Vinegar fish of West Lake’ made of local
fish with less bones). It appears that the association is well aware of the purposes of the
international promotion of Hangzhou cuisine as the best method: namely, to make the city
better known (also as ‘capital of fine food’), to attract more visitors and tourists, and to
help increase the revenue of the city, as well as of the restaurants themselves. Finally, at
the question of why the city fails to establish its own restaurants abroad, the interviewees
make it clear that it is next to impossible because the procedures in the West are too
complex and Chinese practitioners are used to depending on networks and cannot deal
with Western restrictive measures (i.e. ‘too many permits required’). On the whole, it may
be argued that the range of communication and exchange is rather small (one country per
year), while the number of foreigners reached is unknown, that there is a lack of verbal
communication whether in the form of brochures or books, and that there is obvious and
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serious need to establish local outlets of Hangzhou cuisine in foreign countries (also
considering that foreign culinary outlets are everywhere in this city).

The Internet and international languages

As part of our discourse research, attention should be directed at the ways in which the
city’s international brand and branding are mediated as well – for example, the languages
used and channels of communication drawn upon. A general search was conducted on the
use of ‘quality-of-life’-related websites hosted by Hangzhou, and it is found that a
number of institutions have Internet sites using the English language and a few using
other foreign languages. These organizations may be classified into three categories: (1)
city-government offices and organizations under its administration, (2) provincial-
government-administered institutions (Hangzhou is the capital of Zhejiang Province),
and (3) state-owned enterprises. The first group has by far more websites; in parenthesis,
few relevant trade associations would have a website with an English language page (e.g.,
Association of Performing Art: http://www.hzyyyxh.com/; Restaurants and Hotels Guild:
www.hzms.org). The information of the three groups is given in the order of the owner,
the website, and the foreign languages used; from the name of the owner it will be
possible to appreciate the nature of the site in question9:

Municipal offices and organizations under its administration

Municipal Government Portal: http://www.hangzhou.gov.cn/ (English);
Information Office: http://www.hicenter.cn (English);
Tourism Committee: http://www.gotohz.com/ (English, Japanese, Korean and German);
Landscape and Heritage Site Administrative Committee: http://xhsy.hzwestlake.gov.cn/
index.aspx (English);
Liangzhu Heritage Site Committee: http://www.lzsite.gov.cn/ (English, Japanese, Korean,
Spanish, German);
Bureau of Gardens and Heritages: http://www.hzwestlake.gov.cn/ (English, Japanese,
Korean);
World Leisure Expo: http://www.wl-expo.com/ (English);
West Lake International Expo: http://www.xh-expo.com/ (English);
Southern-Song Imperial Kiln Museum: http://www.ssikiln.com/newEbiz1/EbizPortalFG/
portal/html/index.html (English);
Comprehensive Canal Protection Committee: http://www.grandcanal.com.cn/ (English,
Japanese, Korean);
China Tea Museum: http://www.teamuseum.cn/default.aspx (English, Japanese);
Hangzhou History Museum: http://www.hzmuseum.com/ (English);
China Silk Museum: http://www.chinasilkmuseum.com/ (English);
Lingying Temple: http://www.lingyinsi.org/ (English, Japanese);
Hangzhou Daily: http://www.hangzhou.com.cn/ (Japanese, Korean).

Provincial-government-supported institutions based in Hangzhou

Zhejiang Art Gallery: http://www.zjam.org.cn/ (English);
Zhejiang Symphony Orchestra: http://www.zjso.org/index.asp (English);
China Cartoons and Animation Festival: http://www.cicaf.com/ (English).
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State-owned enterprises

Grand Opera House Limited: http://www.hzdjy.com/index.php (English);
Olympic and International Expo Center: http://www.hzoiec.com/ (English).

From the list of websites above, it may be seen that the city’s administrative organizations
open to the international community quite a large number of information platforms in
connection with the promotion of the city, including its brand. Moreover, in addition to
the English language, many of the sites use other foreign languages, reaching out to a
wider international community. If we look at the contents of the websites, then some
further features may be of note. While a few sites provide Chinese culture-specific
information as characteristic of Hangzhou, e.g., on legendary sites and local food and
drink (http://www.hicenter.cn/facts_33.asp), some sites have more or less the same
information and moreover the information is rather general, i.e., Hangzhou is described as
distinguishable neither in China nor in the world:

Hangzhou, capital of Zhejiang Province, has been one of China’s most renowned and
prosperous cities for much of the last 1000 years. Located in the Yangtze River Delta,
Hangzhou is well known for its beautiful natural scenery, the West Lake being its most
renowned location. Ranked among the most competitive cities and also named the Happiest
City in China for five consecutive years, Hangzhou has a reputation for outstanding quality
of life that attracts people of different ages and lifestyles to visit, live, work, and learn.
Hangzhou citizens take great pride in their city and value it as an urban habitat designed for
great living. (http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/m/hangzhou/e/2009–08/12/content_8561615.htm)

The last issue regarding the medium of communication concerns translation, i.e., translation
of the brand name. The Chinese ‘生活品质之城’ has been commonly translated into
English as ‘City of Quality Life.’ From the productive point of view, the question is how
Hangzhou may best represent, promote, and market what such a translation may render to
the international community. From the point of view of brand reception, the question is
how this name itself may be perceived and understood. While surveys of some sorts may
be conducted, from the present point of view it may be arguable that the English phrase
could sound too vague or broad to ring true or realistic and consequently could prove
difficult to effectively market the brand. A similar example of possibly dubious meaning of
translation may be: ‘there is heaven above, Hangzhou and Suzhou below’ (http://www.
chinadaily.com.cn/m/hangzhou/e/2007-11/07/content_8551481.htm).

International recognitions

As argued in the beginning, branding has both productive and receptive sides. How
Hangzhou’s brand of quality life is understood and responded to by the international
community, professional and ordinary, should be part of our research. Earlier, I have
indicated, where possible, the role of the international target community in the branding
practices examined and the extent and manner of its participation. Here, it may be noted
that Hangzhou has won a number of international recognitions in the form of awards and
plaques in the past decade and a half (see Table 1).

However, it is realized that much more comprehensive research would be needed in
order to ascertain the nature and extent of the international uptake of Hangzhou’s brand as
the city of quality of life. For instance, research attention may be directed to what aspect,
if any, of Hangzhou is explicitly present in the global village, how people (visitors or
otherwise) understand it, and where Hangzhou’s brand has affected their lives in any way.
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Conclusion

In the study of Asian/Third World urban development in general and of international city
branding in particular, I have chosen to focus on the case of the Chinese coastal historical,
thriving tourist city of Hangzhou. The project was motivated partly by the understanding that
city branding is a new and crucial part of urban development workplace discourse and partly
by the observation that Third World cities have been disproportionately understudied. My
particular purpose has then been to identify, analyze, explain, as well as assess Hangzhou’s
international CBD as a developing-world case in terms of its properties, problems, and
potentials. To that end, I have sketched out a cultural-discursive, ‘workplace’ account of city
branding and sought, accordingly, to obtain a variety of data across a range of settings
and examine them from historical and intercultural perspectives. In the remainder of this
paper, I shall offer a synthesis and overall assessment based on the respective analyses so far.

First, it is through a public campaign that the city of Hangzhou adopts and acquires an
official brand, to wit, the City of Quality Life, and that the city has specific municipal
offices to oversee, implement, and monitor the brand’s communication, management, and
development, internationally as well as nationally. Although this is a rare case not only
just in the Chinese context but also in the world at large, such a proactive city-campaign
may prove to be an effective strategy for less well-known, Third-World cities, such as the
one in question, in the fast-globalizing age. Second, in addition to the municipality,
businesses, and civil organizations, large numbers of citizens, as well as foreigners,
actively participate in the all-year-round branding events, via, e.g., the so-called
experiencing day. So, through mega-events, ordinary people can become city-brand
makers and communicators at that, too. In this sense, workplace discourse extends to the
public domain, contributing directly and effectively to urban, sociocultural development.
Third, the city-brand of Hangzhou is articulated to the international community in and
through a diversity of explicitly promotional practices both at the general and all-
encompassing level (e.g., the World Leisure Expo and the West Lake Expo) and across
a good number of trades (e.g., the industries of tea, cuisine, fashion, high-tech, and
e-commerce). Worthy of note here is that different levels and types of branding practice
are coordinated and integrated; this way, greater effect may be expected. Such
multifacetedness and interconnection of branding practices seem particularly necessary
for a relatively vague and polysemic city-brand such as Hangzhou’s. Fourth, Hangzhou’s
branding practices draw on a variety of media available and possible logos, websites,
videos, posters, brochures, etc.; relevant organizations at different levels use the English
language as well as other international languages on their websites. Such broad use of
communicative mediums will enhance international accessibility. (Of course, by the same
token, it could be suggested that still more foreign languages, whether European, Asian,
Latin American, or African, as well as still more internationally oriented specialist
websites (pages), be established, say on the city’s cuisine, tea-houses, and fashion.)
Furthermore, as the case of the city’s culinary trade shows, it is possible for relevant trade
representatives and firms to go physically abroad in order to make known and promote
their trade brand and thereby their city brand. Finally, as our case demonstrates, branding
practices can be coupled with not just economic gains as in the form of domestic and
foreign investment but also various international distinctions.

In conclusion, it must be mentioned that the present study reveals shortcomings,
constraints, and potentials with regard to the internationalization of the city’s brand as
well. To start with, unlike the brands of London as a ‘financial center,’ Sydney as ‘city of
the opera house,’ or Hong Kong as ‘Asia’s world city,’ Hangzhou’s brand of ‘city of
quality life’ may sound rather abstract. Consequently, it would be doubly challenging to
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mobilize wide-ranging, domain-specific branding activities (such as the ‘day of all citizens
drinking tea’ and ‘fine food festival’). Moreover, there seems rarely any attempt to go
abroad to brand the city (except for the culinary and tourism trades). Related to this, too,
there does not seem to be an explicit distinction made in the branding for the international
markets. Given the numerous foreign firm outlets spread out in Hangzhou (say shops,
restaurants, and cafes), there is both a long way to go and great potentials. For this an insider
view has been that the difficulty of reaching out to the international community and having
a strong impact lies in the Chinese cultural conditions and conventions; this means that
cultural creativity is called for to make an international breakthrough. In addition, although
an impressive variety of mediums of communication has been employed, one can see that
still other tools and channels may be resorted to in the workplace discourse, e.g., the Quick
Response (QR) code, APPs, in order to maximize international branding.
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Notes
1. City branding is often defined too broadly or too vague; the following is not untypical: ‘the

purposeful symbolic embodiment of all information connected to a city in order to create
associations and expectations around it’ (Lucarelli & Berg, 2011, p. 21).

2. Relevant information may be found at: http://data.stats.gov.cn/workspace/index?a=q&type=glo-
bal&dbcode=csnd&m=csnd&dimension=zb&code=A0101&region=330100&time=2012, 2012.
See also 季靖, 陈静 2008, 《杭州》课题组 2008, 邹身城 2006.

3. http://hzfzw.hz.gov.cn/jjhz/myjs/201205/t20120507_315759.html.
4. See: http://www.xh-expo.com/zt/15th/xhexpobm/.
5. See http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/767/: ‘The World Heritage Committee has inscribed the West

Lake Cultural Landscape of Hangzhou, comprising the West Lake and the hills surrounding its
three sides, on UNESCO’s World Heritage List.’ At the first West Lake International Tea Expo
held in 2005, Hangzhou was awarded the plaque ‘中国茶都’ (China’s Capital of Tea).

6. Reference information may be found at: http://hznews.hangzhou.com.cn/chengshi/content/2013-
03/27/content_4667544_2.htm (with English page); http://lxs.cncn.com/70786-news-show-
68859.html.

7. It has web pages in English and Japanese: http://www.teamuseum.cn/default.aspx.
8. Some other related websites in English: www.teavivre.com; TravelChinaGuide.com; en.gotohz.

com (of Hangzhou).
9. It may be pointed out, though, that some websites concerning key aspects of the ‘quality life’ of

Hangzhou are in Chinese only (e.g., Landscape and heritage site administrative committee:
http://xhsy.hzwestlake.gov.cn/index.aspx; Xiling Seal Engraver’s Society: http://www.xlys1904.
com/; West Lake Museum: http://www.westlakemuseum.com/).
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