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Chapter 5

Marketing Amsterdam

Mihail_konyv_165x240mm_BELIVEK.indd   Szak.1:63Mihail_konyv_165x240mm_BELIVEK.indd   Szak.1:63 2008.09.12.   15:19:332008.09.12.   15:19:33



Mihail_konyv_165x240mm_BELIVEK.indd   Szak.1:64Mihail_konyv_165x240mm_BELIVEK.indd   Szak.1:64 2008.09.12.   15:19:342008.09.12.   15:19:34



6565

Chapter 5  Marketing Amsterdam: I amsterdam1

5.1 Why market Amsterdam? 

Amsterdam is a city with a long trade tradition and a strong reputation for culture and innovation.

However, the position of Amsterdam as a major national and international cultural centre has for 

some time been threatened by a sharpening of competition from other cities both within and outside

The Netherlands. Research undertaken by the city’s organisations indicates that Amsterdam’s

position is dropping in various international rankings, for example as a city of conferences (City of 

Amsterdam 2004) and while over the past decades Amsterdam has scored well as a business location,

competition is also rising in this area. 

As a tourism destination, the city has been under threat by several European cities. The 

image of Amsterdam as a tourism destination is based on two major themes (Ashworth and

Tunbridge 1990). The first is dominated by the urban design of the early modern period. It is an 

image of Vermeer townscapes composed of tightly packed canal-side buildings; a wealthy ‘Golden ll

Age’ trading city. The second is the current popular image of the city which was formed in the late

60s and is based upon a youth culture of sexual liberalism and narcotic indulgence; a radical hippie-

Mecca. The problem with this composite image was its very success at becoming established and

recognised which has made change difficult and has largely fossilised Amsterdam within a changing 

world, a condition evident by the 1970s as Amsterdam’s tourism became ever more associated with 

cheap drink¸ commercial sex and available drugs.

The city’s position might have dropped in various rankings but Amsterdam remains a

significant player in international competition. In the European Cities Monitor of 2005 for instance,

Amsterdam is ranked 6th best city to locate a business, but takes only the 18th place in the list of 

cities that do the most to improve themselves (European Cities Monitor 2005). Although the 

accuracy of such rankings could be doubted and the importance attributed to them by city residents

or tourists has not been examined, the fact is that officials in most cities, including clearly 

Amsterdam, take them very seriously (Ashworth and Voogd 1990). Widespread in the city is the

notion that increasing competition among European cities has required ever more emphasis to be 

placed on each city’s strengths in order to attract desired visitors and residents. It should be

remembered that Amsterdam has not undisputed primacy within The Netherlands but faces strong 

                                              
1 This chapter is a slightly revised version of Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2007 
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competition from The Hague, the de facto political centre, Rotterdam, which poses a strong 

commercial challenge and even smaller cities which compete with a distinctive historical, cultural or

educational image. The general belief is that a more efficient use of marketing will lead to an increase

of the number of visitors and the use of products and services in Amsterdam. The major goals stated

are to attract more attention to the city from international audiences and maintain or increase the 

position of the city in various international rankings (City of Amsterdam 2004).

Figure 5.1: Aerial view of the centre of Amsterdam

The goal of improving Amsterdam’s position in these rankings is a clear example of a 

common view which looks at city marketing as a response to increasing interurban competition 

(Kotler et al. 1999; Berg and Braun 1999). However, facingll increased competition is not the only g

motive for Amsterdam’s marketing venture. Another motive is the appreciation that one of the main 

elements of the city’s international image associated with the liberal attitude towards soft drugs and
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prostitution is now seen as inappropriate, as it overshadows other more desirable aspects of the city’s

aspirations. Indeed the idea is that Amsterdam should be attracting more types of visitors and not g

just young tourists arriving in hoards to legally smoke marihuana in the many coffeeshops and visit 

the famous windows of the Red-Light-District. This is a clear example of city marketing being used

to change the image of cities and this is the reason for the acceleration of the use of city branding;

the increasingly popular concept of re-imaging or re-branding cities.  

A final, equally important, motive is the widespread view that the city can only gain from a 

systematic and structured use of city marketing; that city marketing is a powerful tool in the hands of 

city management and, if used appropriately, it can promote all aspects of urban development. As one 

member of the city’s council put it, “city marketing is about loving your city and showing to other 

people why you love it”. This motive, explicitly demonstrates the implementation of city marketing as

a place management philosophy (Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005). In this case city marketing is not 

called upon as a crisis-solving mechanism to provide immediate solutions to urgent problems. It is 

used as a proactive strategy, as a crisis-prevention mechanism and for it to be effective it needs long 

term orientation and consistency. Thankfully, this motive is a hopeful sign that Amsterdam might 

avoid the common short-sighted view of weak competition. 

5.2 Research and vision development 

The importance of research and auditing as the first step of the marketing process has been 

highlighted in all city marketing literature (e.g. Ashworth and Voogd 1990; Kotler et al. 1999). ll

Knowledge of existing demand, existing images and associations and the problems which city 

marketing is setting out to solve or mitigate is necessary and signified in the extensive effort 

described in this section.

The first step in the new approach of marketing Amsterdam was a benchmark study that 

compared the practice of city marketing in 4 cities (Barcelona, Berlin, Dublin, Rotterdam) undertaken 

by a communications agency (Gemeente Amsterdam 2003). The choice of the specific cities was

based on the agency’s estimation of those cities as major competitors of Amsterdam; an estimation

that, although not explicitly explained, is obviously based on the recent improvement of the position

of the three foreign cities in relevant rankings and the traditional Dutch ‘rivalry’ between Amsterdam 

and Rotterdam. The general conclusion of this study was that Amsterdam needed to intensify its

marketing efforts. More specifically it was shown that Amsterdam had not pointed out its advantages 

as clearly as the rest of the cities, it had not done enough to showcase improvements in the city to

international audiences and that it did not emphatically opt for key values that would capture the
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city’s essence (Gemeente Amsterdam 2003). Furthermore, the research identified a lack of 

responsibility for the Amsterdam brand, something upon which other cities were seen to place more 

significance. The most important lessons learnt by Amsterdam from this study were that there is a 

need to chose specific sectors and prioritise actions, the chosen profile must fit the reality of the city,

roles allocated to the public and private sector must be balanced and that branding can be a powerful

tool (Gemeente Amsterdam 2003). Although these lessons might seem trite, the benchmark study 

was valuable for officials in Amsterdam, as it gave a clearer idea of how other cities apply marketing.f

Based on this analysis the city decided to proceed with developing a main vision for its future, the 

creation of a new brand and the establishment of a public/private platform that would develop and 

manage them. 

A consultancy took over the task of suggesting specific methods, goals and processes for the

marketing effort and proposing an appropriate and effective organizational structure. Numerous

interviews were conducted with selected people with a significant role in the city, aiming to identify 

the respondents’ view on the unique distinguishing elements of Amsterdam so as to establish theg

main values on which to base the marketing and branding effort. The results were combined with

other sources, namely specialist literature on city marketing and statements on Amsterdam from 

various sources, including policy documents and travel guides (City of Amsterdam 2003). Based on 

the analysis of the data collected, they deduced a selection of sixteen dimensions of the city (Figure 

5.2), which were considered to adequately represent the versatility of Amsterdam and what it means

for its audiences (City of Amsterdam 2003). The selection of these dimensions should be treated with

caution for two reasons. First, all cities are obviously versatile and diverse and most of the chosen

dimensions are by no means unique to Amsterdam. Secondly the process of deciding on the specific 

dimensions shows clear signs of a top-down approach. 

Aware of these problems, the consultancy, in an attempt to deal with the issue in a more 

bottom-up way, extended their research on residents of the city using questionnaires, in which the tt

respondents had to attribute points assessing how the city performed according to them in the

sixteen dimensions. Afterwards, they established a picture of priorities and opportunities for the

current image and for what the city is aiming at, representing the sixteen dimensions in the form of a

spider’s-web (Figure 5.2). This web provided a guide as to what the city needs to work on. It became 

clear, for example, that living conditions in the city (Liveable City – Residential City) need

considerable improvement or that policies of cultural production need refocusing as the evaluation of 

the Artistic City and City of Events show. It also became clear that the strong association of the city 

with Sex and Drugs is not desirable. 
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Figure 5.2: The spider web

Based on the presentation of the spider’s-web, and in an attempt to gain clearer focus for 

later activities, they proceeded to choose six of the above dimensions of Amsterdam as ‘priority 

dimensions’. The truth is that prioritising dimensions can, almost by definition, not be faultless and it 

continues to show a top-down mentality, as much as the people responsible for this selection justify 

it by the research on the residents. These ‘priority dimensions’ are: City of culture, City of canals, City 

of meetings, City of knowledge, Business city and Residential city. The first three are regarded as 

‘strong’ in that they were recognised by respondents as significant assets (despite the fact that three 

of the dimensions obviously associated with a city of culture, namely artistic city, city of events and f

city of knowledge, need stronger efforts), while the second three are relatively ‘weak’ being not 

recognised and thus needing attention. The explicit goal of the whole marketing effort is to maintain 

the city’s strong position in the first three and strengthen the position of Amsterdam in the rest.

Mihail_konyv_165x240mm_BELIVEK.indd   Szak.1:69Mihail_konyv_165x240mm_BELIVEK.indd   Szak.1:69 2008.09.12.   15:19:372008.09.12.   15:19:37



7070

Furthermore, Amsterdam chose to distinguish itself through the combination of three core values,

namely creativity, innovation and the spirit of commerce on which the brand of the city should be 

based. It is a general belief that these values express the ‘real’ meaning of the city and that these have

been the city’s strengths for centuries. Of course, it remains unclear in what way these values are the 

core values of the city; what makes Amsterdam more creative than any other city, for instance? It is

also doubtful if, in general, a city can be adequately represented by three values or that a city’s

excellence can be based on such values. However, the fact is that in city marketing there is indeed a 

need to choose certain characteristics to work with and this choice intt evitably involves rejections. The 

officials in Amsterdam followed their own way to make the necessary selections and, in a matter as 

complex as the characteristics of a city, any selection would be vulnerable to criticism. 

This early stage of the marketing process in Amsterdam contains decisions that are dubious. 

The choice of the sixteen dimensions of the city and their transformation first into three core values

and then, as will be discussed later, into one slogan is suspicious. Officials in the city seem to accept 

that these steps were smooth and valid, but there is no evidence for this. The selection of the 16

dimensions that are thought to express all aspects of the city is based on the previous research but, as 

valid as this research has been, it is not clear exactly whose choice these dimensions are. One could 

easily argue for the inclusion of others or against some chosen ones or attribute less importance to 

others. This is also (or especially) the case for the six dimensions that achieved a ‘priority’ status.

Furthermore the exact way of deducing the three core values from a possible list of many more 

values that could also be used, is not clear and the final core values seem to have been chosen by the

consultancy, which does not mean that they are necessarily wrong or necessarily right.  

A very important point to be raised at this point is the fact that the choices of the

dimensions and values seem to have gained the support of all partaa icipants in marketing Amsterdam. tt

Although it cannot be appreciated if the support comes from a genuine agreement or a convenient 

silence, this support might prove to be the crucial factor in the effectiveness of the whole effort.

5.3 Target groups 

Seven primary target groups for the city marketing of Amsterdam were selected (Table 5.1). There

are questions raised about this selection. The popularity, for instance, of the creative industries, as

well as their exact nature, has not gone without certain wondering (e.g. Hall 2000). What exactly is

the big-city atmosphere that Amsterdam can offer, considering that it is not a big city by international

standards, and what do ‘active’ residents seek to do? What is the knowledge climate and how does 

Amsterdam compete within and outside The Netherlands as a knowledge centre? There is an obvious 
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effort to be all-inclusive; an effort that might lead to problems of ill-defined and over-ambitious

target groups, and therefore a lack of precision and even confusion in the actions and messages 

addressed to them.  

It should be pointed out that city marketing does have the intrinsic characteristic that it is

very difficult to distinguish between the various groups of city users. Unlike commercial companies, a 

city is not in a position to exclude groups of users, for reasons of social justice, political balance or tt

future security and sustainability. There is, though, a comfortingtt agreement that the first desiredg

result of Amsterdam’s marketing effort and a necessary condition for the next phases is to make its 

residents believe in the core values of the city, ‘feel’ the city’s brand and be proud of their city.  ff

Table 5.1: Target Groups of marketing Amsterdam, Source: City of Amsterdam (2004: 21-22) 

Target groups of marketing Amsterdam 

Business Decision Makers (of international enterprises with their head offices in the Amsterdam area) 

Logistics Service Providers

Creative Sector (design companies, media, content producers, ICT, fashion, usually existing smaller 
enterprises)
Knowledge Workers (talented, young, creative people and scientists who feel attracted to the knowledge
and business climate in the city and to the quality of life) 

Active City Dwellers (residents attracted by the atmosphere of big-city Amsterdam)

International Visitors (foreign tourists and congress participants who feel attracted to the facilities of ff
Amsterdam and surroundings) 

Current Inhabitants of Amsterdam and surroundings as ambassadors of the city 

5.4 Organising for marketing 

According to the literature (Ashworth and Voogd 1990; Berg and Brown 1999), organising for city 

marketing is a major consideration. Organisational measures are not only a significant component of 

the city marketing mix but are also important elements of the development of a city’s brand

(Kavaratzis 2004). 

The main coordinator of the marketing effort of Amsterdam is a newly established Public-

Private Partnership called Amsterdam Partners (see Table 5.2). The organization of Marketing 

Amsterdam could be briefly summarized as follows. There are two sources of funding and

responsibility, the ACCU (an internal council of coordination) which coordinates the activities

undertaken by the various departments of the municipality and Amsterdam Partners which is

responsible for securing and managing funds from the private parties. Some projects are undertaken
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by the Municipality, other projects by the private sector and some are common. Final responsibility 

for all projects and the wider strategy lies with Amsterdam Partners. 

The importance of coordination in city marketing is clear, especially when examining the tt

everyday activities of city managers (Czarniawska 2002). The majority of people involved in the 

marketing effort of Amsterdam, and all the written reports on it, attribute critical importance to the

cooperation between involved parties and largely describe city marketing as a coordinating activity.

City marketing, of course, may integrate different policy areas and include measures to promote inter-

organisational cooperation, but it is not a synonym for coordination. 

Table 5.2: Partners in Amsterdam Partners, Source: City of Amsterdam (2004: 31)

Partners in Amsterdam Partners

Seven departments of the municipality (e.g. Department of Communication, Department of Economic
Affairs etc.) 

Amsterdam Area (eight neighbouring municipalities and the Province of North Holland)

The Business Community (the regional Chamber of Commerce and several private companies from large
multinationals to small local companies)

Covenant Partners (eight organisations that were already involved in marketing the city and have an active
role in supporting and advising on strategies and practical issues) 

Two different processes take place on a day to day level. First, one of the municipality’s

departments or another organisation approach the main coordinators with the suggestion of a project 

that presents advantages for the whole marketing effort or needs certain support. Then the 

advantages are evaluated before a decision is reached to include the specific project in the wider 

strategy or not. Alternatively, the coordinators identify certain potential in a current project or they 

think of a project that would complement existing ones and they suggest relevant actions. The main 

criteria for inclusion are the degree to which the activities in hand address the selected target groups

and their suitability for promoting the chosen core values of the city and fostering the pre-set general y

goals.

The organisational structure the city has chosen is one of the strongest points of the whole

marketing effort. A significant advantage in marketing Amsterdam is that there is a wide consensustt

and support on the strategy and the organisation. There is also a wide agreement that city marketing 

and branding are long-term activities, which need time to establish routes within the city and then be

able to communicate to the outside world. Under these conditions the achievement of consistency 

seems viable. 
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5.5 Marketing implementation 

After Amsterdam Partners was set up and the main strategy was decided upon, the decision was 

made to proceed with 6 main city marketing projects: 

5.5.1 Cultural events  

Cultural events and festivals play a very important role in marketing Amsterdam, stemming obviously 

from the tradition of the city as a cultural centre. This is exemplified, for instance, in the fact that 

Events and Festivals Manager is one the three main positions within Amsterdam Partners or the

effort city officials put into gaining the organisation of the 2005 Bollywood Oscars. Events are

considered the strongest tool of marketing and ideal carriers to strengthen Amsterdam’s profile,

because they are “big moments of visibility”, where the city can attract significant international 

attention at one time. Organising events around theme-years is a favourite tactic, with 2005 the ‘Year

of Water’ and 2006 the ‘Year of Rembrandt’ (figure 5.3). 

Figure 5.3: A life-size representation of Rembrandt’s Knight Watch for the ‘Year of Rembrandt’ 
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The problem with the approach towards events in Amsterdam is that it is still product-

oriented (Dahles 1998). For the people responsible, the interesting and useful aspect of culture is,

understandably, the consumption of cultural goods. In order to understand this consumption,

however, it is necessary to look beyond the range of cultural events the city is or can be offering and

into the experience of the consumers of such events, whether local residents or foreign tourists. The

objective of cultural events and festivals should not just be to attract attention, regardless of the type 

of attention, but to create and strengthen associations with specific qualities. Although there is certain

mention of events designed to promote understanding of the various sub-cultures that exist in 

Amsterdam, events are used in a rather unselective manner. 

5.5.2 Hospitality 

This project aims to make the city more hospitable to visitors (Gemeente Amsterdam 2005). The task 

is to identify where and how visitors feel that the city is hospitable or not and determine which

actions and measures can be taken to make visitors feel that they are welcome. The project is

organized around four groups of activities (Gemeente Amsterdam 2005): a) The Red Carpet: this

part of the project strives to make information to visitors widely accessible in and around the city. It 

also strives to stimulate attractive and recognizable routes to all interesting places in the city, while

attempting to make the visitors feel well-treated, b) Cooperation: Hospitality is seen as a collective 

matter and Amsterdam strives for the cooperation of many parties and partners and especially for

communal input through workshops and discussions with interested actors and consultations with 

local entrepreneurs. Training of groups of people highly influential for the image of the city, like taxi 

drivers, is also considered, c) Communication: the belief is that hospitality should be visible to 

everyone; therefore actions will be taken in order to gain more publicity in local media, but also to get aa

new ideas and suggestions from local people, d) Milestones: this part of the project concerns the use 

of various existing events and activities that are seen as opportunities for common action towards the 

goals of the hospitality project, in that they create a momentum for wider communal participation.

The Hospitality project as part of the city’s marketing effort is indeed interesting and could 

promise significant potential, in that it does begin with the right question, namely where and how do 

the users of the city feel the city’s brand and what can be done to strengthen this feeling? The

mentality shown in dealing with this question is indeed a sign of hope as it approaches the city from

the point of view of the users. It is, however, doubtful if the project will manage to provide the right 

answers, as it seems to concentrate on issues and actions that should be confined to a secondary role. 

Adequate information, for instance, provided to the visitors through street signs etc, might play a role
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in the visitor’s experience of the city, but it is definitely not the main problem of the image of 

Amsterdam as a tourist destination. The intention of using the milestone events as generators of 

communal input, surely does not qualify as a systematic and structured approach. While in the city 

the belief is that the hospitality project concerns what in marketing terms is called product 

development, in essence the project is a collection of promotional activities with no deeper route in

the collective life in the city. On the other hand, the project is worth taking further, especially by 

redirecting it towards the essential problems of Amsterdam’s image.  

5.5.3 International press policy - New internet portal 

Previous policies to attract international press were considered inadequate and passive. The aim of 

these projects is for the city itself to initiate press attention, to upgrade the content of the

information offered and to create one contact point and advice centre for international journalists. 

The website of the city has been upgraded, so that it is easier to find in ont e site all the information 

visitors and potential visitors need. In accordance with most recent theoretical suggestions (e.g.

Urban 2002), presence in the internet is considered a major tool of t developing the city’s image and a 

strong means of communication and experience of the city. Part of the portal will be a section

addressed to companies, in cooperation with the Amsterdam Foreign Investment Office, which

strives to provide a single contact point to help companies establish and maintain operations in the 

Amsterdam area. 

5.5.4 The ‘pearl’ projects 

Some of the ongoing infrastructure or other regular projects, for example the Zuidas building project 

(www.zuidas.nl(( ) and the Uitmarkt festival (ll) www.uitmarkt.nl(( ), were selected to be directly linked withll)

the city’s marketing in an effort to take full advantage of the strong effect that these projects have on 

the city’s image. The selection means that these projects will have priority in the policy of the 

responsible departments, they will be communicated to interestedww  parties in accordance with the 

city’s brand communication and they will have priority in the various communication platforms. This

is an interesting point that considers the necessary link between the city’s marketing strategy and the 

regular policy programme of the city’s authorities. This integration of city marketing into the normal 

policy and vice versa is indeed on the right lines for more effective city marketing.
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5.6 The branding campaign 

The project that completes the main city marketing activities in Amsterdam is the development of a 

new branding campaign, launched in September 2004. The main idea behind the campaign is that 

over recent years Amsterdam has had too many brand carriers, for example ‘Amsterdam Has It’, 

‘Small City, Big Business’ and ‘Cool City’. The new approach is that branding needs continuity, 

slogans need time to be recognized and become effective. Past slogans were not thought to provide

an ‘umbrella’ for Amsterdam’s key values and benefits; they tended, instead, to cover a single 

dimension or focus on a single target group, something that was deemed a wrong approach. It was 

also considered that the Amsterdam brand has been badly managed with no agreement on brand

usage and uniformity of style. A ‘tangible’ new positioning both for the city and the region was 

perceived as necessary, a new brand that would typify the city’s benefits and values (City of 

Amsterdam 2004). 

An agency was chosen to develop a new logo for the city and to suggest and develop a

branding campaign. In the new approach, “Amsterdam Partners has opted for a slogan that will serve 

as an umbrella in both a practical and intrinsic sense, will be versatile without being implicit and will

stand for Amsterdam’s main benefits and values” (City of Amsterdam 2004:45). They did not want to 

choose one or two dimensions and thereby exclude others. Amsterdam’s strengths are thought to lie 

in the combination of associations, the versatile city and the effort was to profile the entire range of 

dimensions as strongly as possible. Doubtful as it is that this is even possible, the city has chosen ‘I 

amsterdam’ (Figure 5.4) as the new slogan and it will be the ‘flag’ on city marketing plans. It will be ww

one of the instruments used to establish Amsterdam’s name in the world; it is the “motto that creates

the brand for the city and the people of Amsterdam” (www.iamsterdam.com). The choice of the

specific slogan was based on the assessment that it is clear, short and powerful. ‘I amsterdam’ is 

considered easy to remember and with great potential for people to identify with it. All the above tt

qualities are of course subject to doubt, especially as the slogan relies so heavily on a linguistic 

association in a language foreign to the city’s residents.

The goal is for many organisations, companies and events to be able to benefit from the new 

brand, however not in an unrestricted manner. Brand usage is coordinated under the supervision of 

Amsterdam Partners. Especially in the beginning, when the brand is still vulnerable, Amsterdam 

Partners is carefully considering how it is used and by whom. A striking example is the request of the

municipality’s tax department to use the new slogan in all their communication with tax-payers; a 

request that was rejected in an effort not to associate the slogan with anything that might have a ff

negative effect on its audiences. The city is hoping to gain significant benefits from the new brand. 
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According to their expectations, investing in Amsterdam’s brand must produce results in the areas of 

income, visitor numbers, investments and market position in the world. 

Figure 5.4: The I amsterdam logo

As already discussed in previous chapters of this thesis, city branding is an approach that 

centres on the conceptualization of the city as a brand; and a brand is a “multidimensional construct, 

consisting of functional, emotional, relational and strategic elements that collectively generate a 

unique set of associations in the public mind” (Aaker 1996:68). This construct is what should provide 

guidance for all marketing efforts, in order to achieve consistency in the messages sent and in such a 

way that the ‘stories’ told about the city by the brand are built in the city (Kavaratzis 2004). There is

no evidence in Amsterdam that the brand provides such guidance, a problem that, in our view, arises

from the inability of the slogan to convey the chosen core values of the city, which is discussed

below. As Hankinson (2004) suggests, the brand lies at the centre of marketing activities and the

focus of branding activities extends “beyond communications to include behaviour; a focus of 

considerable relevance to place branding” (Hankinson 2004:111).

Branding in Amsterdam is used as another promotional tool, something exemplified in the 

disproportionate significance attributed to the merchandising that bears the logo and is sold in 

various locations in the city (figure 5.5). Furthermore, there is a confusion of the terms image, brand 

and logo. As to the first two it might not come as a surprise, considering that this confusion extends

to the literature of city marketing. However, it is certain that the brand should not be confused with 

the logo. An evident distinction in the marketing and branding effort in the city of Amsterdam is 

between the content of policies, projects and actions and the ‘visibility of the brand’. This distinctiontt

in itself leads to the confusion of the brand and the logo chosen to ‘carry’ the brand. The city brand

should not be distinguished from the content of the policies just as the product brand cannot be 

distinguished from the products (Hankinson 2004). There is, however, evidence among the city vv

officials of a tendency towards a better understanding, expressed in the idea that the ‘visibility of the
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brand’ has to do with communicating the character and content of the actions taken and should not 

be considered a separate goal.  

Concerning the slogan itself, one can appreciate the effort not to opt for a slogan of the common

type: “the city of …” which would only exclude audiences and possibilities. It is, however, important 

to ask how does the slogan address all the selected target groups? What is also not clear is the nature 

of the connection of the slogan with the chosen priority dimensions or the core values. The way the rr

slogan expresses the values of creativity, innovation or spirit of commerce is not evident. The

selection of the specific slogan seems more like gambling on an idea that was thought catchy,

especially because it resembles the ‘I  New York’ slogan that officials in Amsterdam so much

admire. A positive aspect of the ‘I amsterdam’ slogan is that it seems to have been developed having aa

in mind the residents and the existing base of the city. Only the existing residents could arguably feel 

that they ‘are’ Amsterdam and this could be very important for the whole marketing effort. The y

Figure 5.5: ‘I amsterdam’ merchandising 
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extent to which people will identify with it remains to be seen over time.2

5.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has presented the new approach towards city marketing that was adopted in the city of 

Amsterdam. It identified the various stages followed as the city formulated its marketing strategy 

aiming to evaluate critically its marketing effort, in an attempt to further understanding of marketing 

application in cities and to assist in bridging the gap between the theory and practice of city 

marketing. To that aim, the description of the various actions undertaken by the city included any

assessment of their reasoning and a comparison with theoretical suggestions.  

It is clear that Amsterdam has avoided two common but serious pitfalls of city marketing.

First, they did not start and end all marketing efforts with an advertising campaign. Secondly, they 

have chosen a strategy that addresses, or intends to address, the needs not only of the tourism sector,

but a wider base of economic activities and target groups. It is apparent that city marketing in

Amsterdam has now reached a stage of more refined implementation, in comparison with the past 

and shows signs of a demand-oriented approach, which is, of course, one of the major characteristics

of marketing as a city-management philosophy. This new approach has managed to gain agreement 

and consensus from many parties and cooperation is carefully encouraged. 

Of course in a subject as complex as city marketing and in a city as varied as Amsterdam, it tt

would be impossible not to find negative aspects of the marketing effort. The main criticisms that are 

highlighted in this chapter revolve around three major points. First, the selection of sixteen 

dimensions thought to represent the city and their translation first into six priority dimensions, then 

to three core values and, finally, to one slogan is unclear and demands a more thorough examination. 

Secondly, the selection of target groups is rather vague and might lead to difficulties of refining and

targeting messages. Thirdly, the role assigned to city branding is not exploiting its full potential, but it 

is used solely as a promotional tool.

There is perhaps a question arising from these points of criticism. Could Amsterdam have 

chosen a better strategy or a more refined implementation? This is related to the wider question of 

how to evaluate the efficacy of city marketing and branding efforts? One way is through various 

2A monitoring model is being created, so that in the future the contribution of all city marketing activities can be measured
and measurable objectives were linked to the seven target groups (for a description of these see City of Amsterdam, 2004: 
24). The above mentioned spider’s-web will be updated every four years, in order to track changes in familiarity and
preferences for characteristics of the city (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2004). The municipality’s department for Research and 
Statistics will be undertaking regular research on the results of city marketing and the branding campaign and changes of thef
position of Amsterdam in relevant international lists compared to its most important competitors will, of course, be 
followed.
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rankings - some of which are mentioned above – but the methodologies used and the implicit goals

of the organisations undertaking them is a matter of dispute. If, as accepted in this thesis, city brands 

are constructed in peoples’ minds, then the only way to identify and measure changes and the 

efficiency of strategies should be research on the city’s target audiences: visitors, investors and 

residents. Also if the common, but rarely proven, statement that “the people make the city” is true, 

then additional attention should be given to the city’s residents and stronger efforts should be made r

towards their participation in city marketing. Perhaps worth mentioning here is the initiative “We

Amsterdammers” (www.wijamsterdammers.nl(( ), which is an open communication platform for ll)

residents of the city. The initiative provides financial support to various activities that cater for 

contact between the diverse groups of residents, organises events, like the ‘Amsterdam Day’ and 

develops campaigns with the same goal. As already stated, cooperation between the parties involved

and consistency in actions can prove to be the most critical success factor. Only time will reveal the 

success and effectiveness of marketing Amsterdam. 

Figure 5.6: Example of the ‘I amsterdam’ campaign
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