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Neighborhood reputations are collective understandings about a place based on the stories people tell 
about it; they are effectively the lens through which places are understood.2 Reputations are powerful- 
they influence whether households and businesses choose to move into—or remain in—an area. 
Reputations can also impact the quality of available services, attract or deter investors, and guide the 
decisions of developers, real estate agents, and lending institutions in allocating resources. Even 
residents’ employment prospects can be shaped by how their neighborhood is perceived relative to 
other neighborhoods.3 

Neighborhood reputations can develop through many channels, including direct personal experiences, 
information shared by friends and family, as well as the media.4 Negative portrayals of a neighborhood 
can lead to stigma when perceptions of a place become negative enough to encourage avoidance.5 
Studies show that racial and ethnic composition is the most consistent predictor of a neighborhood’s 
reputation, followed by income.6,7 In fact, sociologist Robert Sampson finds that neighborhoods with 
signs of disorder (e.g. graffiti, public drinking, fighting) are especially prone to developing stigma, and 
that the neighborhoods that are perceived as most disorderly are the ones with the highest populations 
of Black men rather than the neighborhoods with the highest level of actual disorderly behavior.8 

Stigma is especially harmful because it can become a “self-fulfilling prophecy”.9 Negative neighborhood 
reputations motivate residents to relocate and can snowball leading to higher concentrations of poverty 
and further population decline. In fact, Sampson found that a neighborhood’s reputation in 1995 was a 
stronger predictor of poverty in 2000 than almost any other factor, including the neighborhood’s poverty 
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level in 1995 itself.10 Conversely, positive reputations can also become self-fulfilling prophecies, 
attracting residents, investments, and businesses. Thus neighborhood reputations, once established, 
can be difficult to reverse. 

The City of Atlanta has launched the Achieving Fairness of Place plan, a neighborhood revitalization 
effort focused on improving conditions in seven historically distressed neighborhoods in the city.11 These 
neighborhoods have long histories of disinvestment that have perpetuated poor socio-economic 
outcomes and contributed to negative reputations. A section of the English Avenue neighborhood known 
as “the Bluffs”, for example, is infamous throughout the city as a blighted and high crime area despite 
the neighborhood’s rich history (e.g. it was once home to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.).12 Over time, the 
negative reputations have contributed to vacant housing and population decline. To transform these 
neighborhoods into healthy and inclusive places, the neighborhoods need to attract residents, 
businesses, and investment. The policy question is thus: what strategies can stigmatized neighborhoods 
use to improve their reputations? 

One promising strategy to counteract negative reputations is branding. Place branding is a strategic 
process of building a reputation, often to attract investments and residents.13,14 Place branding is distinct 
from traditional branding because a place is living; residents create and re-create the place every day 
and thus any branding strategy must start and end with the residents to ensure that the stories and 
narratives are an accurate reflection of the place. Place Brand Observer and City Nation Place are two 
organizations that provide guidelines to practitioners interested in place branding. City Nation Place 
describes three components of managing a place brand: placemaking, place marketing, and place brand 
identity.15  

1. Placemaking: placemaking is the set of investments you make to increase the attractiveness of 
the place. This includes, for example, investments in public spaces, cultural events, or public 
transit. The City of Atlanta is currently making catalytic investments in housing, education, health, 
parks & recreation, economic development and transportation in the seven target neighborhoods 
and research has shown that the de-concentration of poverty and the creation of mixed-income 
communities alongside broader revitalization processes of redesigning public spaces and the 
promotion of new developments can contribute to an improved reputation.16,17 Without 
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placemaking activities, image-change strategies—such as hosting large-scale public events or 
running media campaigns—may be insufficient to reduce stigmatization.18 At the same time, 
stigmatization can also serve as a rationale for “fixing” an area and research has shown a direct 
relationship between the stigmatization of place and the process of gentrification, which can 
displace residents and exacerbate inequities.19 Hence placemaking efforts need to occur 
alongside residents, not to them.  
 

2. Place brand identity: the brand identity is the set of values and attributes that reflect the essence 
of the place. The tools that help communicate this identity include brand guidelines, icons, 
slogans, and other components of a visual identity. Examples of effective place branding includes 
the work of Visit Philadelphia which has built the city’s brand around the history that the American 
Declaration of Independence was signed in Philadelphia. The brand identity builds on that legacy 
by describing Philadelphia as the birthplace of democracy as well as the birthplace of the ideals 
that challenge discrimination. This ties the past with the future and provides reasons to celebrate 
history and tackle controversial issues in a way that is tied to the ethos of the place and helps the 
city develop a reputation of being welcoming to all types of people.20 Philadelphia provides one 
example of how Atlanta’s target neighborhoods can leverage their history in a branding effort. 
  

3. Place marketing: this includes the initiatives and campaigns used to build awareness of the 
place. These are distinct communication bursts that attract talent, visitors, investments and 
increase exposure to the place.  Place marketing, when it is done without resident engagement 
can serve as a form of erasure of a neighborhood’s history, culture, and identity and spark 
outrage. In 2017, for instance, real-estate brokers in the historically Black New York neighborhood 
of Harlem sparked backlash when they tried to rebrand its south end as “SoHa”, reminiscent of 
the affluent, largely White neighborhood of SoHo in lower Manhattan.21 Often, place marketing 
seeks to remake a reputation around Whiteness in an effort to counteract race-based stigmas.22 
While this strategy can be effective at changing reputations, research shows that the benefits are 
limited to White residents with little spillover to Black residents; instead this strategy can further 
marginalize Black residents and segregate the neighborhood.23 The overarching goal of the 
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Achieving Fairness of Place plan is to reduce race and class-based inequities. Hence any 
marketing strategy that does not represent Black residents’ values is likely to fail.24 

Stigmatized neighborhoods require branding strategies to change negative reputations, but effective 
branding requires prioritizing a community’s aspirations, its diverse interests, and the ongoing 
engagement of residents. Too often cities use public participation simply to placate opposition and leave 
participants with the sense that they have been heard.25 An alternative approach called participatory 
branding aims to center residents needs rather than the needs of the market. This approach includes 
outreach to major stakeholders and in-depth interviews and focus groups with residents; the goal is to 
generate a greater sense of ownership amongst those who will be directly impacted by a branding 
project.26 Led by neighborhood associations and neighborhood working groups, target neighborhoods in 
the City of Atlanta can leverage a participatory branding approach to ensure any branding strategy 
reflects the actual experiences, values, and desires of residents.  
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