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Rebranding Urban Neighborhoods 

H ow do you turn a loca t i on into a destination ?

We ra re ly think of neighborhoods as having bra n d s . Place names
a re n’t tangible assets that can be owned or intellectual pro p e rty
that can be tra d e m a rk e d . A neighborhood name, like any bra n d ,
is an eve r - changing bundle of perc e p t i ons in a con s u m e r’s mind.
Yet place brands can influence decisions that affect the bottom
l i n e : A re consumers aware of the neighborh o o d , or do they need
to be educated about it? Does the neighborhood provide com-
m o d i ty housing, or does it have a distinct identity? Is this a de-
s i rable identity? Does this identity command a premium to mar-
ket value, or is a negative perc e p t i on depressing real estate values?  

Real estate is typ i ca lly the single largest purchase con s u m e r s
make in their lives — and by dollar amount alon e, it could be
c on s i d e red the ultimate luxury good (or the most expensive ne-
c e s s i ty ) . And just as with luxury bra n d s , a desirable neighbor-
hood brand re i n f o rces how consumers see themselves and how
t h ey would like to be perc e i ved by others. A re people living in the
n e i g h b o rhood because they have to, or because they want to? To
what extent do pro s p e c t i ve residents identify with other “u s e r s ”
of the bra n d ?

R e p o s i t i oning a neighborhood brand goes hand-in-glove with
g e n t ri f i ca t i on . While deve l o p e r s , s p e c u l a t o r s , and hom e ow n e r s
can improve individual buildings or block s , this is not typ i ca lly
enough to change public perc e p t i on of an entire are a . Wi t h
emerging neighborh o o d s , managing the place brand can cre a t e
a ll u re for pro s p e c t i ve buyers and tenants in two ways : by genera t-
ing awareness of a place’s good qualities, and by dissociating the
n e i g h b o rhood from its prior negative identity. If successful, t h e s e
e f f o rts result in a positive place brand that can generate incre a s e d
s a l e s , higher prices and a shorter sales cycle because consumers are
m o re inform e d , thus creating greater profits for the stakeholders.

R e b randing or re p o s i t i oning the neighborhood may fail if it cre-
ates expectations that a place cannot fulfill , or can generate a
b a cklash if it is not based in how residents perc e i ve themselve s .
As with any bra n d , a neighborhood identity is an implied prom-
i s e . G e n t ri f i ca t i on occurs in stages, and there are many stories of
d i s g runtled residents who feel ‘b e t raye d’ when a place’s amenities
h a ve been hyped beyond the stage of gentri f i ca t i on .

B rands are about re l a t i onships and tru s t , and are re i n f o rced by
w o rd - o f - m o u t h . Buzz can boost awareness of a neighborh o o d’s
good qualities and desira b i l i ty, but can just as easily re i n f o rc e
n e g a t i ve stere o types about an emerging neighborh o o d .

Dissociating the neighborhood 
f rom its previous identity

What is the identity of the neighborhood? If the neighborh o o d
w e re a person , who would they be? What would they wear?
What comes first to som e on e’s mind when they hear about the
n e i g h b o rhood? 

Typ i ca lly, initial perc e p t i ons of gentri f ying neighborhoods ra n g e
f rom dangerous (“If I run out of gas there, w i ll I get shot?”) to
the mere ly dull (“Nothing going on there . ” ) . These perc e p t i on s
typ i ca lly emerge from years of news cove rage focused on cri m e s ,
or from ‘c onve n t i onal wisdom’ passed through word - o f - m o u t h
but ra re ly from firsthand experi e n c e . But negative perc e p t i ons of
an area often outlast the re a s ons for those association s . O ft e n ,
t h e re is a lag in cove rage between a gradual re d u c t i on in cri m e
and the start of gentri f i ca t i on : a fter all , a shooting genera t e s
p ress while a shooting that didn’t happen is not new s . B o s t on’s
Savin Hill is now known pri m a ri ly for its Vi c t o rian hom e s , b u t
it took years to shake the ‘ St a b - a n d - k i ll’ n i ck n a m e . Si m i l a rly, d e-
ve l o pment activity and an active nightlife in Som e rv i ll e’s Davis
Sq u a re helped the town shake the ‘ Sl u m b e rv i ll e’ n i ck n a m e .

Emerging neighborhoods are often perc e i ved as being furt h e r
a w ay than they re a lly are . Why is this? In the early stages of gen-
t ri f i ca t i on , these neighborhoods have been avoided for a lon g
time by anyone other than immediate re s i d e n t s . Most Boston i-
ans don’t re a l i ze that the gentri f ying Rox b u ry neighborhood is
on ly a block from the Museum of Fine Art s , or that it abuts
B ro ok l i n e, one of the wealthiest towns in Massach u s e t t s . M a ny
of today’s poorest urban neighborhoods are some of a city’s old-
est on e s ; these original neighborhoods were typ i ca lly close to the
w a t e rf ron t , the center of tow n , or both.

I n i t i a lly, these neighborhoods typ i ca lly have few, if any, d e s t i n a-
t i on bars, clubs or shopping to attract outside visitors. This is
o ften why early-stage gentri f i ca t i on begins with a com m e rc i a l
o u tpost that draws outsiders and becomes the center for a ‘s c e n e’
or com mu n i ty. For New Yo rk ’s East Vi llage in the 80’s , it was the
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L i fe Café. In Red Hook , B ro ok lyn , it is Lill i e’s Bar. And in
Ph i l a d e l ph i a’s Fi s h t ow n , it is the Rocket Cat Café.

It is no coincidence that many music scenes have emerged from
n e i g h b o rhoods that have since gentrified — Chica go’s Wi ck e r
Pa rk (Liz Ph a i r, Urge Ove rk i ll ) , and Se a t t l e’s Capitol Hill . Pre s s
c ove rage of the artists who succeed tends to focus on their begin-
n i n g s , and inadve rt e n t ly ‘m yt h o l o g i ze s ’ the neighborhood where
t h ey began. This is especially true if an entire cultural move m e n t
begins there — think San Francisco in the 60’s or Se a t t l e’s
g runge scene in the 90’s . In Boston’s funky All s t on neighbor-
h o o d , one apartment building still adve rtises itself as where
St even Tyler of Ae rosmith stayed in the 70’s .

Rebranding or repositioning? 

R e p o s i t i oning a place creates a new set of associations for the ex-
isting name. R e b randing may be as focused as promoting a new
name for a micron e i g h b o rh o o d , or as extreme as changing the
name of the entire tow n .

E ven if a new name doesn’t stick (and many don’t ) , the attempt
to create a new name can generate press — and discussion —
about how the neighborhood is active ly changing the way that it
is perc e i ve d . This can raise awareness of the area among specula-
tors and buyers that it is a place wort hy of identifica t i on , re c on-
s i d e ra t i on , and inve s t m e n t .

This is nothing new. In Manhattan, real estate agents, d eve l o p-
e r s , and residents have been renaming com munities for these re a-
s ons since at least the Civil Wa r. Ne i g h b o rhoods such as Harson-
v i ll e, St ri k e r’s Bay, or San Juan Hill don’t appear on maps today
— they have all been assimilated into the Upper West Si d e . An d
the Upper West Side itself was supposed to be ca lled “The We s t
E n d” to echo the glamour of Lon d on’s distri c t . H ow eve r, l i k e
B o s t on’s South End, it wasn’t able to attract the upper middl e
class residents the developers had hoped for, and it dev o lved into
a rough area of boarding houses made famous as the setting for
West Side Story.

In the 1980s, real estate developers and agents began prom o t i n g
the name “East Vi ll a g e” to create a distinct identity for a neigh-
b o rhood that had long been re g a rded as part of the Lower East
Si d e, then an immigrant ghetto. The re b randing was a successful

attempt to imply a geogra phic con n e c t i on with nearby Gre e n-
w i ch Vi ll a g e, and to reflect the positive bohemian qualities of
n e a rby Gre e nw i ch Vi ll a g e . The are a’s distinct identity later
re a ched the general public through the mu s i cal Re n t and telev i-
s i on such as Tompkins Square. This is a level that few place bra n d s
w i ll likely ach i eve — to become a cultural re fe rence point that 

E ver since cl ever agents began marketing the Manhattan neigh-
b o rhood south of Houston St reet as So H o, other places have
used acronyms and medial capitals to connote some of So H o’s
hip urban ca ch e t . Besides the obvious NoHo (north of Houston
St re e t ) , this has been applied to southern Harlem (So H a ) , and to
an arts district as far away as Charl o t t e, NC — No D a , for nort h
of Davidson . One California neighborhood even took to ca ll i n g
itself No Wal — a con t ra c t i on for ‘n o rth of Wa l - M a rt .’

With micron e i g h b o rh o o d s , a single street or block can deve l o p
an identity separate from or earlier than the rest of the neighbor-
h o o d . These can be applied to either early-stage gentri f i ca t i on
a reas where on ly a small parcel is con t ro lled or being deve l o p e d ,
or in hyp e r g e n t rified places. In the former ca s e, the Dorch e s t e r
n e i g h b o rhood of Boston is one of the largest neighborhoods of
the city; g e n t ri f i ca t i on is natura lly uneven and con c e n t rated in
c e rtain are a s . M i c ron e i g h b o rhoods such as Savin Hill , M e lv i ll e
Pa rk and Uph a m’s Corner have emerged and are branded as dis-
tinct from the neighborhood at large, and as diffe rent from each
o t h e r. The identities of these micron e i g h b o rhoods can be built
a round com m on ch a ra c t e ristics such as type of building, age of
b u i l d i n g s , or natural or man-made boundari e s .

It bears mentioning that the names of these neighborhoods are
o ften unofficial, as are their exact boundari e s . These neighbor-
hoods may ove rl ay seve ral census tra c t s ; one example is Boston’s
Chestnut Hill , w h i ch is not a tow n , but rather a zip code ove rl ay
of seve ral tow n s . Le g a lly changing the name of an entire town is
m o re inv o lved that simply re p o s i t i oning the perc e p t i on of an are a .
No rth An d ove r, M A , was actually founded before neighbori n g
An d ove r, and tried to have its name changed to Olde An d ove r
s eve ral years ago to reflect the ca chet of being there ‘ f i r s t .’ B ro ok-
l i n e, MA was ori g i n a lly known as the village of Muddy Rive r.
M a n ch e s t e r, MA (founded in 1629 as Jeffrey’s Creek) beca m e
M a n ch e s t e r - b y - t h e - Sea in 1990 foll owing a town meeting vote
and an act of Le g i s l a t u re, and the new name is now reflected on
a ll town documents and the city seal. The hyphenated town name
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implies a certain ca chet (Cro t on - on - H u d s on , St ra t f o rd - on -
Av on ) , but it hasn’t been used yet for neighborhood re b ra n d i n g s
— though it could be, to promote awareness of a geogra phic fe a-
t u re such as prox i m i ty to water. D o rch e s t e r - b y - t h e - Se a , a nyon e ?

Reaching the Audience

H ow do new place names come into use? Real estate agents are
o ften the ca t a lyst for a re p o s i t i oning or re b randing effort , by list-
ing pro p e rties for sale or rent under the new neighborhood name.
To use a Boston example, rather than listing a pro p e rty in Dorch-
e s t e r, agents may list it by a micron e i g h b o rhood name such as
U ph a m’s Corn e r.

B e cause real estate markets are loca l i ze d , the best way to re a ch the
d e s i red audience is through adve rtising and public re l a t i ons in the
re g i onal dailies, w e e k l i e s ,m on t h l i e s , and bro a d cast media. H a v i n g
c ompiled press clippings on seve ral gentri f ying areas that were
re p o s i t i oned or re b ra n d e d , a predictable pattern emerged. On the
public re l a t i ons side, c re a t i ve condo or loft conve r s i ons (or those
designed by a name architect) serve as ideal hooks for cove rage in
the Real Estate section , and a round-up of trendy re s t a u rants and
club nights can fe a t u re in a Life s tyle or Weekend wri t e - u p. Lo ca l
p u b l i ca t i ons and altern a t i ve weeklies may begin to cover the re g u-
lar evenings at a bar, or host events that generate cove ra g e . At this
s t a g e, these art i cles typ i ca lly include language urging people to re-
c onsider their perc e p t i ons of the neighborh o o d . I n ev i t a b ly the re-
g i onal paper-of-re c o rd does the inevitable “next hot neighbor-
h o o d” s t o ry. Within a few years after this, t h e re is the inev i t a b l e
“w e ll if you missed out on this neighborh o o d , h e re’s another on e
to con s i d e r” s t o ry using the now - g e n t rified neighborhood as the
c om p a rable for what gentri f i ca t i on can ach i eve .

Ad ve rtising also works to indire c t ly promote and improve the
n e i g h b o rh o o d’s bra n d . B a r s , clubs and music venues that adve r-
tise re g u l a rly in altern a t i ve weeklies draw attention to the neigh-
b o rhood and may draw a cutting edge gay and hipster popula-
t i ons that are a source of exc e llent and credible buzz. T h e s e
p i oneers in turn bring their friends to the neighborhood and help
dispel the miscon c e p t i ons that it is far away, and that there is
nothing going on .

In the meantime, c om mu n i ty gro u p s , l o cal unive r s i t i e s , and cul-
t u ral centers (mu s e u m s , etc.) can serve as the ca t a lyst for all man-

ner of made for press eve n t s : author signings, b l o ck part i e s , c om-
mu n i ty gard e n s , f a rm e r’s mark e t , film fe s t i v a l s , h i s t o ric house
t o u r s , m ovie nights, n e i g h b o rhood cl e a n u p s , p a ra d e s , public per-
f o rm a n c e s , road ra c e s , walking history tours. When mark e t i n g
these eve n t s , it is key to provide a press kit with photos that depict
the event and neighborhood in the best light, and to depict the de-
m o g ra phic that yo u’re trying to attract as pro s p e c t i ve buye r s .

La s t ly, blogs and websites dedicated to the neighborhood are ad-
d i t i onal ways of creating a virtual com mu n i ty, p romoting ac-
t i v i t i s m , and collecting or linking to favorable press in a single
s o u rce for pro s p e c t i ve residents and deve l o p e r s .

Who pays for it? 

Ne i g h b o rhood brands are as vulnerable as conve n t i onal brands to
the multiple messages and conflicting identities that may con-
s t a n t ly be prom o t e d . T h e re are often many stakeholders in a
n e i g h b o rhood who have diffe rent views of how a neighborh o o d
ought to ev o lve, or whether it ought to ev o lve at all . B a ck l a s h
against gentri f i ca t i on can also translate into backlash against
re p o s i t i oning or re b randing effort s .

T h e re are times when the stakeholders’ e f f o rts and goals may be
aligned — when mon ey from a Com mu n i ty Deve l o pment Cor-
p o ra t i on (CDC ) , a Business Improvement District (BID), n on-
p rofit mon ey from foundation s , and private funds may be com-
bined for public re l a t i ons effort s . Lo cal business owners in the
B e d f o rd - St u yvesant neighborhood of Bro ok lyn re c e n t ly pooled
$150,000 for a PR campaign built around the slogan “B e d - St u y
and proud of it,” aimed at countering the tra d i t i onal ra llying cry
of “Bed St u y, Do or Die.”

In short , g e n t ri f i ca t i on is a process by which a neighborh o o d’s
innate value (prox i m i ty to dow n t ow n , a rch i t e c t u ra lly significa n t
housing stock , walking town center, p a rks and amenities) is re a l-
i zed and value is created for hom e ow n e r s , s p e c u l a t o r s , real estate
a g e n t s . The city benefits through the cre a t i on of a higher tax base
and re t u rning abandoned pro p e rties to the tax ro ll s . While gen-
t ri f i ca t i on changes or re s t o res the phys i cal fabric of a neighbor-
h o o d , it must work alongside public re l a t i ons efforts to cre a t e
a w a reness of the phys i cal and infra s t ru c t u re changes that are oc-
c u r ring in order to ca p i t a l i ze on the benefits.
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Why do it? 

• Boost real estate values by educating consumers (shorter sales
cycles) and creating all u re (higher demand for conve r s i on s
and new con s t ru c t i on ) .

• M a rketing extern a lly to attract visitors, m a rketing intern a lly to
help unify and motivate interest gro u p s .

• R e p o s i t i oning efforts serves as a ca t a lyst for cove rage of posi-
t i ve change and deve l o pment happening in the are a .

• Ne i g h b o rhood lacks a stron g, p o s i t i ve identity, e s p e c i a lly if it s
b o rder area on the edge of another neighborh o o d .

• Dissociate from earl i e r, n e g a t i ve con n o t a t i ons (dangero u s ,
d u ll ) ; c reate new con n o t a t i ons (vibra n t , h i s t o ri c , s a fe )

• C reate a micron e i g h b o rhood based on geogra phic bord e r s
(the Melv i lle Pa rk section of Dorchester is in a cul-de-sac), o r
a rch i t e c t u ral hom o g e n e i ty (the Boston’s Leather District is
s eve ral square blocks of buildings with ca s t - i ron faca d e s ) .

Inspirations for Names

• Fo rmer name of neighborhood 

• H i s t o ric Event or Industry (Meatp a cking Distri c t , N YC ;
Leather Distri c t , B o s t on )

• H i s t o ric figures (Wa s h i n g t on Irving & Irving Pl a c e, N YC )

• D i s t i n c t i ve La n d m a rk Building (Fl a t i ron District or Battery
Pa rk City, N YC ; Castle Island, B o s t on )

• D i s t i n c t i ve geogra phic fe a t u re (Murray Hill , N YC ; La d d e r
D i s t ri c t , B o s t on )

• Similar name to nearby area with ca chet (Gre e nw i ch Vi ll a g e /
East Vi ll a g e, N YC) 

• Similar name to a foreign area with ca chet (West End, Lon-
d on / West Si d e, N YC) 

• Lo cal nickname (Clinton / ‘H e ll’s Kitch e n’ N YC ; D o rch-
e s t e r / ‘D o t’ B o s t on )

• G e n e rate indirect cove rage and awareness through stories fe a-
t u ring celebrities from the neighborhood etc.

H o w

• O n going public re l a t i ons effort s , u s u a lly beginning with use of
n ew name in sales and rental listings.

• Name buildings or re s t a u rants/pubs after the area (or the re-
b randed name) — not on ly does it extend the bra n d , but it
re i n f o rces it through re p e t i t i on : clubs tend to take out weekly
ads in publica t i ons and generate lots of cove ra g e, so the
n e i g h b o rhood benefits by association (e.g. Tri b e ca Gri ll in
Tri B e C a ) .

• Use of name arch i t e c t s , f a s h i on ph o t o g ra ph e r s , ru nw ay models
for a project where the building can have even more ca ch e t
than the neighborhood itself.

• C om m e rcial micron e i g h b o rh o o d s : c reate a district of a single
type of re t a i l e r.

R i s k s

• R e b randing can seem con t ri ved to long-time re s i d e n t s , m i g h t
c reate / exacerbate gentri f i ca t i on tension s .
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