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A B S T R A C T   

Ideally, people with a migration background identify with the country and city they live in. Such identification is 
under threat from political discourse on migrants (i.e. othering). To stimulate migrants' identification, city gov-
ernments brand their city as an inclusive place to live. We assess the effect of inclusive city branding and political 
othering on migrants' identification with their country and city. A survey experiment with a unique sample of 
463 s-generation migrant youths in Rotterdam shows that the usage of inclusive pictures by the city does not do 
much to encourage migrants' identification, nor does it mitigate effects of othering.   

1. Introduction 

Migration and migrant integration are among the most debated fields 
in contemporary public administration and policy (Koopmans, 2005). In 
public debates, but also in everyday encounters, migrants have become 
increasingly stigmatized, and more and more studies also show a nor-
malisation of “othering” in political discourses (Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 
2011; Schneider & Crul, 2010). In essence, othering is “a process which 
serves to mark and name those thought to be different from oneself” 
(Weis, 1995: p. 18). In doing so, the own identity is reinforced, by 
distancing, excluding and marginalising the difference of others (ibid.). 
In many countries, othering has impacted the extent to which migrants 
identify with the country that they live in. In the Netherlands, for 
example, Slootman and Duyvendak (2015) have found that the cultur-
alist and emotive discourse which demands that migrants fully identify 
as Dutch, has negatively affected feelings of belonging among second 
generation migrants. In many other countries, similar effects of othering 
are reported (e.g. Ehrkamp, 2006; Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2011; 
Schneider et al., 2012; Simonsen, 2018; Tanyas, 2016; Udah & Singh, 
2019). 

The question of how to affect migrant identities and belonging is an 
important one, as this question is a key element in defining the role of 
modern citizenship (Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2011). In addition, Wiley 
et al. (2019) emphasize that migrants' experiences of identity are 
important to understand, because these experiences cannot only 

improve their own psychological adjustment, their academic perfor-
mance and political participation, but also because “the beliefs and ac-
tions of migrants mediate the relationship between immigration policies 
and outcomes for receiving societies” (p. 621). 

Although broader questions about who does or does not belong in 
today's society are constantly discussed in political and social debates, 
there is still much that we do not know about multiple identities in the 
context of migration (Wiley et al., 2019). Nevertheless, research reveals 
that while migrants feel less and less connected to the nation state, they 
are feeling more and more connected to their local environments, despite 
exclusionary discourses (e.g. Entzinger & Dourleijn, 2008; Van Bochove 
et al., 2010; Van der Welle & Mamadouh, 2009). Migrants are also very 
much capable of combining some dimensions of their identity - such as 
being Turkish or Moroccan - with their local or urban identity. Liu et al. 
(2022), for example, show how living in certain (heterogenous) neigh-
bourhoods strengthens migrants' feelings of belonging and hence in-
creases social integration. Some scholars have therefore stressed the 
potential of local identity as a way for governments to create a sense of 
belonging for both natives and migrants (e.g., Van Bochove et al., 2010). 
Others have argued that local policies which have an inclusive and 
welcoming character, can positively affect migrants' sense of belonging 
(Huo et al., 2018). Exclusive policies and communication, on the other 
hand, can reaffirm cultural stereotyping and increase distrust towards 
governments (e.g. Niu & Zhao, 2018). 

In this study, we focus on city branding policies, as branding is in 
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essence about identity building and the question which elements of that 
identity local authorities want to include or exclude (Kavaratzis, 2004). 
In doing so, cities need to take into account different stakeholders, as 
groups such as residents or businesses consider different issues to be 
important and have different needs which are based on their own 
worldview or interests (Merrilees et al., 2012). A critical element for city 
branding is to engage internal stakeholders – such as residents - as their 
image of the city brand strongly impacts how external stakeholders – 
such as visitors and investors - view the city (Peighambari et al., 2016). 
Hence, city branding is about both city identity and image building 
among a multitude of stakeholders. The role of especially residents and 
communities is very important in branding processes, as they are the 
guardians of the continuity of culture, historical practices, and ideology 
of the city (Nursanty, 2021). In superdiverse cities the challenge seems 
even greater, as identities are no longer singular, and residents are no 
longer a homogenous group of stakeholders (Gilboa & Jaffe, 2021). The 
question is how to create a collective identity in the midst of such 
diversity. 

While some authors claim that intercultural relations are a key 
strategy for defining a shared sense of belonging (Cantle, 2012; Zapata- 
Barrero, 2015), others haveargued that local governments can use 
brands to foster common identity and belonging (e.g. Collett, 2014; 
Paganoni, 2012). How cities use diversity in their branding strategies 
determines whether their brand has a positive impact on social inclusion 
(Hassen & Giovanardi, 2018). An example of such a branding strategy is 
the use of inclusive pictures in branding or other communication en-
deavours, which is a widely used practice for cities across the globe to at 
least symbolically demonstrate that they care about diversity. 

With the exception of a few studies (e.g. Bulmer, 2011; Kates, 2004), 
there is very little research on how brands impact forms of community or 
identity among migrants. In this study, we therefore focus on how local 
city brands impact identification among migrant youth. Our research 
question is as follows: 

What is the effect of inclusive city branding on second generation youth 
migrants in terms of their nation state and city identification? 

We use an experimental approach, responding to the recent call of 
Wiley et al. (2019) for more experimental research on the directions of 
influence behind (dual) identification of migrants. This is in line with the 
broader call for more experimental research methods in migration 
studies in general, as these can provide fresh perspectives on the de-
terminants of migrant behaviour (Baláž & Williams, 2017). Further-
more, to advance knowledge on this topic, we not only identify the 
direct effect of inclusive city branding in terms of visual representation, 
but also identify whether this branding can mitigate the negative effect 
of othering on second generation youth migrants' identification with 
their nation state and city. In other words, we assess whether inclusive 
city branding – focusing on visual representation - can be an effective 
strategy to reduce the negative consequences of national-level othering 
on migrants. Our study uses a survey experiment with random assign-
ment of 463 actual second generation youth migrants in the city of 
Rotterdam to four different descriptions of inclusive versus exclusive 
city branding and the presence versus absence of othering by national 
politicians (2 × 2 design). The study is, to our knowledge, one of the first 
empirical attempts to explore and measure effects of inclusive branding 
through visual representation on (second-generation) migrants. In doing 
so, we offer three contributions to the literature on migrant identifica-
tion, othering and city branding. 

Firstly, by focusing on the use of inclusive and exclusive city 
branding, we shed light on the implications of city branding for migrant 
identification. Very little studies have actually done this. Even though 
more cities see branding as a necessary undertaking to respond to local 
issues, there is a knowledge gap when it comes to the effectiveness of 
brands in influencing migrant place perception (Cleave & Arku, 2020). 
We consider this study a first attempt to generate conclusions on how 
brands – or at least visual representation – impact (collective) identity 
building. 

Secondly, from a practical perspective, understanding how brands 
impact migrant identity is an important precondition for offering in-
sights into how city narratives and brands that appeal to both natives 
and migrants can be developed. Given the fact that many cities are now 
considered majority-minority cities (Crul, 2016), we argue that such 
brands and narratives are becoming more and more important. 

Thirdly and lastly, most studies on governments and diversity focus 
on representation of citizens, i.e. representative bureaucracies, social 
equity and minority discrimination within the public sector. Such 
studies have shown that representation of minorities in public office 
increases the trust in and willingness to cooperate with governments 
(see e.g. Riccucci et al., 2016). However, little attention has been paid to 
representativeness in communication by governments, even though in 
practice this is the way many cities across the globe translate inclu-
siveness. Only a few recent studies have focused on effects of public 
communications on citizens, in particular on citizens' trust in govern-
ments (see e.g. Alon-Barkat, 2020; Alon-Barkat & Gilad, 2017; Karens 
et al., 2016; Teodoro & An, 2018). This study complements current 
experiments on the effects of government communication by specifically 
bringing in inclusiveness through a branding treatment focused on vi-
sual representation as often used in government communication in 
practice. 

The next section discusses the literature on migrant identity and 
othering. It is followed by elucidating how migrant identity and othering 
relate to branding strategies and the question what inclusive branding 
entails and how it is operationalized in this study. Next, the methods are 
discussed including an elaboration of our experimental approach with 
actual second-generation migrant youths in the city of Rotterdam. After 
presenting the results, we conclude with a discussion of the implications 
of our findings for research and practice. 

2. Literature review and theoretical framework 

2.1. Othering and migrant identification 

The literature on migrant identification and othering is vast, as the 
topics speak to many different disciplines varying from sociology, psy-
chology to political science, economics, geography, planning but also 
critical academic disciplines such as ethnic, gender, disability and 
postcolonial studies. We do not aim to provide a comprehensive review 
of the literature, but rather limit our focus on how migrants develop 
their nation state and local identity in a context of political discourse 
that is characterized by othering and stigmatization. 

In the context of the political and social debates on migrants, there is 
a strong discourse of othering, which has resulted in the “normalisation 
of othering” at all levels of discourse, including media, political parties 
and institutions as well as everyday life (Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2011; 
Schneider & Crul, 2010). Othering is a process that “serves to mark and 
name those thought to be different from oneself” (Weis, 1995: p. 7), 
leading to a clear separation between ‘us’ and ‘them’, which in turn 
leads to marginalisation, disempowerment and social exclusion of the 
one being “othered” (Grove & Zwi, 2006). Migrants – in this case – are 
constantly reminded in their everyday life that they do not belong. In the 
Netherlands, it is in particular at the national level that we have wit-
nessed a harsh discourse regarding migrants in the last two decades (e.g. 
Entzinger & Dourleijn, 2008;). Similarly in Germany, studies show how 
political discourse demonstrates the salience of assimilation in debates 
on immigration and citizenship (Ehrkamp, 2006), whereas in other 
countries such as Austria, Denmark and the UK we witnessed the same 
promotion of assimilation in political discourse (Foner & Simon, 2015; 
Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2011; Simonsen, 2018; Tanyas, 2016). Public 
discourse and right-wing politicians argue that migrants' cultural 
otherness and their unwillingness to integrate in society endanger “the 
homogeneity and cohesion of national cultures” (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 
2006: p. 1592). This negative discourse leads migrants to feel less con-
nected to the country they live in. Foner and Simon (2015) stress that the 
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conception of nationhood as involving “exclusive” belonging makes it 
difficult for migrants to identify with the country of residence. Scholars 
such as Heering and Crul (2008), show that young Moroccan and 
Turkish Dutch, for instance, feel excluded from the Dutch identity 
because they are constantly being labelled as “foreigner” by political 
leaders. In France, Simon (2012) found similar patterns under second 
generation migrant youth with a North African, Turkish and Southeast- 
Asian descendance. 

Simultaneously, other studies show that many migrants remain 
connected to their home countries and develop identities of belonging to 
several places (Wilson & Peters, 2005). Migrants' strong feeling of 
belonging towards one's own ethnic group are, for example, often 
strongly accompanied with a sense of belonging to their city of resi-
dence. In fact, migrants identify more with the ‘place’ than with the 
‘country’ they live in, because many of them grew up and live in the city 
(e.g. Crul et al., 2008; Schneider et al., 2012; Slootman & Duyvendak, 
2015). In addition, migrants identify with the city because they expe-
rience it as a multicultural place (e.g. Koefoed & Simonsen, 2011). The 
public and political discourse on migrant integration does not seem to 
have a strong impact on the second generation's identification with the 
city they live in (Slootman & Duyvendak, 2015). 

2.2. Multiple identities and external definitions 

More and more research shows that individuals “adapt, manage and 
negotiate multiple contextually relevant identities” (Bulmer, 2011: p. 
31). Expressed beliefs of others – for example the government, the media 
or politicians - play a vital role in these identification processes. From a 
psychological point of view, ‘the internal-external’ dialectic of identifi-
cation, means that “the self is an ongoing simultaneous synthesis of in-
ternal self-definition and the external definitions of oneself offered by 
others” (as paraphrased by Triandafyllidou & Wodak, 2003; p. 20). This 
explains why second-generation migrant youth are feeling less con-
nected to their nation state, as others are defining them as “foreigner”, 
“outsider”, or at least not part of “us” (Foner & Simon, 2015). Feelings of 
identification are not necessarily restricted to one group or community 
but often are simultaneously present and can change in the course of 
time, depending on internal and external definitions of the self. This 
brings us to the first hypothesis: 

H1. Othering by political actors on the national level has a significant, 
negative effect on identification of second-generation migrant youths 
with the country they live in. 

The research cited above shows that this negative discourse impacts 
less on migrants identification with the city of residence compared to the 
country of residence. Migrants are more likely to identify with the city 
they live in than their country of residence. This brings us to the second 
hypothesis: 

H2. Othering by political actors on the national level does not have a 
significant effect on identification of second-generation migrant youths 
with the city they live in. 

2.3. Branding and identification 

Brands can play a substantial role in materializing individual iden-
tities. One of the most used definitions is captured by Zenker and Braun 
(2010) and specifically centres on branding in relation to spaces (i.e. 
place brand); they define a place brand as “a network of associations in 
the consumer's mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural 
expression of a place, which is embodied through the aims, communi-
cation, values and the general culture of the place's stakeholders and the 
overall place design” (p. 5). Place brands are in essence about which 
distinctive and definitive characteristics of your identity you are 
including and excluding in your communication (Belabas et al., 2020). 
The development of brands hence goes beyond the development of logos 

and captivating logos (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2007; Sevin, 2014). 
The challenge lies in developing a brand that really appeals to in-

ternal and external audiences: both residents as visitors and investors 
need to experience “a meaningful link between the self-concept and the 
identification target [or] the place prototype” (Zenker & Petersen, 
2014). This challenge is especially relevant in ‘super diverse’ cities that 
house many different cultures, nations and socioeconomic classes. The 
example of Hamburg illustrates this in a profound way: here, low 
identification with the city brand led to public protest (‘Not in our name 
– campaign’; Zenker & Beckmann, 2013). On the other hand, Kemp et al. 
(2012) contend that if residents develop favourable attitudes towards 
the city brand it “may begin to morph into their respective self-concepts 
and they may develop a self-brand connection” (p. 511). This in turn 
could lead to brand effects such as place identification or place satis-
faction (Zenker & Braun, 2010). Additionally, recent studies argue that 
incorporating cultural heritage of the local population is crucial to such 
brand-connection, emphasizing the importance of knowledge on local 
imaginaries of residents and subsequently embedding less marketable 
aspects in the strategy (VanHoose et al., 2021). 

2.4. Branding and migrant identification 

Although the cited research does suggest that specific brands will 
appeal more or less to residents with a migrant background, very little is 
known on how such brands need to be designed to actually lead to 
migrant identification. The study of Cleave and Arku (2020), for 
example, shows how migrants “have different factors that are priorities 
in their evaluation of cities and decision-making” (p. 8). While evidence 
from empirical studies is scarce, in the specific context of superdiverse 
cities, Kipnis et al. (2013) show “how culture-based brand appeals might 
affect consumer's identity dynamics, positively or negatively” (p. 1186). 
Using an economic-market perspective, the authors emphasize that 
when brands lack “sensitivity to the complexity of cultural identity 
formation, these ideas and meanings may have detrimental effects on 
consumer self-evaluation and well-being” (ibid, p. 1186). Moreover, the 
lack of attention to the multicultural context in which brands are 
received, can even strengthen “prejudicial and discriminatory cogni-
tions towards particular persons or exacerbate their vulnerability” (p. 
1187). On the other hand, when brands do recognize or are sensitive to 
individuals' cultural identities, a whole potential of “symbolic experi-
ences of positive dynamics between (culturally) different groups” are 
put into operation (ibid.). 

Similarly, Broderick et al. (2011) argue that many advertisements 
and branding campaigns reaffirm cultural stereotyping and increase 
consumer vulnerability (p. 266). Even though we know very little about 
these processes, Kipnis et al. (2013) claim that brand appeals which are 
congruent with one's self-identity, will lead to more positive and affec-
tive responses. Research from a psychological perspective also suggests 
that people eventually are far more likely to identify with a brand, when 
“the brand matches their own sense of who they are because such 
identities enable them to maintain and express their sense of self more 
fully and authentically” (Tuškej et al., 2013: p. 54). This research shows 
the importance of developing an inclusive brand that matches the given 
socio-political context. In the example of Leicester (Hassen & Giova-
nardi, 2018), and many other cities, creating such an inclusive brand 
remains a delicate task, as developing symbols and narratives that do not 
contradict the “multi-ethnical vocation of the city brand” is challenging 
(p. 50). Based on these considerations, we suggest that inclusive city 
brands are more appealing to second-generation migrant youths, 
because these are more congruent with their self-identity. This brings us 
to our third hypothesis: 

H3. Inclusive city branding has a significant, positive effect on city 
identification of second-generation migrant youths. 

How do we operationalize ‘inclusive city branding’? Some research 
suggests that most branding exercises are grounded in an economic 
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agenda, and therefore often ignore the voices of communities and resi-
dents, while serving mainly the interest of specific users and stake-
holders, such as investors, tourists or highly-skilled residents (e.g. 
Rebelo et al., 2020). Literature in place branding has therefore argued 
for more inclusive and socially responsible brands, that engage and 
empower (underprivileged) citizens (Kavaratzis et al., 2017). In this 
study we do not focus on inclusive brands in the sense of participation of 
residents, rather we focus on the visual representation or visual symbols 
of the city and how these have an impact on second generation migrant 
youth, as the application of branding within cities is often focused on the 
use of appealing visual elements and symbols (e.g. Hospers, 2010; 
Warnaby, 2015). While we acknowledge that inclusive branding is much 
more than only representing diversity visually in branding, we chose to 
operationalize inclusiveness as visual representation of the many 
different cultures, ethnicities and nationalities that superdiverse cities 
house. According to Paganoni (2012) visual or verbal narratives of the 
city brand “can be translated into a socially cohesive discourse able to 
represent the different communities that comprise a contemporary city” 
(p. 26. However, this visual repertoire often exists of a variety of images 
that does not necessarily meet the complexity of the urban landscape 
and that can undermine the place's notion of inclusivity (ibid.). In line 
with this, Colomb and Kalandides (2010) argue that some cities – such as 
Berlin – have broadened the range of spaces, people, messages and im-
ages that they display in their branding, which increased the inclusivity 
of its brand. One dimension of inclusive branding is thus about visual 
representation, the dimension that is also selected for this study. 
Importantly, this choice fits the experimental design of the study, as the 
multiple dimensions of inclusivity are very difficult to include and test in 
such designs in which only a limited and isolated number of treatments 
can be incorporated. Finally, while inclusive branding constitutes more 
than only visual representation, people's attitudes towards the city are 
strongly affected by the visual representations, depictions and de-
scriptions of a place through various media (Colomb & Kalandides, 
2010). Studies have shown that representation of especially certain 
groups such as the poor, the black, the homeless and so forth are visually 
expelled from the city's imaginary (Kavaratzis et al., 2017). We therefore 
categorize visual representation as one dimension of the concept ‘in-
clusive branding’ that needs attention in the local practice of city 
branding. In the conclusions, we will further reflect on this discussion as 
the concept in itself has many different faces, which lead some authors 
to call for research to further explore and define the forms and shapes it 
takes in practice and the possible futures it may have (ibid: p. 5). In the 
remainder of this study though, when we refer to inclusive branding, the 
focus is on the visual representations, depictions and symbols as used in 
the brand. Our last hypothesis builds on the earlier hypothesized sig-
nificant negative effect of othering on country identification and argues 
that inclusive branding does not only significantly and positively affect 
city identification, but can also compensate for the negative effect of 
othering on country identification. Here, our reasoning is based on 
recent studies in public administration (Alon-Barkat, 2020; Alon-Barkat 
& Gilad, 2017; Teodoro & An, 2018). In two particular studies (Alon- 
Barkat and Gilad, 2017; Alon-Barkat, 2020), mechanisms underlying the 
effect of symbolic communication on citizens' trust are tested. In his 
study, Alon-Barkat (2020) finds that familiar promotion symbols can 
shape citizens' attitudes and compensate for the effect of poor perfor-
mance in terms of received services. In the same line of reasoning, we 
postulate that inclusive city branding can compensate for the negative 
impact of othering on country identification. The effects of symbolic 
elements in government communication which is tested in these studies, 
is closely related to processes of city branding, as images, logos and 
other (visual) symbols play a crucial role in branding and shape per-
ceptions of citizens about governments (Teodoro & An, 2018). What we 
are in essence testing, is the potential of inclusive branding on the local 
level as a mitigator of the negative effects of national othering. This 
leads to the final hypothesis: 

H4. The significant negative effect of othering by political actors at the 
national level on country identification of second-generation migrant 
youths becomes significantly weaker when cities use inclusive city 
branding. 

Fig. 1 visualizes our four hypotheses. 

3. Methods 

3.1. Empirical context 

To study the effects of othering and inclusive city branding on mi-
grants' identification, this study used a survey experiment among 
second-generation migrant youth. Our respondents were sampled in the 
city of Rotterdam and were counted as ‘second generation migrants’ 
when they indicated to have at least one parent born outside the 
Netherlands. As it is especially migrant youth that is exploring their 
position in society and are navigating between multiple identities 
(Dekker et al., 2015), we have focused on this group. We sampled par-
ticipants in Rotterdam, as this city is one of the most ethnically diverse in 
the Netherlands, with more than 50 % of its residents having a migrant 
background. A total of 463 s generation migrant youth completed our 
survey experiment. In Table 1, the country of origin of their parents is 
indicated. The experiment took place from December 2018 to April 
2019. Recruitment of respondents took place via visits to different types 
and levels of local educational institutes (varying from Erasmus Uni-
versity to Albeda College, Zadkine College, Hoge School Rotterdam and 
Hoge School InHolland). Beforehand, the experimental design was 
presented to the ethical review board of the authors' university and it 
passed full ethical review before being implemented. 

Our sample has following characteristics: The average age of the 
respondents was 21 (SD = 3.05), 40 % were male and 60 % female, the 
majority of respondents (67 %) studied in higher professional education 
(undergraduate level, vocational focus), and 81 % of our sample was 
born in the Netherlands. As indicated, to be included in our final sample 
the respondents needed to have at least one parent who was born in a 
different country than the Netherlands. 

3.2. Data collection 

Data were collected by a research assistant who visited the different 
educational institutes in Rotterdam. Our respondents could choose to 
complete the survey experiment on a laptop or on their cell-phone using 
a QR-code, in an appropriate place in the school where anonymity could 
be guaranteed. Before completing the survey, respondents were explic-
itly asked if they were 18 years or older and if they lived in Rotterdam. In 
addition, in recruiting respondents, the research assistant approached 
students who possibly belonged to the group of second-generation 
migrant youth. Very few respondents that did not fit the definition of 
this study (at least one parent born outside the Netherlands) were 
deleted from the data set. As second-generation youth is substantially 
represented in higher education, the group that did not meet this 
criterium was very small indeed. While this data collection process does 
raise concerns in terms of external validity – we did not draw a repre-
sentative sample from a predefined population – we made this explicit 
choice to enhance internal validity by focusing on actual second- 
generation migrant youth. This is not an easy to reach group, which 
led to our choice for this rather intensive data collection process that 
would ensure relevant respondents and thus maximize the realistic na-
ture of our survey experiment. 

3.3. Randomization procedure and estimation method 

This experiment follows a 2 × 2 design, resulting in four experi-
mental groups (non-inclusive brand, no othering; non-inclusive brand, 
othering; inclusive brand, no othering; inclusive brand, othering). The 
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design was implemented using Qualtrics' randomization procedure, 
each respondent was, when clicking on the invitation to participate in 
the survey, randomly assigned to one of the four groups and Qualtrics 
was asked to produce groups of equal size. After reading their specific 
vignette (see Independent variables), all four groups received the same 
questions concerning their identification with the city and country (see 
Dependent variables), some questions embedded as manipulation 
checks (see Results) and some demographic questions embedded as 
balance test (see Results). In terms of significance, we agreed that 
identified effects would be considered significant if they had a p-value 
below 0.10, which is an often-used cut-off point in survey experiments in 
our field but full p-values would always be reported as a best practice in 
statistical reporting. 

3.4. Independent variables 

The first treatment, namely othering or no othering, used specific 
(and real) quotes from the Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte. Each time, 
the quote was preceded by the text: “The Prime Minister of the 
Netherlands, Mark Rutte, recently made following statement:”. The first 
statement was: “People who do not want to assimilate, are negative 
about our customs and renounce our values. I understand very well why 
people think: if you so fundamentally renounce our country, I'd rather 
have you leave. I have the feeling too. Act normal or leave”. This 
statement measured othering. The second statement was: “I would like 
to see more immigrants who are willing be become member of the 
chamber. It is a mission for the Liberals (VVD), the Christian Democrats 
(CDA), and the Labour Party (PvdA) and others to look at how they can 
also attract other groups in society.” This statement measured no 
othering. 

The second treatment, namely inclusive or non-inclusive 

representation in brand image, used specific pictures. Both pictures were 
preceded by a general text stating: “Imagine following situation: The city 
of Rotterdam is working on a campaign to spotlight the identity of the 
city by showing typical pictures of the city. As it goes with campaigns, 
the city of Rotterdam choses those pictures it is particularly proud of. 
Following picture from the station is one of those pictures which the city 
will use in its campaign.” Fig. 2 is the inclusive picture and Fig. 3 is the 
non-inclusive picture. As discussed in the previous section, we are aware 
that inclusive branding is about more than only visual representation, 
but in this study we have chosen to focus on this important element of 
inclusivity, as visual depictions and symbols have proven to be key in 
how cities across the globe translate inclusivity in communication 
practices whereas the narrow definition also fits well with the experi-
mental nature of the design. 

3.5. Dependent variables 

The dependent variables included a set of items (Likert-scale) aimed 
at measuring city identification and country identification. City identi-
fication was measured using four items based on Zenker and Petersen 
(2014), see Table 1a. These items (and their descriptives) were (1 =
totally disagree, 7 = totally agree):  

Country identification was measured using three items based on 
Ersanilli and Saharso (2011). These items (and their descriptives) were 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very much so) (Table 1b):  

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.  

Table 1 
Country of origin parents of respondents.  

Country of origin father Morocco (27 %) 
Turkey (21 %) 
Surinam (14 %) 
Curacao (6 %) 
Cape Verde (6 %) 
Netherlands (6 %) 
Other countries (20 %) 

Country of origin mother Morocco (20 %) 
Turkey (18 %) 
Surinam (13 %) 
Curacao (6 %) 
Cape Verde (4 %) 
Netherlands (12 %) 
Other countries (27 %)  

Fig. 2. Inclusive picture.  

W. Belabas and B. George                                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Cities 133 (2023) 104119

6

4. Results 

4.1. Balance and manipulation checks 

Before reporting the results of the experiment, several balance and 
manipulation checks were conducted. In terms of balance checks, we 
constructed a number of logistic or linear regression models to identify 
whether the four treatment groups significantly differed from each other 
in terms of their age, sex, political conviction and education. No sig-
nificant differences emerged throughout all models indicating a suc-
cessful randomization and thus balanced groups – which means we do 
not need to control for these variables in our analyses. 

As a manipulation check, we added two items between our two 
dependent variables to measure whether the treatment indeed got 
through, namely “The quote of the Prime Minister is negative towards 
migrants” and “The picture used by the city of Rotterdam is not very 
diverse” (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). Regression analyses 
demonstrated that the othering treatment had a significant positive 
unstandardized regression coefficient on the first question (0.861, s.e. =
0.137, p = .000) – as expected. Similarly, the inclusive branding treat-
ment had a significant negative unstandardized regression coefficient on 
the second question (− 1.27, s.e. = 0.149, p = .000) – again as expected. 
We can now move on to our actual results. 

4.2. Independent effects of othering and branding 

A series of regression analyses were conducted to test the hypotheses. 
Importantly, there has recently been some criticism concerning the 
usage of such analysis on experimental data (Van Ryzin, 2020). To 
counter this criticism, all of the analyses were also conducted using 
ANOVA analysis and means comparison – similar results popped up in 

terms of significance and strength. 
Table 2 contains the results of the independent effects of inclusive 

branding and othering on city and country identification. National-level 
othering does not have a significant negative effect on the items un-
derlying country identification (rejecting H1), but interestingly enough 
does have a positive, significant effect on one country identification 
item, namely the extent to which they are proud of being Dutch – this 
runs opposite to what we theorized. National-level othering mostly does 
not matter for city identification (as hypothesized in H2) apart from one 
city identification item where national-level othering has a negative, 
significant effect (namely “when someone criticizes Rotterdam, it feels 
like they criticize me”) – again running counter to H2. Finally, inclusive 
city branding does not have a significant effect on city identification, 
thus rejecting H3. However, it does significantly and positively affect 
one item of country identification – namely the extent to which they are 
proud of being Dutch. All in all, many of our findings run counter to our 
theorized hypotheses and some propositions as to why this could be the 
case are discussed in our Discussion and implications section. 

4.3. Interaction between othering and branding 

To test H4, namely that inclusive city branding mitigates the nega-
tive effect of national-level othering on country identification, interac-
tion terms were constructed between the two treatments and the 
regression analyses were run again for the three items belonging to 
country identification. No significant interactions (i.e. p-values for the 
coefficient of the interaction term in the three models were, respectively, 
0.546, 0.258 and 0.679 – very far from our proposed significance level) 
were uncovered thus resulting in our rejection of H4. Again, proposi-
tions as to why no mitigating effects were found are stipulated in our 
Discussion and implications section. 

5. Discussion and implications 

Research shows that while migrants feel less connected to the na-
tional state, they are feeling more and more at home in their local en-
vironments. In this context, we hypothesized that inclusive city 
branding could positively affect city identification of migrants, to the 
extent that it even could compensate for the negative effect of othering 
by politicians on country identification. With inclusive branding we here 
selected a narrow definition which mainly focused on visual represen-
tation of diversity, which is also in line with how cities across the globe 
often deal with inclusivity in their branding or other communication 
endeavours. A randomized survey experiment based on 467 participants 
with a migrant background was conducted. The study is one of the first 
experiments that tests the relationship between city branding and (col-
lective) identity forming, and in itself offers many lessons for how to 
design such research. Contrary to our hypotheses and earlier qualitative 
studies, we do not find ‘strong’ evidence for the assumed inter-
connectivity between national-level othering, country identification and 
inclusive city brands. Again, contrary to our theoretical expectations, 
national-level othering does have a significant negative impact on an 
item of city identification (i.e. when someone criticizes your city, it feels 
as if they criticize you). In addition, othering by political actors on the 
national level has a positive as opposed to a theorized negative impact 
on an item of country identification (i.e. how proud are you to be Dutch). 
Lastly, again in contrast to our expectation, ‘inclusive’ city branding 
does not significantly affect city identification, but does have a signifi-
cant, positive effect on country identification. Finally, no interaction 
effects were uncovered. None of our hypotheses can be accepted. 
Nevertheless, these findings do suggest an interesting contribution to the 
theoretical and social debate on migrants belonging in societies that are 
moving towards more exclusionary discourses on all levels of society. 
While, at first glance, some of these findings seem contradictory to the 
bulk of (qualitative) studies which confirm the negative implications of 
othering on migrants and the potential of inclusive city branding, these 

Fig. 3. Non-inclusive picture.  

Table 1a 
Items for city identification.  

• City1: When someone criticizes Rotterdam, it feels like they criticize me. (mean =
4.18, SD = 1.67) 

• City2: I am very interested in what other people think about Rotterdam. (mean =
4.53, SD = 1.59) 

• City3: When Rotterdam achieves a success, it feels like it is also my success. (mean =
4.99, SD = 1.51) 

• City4: When someone speaks positively about Rotterdam, it feels like a compliment. 
(mean = 5.37, SD = 1.38)  

Table 1b 
Items for country identification.  

• Country1: To what extent do you feel Dutch? (mean = 5.12, SD = 1.42) 
• Country2: To what extent do you feel connected with the Netherlands? (mean =

5.25, SD = 1.32) 
• Country3: To what extent are you proud of being Dutch? (mean = 5.04, SD = 1.34)  
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can be explained by a reflection on the quite complex and multi-layered 
concept of identity and branding, and a critical assessment of the 
experimental design that we used. In the following two sections, we 
therefore reflect on the theoretical implications of our study and the 
implications for research while considering our limitations. 

5.1. Implications for theory on othering and identification 

Interestingly, this study's findings run counter to hypothesis 1, in 
which we assumed a negative relationship between national-level oth-
ering and country identification. Instead, we find that migrants' youth 
who were presented an ‘othering’ quote by the Dutch prime minister, 
score significantly higher on one item of country identification, i.e. the 
level of pride they feel in being ‘Dutch’. One explanation would be that 
in a context were migrant youth are directly confronted with exclu-
sionary discourse by a well-known political leader, the tendency is to 
more strongly hold on to their national identity, as this is exactly what is 
being ‘taken’ from them. Othering could – in some contexts - lead to a 
defensive reaction, in which the identification with the country is 
increased instead of decreased. This is line with studies in social- 
psychology, which show an apparent inconsistency in how people 
identify, as they will “adapt, manage and negotiate multiple contextu-
ally relevant identities” (e.g. Bulmer, 2011, p. 31). Depending on the 
context, migrant descendants in this case, will stress their “Turkish” or 
“Moroccan” background in one context, while in another context 
favouring their “Dutchness”. A threatening confrontation in which 
people are excluded from belonging by political leaders, could be an 
example of what Brocket (2020) calls “positioned belongings”, which 
refers to the reflective and situated belonging that second generation 
migrants claim and where they have “positioned themselves vis-a-vis a 
number of ‘others’ to explicitly articulate their own identities” (ibid, p. 
148). This is also in line with group consciousness theories that show 
how perseverance of discrimination on the long term, could lead to 
motivational qualities over time (see Downing & Roush, 1985; Foster, 
2001, 2009). These studies show that when group-based inequality or 
deprivation is experienced, group-based emotions like anger can moti-
vate collective action, even more in the case of the politicization of social 
identity. 

5.2. Implications for broader debate on othering in societal context 

With our findings we do not want to suggest that othering practices 
are not leading to negative impacts on identification, nevertheless we do 
suggest that the literature should consider more broadly the conditions 
under which othering could lead to different responses. A very inter-
esting example that illustrates this point, is the response of Dutch- 
Moroccans in the Netherlands = when shortly after the elections in 
2014, the political leader of the right-wing Party of Freedom asked to his 
audience, if they wanted “more or less” Moroccans in the Netherlands, 
after which his supporters shouted “Less Moroccans”. Many second 
generation Dutch-Moroccans initiated a social media response, where 
they would post pictures holding both their Dutch and Moroccan pass-
port, stating that they are proud to be both. This is in line with Van 
Zomeren et al. (2008), who contend that strong positive group-based 

emotions such as pride, can motivate individuals to engage in collec-
tive action. This example reflects the reflexive and situated belonging of 
migrant youth, and shows how othering could in specific situations lead 
to a counter-intuitive response. We suggest that more research is needed 
to generate insight into these types of complex identity processes. Here, 
our contribution lies in stressing the importance of research in which 
second generation migrants are seen as active actors, who are very 
capable of reflecting and responding to their “multi-sited-embedded-
ness” in different ways (Brocket, 2020; Erdal & Oeppen, 2013). 

5.3. Implications and reflections for ‘inclusive branding’ 

Hypothesis 2 and 3 were also rejected, as we expected that national- 
level othering would not affect city identification of migrant youth and 
that inclusive city branding would lead to increased city identification. 
Instead, we found that national-othering does not matter for city iden-
tification, apart from one city identification item where national-level 
othering has a negative, significant effect (namely when someone crit-
icizes your city, it feels as if they criticize you). In addition, inclusive city 
branding does not have a significant effect on city identification, but 
does have a significant and positive effect on some items of country 
identification, which is in contrast with our hypothesis that it would 
(only) impact positively on city identification. 

Our findings on ‘inclusive branding’ suggest evidence for the 
importance of a deeper understanding of respectively the concepts 
‘inclusiveness’ and ‘inclusive city branding’. While further research is 
needed to examine the (positive) effects of inclusive branding on iden-
tification of (second generation) migrants, we do believe that the study 
at hand does give interesting directions of thought on ‘inclusiveness’. In 
many studies on representative bureaucracy and inclusive communica-
tion – inclusiveness is interpreted in terms of representation of certain 
groups in society. In this study this was operationalized in a brand image 
that represented the many cultures, nationalities, ethnicities, religions 
and so on in the form of one visual treatment (picture) that respondents 
were exposed to. However, in reality the impact of branding becomes 
evident in its repetitive exercise through many different forms: not only 
visual images, but logos, events, stories, and even the speeches of the 
mayors are relevant for the city brand (Kavaratzis, 2004). In this respect, 
an emerging question for future research is: which brand communica-
tions (beyond representative visuals) are needed to actually impact 
feelings of identity? And, what is of the role of repetition and consis-
tency? Our findings urge scholars in the field to explore and investigate 
other dimensions of inclusiveness in branding. Simply portraying a 
picture that represents the many different ethnicities, nationalities and 
regions that the city houses is not enough. Many scholars have called for 
the interactive formation of brands and the need to include perceptions 
and participation of stakeholders, especially residents, who are crucial 
for the formation of the brand image (e.g. Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2021; and 
more recently Ripoll González & Gale, 2020). Our study stresses the 
need for such research: if one image can lead to a significant and positive 
impact on an item of country identification, what is then the potential of 
frequent exposure to such visuals and other brand communications? 

The potential of inclusive city branding in combatting issues of social 
inclusion and diversity is a crucial and fruitful avenue for further 

Table 2 
Experimental results.  

Treatment City1 City2 City3 City4 Country1 Country2 Country3 

B (s.e.) p B (s.e.) p B (s.e.) p B (s.e.) p B (s.e.) p B (s.e.) p B (s.e.) p 

Othering − 0.292 0.058 − 0.195 0.188 0.099 0.481 − 0.129 0.313 0.159 0.227 0.132 0.282 0.217 0.081 
Inclusive branding 0.198 0.199 0.058 0.694 0.063 0.655 0.094 0.465 0.089 0.500 0.152 0.217 0.255 0.040 
Constant 4.234 0.000 4.597 0.000 4.907 0.000 5.387 0.000 4.988 0.000 5.105 0.000 4.800 0.000 
R2 0.011 0.004 0.002 0.003 0.004 0.006 0.016 
F 2.581 0.937 0.355 0.762 0.975 1.372 3.711 
RMSE 1.657 1.591 1.509 1.379 1.418 1.320 1.337  
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research. This also has implications for city branding professionals, who 
often chose a narrow and economic definition of diversity, which – 
similar to our design – leads to more ‘superficial’ interpretation of in-
clusive branding, in which solely representation of groups is considered 
(Belabas et al., 2020). This is in line with the work of among others 
Schmiz and Kitzmann (2017), who show how the commodification of 
cultural diversity needs to go deeper, as it risks ‘othering’ through “the 
essentialisation of culture and the reinforcement of difference” (p. 8). In 
line with this, Colomb and Kalandides (2010) point to the branding 
process as a process of shaping external representations of the city, 
without really addressing problems such as symbolic gentrification, 
instrumentalization of social groups and not addressing the real causes 
of inequalities and social injustice in the city. 

What does this mean for city branding? In order to have an effect of 
branding, branding professionals need to consider more sophisticated 
forms of inclusiveness that are relevant to the superdiverse city context. 
Here, it becomes evident that inputs of internal stakeholders – such as 
residents that are actually living the brand – is crucial for overcoming a 
stereotypical and traditional self-image (Pasquinelli, 2010). Instead of 
considering certain images for the brand as a given fact, branding pro-
fessionals would profit from learning from an open exchange and dia-
logue among local communities in which these images and their effects 
on identity and self-image are discussed. Inclusive branding would 
hence benefit from “understanding how people perceive and commu-
nicate perceptions of a city in their everyday conversations and behav-
iors” (Hudak, 2015, p. 35). This would in turn lead to brand 
communications that have a meaningful instead of a superficial 
connection to the heterogenous audiences of superdiverse cities. 

5.4. Limitations and implications for research 

Some important limitations need to be stressed. Firstly, the design of 
the survey experiment was constructed in a way in which we first con-
fronted respondents with a statement of the Dutch prime minister, in 
which national-level othering was clearly present. In addition, the visual 
that was used to operationalize ‘inclusive’ versus ‘exclusive’ branding, 
was a street view of a random train station, which was not evidently 
taken in Rotterdam. The accompanying text did suggest that it was the 
city of Rotterdam that used the picture in its city branding, but possibly 
the ‘inclusive brand’ was not associated very strongly with the city. The 
statement by the prime minister as the first treatment that our re-
spondents experienced, could have created a priming effect in which 
primarily sentiments about national identity were activated, which we 
could have avoided by randomizing the order of the othering and the 
brand interventions. In addition, the ‘brand’ that respondents were 
exposed to could have further increased the association with the na-
tional debate on identification of migrants, as it was not specific enough 
for the city of Rotterdam. Indeed, the picture we used took place in a rail 
station, and thus might have triggered association to the national rail 
company of the Netherlands as opposed to the city of Rotterdam. 
Priming effects could be avoided by randomizing the order of othering, 
while including brand images that more evidently are representing the 
city could have achieved the desired effects. Moreover, our findings 
confirm the fact that brand associations that are evoked in the public 
realm are very dynamic, as they take place in the context of a wider 
public debate (Eshuis et al., 2021). This seems to be in particular a risk in 
the case of a contested topic such as migration-related diversity, in 
which the national debate on migrants has an extensive associative role. 
Following the call of Walker et al. (2019) to “state boundary conditions 
and hypothesize their expected findings” (p. 619), we here stress the 
importance for future research and replications to take into account the 
highly politicized context of migration-related diversity as a substantial 
moderator in designing an experiment on identity processes. 
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