When Cities Put it Vaguely: Persuasion, Manipulation and Consumer Protection in City-Branding Practices


City branding has become a central tool in global competition, where cities promote themselves through persuasive slogans designed to attract visitors, investors, and residents. Despite their apparent simplicity, such slogans frequently rely on vague or underspecified language, a strategy that may increase their persuasive and manipulative potential by allowing individuals to project their own expectations and desires onto the message. This pioneering study investigates the impact of vagueness in city-branding discourse from the consumers’ perspective through two survey-based experiments.
In a first experiment, participants are presented with authentic vague slogans from cities included in the Global Power City Index (GPCI) – and when not included, we created a sound counterfactual test with the cities’ equivalent economic performance indicators. For each slogan, participants are asked first to report what they would expect to find in the city, and then to select expressions that they feel best describe the place. A second experiment assesses vague vs. precise slogans’ persuasive functioning by asking participants either to choose their preferred version or to rate their level of appreciation of each slogan. In both studies, the city names were randomized to isolate the pre-existing city-relative priming. This design assesses how participants interpret vague slogans and whether these interpretations align with attributes factually associated with the cities.
The overarching aim is twofold: first, to test whether vague slogans are indeed more persuasive than precise ones; second, to relate participants’ evaluations to objective measures of city performance, so as to evaluate the manipulativeness of such slogans. By juxtaposing subjective appreciation with empirical indicators, we highlight a possible mismatch between persuasive appeal and actual qualities. From an interdisciplinary perspective combining psycholinguistics and consumer protection, the study contributes to understanding vagueness as a manipulative strategy in promotional discourse, raising critical questions about transparency and fairness in city branding practices.


Additional Material:

Exp. 1 Structure (questions) and Stimuli (original city branding slogans) and cities’ randomization:

· First Question: “Based on the above slogan, how do you expect the described city to be like?”

· Second Question: "Now, among the following, select three expressions that faithfully describe the place referred to in the slogan you just read." 

Tot. N. Stimuli = 28
N. Participants = 300
Lists = 5 (each stimulus is associated with 5 different cities to grant full randomization)

Stimuli and cities list:

· A Great Place To Be [Melbourne, Buenos Aires, Singapore, Sydney, Chicago] 

1. Productive
2. Technological 
3. Cultural
4. Touristic
5. Dirty 
6. Residential 
7. Affordable 
8. Safe 
9. Green 
10. Well-connected

· A World Of Opportunities [Barcellona, Singapore, Toronto, Berlin, Chicago]

1. Wealthy 
2. Booming
3. High-salary
4. Academic
5. Cultural 
6. Green
7. Well-served / Urbanized 
8. Temperate
9. Cost-effective
10. Polluted 

· Capital Of The World [Londra, New York, Tokyo, Dubai, Parigi]

1. Cosmopolitan
2. Wealthy 
3. Science-driven
4. Welcoming 
5. Polluted
6. Touristic
7. Moderne
8. High-traffic
9. Densely-populated
10. Expensive 

· City Of The World [Francoforte, Brussels, Geneva, Washington D.C., Vienna]

1. Historical 
2. Elegant
3. Productive
4. High-tech
5. Unsafe 
6. Family-friendly
7. Green
8. Touristic
9. Multicultural
10. Well-connected

· Yours Always [Taipei, Kyoto, Osaka, Edinburgh, Torino]

1. Traditional
2. Spiritual
3. Work-oriented
4. Employed 
5. Welcoming
6. Affordable
7. Patent-active
8. Natural
9. Stagnant 
10. Cultural


· Free & Easy [Osaka, Lisbon, Tucson, Mexico City, Helsinki]

1. Affluent
2. Investment-attractive
3. Student-friendly
4. Lively
5. Welcoming
6. Cost-effective
7. Clean air
8. High-traffic
9. Educational
10. Well-connected


· City Of Life [Bangkok, New York, Tel Aviv, Madrid, Dubai]
1. Wealthy
2. Growing
3. Green
4. Scientific
5. Innovative
6. Cultural
7. Declining
8. Traffic-efficient
9. Residential
10. Low-pollution


· More Than You Expect [Shanghai, Tokyo, Cairo, Torino, Dublin]

1. Wealthy
2. Industrialized
3. Overtaxed 
4. University-based
5. Heritage-focused
6. Artistic
7. Well-serviced
8. Environmentally-sustainable
9. Busy
10. Sophisticated



· You Will Do Better In [Name] [Toledo (USA), Houston, Johannesburg, Jakarta, Detroit]

1. Neglected 
2. Employed
3. Entrepreneurial
4. Technological
5. Event-rich
6. Affordable
7. Safe
8. Traffic-efficient
9. Equitable
10. Eco-friendly


· Rare. Well Done [Omaha, Zurich, Vienna, Geneva, Monaco]

1. Historical
2. Scenic
3. Recycling-oriented / climate-conscious
4. Temperate
5. Well-connected
6. Urbanized
7. Overcrowded
8. Artistic
9. Cost-effective
10. Productive



· A City For Everyone [Porto, Copenhagen, Amsterdam, Stockholm, Montreal]

1. With Nightlife
2. Employed
3. Start-up-friendly
4. Educational
5. Research-driven
6. Lively
7. Affordable
8. Walkable
9. Safe
10. Polluted


· [Name] Is Open [Bristol (UK), Berlin, Chicago, Tel Aviv, Toronto]

1. Housing-efficient
2. Well-connected
3. Booming
4. Academic
5. Innovative
6. Event-rich
7. With Nightlife
8. Touristic
9. Degraded
10. Natural


· Free Yourself [Tucson, Santa Fe, Cape Town, Berlin, Johannesburg]

1. Enterprising
2. Start-up-friendly
3. Tax-efficient
4. Intellectual
5. Festive
6. Affordable
7. Noisy
8. Natural
9. Multicultural
10. Temperate


· Inspiring Capital [Edimburgo, Paris, Milan, Madrid, Osaka]

1. Productive
2. High-income
3. High-tech
4. Educational
5. Artistic
6. Affordable
7. Smoggy
8. Overcrowded
9. Temperate
10. Natural


· Energy Unleashed [Belfast, Seoul, Dubai, Toledo, Istanbul]

1. Well-connected
2. High traffic
3. Polluted
4. Multicultural
5. Research-oriented
6. Youthful
7. Urbanized
8. Unsafe
9. Cultural
10. Booming


· This City Works For You [Cape Town, Singapore, Munich, Washington, Zurich]

1. Start-up-friendly
2. Employment-rich
3. High-income
4. Tax-efficient
5. Innovation-oriented
6. Cultural
7. Nightlife-rich
8. Clean
9. High-traffic
10. Inclusive




· Big Things Happen Here [Dallas, Dubai, Los Angeles, Mumbai, Sao Paolo]

1. Historic
2. Densely-populated
3. High-traffic
4. Climate-committed
5. Cost-effective
6. Disorganized
7. Culturally vibrant
8. Technological
9. Investment-attractive
10. Affluent


· One City, Many Discoveries [Dundee, Boston, Milan, Amsterdam, Sydney]

1. Entrepreneurial
2. Employed
3. Academic
4. High-tech
5. Decaying
6. Photogenic
7. Safe
8. Energy-efficient
9. International
10. Historical 



· Where Great Things Happen [Durham, Toronto, Hong Kong, Istanbul, Bangkok]

1. Well-connected
2. Highly-populated
3. Climate-committed
4. Residential
5. High-crime
6. Museum-rich
7. Lively
8. Innovative
9. Investment-attractive
10. Employed


· It's Easier Here [Jacksonville, Durham, Belfast, Porto, Barcellona]

1. Tax-efficient
2. Employment-rich
3. Exclusive
4. Student-friendly
5. Safe
6. Family-friendly
7. Low-stress
8. Walkable
9. Public-transport-rich
10. Green 


· Real & True [San Antonio, Jacksonville, Omaha, Taipei, Lisbon]

1. Industrial
2. Competitive
3. Scientific
4. Discriminatory
5. Cost-effective
6. Residential
7. Natural
8. Bike-friendly
9. Intellectual
10. Historic

· Open For You [Copenhagen, Toronto, Helsinki, Cairo, Milan]

1. Work-oriented
2. Competitive
3. Academic
4. Affordable
5. Cultural
6. Noisy
7. Residential
8. Well-serviced
9. Natural
10. International

· [Name] Unlimited [Toronto, Melbourne, Singapore, Berlin, Barcellona]

1. Highly-populated
2. Polluted
3. Scenic
4. Historical
5. Festive
6. Innovation-oriented
7. High-standard
8. Employment-rich
9. Growing
10. Welcoming 


· [Continent]'S World City [Hong Kong, Cape Town, Sao Paolo, Buenos Aires, Singapore]

1. Wealthy
2. Growing
3. High-income
4. High-tech
5. Research-intensive
6. Multicultural
7. Festive
8. Well-connected
9. Overcrowded
10. Energy-efficient

· [Name] Likes You [Monaco, Torino, Zurich, Vienna, Geneva]

1. Low-traffic
2. Residential
3. Affordable
4. Youthful
5. University-based
6. Multicultural
7. Unwelcoming
8. Employment-rich
9. Tax-friendly
10. Family-friendly

· The Different City [Santa Fe, Tucson, Johannesburg, Belfast, Dundee]

1. Enterprising
2. Wealthy
3. University-based
4. Technological
5. Spiritual
6. Nightlife-rich
7. Scenic
8. Carbon-conscious
9. Affordable
10. Dangerous 

· [Name] Inspires [Barcellona, Milan, Los Angeles, Mumbai, Vienna].

1. Heritage-rich
2. Youthful
3. High-tech
4. Climate-committed
5. Peaceful
6. Well-connected
7. Museum-rich
8. Intellectual
9. Investment-attractive
10. Abandoned 


· Too much of everything [Torino, Beijing, Kuala Lumpur, Fukuoka, Cairo]

1. Affluent
2. Industrial
3. Employed
4. High-tech
5. Academic
6. Museum-rich
7. Green
8. Touristic
9. Residential
10. Chaotic

