
1 
 

 

Brands that ‘stand for’ as well as ‘stand out’ 

Inaugural Annual Conference of the International Place Branding Association, 
Hendon Hall Hotel, London, 7 December 2016 

Welcome address by Professor Tim Blackman 

Welcome to Middlesex University. I’m delighted that the University is hosting the 
Inaugural Annual Conference of the International Place Branding Association and to 
see so many of you here. The programme looks tremendously interesting and I only 
wish I could stay for all the papers.  

You are, of course, in North London and we’re in a hotel with a lot of history – 
including where the England football team stayed the night before their famous Word 
Cup Final victory against Germany in 1966. What a long time ago that was! 

You’re also in the London Borough of Barnet, London’s largest borough, very diverse 
like all of London and near the edge of the city, with the Green Belt starting just a 
mile or so away.  

Barnet used to be part of the old county of Middlesex, a name that lives on in the 
name of the county cricket club – which, incidentally, won the county championship 
this year for the first time in 23 years!  

It also lives on in the name of our University; an interesting piece of place branding in 
itself.  

On our university crest you’ll see a Saxon crown and three Saxon seaxes, a 
reference to how Middlesex as a place got its name: the territory of the Middle 
Saxons. We’re in ancient tribal lands; difficult to believe now when you look around 
at the sea of suburban housing and arterial roads typical of edge cities. 

This is edge city, always a difficult kind of place to brand, and for many residents and 
local politicians not somewhere they want ‘branded’.  

Although we are functionally part of a world city metropolis there is an attitude 
among some that’s about keeping London away, with its overdevelopment, 
congestion and social problems. The London brand, so powerful in many arenas, is 
not one that’s welcome in what’s still seen by some as Middlesex.  

In Hendon, you’ll still find a village church, an old farmhouse, almshouses and a 
horse trough, all now engulfed by London’s suburbs. 
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Just down the road is the well-known shopping centre at Brent Cross, a little dated 
now and in line for a complete make-over as the whole area is regenerated in a 
£4.5bn redevelopment scheme that includes offices, housing and a new town centre.  

One of the developers of Brent Cross is Argent, a company that’s made its 
reputation as place makers. You can see their work not far from here at King’s 
Cross.  

Twenty years ago Kings Cross was a shabby, crime-ridden neighbourhood but it’s 
now transformed into a whole new part of London, with a vibrant cultural scene and, 
major universities, libraries and research institutes nearby, branded as London’s 
‘Knowledge Quarter’. 

The trigger for the regeneration of Kings Cross was the arrival of the Channel Tunnel 
rail link.  

These triggers seem very important. I spent many years in North East England, a 
region that had to re-invent itself after extensive deindustrialisation in the 1980s.  

With the arrival of John Hall’s Metrocentre in 1986 there was much talk that retail 
would lead the region’s recovery but this just didn’t make the grade as a branding 
concept. There had to be more meaning to a brand than shopping; the Metrocentre 
could be anywhere and said nothing about the place. 

Then, in the early 1990s, some visionary local politicians in Gateshead championed 
the idea of commissioning a major piece of public art. This became Antony 
Gormley’s Angel of the North, a striking 54 metre wide steel sculpture of an angel, 
full of meaning, not least with its placing over an old mine shaft.  

The Angel has become an icon of North East England but it too was a trigger. Its 
achievement in the face of initial public and media opposition to what was claimed to 
be a ‘waste of money’ demonstrated that arts-led regeneration worked.  

And what followed was the amazing transformation of the River Tyne quayside, with 
the Sage concert hall, the Baltic contemporary arts centre and the Millennium Bridge. 

I also lived many years in Northern Ireland, during some of the period of the conflict 
there, and even more remarkable than thinking about how King’s Cross or Tyneside 
have changed is how Belfast has changed, from a troubled and dangerous city to 
one of the UK’s best places for a weekend break. More than that, Belfast now has 
cruise liners calling in. The trigger? It was of course James Cameron’s epic film 
Titanic.  

Belfast’s Titanic Centre opened in 2012 and now rivals the success of the 
Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao. Last year it won ‘Best Visitor Attraction in Europe’, 
beating the Eiffel Tower and the London Eye.   
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Perhaps the London Eye lost out because London is packed full of iconic 
destinations while what the Titanic Centre did was to put Belfast on the map - not as 
a city of conflict but as a city of tourism, reinventing itself.  

Yet there is continuity with its past here too: a shipbuilding past but reinvented as a 
21st century place where it’s the film industry that has played a crucial part in 
heritage and indeed fantasy: don’t just think of Titanic but of Game of Thrones, as 
important for Northern Ireland as Lord of the Rings for New Zealand. 

This makes me think of our University here in Hendon. We have reinvented 
ourselves multiple times, starting out in 1878 as a teacher training college in 
Tottenham, becoming Enfield College of Technology that started as Joseph Swan’s 
Ediswan Institute in 1901, and along the way picking up one of Britain’s leading art 
colleges, the Hornsey College of Art.  

Like so many places, our institution has been created by layer after layer of change. 
Joseph Swan would never have imagined that his Institute, a small building set up 
for workers’ evening classes, would become a campus with 18,000 students from 
over 150 countries, with another 20,000 students studying for Middlesex degrees 
with our partners in the UK and abroad.  

That’s Middlesex today, a global university, but one still rooted in place. 

The campus area just around the corner from here was named the ‘civic and 
university quarter’ by Council planners a few years ago, given that the Town Hall and 
Hendon Library are integral parts of the area.  

It’s a name rather than a brand; having neither of the key attributes of a brand: that it 
stands out but also that it stands for something. This latter attribute of standing for 
something is important, and reflects the point I’ve made about continuity amid 
change.  

The Angel of the North and Belfast Titanic owe much of their success to how they 
stand for both continuity and change.  

If we look for continuity in the history of Middlesex University, with its various 
mergers, re-namings and changes in status, we can see significant North London 
currents of creative and industrial innovation as well as a commitment to teaching as 
a professional practice.  

To distill this further we can see a common thread of an institution that is about skill: 
students as makers and not just thinkers, and academics who are not just 
researchers but practitioners.  

And it’s our students who make our university what it is: creative and innovative but 
above all diverse. This diversity was celebrated when Jessie Jackson visited the 
University in 2013.  
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Addressing an enraptured audience of students and staff, he contrasted Middlesex 
to the visits he had made to Oxford and Cambridge. What he told us was that 
something very special was happening here: people from different social and cultural 
backgrounds were learning to live together.  

Places and indeed universities often build their brands on the basis of how exclusive 
they are. But this exclusivity drives out difference, and difference is a resource for 
learning. We learn from different perspectives and heuristics coming together to 
solve problems.  

The phrase that heralds the most discoveries in science is not Eureka! but ‘that’s 
funny’ it’s different from what I expected. 

Empirical evidence for the importance of difference is strong: companies with diverse 
boards on average perform better, and students in diverse classrooms on average 
engage more and achieve more. 

Diverse places are therefore likely to be innovative and creative; the industrial 
revolution seems to have its origins in a growth in diversity, just as London’s world 
leading creative economy appears to be driven by the diversity of this world city.  

Yet diversity as a brand can be as off-putting to some as it is attractive to others. 
Diverse areas stand out in ways that some people don’t find comfortable because 
they feel in a minority. But diverse areas also stand for something and that’s a world 
where to be human is to mix together rather than keep apart. 

Middlesex University is very much at home amid this diversity and we regard it as an 
inspiration and a resource for our work, in our teaching and research.  

So welcome again to the Inaugural Annual Conference of the IPBA. The conference 
brings together the successes of the earlier events at Aosta, Beijing, Cardiff, Corfu, 
Macau, Poznan, Stockholm and, of course, London. You are building an important 
area of scholarship and I wish you well with it. 

All the best. Thank you. 
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