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Chinese small towns are usually developed with single core industry, and the urban brand is the identity of a town 

that formed with the development of its industry. However, when the core industry representing its urban brand is 

facing a changing situation or market, will the brand be a motivation or an obstruction of the development of a town? 

The paper combined top-down and bottom-up research method to study the function of the urban brand in 

Wangqingtuo town in Tianjin, China. We studied over 400 samples (including government staff and town citizens) 

to make questionnaire investigation about the town’s branding. And we found that the solidified urban brand is a 

complicated emotional symbol for both government and citizens. The town has demand of exploring and 

developing new dominant industry, and it has the expectation to keep branding and upgrade its current core 

industry. 
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Introduction 

Cities and towns are closely related to branding. A city is able to form a brand, and urban development 

procedure is to build a new brand (Gotham, 2007). Urban brand is the association image of the city or region 

(Landry, 2008), and can be regarded as the composition of developing strategy of city (Riza, Doratli, & Fasli, 

2012; Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2006). It is not only a business card for the world to know a city, but also a most 

important characteristic for a city to attract industries and residents. 

For small and medium-sized towns developing manufacturing as its leading industry, their city brands are 

usually locally produced products. The case site in this study, Wangqingtuo in Tianjin, developed bicycle 

manufacturing as its leading industry. The town area is 54.76 km2, with nearly 50,000 population. It is called 

Chinese No.1 Bicycle Town, which has rapidly formed its own town brand and achieved rapid development 

with the help of the brand. However, in the process of development, due to the urban space rationing, brand 

building path, and other reasons, after the changes of national and regional industrial strategy and market, the 

urban development is limited by the brand, so it is unable to carry out industrial transformation and upgrading. 
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This study analyzed the industrial data of Wangqingtuo from 2011 to 2018, and randomly selected 530 

samples and conducted a top-down and bottom-up combined questionnaire survey, to analyze and study the 

function of brand in urban development, so as to put forward relevant conclusions and suggestions. 

Developing Trap: Brand Solidification in Wangqingtuo 

Branding Tracks 

During the development of Wangqingtuo, the pillar industry, bicycle manufacturing, formed the urban 

brand of the town. And the brand formation and development process are closely combined with the national 

industrial development and change. In 1966, Wangqingtuo established the bicycle management centre and 

decided to develop bicycle industry. Then, in 2004, 20 bicycle enterprises have obtained International 

Organization for Standardization (ISO) 9000 certification, and 10 of them have obtained import and export 

licenses and free import and export rights. In 2012, after the review of the expert group of China’s bicycle 

industry, Wangqingtuo has officially become “China bicycle industry base Wangqingtuo”. And then in March 

2013, the industry base was officially awarded the license and signed Chinese bicycle industry agreement. In 

July 2013, Wangqingtuo took bicycle management center as the service carrier of enterprises and laid a solid 

foundation for the development of its distinct industries. In this period, there are a large number of small and 

medium-sized bicycle enterprises in Wangqingtuo, but most of them are small or individual workshops. The 

emergence and development of these enterprises led to the development of Wangqingtuo’s economy. 

Wangqingtuo quickly formed and solidified its urban brand and achieved development with the help of brand 

effect. But at the same time, these enterprises have played a destructive role in the environment and industrial 

quality. 

From 2015, China proposes to change the mode of economic development, optimize the economic 

structure, and promote high-quality development. China’s manufacturing industry is becoming more and more 

high-end and innovative and paying more attention to the environment. Under this circumstance, the number of 

bicycle enterprises in Wangqingtuo kept decreasing. In 2016, Wangqingtuo has 740 bicycle and bicycle-related 

accessories enterprises. Then, the town administered “scattered, disorderly, and dirty” and shut down 72 bicycle 

enterprises in 2017. In 2019, there are about 400 enterprises in the town. 

Developing Bottlenecks 

In 2015, China gradually implemented the general strategy of manufacturing upgrading. In this period, 

under the condition that the production capacity of the bicycle industry is basically stable, the industrial output 

value of Wangqingtuo fell precipitously in 2015 and failed to recover in 2017. The whole town shows the trend 

of large fluctuation of industrial output value and growth rate with the decrease of investment. The driving 

effect of urban brands is getting weaker. 

On the one hand, it is due to the transformation of the national industrial manufacturing industry and the 

adjustment of industry structure, the country proposed to eliminate the inferior production capacity from the 

perspective of environmental protection and high-quality development. On the other hand, it is because local 

marketing campaigns are presented in the form of price campaign rather than product quality campaign. This 

directly led to the shut-down of most Wangqingtuo’s enterprises during the adjustment of industrial strategy 

and structure at the macro level. And urban brand lost competitiveness in the macro environment of 

high-quality development. Meanwhile, the external market advocates product campaign more. Only 
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