- CTBUH

bantotia e S e a rC h P a p e r ctbuh.org/papers

e

Title: Selling Tall: The Branding and Marketing of Tall Buildings
Author: William Murray, Director, Wordsearch
Subject: Economics/Financial
Keywords: Branding

Marketing
Publication Date: 2012
Original Publication: CTBUH 2012 9th World Congress, Shanghai
Paper Type: 1. Book chapter/Part chapter

2. Journal paper

3. Conference proceeding

4. Unpublished conference paper

5. Magazine article

6. Unpublished

© Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat / William Murray


http://ctbuh.org/papers

Selling Tall: The Branding and Marketing of Tall Buildings
BEEAHE: mEREAWNEEIEH

William Murray

William Murray

Wordsearch

91 Goswell Road

London

United Kingdom EC1V 7EX

tel (¥1%): +442075496600
email (F, F # 44): William.murray@wordsearch.co.uk
www.wordsearch.co.uk

William Murray is a Director of Wordsearch, a leading
branding and communications agency specializing
in real estate and architecture, and particularly tall
buildings. He has worked on the communications,

branding and marketing for Taipei 101, ICC Hong Kong,

122 Leadenhall, The Pinnacle, The Shard, Shanghai
Tower, Hudson Yards and One World Trade Center in
New York.

William Murray ZWordsearch/\ &|HEHF, X2 —
RS HAGENG, CITRET FH= LR
s, AHEEEEA. MEEI, FHERH
Sk, 1225 AR, BREF, RHHAE, L
wE, RERS FAA AR R R QT E AT
VAR, &R ANE A E B T AE .

Abstract

Tall buildings are important brands - creating both value and recognition for the cities and
countries that create them. The consequent pressures and responsibilities are discussed in this
paper, which concludes with a set of suggested rules relating to the successful communication
and marketing of supertall buildings to world over.
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Representing Ambition

The construction of significantly tall buildings
used to be limited to a very few places on
earth —where the concentration of money,
expertise and ambition was at its greatest. For
most of the last century, that meant one place
- America.

The history of the tall building is mostly
American. The desire to grow bigger, taller
and more spectacular mirrored exactly
America’s socio-economic trajectory during
the 20th Century's Gilded Era. Today, supertall
buildings are much more common, their
spread mirroring the strength and importance
of the emerging economies in the East. Last
year saw the completion of more tall buildings
than any other year in history (CTBUH. A Tall
Building Review 2011), and although they
weren't exclusively in the Far East, that's where
the race is most competitive. From Dubai

to Hong Kong, and Guangzhou to Mumbai,
supertall buildings are marking the claims of
an increasing number of growing economies,
proclaiming their wealth, ambition and
expertise to the world.

As a specialist communications company
focused on real estate and architecture — and
particularly tall buildings — we have worked
all over the world on some of the tallest and
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Figure 1.1CC Hong Kong by KPF and Sun Hung Kai (image SHKP)
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most prestigious schemes. We have had the opportunity to study the
specific issues, challenges and opportunities in selling tall buildings.

With Taipei 101 the stated intention of the government, the

developer and the architect was to ‘Bring Taipei to the World" There
was no comment about a shortage of office space in a dense and
overcrowded city. In Hong Kong, we worked with Sun Hung Kai on ICC,
promoting the building that stands across Victoria Harbor from IFC, as
forming the ‘Gateway to China’

Statements of Intent

These are statements of intent that brand the cities and their countries
as much as they do the buildings themselves. And this is one of the
things to remember about selling tall buildings: they aren't just owned
by the developer and the tenant, like a normal building — they are
owned by everyone. They belong to the residents of that city, to the
people of that country. They are symbols that affect almost everyone.

One could strongly argue that the Gherkin was instrumental in London
being successful in its bid to host the 2012 Olympic Games. Up until
the completion of the Gherkin, or 30 St Mary Axe as it is more properly
known, London had a 1970s skyline, dominated by the NatWest Tower.
The rest of the UK's globally recognized architecture was Victorian,
Georgian or Elizabethan - London looked out of date. And then, this
curvaceous, futuristic rocketship appeared in the city and suddenly
London looked modern. The building has taken on a significance far
beyond its floor area or its many tenants. It has become one of the
symbols that represent the London of the 21st Century, in the same
way that the Shard will continue to do into the future.

Of course, the symbolism and meaning of these buildings do not
necessarily enjoy universal consensus. Since the economic crisis,
some critics, including the most recent Lord Mayor of London, have
suggested that the Shard is out of keeping with the spirit of the age —
that environmentally, economically, and (bizarrely) even morally, the
Shard is out of touch. The fact that this criticism can be leveled at a
building is extraordinary, and it demonstrates the symbolic power and
visibility of the tall building.

Perhaps this negativity is a particularly British sentiment. In New York,
where the author of this paper has been working on One World Trade
Center for the last three years, the symbolism of the tower representing
the indomitable nature of the human spirit in the face of both
terrorism and economic woes, is exactly what underpins the popularity

Figure 2. 30 St Mary Axe (The Gherkin) by Foster and Partners (image IVG)
H2., Z2EWY w305 A# (F4) #HFoster and Partners

Figure 3.The Shard by Renzo Piano Building Workshop and Sellar (image Sellar)
3. 463 A HRenzo Piano Building Workshop#uSellar
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Figure 4. One World Trade Center by SOM, the PANYNJ and The Durst Org (image The Durst Org)
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of the building. The recent press coverage of the moment at which
the building became the tallest structure on the New York skyline was
not because of the engineering feat, but because of the fact that this
represented a city picking itself up, dusting itself off and holding its
head high.

Standing Out in a Congested Landscape

And what will Shanghai Tower do for Shanghai? Well, for one, the
name is meaningful. This is not a monument for a developer - but for
a city — a city that is representing the economic power and aspiration
of a whole country, and a country that is experiencing the same levels
of growth that characterized the Gilded Era in the United States when
they were leading the world in tall. Shanghai Tower also has to be

the standard bearer for a country that has more tall buildings under
construction than anywhere else in the world. How can a tall building
be symbolic when it is in a forest of tall buildings? Obviously it needs
to be taller than all the others, and it needs to represent something
else — some greater feat, some extra benefit. Shanghai Tower addresses
this by promoting the environmental, the social and communal
features of the building. But also, it is a building that is in appearance
soft and anthropomorphic — in contrast to the hypodermic Burj
Khalifa. It represents the collective aspirations of a people, rather than
the dynastic aspirations of an absolute monarchy. It represents the
unstoppable march of a third of the world’s population — a swirling,
waterspout propelled upwards through sheer force of will. These tall
buildings are the acceptable face of progress — they make the perfect
postcard image. Unfortunately, there is often a more complex side

to the creation of these mega-structures, especially in developing
countries, namely poor working conditions, negligible health and
safety procedures and little consideration for the rights or well-being
of the worker. Also, construction quality can be hard to maintain, and
there is always the issue of the wider environmental issues relating to
meteoric economic growth in developing countries.

Green Totem or Greenwash?

This points to an important issue relating to tall buildings, particularly
in communication terms — that of sustainability and appropriateness.
Tall buildings are expensive, both financially and environmentally, and
in some quarters there is a growing vocal opposition to the existence
of tall-for-the-sake-of-tall buildings, and for big buildings that are fully-
glazed. The British Architect, Ken Shuttleworth, one of architects of the
Gherkin, is an outspoken critic of the Shard, and has forecast the death
of the predominantly-glazed tower. Of course the argument regarding
sustainability and tall buildings is a complex one. Both New York and
Hong Kong have one of the lowest carbon footprints of any developed

Figure 5. The Shanghai Tower
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city in the world, because of their small size, high density and
consequent high public transport usage. Tall in these circumstances
is not a vanity but a necessity — and the environmental cost of
construction, and the potentially higher energy use of the building, is
arguably a price that is worth paying in the interests of more efficient
land-use, increased densification and a more efficient city. This is in
direct contrast with the Burj Khalifa, where no such densification
benefit exists, and where environmental benefits are harder to argue.
In this case, any promoted or claimed ‘sustainable features’arguably
exist only as ornament or ‘greenwash’ It is not appropriate for some
buildings to climb on the sustainability bandwagon for the sake of
appearance, when there are too many great buildings that are pushing
the boundaries of environmental performance for the new supertalls
to get away with greenwash. It is therefore critical to communicate
not only their value and benefit — but to be realistic about their
shortcomings. The supertall building acts as a flag in the ground, an
enormous statement of intent that covers a range of ambitions, and

it presents an opportunity to make positive global statements that,

if managed properly, can help to move the public consciousness
forward, or if done so badly, can push it backwards. Are they socially
inclusive or exclusive? Are they impact-aware or impact-oblivious? On
a basic level, are they good buildings, or are they bad buildings? All of
these questions need to be addressed at the point of conception - not
halfway through construction.

The Supertall as Logo

This is the point. Supertall buildings are gigantic logos — brand
identifiers for the countries that build them. They create a skyline, a
marker and a recognizable shape that help us to remember, relate

to and form positive associations about a place. But they are also

the most complex products on earth; each one unique, with unique
engineering and architectural challenges. Billions of parts stuck
together with millimeter accuracy, in sometimes harsh environments,
by thousands of people. Worth hundreds of millions of dollars, they will
represent success or failure for dozens of organizations and thousands
of workers.

And, after all of this complexity, they need to be sold — as offices,
residences, hotels, retail centers or as all the above. However tall, green,
pointy or twirly these buildings may be, they are really nothing more
than lots of relatively small floorplates, stacked vertically, with complex
vertical transportation and life safety strategies. But these brands are far
more complicated and important, than shampoo, cereals or cars —and
have to be sold as such.

The Drivers of Occupation

For each of the different markets in which the author works, the drivers
for occupation of the tall building are always varied and surprising.
Cost and efficiency are always key drivers for multi-national businesses.
ICC in Hong Kong is a classic example where a tall building of global
stature, coupled with excellent transportation links and amenities, was
able to overcome the traditional draw of the Central Business District
by offering a higher specification at a lower cost — refuting the age

old adage of Location, Location, Location. In Guanghzhou recently,

a story was told of a mainland business owner whose evaluation of
the suitability of a building was limited to stepping out of his car at
the base and staring up at the curvilinear distinctive shape of the
tallest building in Guangzhou, nodding, and signing the lease. For

him, the value was in the reputation of the address, more than in the
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efficiency of the floorplate or the robustness of the power supply.
Similarly, in London, the author worked with one occupier who paid

a higher rent to occupy a competing, high-quality and significant City
building, rather than occupy the Gherkin, on the basis that the Gherkin
would appear to their shareholders to be a more frivolous and more
expensive destination, even if the opposite were true.

Icon Backlash

In a changing market, one must also be aware of the many and varied
sensitivities of the global, public company, who cannot afford being
seen as too frivolous, vainglorious or profligate, and cannot get carried
away by the vanity of some tall buildings. Tall buildings can be deeply
pragmatic, totally responsible and absolutely appropriate architectural
responses. Sometimes, they don't need to be considered iconic, or
landmark, or trophy buildings. They can be just the best possible
business decision. It is important to realize when this is the case, and to
communicate that appropriately.

With that in mind, there are a set of universal guidelines and principles
for communicating tall buildings that, although they probably won't
buck a market or overcome a glut of space, can significantly, and
positively affect the effectiveness of a campaign to sell tall.

10 Golden Rules for Marketing Tall Buildings

o Itis critical to remember that a tall building is owned by
everyone — not just the developer, architect and tenant.
People who live and work in the city where it grows are just
as important as the relatively small congregation of agents
and occupiers. After all, it is the general public that will end up
using, living in or working in the building. Don't neglect these
critical communications — even if it is limited to hoardings,
newsletters and PR.

« Areally tall building represents ‘something’— whether it’s
continuing pre-eminence, emerging prosperity or unbridled
ambition - this should be represented in the brand and in the
marketing, and this vision should be clearly articulated and
communicated by the development team, preferably even in
advance of designing the building. It will make the creative
process that much easier, and the final design that much
more appropriate. A post-rationalised, non-specific marketing
campaign is much less effective.

« Quality in all things is a critical factor — if you can't make a great
brochure, model, film or marketing suite — how are you going
to make a great (and safe) building? That's how customers
think.

« Similarly, don't skimp on the marketing budget - if that is
skimped on, what else in the building is being skimped on?
Again, that's how customers think.

» Most people have a great deal of difficulty in transforming 2d
plans on paper into 3d reality in their heads — and very few
know the difference between a plan, elevation and section. It is
important that the plans are as simple as possible, that they are
always correctly oriented (northwards) and that the supporting
material enhances understanding of the plans.

« The project team has been living and breathing the scheme
for months, if not years. The customer has only minutes
to understand the finished magnificence of the proposed

Figure 6. The Public Observation Deck at the Shard (image Sellar)
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Figure 7. Brochure set for the Shard
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building. Any assistance that can be given to make that
understanding easier will make selling easier — and that

means films, fly-throughs, computer generated images,
models, brochures, marketing suites, and well thought out
presentations that are delivered well. It is a source of constant
amazement how many people whose job it is to sell, are so
terrible at making presentations. Don't be proud - get training.

« Safety and security is a great concern in all buildings, but
particularly tall. Do not shy away from addressing the issues
upfront, and presenting the truth about the scheme.

« A building is a machine for living or working. Tall buildings are
the ultimate machines — and need to be sold as such —in their
detail, excitement, technical superiority and safety.

» Most people love to tell people that they work in a famous
building. Business card pride is a powerful motive for both
individuals and organisations.

» Abrandis not alogo. A brand is a promise that you make to the
customer about what your product will deliver. The logo is just
a simple way that people recognise your brand. Understand
the brand — and communicate it clearly. For most buildings,
the customer has only one way of gauging the strength of
your promise — and that is through you, your team and your
marketing material. So it needs to be right and be as good as
you want your building to be. If the brochure that they take
home is flimsy, unintelligible, unmemorable and falls apart in
their hands, that will be their overriding memory.

Conclusion

Tall buildings are exciting, energetic and impressive. They represent
some of the greatest feats of human endeavor in the fields of
architecture, engineering, construction and finance. Building tall seems
to be an essential part of the human psyche, as our race upwards has
never slowed. As architectural communications specialists, we have a
duty to ensure that the messaging, marketing and communications
match the importance, complexity, professionalism, hard work

and vision that characterize these essential structures, just as their
design, engineering and construction needs to appreciate and
reflect the importance and impact that these buildings have on their
audiences. They are some of the most visible advertisements, brands
and businesses in the world, and with that visibility comes a great
opportunity, and a great responsibility.
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