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“Brands exist to reassure, to attain security”
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“Creating Space for Imagination and  
Personal Discovery”
What comes after the experience economy? The transformation economy. It is about the choreography of participatory 

experiences, which are not just entertaining, but also enriching. It is about the creation of  meaningful content, which has 

the power to change people and places. An interview with Anna Klingmann.

How did you come up with the idea that  
architecture can be more than just form?
In the 1980s, architecture was completely  
detached from the public sphere and from any  
social function. It was an era during which  
architecture viewed itself as an elitist disci-
pline, which had consciously disconnected itself 
from the user. This was much in contrast to the  
situation in product design. Moreover, it was also 
a time when the real estate market had not yet  
recognized the added value of architecture. The  
result: The public generally despised architec-
ture because it only addressed other architects 
and a very small elite. However, this situation 
has changed drastically over the last 15 years. 
Today, architecture is marketed as a lifestyle. My 
book “Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experi-
ence Economy” talks about this paradigm shift. 
This change on how we perceive architecture to-
day was partially promoted by the media, which 
in the 1990s slowly began to feature architecture 
as a lifestyle product. Just think of “Wallpaper” by 
Tyler Brulé. “Wallpaper” was the first magazine, 
which decided to publish innovative architecture  
alongside fashion, and other designer items in  
order to promote a lifestyle.

Globalization greatly amplified this perception 
where architecture is now increasingly viewed as 
a brand. In this respect, the construction of the 
Guggenheim Museum Bilbao by Frank Gehry can 
be seen as the starting point of this whole shift. 
The contribution, which this building has made to  
location marketing, was immediately recognized 
and successfully copied throughout the world: 
In the new markets, in the Middle and Far East 
but also in Europe, the United States, and in the 
former Soviet Union.

In the chapter “Architecture as Experience” you 
mention that architecture had lost its ability to 
provoke and stimulate the imagination of non-
architects. At the same time, the film indus-
try, TV and brands had succeeded in igniting  

consumers’ dreams and desires. What went 
wrong?
This is about challenging the entire functional and 
ideological heritage of modernism and moving the 
focus from architecture as such to the effect that 
architecture can produce. It is more about how a 
user perceives architecture and not whether the 
building has the “right” ideological design. Let 
us look at the casinos in Las Vegas or at Dis-
neyland, for example. This is architecture, which 
appears completely wrong from a compositional 
perspective, yet provides a holistic consumer ex-
perience.  As a result, the user becomes an actor 
in a choreographed event. And this is why these 
developments are so commercially successful.  
However, the debate at the universities still or yet 

“This is partially the result of 
an accelerating communication  
industry, which has an exhilarat-
ing but also an exhausting effect 
on people—commonly known as 
Facebook fatigue. Today there is 
an increasing longing for cultural 
content.” 

again chooses to focus almost exclusively on  
parametric design, on the creation of dynamic 
shapes, which has very little to do with the user or 
actual content. Architecture in the academic world 
is largely looked upon from a formal and, hence, 
ideological perspective. This attitude has not 
changed. What has changed is the use of forms. 
All of this adds up to yet another very dogmatic 
approach with new technologies. These dogmas 
are not really in touch with the actual needs of the 
users and the actual experience of architecture.

What exactly is brand architecture or, as you 
so aptly put it, “buildings as brands”?

Brand architecture creates an added econom-
ic and social value. Under classic corporate  
identity, architecture conveys a company’s pro-
file to the outside world and, at the same time, 
it also communicates a company’s social values 
internally with the aim of creating a certain image 
or a certain work atmosphere. Let us look at the 
Google headquarters as an example of this. Here, 
the free spirit of Google is reflected in the architec-
ture; employees have the possibility of designing 
their own workspace. Leisure and work are mixed 
through unique elements, sometimes initiated by 
the employees themselves, such as table tennis 
tables and slides creating a sort of work and play 
space for adults. At the same time, a strategic 
image is created, which is in line with Google’s 
identity. However, in contrast to this example of 
a user-oriented architecture, we are mostly faced 
with a situation of co-branding, which is frequently 
mistaken for brand architecture. In this instance, 
a star architect is hired to create a form, which is 
intended to enhance a company’s identity. How-
ever, because it is a pre-made style that is simply 
imported from the outside-in and not really devel-
oped from the inside-out to reflect the unique spirit 
of the company, such buildings frequently appear 
sterile and not in tune with the company’s values.  
An image is created, which conveys high visibility 
but not character and personality.

What is a good brand experience?
In my opinion, a good brand experience  
stimulates new ideas and, ideally, conveys a feeling 
of growth and enrichment. Entertainment and fun 
are passive experience s; however, true enrichment  
requires the customers or users to become  
actively involved. An experience is something 
that happens inside the person and that differs 
from the constant stream of information and  
ready-made emotions, which we get from TV.  
Particularly on the scale of city marketing, it  
becomes increasingly vital to generate cultural 
and social content, which is inspirational and 
therefore generated from within. Such contents 
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The newly constructed, former World Trade 
Center in New York has difficulties in finding 
tenants. Why is this?
The former World Trade Center now called  
Freedom Tower is of course marked by the  
tragedy of September 11th. People in New York still 
vividly remember that day and are reluctant to move 
into the new Freedom Tower. Moreover, there is the 
risk that a disaster like this might happen again at  
any time. 

Potsdamer Platz in Berlin and Times Square 
in New York are two distinct and well-known 
examples of city branding, which have been 
reconstructed over the last decades. You 
mentioned in your book that these have as-
similated the identities of Daimler Chrysler 
and Sony in Berlin and Disney in New York. 
What is going wrong when cities decide to as-
sume the identities of brands instead of their 
own identities?
In principle, both places were planned as Urban 
Entertainment Centers, primarily with the goal to 
increase tourism. In fact, we have to admit that 
both centers work very well commercially. But 
in both locations you will never find local people 
because these places are absolutely uninteresting.  
Both locations are constructed as Entertainment 
Districts, which were popular in the nineties—
consumer landscapes, which you can now find 
essentially anywhere in the world. A kind of theme 
park, which has nothing to do with the actual city.

In “Brandscapes” you said that architecture 
could be used as an instrument of economic 
and cultural change. What does that mean?
Architecture can be a catalyst that promotes  
development. The classic example is Frank 
Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, the 
construction of which was a big risk for the 
city at the time but in retrospect proved more 
than worthwhile. It did not only bring visitors 
to the city but also stimulated further urban  
development, which upgraded a devastated econ-
omy and brought it back to life. Also in Dubai, ar-
chitecture was used to generate a new economy 

The famous advertising guru David Ogilvy 
once said that the key to successful adver-
tising is in promising the customer a benefit: 
better taste, cleaner clothes… 
In how far can this statement be transferred to 
brand architecture?
Architecture has the potential of creating a  
better lifestyle, places where people feel good. This 
is partially to do with form but more importantly 
involves how you program the space. For example, 
how you effectively combine working and living, 
how you create places, which ensure entertain-
ment and cultural stimulation alongside places 
of retreat and quietness. I always refer to this as  
“human sustainability”.

You state that experiences are becoming  
mass-produced items today. What do you 
mean by this?
Everyone and everything is creating an experi-
ence today. Experience has become a prod-
uct. Starbucks, Apple, the tourism industry, 
they all promise “unique experiences”. This  
principle also applies to theme parks, resorts 
and restaurants. In other words, experience 
is no longer what we create for ourselves but 
what is offered to us as a consumable product.  
The merchandize you ultimately buy is just a kind 
of by-product, a souvenir of the experience you just 
had as a consumer. For example, at a restaurant you 
no longer pay for the actual food but for the staged  
experience, for the time you spend there.

What value does the Bauhaus motto “form 
follows function” have in the experience 
economy? What does “architecture as a user-
oriented experience” mean?
The meaning of function in architecture has dras-
tically changed and will probably keep changing. 
Over the last 15 to 20 years, the main function of 
architecture has been to impress investors and rich 
clients by the use of star architects who promise a 
unique artifact. It was less about content but about 
creating a photogenic postcard image, which en-
sured instant recognition. Architecture was used to 

What kind of brand architecture—which no 
longer glorifies only itself but focuses on the 
client—would you recommend for the banking 
world whose credibility has suffered?
Interestingly, banks have done a lot. They have 
tried to expand the classic banking service with 
congenial sitting areas and shopping corners and 
designed lounges for young people. This was an 
attempt to dissolve the existing dogmatic formality. 
But this in my opinion leaned too much towards 
creating an entertaining situation, which really has 
nothing to do with satisfying the customer’s needs. 
In addition, enormous amounts of money were 
spent on super-cool branding campaigns, such 
as HSBC’s “The World’s Local Bank”. But this 
brand promise, as cool as it is, was never trans-
lated into reality. The customer service remains as  
anonymous and standardized as it has always 
been. So it is the customer experience and the 
small things that we miss in a large corpora-
tion—the personal touch, which makes the cus-
tomer feel accepted and understood. A move 
away from the “banking machine” and towards 
a small-scale retail experience. This is a classic 
gap, which arises between the brand  promise and 
its fulfillment. The creation of a successful bank-
ing experience ought to pursue the aim of build-
ing a personal atmosphere in which the customer 
feels understood, in which he or she is treated as 
an individual person and in which employees are 
also permitted to behave as real people who have 
different personalities. But this is exactly what is 
prevented by standardized corporate procedures. 
Companies superficially pretend to understand 
their customers, calling them by their first name 
and offering nice conversation corners. But in 
fact they are clueless about their customers’ real 
needs. This deficit cannot be compensated for with  
expensive advertisement campaigns or cool  
interiors.

differ from culture to culture, from place to place, 
which means that the participation of people 
from a specific region is crucial to create this  
identity. Only when people identify, can you have a 
true identity.

and market this city as a unique attraction through-
out the world. Aside from these more obvious ex-
amples, architecture habors also great potential to 
rebrand secondary cities that suffer from negative 
image problems, cities that are ridden by high un-
employment or crime, that are desolate and whose 
image has deteriorated from positive to negative. 
Buffalo and Detroit are examples of such cities, 
which used to have a thriving industry but have 
since become urban deserts because industry has 
moved elsewhere.

The book “Brandscapes” by Anna Klingmann is available 

at bookstores and online at amazon.com. 
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durch stararchitekten zu beeindrucken, die 
etwas Besonderes versprechen. es ging nicht 
um Inhalte, sondern darum, Produkte mit 
einem Postkartenimage zu schaffen, die so
fort Wiedererkennbarkeit erzeugen. es ging 
in jedem Fall darum, superlative zu schaffen 
wie: der höchste turm, der beste name. es 
ging um Ikonen, die hauptsächlich durch ihr 
extrovertiertes Image glänzen. Damit wurde 
viel Geld verdient, aber im nachhinein, wie 
man in spanien sieht, wurden auch grosse 
schulden verursacht. vielleicht sind wir jetzt 
wieder an einem Punkt angelangt, wo wir uns 
wieder mit Inhalten auseinandersetzen kön
nen. Der globale Crash hat uns zur einhalt 
gezwungen. Heute gibt es auch wieder eine 
sehnsucht nach kulturellen Inhalten, verur
sacht durch eine immer schnellere Kommu
nikation, die auch ermüdend ist und die man 
als FacebookFatigue bezeichnen könnte. 
vielleicht sind wir an einem Punkt angelangt, 
wo man sich wieder nach innen orientieren 
könnte, wo man wieder Inhalte schafft. Das 
ist in den letzten 15 Jahren durch den ganzen 
Hype verloren gegangen. 

Sie sagen, modernistische Architektur diene 
im Wesentlichen dazu, die Marke des Archi-
tekten zu stärken und geben das Beispiel von 
Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, der sich den Mar-
kennamen Le Corbusier zugeeignet hatte. Wie 
kann ein Architekt den Sprung schaffen zum 
Kreateur von Markenräumen, in denen nicht 
er, sondern der Kunde sich wohlfühlt? 
Architektur ist häufig architektenorientiert, 
sehr narzisstisch. Aber die Leute fordern die
se Wiedererkennung auch ein, den Archi
tekten als Gott, der der Welt seinen stempel 
aufdrückt. Dann fordern die Leute das auch 
ein, weil dadurch eine bestimmte erkennbar
keit oder auch ein Markenwert erzeugt wird. 
Wenn ich mir heute Helmut Lang oder Zaha 
Hadid einkaufe, gehöre ich zu diesem globa
len Club dazu. Also haben Leute wenig Mut, 
um individuell zu sein, um Architektur zu 
bauen, die ihrer Persönlichkeit entspricht, 
nicht der von anderen. Marken sind dazu da, 
um sicherheit zu erlangen, das ist die 
schwierigkeit an der sache. Persönlich 
denke ich, das ist nicht nachhaltig, gerade 
im stadtmarketing, denn indem ich die an
deren kopiere, verliere ich meine einzigartig
keit. 

Sie sagen, Marketingspezialisten sollten nicht 
so stark auf das Verkaufsargument, Unique 
Selling Proposition, achten, sondern besser 
auf den einzigartigen Kaufwunsch ihrer Kun-
den, « the unique buying state of their custo-
mers». Was heisst das?
Das geht auf Ihre Frage zur Bankenarchitek

tur zurück. Die Firmen achten sehr darauf, 
ein cooles Image zu schaffen, aber sie verlie
ren den einzelnen Kunden aus den Augen. 
Wie wir wissen, bieten die meisten Konzerne 
keinen wirklichen Kundenservice mehr, der 
Kunde wird mit Floskeln abgespeist, aber 
nicht mit seinen Bedürfnissen und Proble
men wahrgenommen. Kundenbedürfnisse 
gibt es nur noch im extremen Highend und 
im Lowendsegment. 

Wie beurteilen Sie Brand Switzerland?
Wahrscheinlich liebe ich «swiss Made» so, 
wie es von der ganzen Welt geliebt wird. Inte
ressant ist, dass die Marke schweiz etwas 
sehr Offenes enthält, aber zugleich exklusivi
tät verspricht. Die schweiz verkörpert im 
Prinzip heile Welt und Abgeschlossenheit, 
aber das mit der Modernität optimal ver
knüpft, ohne die Kleinteiligkeit oder die loka
le Identität der einzelnen Kantone zu über
schatten. Ich hoffe, dass das so bleibt. Man 
braucht so einen Ort in dieser Welt. einen 
Rückzugsort. 

Was folgt auf die Erlebnisgesellschaft?
Ich würde sagen: die transformationsökono
mie. Im Prinzip geht es hier um die schaf
fung von erlebnissen, die eine wirkliche Be
reicherung bieten, nicht mehr nur um spass 
und Unterhaltung, sondern um aktive 
Konsum erlebnisse mit relevanten Inhalten, 
die die Menschen nachhaltig verändern. In 
der Architektur beschäftigen wir uns stark 
mit sitespecific strategies, wo es darum 
geht, Identitäten aufzubauen, die den Ort 
selbst stärken. Indem man zum Beispiel lo
kale Materialien verwendet oder den lokalen 
einzelhandel einbindet statt überregionale 
Konsumketten, schafft man Arbeitsplätze. es 
geht darum, Ikonen zu schaffen, an denen 
die Leute vor Ort selbst teilnehmen, indem 
sie am entscheidungsprozess teilnehmen 
und quasi mithelfen, ein Gebäude oder einen 
stadtteil aufzubauen. Dadurch wird ein Ort 
aufgewertet, die Leute identifizieren sich da
mit, weil sie das Gefühl haben, es kommt von 
ihnen selbst und entspricht ihrer Kultur. es 
geht nicht mehr darum, das westliche Para
digma in die Welt zu exportieren und nach 
aussen zu glänzen, sondern darum, innere 
Werte zu schaffen, die nach aussen eher un
scheinbar sind, aber zur persönlichen entde
ckung einladen und die Menschen herausfor
dern, sich emotional mit ihren eigenen 
kulturellen Inhalten auseinanderzusetzen, 
die von Ort zu Ort extrem verschieden sind.
Die transformationsökonomie schafft Orte 
der Ruhe, die es ermöglichen, sich mit Inhal
ten auseinanderzusetzen, unserer Fantasie 
zu folgen und zu wachsen. •

Zelt- und Veranstaltungs-
service GmbH

Full Service für 
exklusive Großevents 

und attraktive 
Messeauftritte!

Außergewöhnliche 
Temporärbauten in 
innovativem Design!

www.mobile-locations.eu

RÖDER

ROEDER-2012-11-22-expodata-Jahrbuch-Nov-83x325.indd   1 22.11.2012   17:16:55

You mention that marketing experts should fo-
cus not so much on the unique selling proposi-
tion but on “the unique buying state of their 
customers”. What does that mean?
This reverts to your earlier question regarding 
banks. Most companies focus way too much on 
creating a cool image, but they lose track of their 
individual customers. As we know, most large cor-
porations no longer offer true customer service. 
The customer is palmed off with empty phrases 
and not addressed as a real person with his or her 
own specific problems and needs. Today, consum-

How do you assess the brand “Switzerland”?
I love “Swiss Made” as much as the rest of the 
world. What is interesting about it is that the brand 
“Switzerland” has something very open about it 
and yet, at the same time, it also promises exclu-
sivity. In a nutshell, Switzerland embodies an idyllic 
secluded world but optimally combines this image 
with a very contemporary attitude, without loosing 
sight of the small-scale fabric or the local identity 
of the individual cantons. And I truly hope it will 
remain this way. We need such a place in the world 
—a retreat.

What will follow the experience economy?
I would say: the transformation economy. In princi-
ple, this will be about designing experiences, which 
are no longer merely about fun and entertainment, 
but moreover truly transformative and enrich-
ing. This in turn entails the generation of relevant 
content, which has a sustained effect on people 
and places. Currently, in our office, we focus in-
creasingly on site-specific strategies and building 
identities that effectively express the culture and 
characteristics of specific places. For example, 
by using local materials and local labor or by in-
tegrating local retail businesses instead of supra-
regional chains, you have the opportunity to create 
a sense of pride and identity within the community. 
It is about the creation of new icons that actively 
involve people from the region, be it in the deci-
sion-making process of a project, in the making of 
a building or in the planning of a new city district.
This elevates a place and people identify with it 
because it reflects their culture and they made an 
active contribution. It is no longer about exporting 
a western paradigm to the rest of the world and to 
make a big splash on the surface. It is more about 
creating an inner set of values that speak to the 
values of a particular place. And it is about inviting 
people to explore and discover their own culture, 
which, needless to say, differs greatly from place 
to place. The transformation economy creates 
places of silence, which enable people to follow 
their imagination —and to grow.

You say that modernist architecture is essen-
tially used to strengthen the architect’s brand 
and cite the example of Charles-Edouard 
Jeanneret, who acquired the brand name Le 
Corbusier. How can an architect take the leap 
to becoming a creator of brand spaces, which 
cater to the client rather than the architect?
Architecture is frequently architect-centered, and 
in this sense can be quite narcissistic. But ironi-
cally, people also demand this recognition, the ar-
chitect as a god who leaves his mark on the world. 
People request this because it generates a certain 
recognizability or a brand value. If one can man-
age to enlist the services of Helmut Lang or Zaha 
Hadid, one becomes part of that global club. As a 
result, people rarely seem to have the courage to 
be individualistic, and to create a building that is 
in line with their own personality rather than with 
someone else’s. Brands exist to reassure, to at-
tain security and this is the catch here. I personally 
think that this is not sustainable, especially in the 
marketing of cities because by copying others, I 
am inevitably bound to loose my own uniqueness.

create superlatives, such as the highest tower, the 
most cutting-edge hotel, or the best name. It was 
about the creation of glamorous icons that could 
be promoted to the world. And a lot of money was 
made from this. But, in retrospective, we see that 
also high levels of debt were generated in some 
places, see Spain. The global crash in many ways 
has forced us to halt and rethink. Maybe we have 
now reached a point where we can focus on the 
development of new ideas and concepts again. 
There is also an increasing longing for cultural 
content. This is partially the result of an accelerat-
ing communication industry, which has an exhila-
rating but also an exhausting effect on people—
commonly known as Facebook fatigue. Maybe we 
have reached a point where we are ready for more 
introspection, where we can allow ourselves the 
freedom to think and innovate, rather than just pro-
duce. This is something that has been lost over the 
last 15 years as a result of all the hype.

er needs are only acknowledged in the extreme 
high-end and low-end segments.


