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New Narrative
for Madrid

Prof Greg Clark CBE FACSS

This is an important moment in Madrid’s history.
Madrid has begun a new cycle of development as
one of the most exciting and attractive cities in the
world. Population growth, celebrity endorsements,
worldwide media attention, and the hosting of great
human events and endeavours are the signatures
of the city today.

A unique quality of life, cultural riches, deep pools
of soft power, well-invested infrastructure, global
connectedness, trans-continental influence, eco-
nomic and industrial specialisation, and an appetite
to take its place as a world leading city, are driving
Madrid forwards. These are fuelling rapid popu-
lation growth, increased international investment,
euphoric media coverage, record visitor numbers,
and high rankings for Madrid across many do-
mains. A surge of interest in the ‘magic of Madrid’
is unfolding.

So, the question is: what is the story behind Ma-
drid’s appeal, and how can it be communicated
effectively?

Moreover, what is the story of how Madrid will man-
age this surge of favour and enthusiasm to trans-
late it into a long cycle of success?

Madrid has a secret weapon; the ‘second mover
advantage’. We can see what the experience has
been in Paris and London, San Francisco and New
York, Seoul and Tokyo. How can Madrid learn from
them to foster that long cycle of sustained success?

Lessons from History.

Long term city success is never guaranteed. We
can look at the historic glories of Baghdad, Istan-
bul, Athens and Rome and realise that their former
powers were somehow lost. We can note that less
ancient cycles of success for Vienna and Budapest
were temporary, even if they remain attractive cities
today. In the recent era, cities such as Milan, Mum-
bai, and Atlanta have had cycles where they have
risen and then declined. In our current moment,
San Francisco, Hong Kong, and Moscow are feel-
ing a moment of change.

Cities rise and fall, but they also come back and
return if they are inventive, flexible, and find new
pathways. City success is not permanent. It has
to be recreated in each cycle. Often the seeds of
decline arrive in the highest moments of growth.
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Long term urban performance is complex because
it involves anticipating and attending to the unin-
tended consequences of success.

Urban Growth V City Success.

Population growth, economic specialisation, visi-
tor attraction, and media popularity can help a city
become prominent, but they also accelerate the
challenge to manage the consequences in the long
term. Cities are not the same as business in several
ways. For business, more demand for the prod-
uct or services simply raises prices, profitability, or
share value. When cities achieve greater demand
they have the additional challenge to maintain the
equilibria that give them their qualities. These equi-
libria can be disrupted by the pace or quantity of
growth, or by narrow specialisation in activities that
do not endure over time, or provide longer term
value. Cities have a specific ‘carrying capacity’ that
can only be extended with skilful planning and in-
vestment. Cities must avoid narrow path depend-
ency, or ‘lock-in’, to precise specialisations, if they
are not to be surpassed by the passage of time,
and the progress of technology.

Story telling and city narratives.

Cities are led by elected Mayors, who earn their
mandate on the democratic stage. But cities are
‘operated’ by a wide range of organisations that
include the City Councils and also a multiplicity of
other organisations that provide infrastructures,
utilities, transport, educational and health, cultural
and sporting venues, land and property owners,
and many more. Cities are operated by teams, and
the extent to which these teams play well is often
defined by the power of common narratives and
the mutual ambitions that they share.

Translating growth or popularity into long term
success requires strategy, and strategy requires a
story. It needs a narrative that communicates what
the ‘promise’ of the city is, and how the city will
maintain its promise over time.

Peak human population and the century of
cities.

Human population is predicted to peak in 2080
at 10.3 billion according to recent UN projections.
After 2080 human population will stabilise and then
decline, but we do not know vyet if that decline will
be managed or chaotic. Over the next 55 years,
as we journey towards that peak there will be
great dynamism and competition between cities
in the pursuit of opportunity, power, and influence.
Once human population peaks, the networks of
exchanges between cities might stabilise.

In 1980, when the 100-year path towards 2080
began, just 40% of the 5.75 billion people on the
planet lived in cities and urban areas, roughly 2.3
billion in total. If we fast forwards to our peak pop-
ulation year, 2080, nearly 90% of the 10.3 billion,
that’s 9.2 billion, will call cities home, a multipli-
cation of four. The number of cities over 1 million
people will soar from 275 to 1,600, a multiplication
of six. All in 100 years. We call this period, from
1980 to 2080, ‘The Century of Cities’.

Living in cities is not always easy. It is especially
hard on below average incomes, in poor quality,
or temporary, housing, or in locations that are in-
secure. Urban living brings crowding, noise, con-
gestion, pollution, traffic, danger and crime. Recent
side-effects also include rising prices, deepening
inequality, and viral contagion. The concentration
of people, assets, and infrastructures in one place
make them vulnerable to physical attack.

But the advantages are manifold, though rarely
stated. Access to relationships, connectivity, jobs,
incomes, opportunity, customers, healthcare, edu-
cation, amenities, services, art, culture, sport, and
consumption of food and goods. Cities are where
strangers can meet, synchronise, and collaborate.

Humans have agreed to an inter-generational
trade-off of the downsides for the upsides. This
is not a new choice, but it has recently become a
very large and deep social pattern that has the twin
effects of both increasing the range of cities and
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towns to choose from, and, at the same time, re-
ducing the options to live or work in any other way.
This has led to great waves and cycles of urban
growth, change, and competition.

Three cycles of global cities.

Starting in about 1980 a new cycle of city devel-
opment accelerated, fuelled by the globalisation
of newly traded activities in finance, information,
and and knowledge intensive services. In this cy-
cle some cities came to prominence as the key
‘command and control centres’ of those activities:
New York, London, Tokyo, and Paris. They were
quickly joined over the next decade by Singapore
and Hong Kong.

Then in the late 1990s as second wave of global
cities emerged including an expansion of that core
group to include other cities such as San Francis-
co, Amsterdam, Shanghai, Toronto, and Sydney,
and two other groups; a set of smaller high quali-
ty of life cities that were beginning to specialise in
newly globalising sectors driven by digital technol-
ogy, frontier innovations, and creative industries.
These cities included Boston, Munich, Stockholm,
and many others. A second group featured large
cities in fast growing economies that were acquir-
ing the infrastructure to be gateways and junc-
tion boxes with global flows of capital and supply
chains. These cities included Dubai, Istanbul, Sao
Paulo, Guangzhou, Delhi, and many others.

Over the next 15 years leading to 2010 another
phase emerged where these three groups of glob-
al cities expanded and diversified into an overlap-
ping network of inter-connected cities with diverse
strengths and attractions; more than 100 globalis-
ing cities of which Madrid was already a member.

Since 2010 these different pathways into global
prominence have emerged further with cities con-
tinuing to develop specialised roles and functions,
but with other qualities also becoming important.
Thise qualities include liveability and affordability,
climate transition and resilience, cultural and knowl-

edge production. This new cycle rewards cities that
are able to be globally relevant and at the same
time adaptive to human and planetary imperatives.
This in part explains why this new cycle is the cycle
where Madrid is coming to the fore.

The New Cycle.

We are at an important moment in urban history
today. A new cycle is emerging. In a multi-polar
world where international flows and exchanges of
ideas, capital, talent, cultural experience, products
and services are essential, many cities can thrive
and succeed. The global urban system in the next
25 years will have more than 100 important cities.
Unlike previous cycles where only a few cities dom-
inated, this cycle will see networks of different kinds
of cities emerge and connect, and it will integrate
many cities from Asia and the global south. More-
over, global agendas such as climate change, re-
silience, migration, education, health, tourism, dig-
itisation, cyber security, liveability and affordability
will shape the coming cycle of cities in the ways
that international finance, media, information, and
creative industries shaped previous ones.

For several decades, urbanists, like myself, have
thought of Madrid as a ‘sleeping giant’.

We discussed the prominence of New York or San
Francisco, Paris or London, Hong Kong, Tokyo,
Seoul, Shanghai, or Singapore and we said, ‘what
about Madrid?’ We came to think of Madrid as a
‘well-kept secret’. A City of business, knowledge,
culture, influence, scale, reach, and dynamism. But
a city without a clear story of its role in the world.

There were many reasons. After the restoration of
Spanish Democracy in 1970s the initial energy was in
the re-ignition of the Spanish regions with Bilbao, Bar-
celona and Sevilla prioritised for international attention.
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At the same time, the rapid growth and compara-
tive stability of cities in Latin America gave them an
enhanced visibility, with Mexico City, Buenos Aires,
and their northern cousins Los Angeles and Miami
being prominent as ‘Latin cities in the USA’. More-
over, European Integration placed emphasis on a
network of medium sized cities such as Frankfurt,
Amsterdam, Munich, Brussels, and, more recent-
ly, Stockholm and Copenhagen. Another large city
in Southern Europe, Milan, had prominence in the
1980s and 1990s when Finance, Media, and Fash-
ion were leading the globalising sectors. But Milan
had failed to capitalise on that success and to man-
age the growth it brought. So, for various reasons,
Madrid was not yet the focus of global attention.

But all of this has now changed. Madrid is be-
coming recognised for its powerful combination
of qualities. Madrid’s time has come. This delay in
recognition for Madrid can be used wisely to learn
from the experience of other cities. It has a ‘second
mover advantage’.

The Magic and Magnetism of Madrid.

Let’s describe briefly Madrid’s appeal. There are
two dimensions.

First Madrid has strengths that rank it highly in re-
lation to other cities. Second, Madrid has unique
ingredients and claims that no other city can rival.
Madrid now ranks highly across numerous meas-
ures of urban success:

Lifestyle & Experience. Rich, abundant, ener-
gised, funloving, hard working. Serious and Fun.
Open & Cosmopolitan & Welcoming & Pluralistic
Institutional presence & good governance.
Operational effectiveness of city services.
Specialised Expertise & knowledge creation.
Infrastructure: Internal & External Connectivity.
Art, Cultural, and Sport endowment and excel-
lence.

Public space and public realm. Street life.
Diverse neighbourhoods, districts, and towns.
Influence, visibility, trend setting, and vogue.

Not only is Madrid competitive viz and viz many
other cities that lead to it having high rankings
across multiple domains, but also, Madrid has no
obvious weaknesses. This can be described as
a certain kind of strategy, being good at everything,
or being the ‘second best’ at everything (when oth-
er cities are best at one or two things each) result-
ing in being one of the very best, if not the best,
overall. It is broadly based, and well balanced, rath-
er than specialised success.

In addition to these comparative strengths Madrid
also has some unique features that no other city
can claim:

National Capital of Spain: Hard Power and
Diplomacy.
Largest Iberian City. Scale and soft power. Ge-
ographic Centrality.
Influential Capital of the Spanish Speaking
World. Leadership in Spanish Language, Cul-
ture, Art, Theatre, Literature, Education, Media,
Music, Sport, Gastronomy, TV, Film, Fashion.
Reach in 4 continents:
Major European Capital.
Trans-Atlantic City. With distinct relations and
connections with both Latin America and
North America.

Large Southern Europe Capital within the
Mediterranean sphere links to Africa.
Plural Population of diasporas from Spanish
Regions, Latin America, Europe, and Rest of

World.

Appetite for growth. A broad consensus on
need to fulfil potential now.

‘Catch-up’ mindset: making up for lost time.
Emerging from distinct history with new confi-
dence.
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The DNA of Madrid?.

We might describe these unique attributes as ‘The
DNA of Madrid’, the metaphorical strands of its
‘genetic structure’ that include:

Origin story. Arab village. Water. Rural Cross-
roads. Formation of Spanish Nation. Selected
Secular Capital.

Location. Central Iberia. No port.

History. Rural Village. Chosen Capital. Imperial
City. Civil War. Contested Nation.
Endowment: Castilian Language. Royal City. Lit-
erature. Culture. Theatre. Art. Sport. Gastronomy.
Geography. Size & Scale. On route to 10 mil-
lion people in a metro region in Southern Eu-
rope. Regional cities: Getafe, Avila, Segovia,
Toledo, more...

Personality: regal & courtly, permissive & open,
shy & confident, ambitious and self-doubting,
welcoming, attainable.

Population. National Migration. Post-Colonial
Latin Migration. Major EU Capital. Cosmopolitan
population.

Lifestyle. Climate, public space, affordable,
hospitable, diverse districts, gastronomy,
Business. HQ City. Sector strengths (Finance,
Services, Tech, Infrastructure, Energy, Utilities,
Built Environment, Health/Medicine, Education).
Universities.

‘2" mover’ dynamic as both Spanish City and
Global City.

Reflecting in these ways enables us to see why
Madrid is now manifesting such magnetic appeal.
There is a ‘promise’ that Madrid is now offering to
the world; a unique combination of human lifestyle
in a gloriously rich setting, combined with the se-
rious connections, knowledge, and knowhow to
be an advantage in any venture, investment, or life
path. Powerful and fun.

The complexity of cities calls for clear communi-
cation. Cities are visible and audible internally and
externally. What happens in the city is seen out-
side and what is said about the city reverberates
in multiple channels and domains. What cities say
about themselves is often less audible that what
others say about them. So strategic communica-
tion involves generating stories that everyone can
tell about the city, rather than the city trying to tell
all of the stories itself. Cities need to develop inten-
tional communication and avoid the consequences
of unintentional communication. They need to help
the world to tell their story.

Cities develop narratives to address multiple pur-
pOSes:

Differentiation. Every city needs a clear differ-
entiating story.

Coherence. Without coordination every part of
the city tells a different story (Citizens v tourists v
investment v enterprise v events, city v region,).
Audiences. In the digital world they huge, over-
lapping, and are dynamic.

Credibility. With one narrative framework differ-
ent parties and players can reinforce one another.
Optimisation. A shared narrative can optimise
visibility and returns.

So, telling the story of Madrid more clearly now
might serve several purposes:

Recognition. Establish Madrid as of the best
cities in the world for all round performance.
Economy. Build a diversified and heigh per-
forming economy that meets long term needs.
Balance. A balanced and resilient develop pathway,
providing the basis for future cycles of success.
Consensus. Align citizens, business, institu-
tions, politicians, and media around a long-term
positioning for Madrid.

Capacity. Able to increase carrying capacity by
continuing investment in Madrid city and region
for multiple cycles.
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Who tells the story?.

In cities with a diverse range of stakeholders and
anchors there is a need to create a common narra-
tive that all the stakeholders can share. This usually
requires organized civic leadership platforms that
bring together the non-Governmental stakehold-
ers (Businesses, Education and Cultural Bodies,
Infrastructure and Utility Providers, Property and
Landowners, Media, and others) in an organized
way to work with the City Government with com-
plementary messaging, witnessing, and examples.

In this context, in 2025, Madrid Futuro, working
with Madrid City Hall, Foro por Madrid, numerous
leading institutions within the city, and with the
world leading team at Interbrand, have developed
a new narrative, a framework of key propositions,
promises, and invitations about the unique attrib-
utes and offerings, and combinations, that are pos-
sible in Madrid.

This narrative sets out why Madrid is the city to
choose, and what the magic of Madrid is.

The story makes it clear that Madrid offers some-
thing not possible in any other city, and it has the
unique ability to reclaim love of life in combination
with both prosperity and advantage. This work
should be widely used and further developed so
that it becomes a shared mature framework for
communicating Madrid to the world.

| would suggest three things to do and three things
to avoid doing:

Things to do.

1. Create a Madrid Narrative ‘partnership’ (City Hall
and Partners).

Agree to collaborate and coordinate, inten-
tionally.

Refine and adopt the Narrative.

Experiment and share use of the narrative.
Learning network.

Use individually and together.

Integrate into other strategic initiatives (stra-
tegic plan, tourism marketing, FDI attraction,
major urban projects, population growth
management).

2. Agree special priorities and moments of exe-
cution.

Major events.
Key moments.
Specific audiences.

3. Monitor change in perception of Madrid.
Annual Review. ‘Are we closing the percep-
tion gap?’

Adapt and evolve narrative.

| would also suggest three things to avoid.

1. Do NOT launch the narrative as media event.
Better to ‘show’ than to ‘tell’.

Take a year to learn how to evolve it and use it.
Reveal don’t sell.
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2. Do NOT wait for the others to do it.

Start to test and use it now.
Share results and approaches.
Learn from one another.

3. Do NOT Keep it to yourselves.

Find additional partners. Build a choir for Madrid.
Make it easy to participate.
Train each other.

Overall, we should see city story telling as a choir.
We need different voices, but they need to harmo-
nise. They need to sing the same songs but in dif-
ferent ways and with distinct voices. The narrative
provides the ‘hymn sheet’ or ‘lyrics’ that everyone
can learn how to sing with their own voice.

If we do this well, Madrid capitalise on this moment
of intense opportunity and translate into sustained
advantage for many decades to come.




