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Abstract

Digital branding has become increasingly essential in the current
digital era, significantly impacting corporate advancement. The
tourism industry must also adhere to this principle. Therefore, the
primary aim of this study is to develop a model for digital branding
within the metaverse, with a specific focus on the tourism sector. This
research is applied in nature and employs qualitative methods. We
collect data through interviews with experts and ensure that the
reliability of the findings is deemed acceptable. During the data
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collection phase, we developed a semi-structured interview
framework based on the literature review and conducted interviews
with managers in the tourism sector and metaverse specialists.
Moreover, we selected the experts using a purposive snowball
sampling method. For data analysis, we employed grounded theory,
utilising the assistance of MAXQDA software. Based on the codes
derived from the interviews, and after achieving theoretical saturation
with 15 experts, we extracted 113 subcategories, 19 categories, and
five themes. The results indicate that interactions between physical
and virtual environments, creating positive user experiences, users
(audiences in the metaverse), a suitable and trained workforce, as well
as both virtual and physical environments, are identified as causal
conditions. Branding within the metaverse, target markets, and
infrastructure of tourism destinations are considered contextual
conditions. Intervening conditions include influencers, aspects related
to digital branding, elements of customer experience management,
and appropriate content. The resulting strategies encompass pre-trip,
in-trip, and post-trip factors. Furthermore, outcomes include brand
elements, individual factors (such as tourists), and destination-related
factors.

Keywords: Metaverse, Digital Branding, Tourism, Qualitative
Analysis, Tourism in the Metaverse, Branding in the Metaverse.

1. Introduction

The tourism industry is one of the fastest-growing global sectors,
making a significan contribution to economic and cultural
development. Despite rich historical and ecological attractions,
countries like Iran have struggled to fully capitalize on their tourism
potential, partly due to inadequate marketing and branding strategies.
Digital branding has emerged as a vital tool in the digital era, enabling
businesses to boost visibility and foster customer engagement through
social media and other digital platforms. The metaverse, as an
immersive virtual environment that integrates multiple advanced
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technologies, offers novel opportunities for tourism branding by
enabling interactive and engaging experiences that blend physical and
virtual realities. Generations Z and Alpha, familiar with digital and
virtual environments, represent a key target audience for metaverse-
based tourism branding. However, there is a lack of comprehensive
models addressing digital branding in the metaverse for tourism. This
study aims to fill this gap by designing a model that identifies the
factors, strategies, and outcomes of digital branding in the metaverse,
providing insights for tourism marketers and destination managers.

2. Materials and Methods

The present study adopts an interpretive-constructivist paradigm and
employs a grounded theory methodology based on the approach of
Strauss and Corbin. The study population includes experts in tourism,
marketing, branding, IT, and metaverse technologies across Iran.
Fifteen experts with a master’s degree or higher and at least five years
of relevant experience were selected through purposive snowball
sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews,
initially conducted in an open-ended format to explore broad
perspectives, and then refined with focused questions informed by a
literature review and ongoing analysis. Interviews were conducted
until theoretical saturation was reached. Data coding involved three
phases: open, axial, and selective, using MAXQDA software, which
yielded 113 subcategories grouped into 19 categories and five
overarching themes. To ensure validity, participants reviewed coding
results, and academic experts supervised the coding and
categorization process. The paradigm model of Strauss and Corbin
was used to classify findings into causal conditions, contextual
conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes.

3. Discussion and Results

The analysis identified key causal conditions essential for digital
branding in the metaverse, including seamless interaction between
physical and virtual environments, the creation of positive user
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experiences, active metaverse users, and a competent, trained
workforce. Contextual conditions include the infrastructure of tourism
destinations, clearly defined target markets, and the metaverse
platform itself as a branding environment. Intervening conditions,
such as influencer marketing, digital branding elements, customer
experience management, and high-quality content, have a significant
impact on branding success. Strategies were divided into three phases:
pre-trip (virtual tours and information dissemination), in-trip
(interactive experiences and gamification), and post-trip (loyalty
programs and user-generated content). Outcomes include enhanced
brand elements, improved tourist perceptions, and strengthened
destination appeal. These findings align with previous studies that
highlight the importance of immersive technologies, such as VR and
AR, in enhancing tourist experiences and brand engagement. The
model highlights the importance of integrating digital and physical
marketing efforts, as well as investing in skilled teams to manage
metaverse branding initiatives effectively.

4. Conclusions

This research presents a novel, integrative model for digital branding
in the metaverse, tailored to the tourism industry, that emphasizes the
dynamic interplay between technology, user experience, and strategic
marketing. The model emphasizes that successful branding
necessitates not only advanced digital infrastructure but also a trained
workforce and well-planned strategies through the tourist journey.
The metaverse presents tourism destinations with unique
opportunities to create immersive and engaging brand experiences that
can increase recognition, satisfaction, and loyalty among tourists,
particularly among younger generations who are familiar with digital
environments. This study offers a valuable theoretical and practical
framework for tourism marketers and destination managers seeking to
leverage metaverse technologies for a competitive advantage. Future
research should quantitatively validate the model and explore its
application across diverse cultural and geographic contexts.
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