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Abstract
In the era of intercity competition, city branding has become

increasingly important as a strategic approach for attracting target
audiences. The present study conducts a structural analysis of
indicators influencing city branding in enhancing urban image and
attracting targeted audiences, including specific international and
domestic tourists. The research population consisted of 20 experts in
tourism, urban management, and city marketing, selected purposively.
Data were collected using a Likert-scale questionnaire and analyzed
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using MICMAC software to examine both direct and indirect
relationships among 19 indicators. For enriched spatial analysis, two
neighborhoods, being Narmak (with historical-traditional identity)
and Elm-o-Sanat (with scientific-innovative functions), were selected
as case studies. The findings indicated that leverage variables, such as
institutional management coherence, the vitality of the creative
economy, and advertising campaigns, have the greatest potential to
generate effective changes in the urban branding system. Additionally,
physical infrastructure and urban symbols (e.g., the richness and
quality of historical heritage and public spaces) played a fundamental
role in consolidating the city brand. The results of this study serve as
a basis for policymaking to strengthen local brand positioning and
attract specific target audiences.

Keywords: City branding, urban image tourism, MICMAC, structural
indicators, Narmak, Elm-o-Sanat

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Given the growth of global tourism and intense competition among
urban destinations, examining the relationship between urban
branding strategies and cities' success in attracting international
tourists has become essential. Identifying the components of a city
brand and analyzing their role in tourists' decision-making processes
can lead to more efficient approaches in urban policymaking. The
selected case studies, Tehran’s Narmak and FElm-o-Sanat
neighborhoods, offer high analytical richness for urban branding
indicators, particularly regarding infrastructure accessibility. This is
driven by prestigious scientific centers like the Iran University of
Science and Technology, technology parks, and robust public
transportation networks.
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Furthermore, the city’s diverse social structure and highly educated,
participatory residents enable a deeper analysis of identity, cultural,
and perceptual indicators of the city brand. Narmak, with its unique
urban fabric characterized by sequential squares, a grid street pattern,
rich cultural history, and a distinct sense of place, holds significant
potential for local branding. The Elm-o-Sanat neighborhood, which
focuses on innovation, technology, and the presence of a reputable
university, is a suitable representative of an innovative, knowledge-
based urban brand. These distinctions in the structure and function of
the two neighborhoods enable a comparative examination of
indicators in a multi-dimensional urban space. In addition to the
general dimensions of branding, structural and functional differences
between neighborhoods also affect the formation of the city brand,
hence, a comparative study of Narmak (with a historical identity and
traditional structure) and Elm-o-San'at (with a scientific and
innovative function) neighborhoods can reveal how different physical,
social, and institutional capacities influence the branding process.

Research Questions

1. What are the key components of the city brand that are most
effective in attracting international tourists, according to experts’
perspective?

2. What is the relative priority and importance of each component?
3. How can the interrelationships and level of influence among the
components be explained?

4. Which factors drive the city’s brand and attract foreign tourists?

2. Literature Review

In the context of increasing competitiveness among metropolises,
urban branding has emerged as a key strategy for attracting
international tourists. This section reviews domestic and international
research in tourism and branding, organized by publication year.
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2.1. International Studies

Jiang et al. (2025) developed an analytical framework based on big
data. The findings indicate that integrating health-focused travel
planning with cultural and creative elements not only enhances tourist
satisfaction but also ensures the long-term sustainability of the tourism
industry.

Warns et al. (2024) conducted a comparative study in Indonesia and
the Philippines. The results show that while these countries have taken
important steps toward integrating sustainability concepts into
branding and tourism development, major challenges remain in
achieving an optimal balance between tourism growth, cultural
authenticity, and sustainability goals.

In another study, Plokhila et al. (2024) found that city branding has a
strong and significant effect (89.6%) on the formation of the city's
mental image. The research also confirmed the significant indirect
impact of city branding, through improved city image, on the
prosperity of tourism businesses.

2.2. Domestic Studies

Goodarzi et al. (2024) concluded that employing high-tech medical
and tourism facilities, promoting a tourist-friendly culture, ensuring
transparent pricing, enhancing service quality, and utilizing
information technology are critical drivers of medical tourism
development in the Ahvaz metropolis.

Similarly, Ajilchi et al. (2024) found that the quality of medical
services, customer (patient) experience, and place branding exert a
positive and significant impact on health tourism marketing. Customer
experience has the greatest impact and influence.

Malekabadi et al. (2022) found that municipal institutions play a
fundamental role in developing Isfahan’s city brand, with managers
and citizens believing they influence brand development by 77% and
94%, respectively.
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Adli Ahmadbigi and Sharifirad (2021), through a comparative
analysis of global experiences (e.g., Amsterdam, New York, Seoul,
Barcelona), demonstrated that a city brand is a tool for sustainable
economic development and requires continuous policy-making.

3. Methodology

The current research employed a descriptive-analytical methodology,
gathering data from experts in tourism, urban management, and
branding. The core analytical framework was the Structural Analysis
method using the MICMAC technique, which identified causal-
structural relationships and determined the influence and dependence
levels of variables through a Cross-Impact Matrix. A purposive
sample of 20 specialists was selected. Data collection was twofold:
first, identifying urban brand indicators through literature review and
interviews, and second, using MICMAC software to analyze these
factors. Experts rated the inter-factor influences on a Likert scale,
which were processed into a matrix and analyzed to categorize
variables as independent, dependent, linkage, or autonomous
quadrants. Spatially, the study focused on the Narmak neighborhood,
selected for its historical and cultural identity, and the Elm-o-San'at
neighborhood, chosen for its knowledge-based and innovative
character, to enable a comparative analysis of local branding
capacities.

4. Results & Conclusion

This study successfully identified and analyzed the key factors
shaping urban branding in Tehran's Narmak and Elm-o-San'at
neighborhoods using the MICMAC technique. It concluded that a
universal approach is ineffective. Successful strategies must prioritize
high-leverage variables (e.g., institutional cohesion) for immediate
impact while also investing in foundational, independent variables
(e.g., physical infrastructure) for long-term development. Critically,
branding must be tailored to each area's unique identity (historical for
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Narmak and scientific for Elm-o-San'at). The research provides a
validated structural model and concrete, context-sensitive strategies
for policymakers to enhance the city's competitive edge and
international tourist appeal.
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