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Maragheh County, with its abundant natural, cultural, and historical attractions, is
considered one of the potential tourism regions in northwest Iran. The aim of this
research is to identify the vital drivers of branding and tourism development in
Maragheh City. The research method is considered to be an applied method in
terms of nature and an exploratory research in terms of method. The statistical
population included specialists and experts in the field of tourism and urban
planning, and the data were collected through a questionnaire. The research
findings show that twelve main indicators play a key role in the development of
tourism in the region, which are: tourism destination image, strategic tourism
planning, historical monuments and heritage, information and advertising, private
sector investment, natural landscapes, tourism marketing, urban rivers, security,
sense of tourist acceptance, urban gardens, and public and green spaces. The results
show that economic, tourism, and cultural indicators play a more prominent role
in guiding tourism development, while social and environmental indicators have
the most impact. Therefore, regional planners and decision-makers should focus
on strengthening tourism infrastructure, managing destination identity, preserving
cultural heritage, and increasing the quality of the environment and urban services.
Finally, several operational suggestions are presented for the development of
sustainable tourism in Maragheh County.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Unfortunately, in the country's planning system,
tourism planning, especially urban tourism, does not
have a specific and definite position, as there is no
trace of urban tourism studies in the service
descriptions of any of the urban and regional

development plans. In addition, there is no
department or deputy titled tourism in the
organizational ~ structure of the country's

municipalities, except in a few metropolitan cities of
the country (and that too as a small department under
the Cultural-Social Deputy). The General Directorate
of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts and its
county units, if they have the credentials and plans,
also focus on heritage and historical tourism, and their
ultimate plan and strategy will also be focused on the
restoration of historical monuments. Therefore, the
lack of a specific trustee and the lack of a plan and
strategy in the field of urban tourism and, accordingly,
urban branding is one of the most important obstacles
to the growth and development of the tourism
economy as one of the most important drivers of the
urban economy. Maragheh, which is known as one of
the ten largest cities in Iran, in addition to its ancient
historical importance, geographical location and
natural resources, offers unique features, including its
reputation as a beautiful city, its distinction as a global
fossil refuge and its status as the astronomical capital
of Iran. As a result, Maragheh stands out among other
cities due to its distinctive features, but this distinction
and prominence has not been able to lead to the
economic growth and development of this city, and
the concept of tourism and tourists in this city is
limited to travelers passing through this city, and that
too on a regional scale, which has led to a sharp
decrease in the tourism multiplier in this city due to
the lack of accommodation in this city. Given the
importance of this issue, one of the most important
tools for creating a distinctive and recognizable
identity for this city is to create urban branding based
on specific features that distinguish it from other
urban areas. Considering the unique talents of
Maragheh and the need to revive urban tourism with
the aim of creating sustainable income, the main
objective of this research is to evaluate the key factors
affecting the creation of a tourism destination brand
in Maragheh with an approach and a look to the
future.

Methodology

This research is an applied research in terms of nature
and purpose, and an exploratory research in terms of
method. The main method used in this research is a

variety of common future research methods. The
work process consists of two general stages. In the
first stage, a panel of experts was formed using the
Delphi technique. From the statistical population of
specialists and experts in the field of study, 30 people
who were selected through purposeful sampling from
among academic elites and urban managers were
questioned as the sample size. The questioning at this
stage was in the form of open questions about the
factors and indicators effective in branding the
Maragheh tourism destination. In the second stage,
after identifying the effective indicators, the panel of
experts was formed in the form of another
questionnaire in the form of a matrix of the impact of
the indicators on each other. The final matrix, which
is formed from the theoretical average of the sum of
the matrices, was evaluated and analyzed using the
structural analysis method and drawing the cross-
effects matrix using Micmac software, and finally the
key factors were identified using the analysis
functions of the relevant software.

Results and discussion

In this study, the first step was to identify independent
and effective factors - in other words, critical drivers
- that affect the branding of the Maragheh city tourism
destination. For this purpose, and according to the
methodology of the present study, the Delphi
technique and the structural analysis method
(rearrangement of the influence-influence matrix)
were used to classify and identify these key variables.
The research findings indicate that, based on the
views of the experts participating in the study, 32
indicators play a major role in the development of
tourism brands in Maragheh city. All of these
indicators were repeated among the experts and there
was a relative consensus about their importance.
Then, by conducting a structural analysis in the
MICMAC software environment and based on the
data obtained from the expert group, 12 main
indicators were identified as key drivers of the
development of the Maragheh tourism destination
brand. These variables are considered strategic factors
that the success of Maragheh tourism destination
branding programs depends on how they are
managed and performed. In other words, the future
state and long-term success of tourism in this region
depends on the developments and changes in these
drivers. Therefore, any change in the state of any of
these variables can be used as a predictive indicator of
the future state of the region's tourism brand. As a
result, it is necessary for these variables to be
continuously monitored and systematically managed
in order to achieve the goals set in the field of
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sustainable and identity-based tourism development
in Maragheh County.

Conclusion

Data analysis of this study shows that economic,
tourism and cultural indicators have the most
direct impact on tourism development in
Maragheh. This indicates the importance of smart
tourism management, strengthening economic
infrastructure and protecting cultural and
historical heritage. Also, social and environmental
indicators (such as security, tourist acceptance,
urban gardens and green spaces) have been
identified as influential indicators that are affected
by tourism policies. Therefore, it is essential to
pay attention to the quality of life, safety and
livable urban space alongside tourism
development.

Based on the results of the variable ranking table,
economic and tourism indicators play a more
prominent role than other categories in guiding
tourism development in Maragheh. This is
consistent with the findings of researchers such as
Sharpley & Telfer (2015) who have emphasized
the importance of long-term tourism management
and strategic planning.

Also, the existence of cultural indicators such as
"historical buildings and heritage” indicates the
importance of the region's cultural and historical
identity in attracting tourists. This is consistent
with the studies of Richards (2001) and Hosseini
et al. (2019) in the field of cultural-historical
tourism, which have emphasized the role of local
identity in tourism sustainability.

On the other hand, environmental indicators such
as "natural landscapes", "urban rivers" and "urban
gardens" also play an important role in attracting
nature-oriented tourists and improving the quality
of the urban environment. This finding is
consistent with the studies of Hall (2019) in the
field of sustainable tourism development and
Rezaei and Nazari (2018) on environmental
tourism in mountainous areas of Iran.

Also, social and physical indicators such as
"security"”, "sense of tourist acceptance” and
"public and green spaces™ have the highest impact
recipients, indicating that tourism development in
Maragheh should move towards increasing the
sense of safety, improving urban services and
public spaces. This is consistent with the study of
Poon (1993) on the essential criteria for attracting

tourists and Alizadeh and Malakouti (1994) on the
role of social infrastructure in tourism
development.
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20 | PH6 | 270 EN4 | 250 PH1 | 267 PH1 | 253
21 |82 250 PH2 | 240 PH6 | 262 EN4 | 238
22 | EN4 | 250 E4 230 C3 251 PH2 | 192
23 | PH1 | 250 EN5 | 220 Cé6 242 EN2 | 190
24 |54 220 EN3 | 210 S2 234 C6 187
25 | C6 220 EN2 | 200 S4 210 ENS | 187
26 | E6 190 PH6 | 170 C2 204 EN3 | 184
27 | C2 180 S4 160 E6 199 PH3 | 167
28 | PH3 | 160 PH3 | 160 E9 170 PH6 | 150
29 | E9 150 PH4 | 160 E4 168 PH5 | 145
30 |E4 140 C6 150 PH3 | 166 PH4 | 144
31 |S3 130 PH5 | 130 G5 136 C1 140
32 | C5 130 C1 120 S3 129 S4 135
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