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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article type: The primary objective of this study is to design and explain an intelligent branding model for
Research Article tourist cities, emphasizing foresight and sustainable development. The research adopts an

exploratory mixed-method design. In the qualitative phase, data were collected using the
Received: Straussian Grounded Theory approach through semi-structured interviews with 18 experts in
2025/05/13 tourism, urban branding, and digital governance. Special emphasis was placed on the use of
Accepted: scenario planning as a key foresight approach in the interview protocol, enabling the modeling
2025/10/04 of potential future trajectories of urban brand transformation in the face of environmental
pp: uncertainties. In the quantitative phase, to evaluate the model's fit, Structural Equation
106- 131 Modeling (SEM) was conducted using SmartPLS software, based on survey data collected

from 384 urban stakeholders. The findings identified three core components—structural
Keywords: factors (technological infrastructure, innovation drivers, institutional synergy), managerial
City Branding; factors (participatory governance, organizational agility, future orientation), and content
Future-Oriented factors (urban identity, perceived image, user experience)—as fundamental pillars of a smart
Tourism City; tourism brand. Furthermore, contextual variables (economic, socio-cultural, political, and
Grounded theory; environmental features) and intervening factors (human, financial, cultural, and digital capital)
Tehran. indirectly influence the triadic branding strategies: "radical regeneration," "gradual redesign,"

and "status quo preservation." The final proposed model, grounded in scenario analysis and
systematic interlinking of variables, offers a practical tool for urban policymakers and tourism
managers to implement smart, adaptive, and future-oriented planning for urban tourism
branding.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the rapidly evolving global landscape of urban
tourism, cities are facing mounting pressure to
differentiate themselves through innovative
branding strategies that align with technological
advancements and sustainable development
goals. Urban branding has evolved beyond
traditional marketing and logo design to
encompass a comprehensive process of identity
formation, image management, and experiential
value creation. The rise of smart technologies—
such as artificial intelligence (Al), the Internet of
Things (loT), big data analytics, and augmented
reality—has revolutionized the way cities can
design, communicate, and reinforce their brand
images. These tools enable real-time monitoring
of visitor behavior, personalized experiences,
and the seamless integration of physical and
digital urban environments. Simultaneously, the
growing relevance of future studies (foresight) in
urban planning has introduced a paradigm shift,
where strategic decision-making is informed not
only by current data but also by anticipated
trends and disruptions. Foresight enables cities to
proactively adapt to changes in demographic
patterns, technological innovations, and climate
conditions, all of which have a direct impact on
urban attractiveness and competitiveness. In this
context, smart tourism city branding emerges as
a strategic necessity, especially for developing
nations seeking to enhance their global standing
and socio-economic resilience. Tehran, the
capital city of Iran, is a compelling case in point.
Despite  possessing  significant  historical,
cultural, and infrastructural assets, Tehran
continues to underperform in the global tourism
marketplace. Reports from the Iranian Statistical
Center (2023) indicate that the city lags behind
comparable regional hubs such as Istanbul and
Dubai in attracting international visitors. The
reasons for this underperformance are
multifaceted, including fragmented governance,
limited use of digital technologies, and a lack of
integrated branding strategies. Moreover, Tehran
embodies a dual urban identity—a tension
between traditional values and modern
aspirations—which further complicates the
branding process. While other cities have
leveraged smart technologies to craft coherent
and compelling narratives, Tehran struggles with

scattered data systems, minimal citizen
engagement, and an outdated branding vision.
The gap in both theory and practice lies in the
absence of an integrated model that can align
smart branding with sustainability and foresight
principles. Existing studies have mostly focused
on individual components, such as technology
adoption or branding effectiveness, but rarely
address the interplay between governance,
socio-cultural dynamics, and strategic foresight
in a unified framework. This research seeks to
fill that gap by proposing a smart branding
model for tourism cities that is both
conceptually robust and practically actionable.
Through a mixed-methods approach, this study
contributes to building a contextualized model
tailored to the specific challenges and
opportunities of a metropolis like Tehran.

Methodology

This research adopts a mixed-methods approach
comprising qualitative and quantitative phases. In
the qualitative phase, grounded theory
methodology was employed, with semi-structured
interviews conducted with 25 tourism and urban
branding experts, selected through purposive
sampling. The collected data were analyzed,
following the open, axial, and selective coding
processes. To enhance the depth of conceptual
exploration and  validate  future-oriented
strategies, scenario writing was also integrated
into the qualitative analysis, enabling the
development of plausible trajectories for the
digital ecosystem model. The model construction
was ultimately based on the extended framework
of Del Vecchio et al. (2021), focusing on six core
components: causal conditions, contextual
factors, intervening conditions, core category,
strategies, and consequences.

Results and discussion

Causal Conditions: Structural, managerial,
internal and external content-based factors were
found to be the main drivers. Data fragmentation
across 22 organizations, outdated governance
frameworks, and a lack of integrated platforms
were highlighted as pressing issues. Leadership
inertia and lack of awareness among senior
officials also emerged as critical obstacles.
Contextual Factors: Tehran’s dual identity—
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oscillating between tradition and modernity—
along with socio-cultural diversity, financial
constraints, and technological limitations,
shaped the broader environment of branding
efforts. Intervening Conditions: Technological
gaps, limited access to advanced analytics, a lack
of Al-trained personnel, and data security
concerns were identified as major inhibitors.
Strategies: Three strategic approaches were
outlined: (1) Radical transformation (digital
command centers, real-time analytics), (2)
Incremental change (augmented reality content,
mobile apps), and (3) Stability (preserving
current strengths and avoiding disruption).
Consequences: Anticipated outcomes included
increased tourist satisfaction, operational cost
reductions, enhanced brand agility, better
stakeholder participation, and a shift toward
sustainable tourism governance. A conceptual
model was developed that positioned “urban
brand smartness” as the central phenomenon,
surrounded by interrelated causal, contextual,
and intervening elements. Notably, the model
introduced two novel theoretical constructs:
“Institutional Smartness”—as a mediating
variable explaining the success of data
governance—and the “Digital Managerial
Divide”—a barrier unique to developing cities,
where managers lack the digital literacy needed
for smart transformation.

Conclusion
This research contributes to the literature in two
significant ways. First, it identifies a previously

overlooked structural barrier: the digital
managerial divide. Second, it proposes a
comprehensive model that synthesizes foresight
and sustainability in a smart branding
framework. The findings align with Buhalis
(2023), yet emphasize the distinct managerial
challenges in developing cities like Tehran.
While previous models emphasized technology
and infrastructure, this study highlights
governance, cultural identity, and participatory
mechanisms as equally crucial. The proposed
model offers practical implications for urban
managers, including the development of
integrated tourism data platforms, Al-driven
visitor behavior analysis, and deployment of
immersive technologies. Policymakers are
encouraged to enact legislation supporting data
interoperability and smart startups. For
researchers, future studies could include
comparative analyses between Tehran and peer
cities.
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