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Across the globe, cities increasingly use branding strategies to strengthen their identity and remain
competitive amid globalisation, inter-city competition, and changing socio-cultural expectations
(Kavaratzis, 2005). This paper proposes a theoretical model for city branding grounded in cultural
heritage, place-making, resident perspectives, and digital collaboration. Drawing lessons from
examples such as Isfahan, the Erbil Citadel, European Capitals of Culture, and the Silk Road network,
this study combines conceptual ideas and real-world insights. The model presented here highlights
identity formation, cultural resources, community involvement, and networked collaborations as
fundamental pillars for effective city branding. It concludes by outlining practical applications and
suggesting directions for future research and policy.

Introduction

In an era of global interconnection, cities are no longer defined solely by their physical infrastructure or
administrative boundaries — they are living, evolving places where history, culture, and the aspirations
of people converge. As urban centres compete for investment, talent, tourism, and cultural relevance,
the question of what makes a city truly unique has become more pressing than ever (Ali & Khayat,
2024; Kavaratzis, 2004).

City branding has emerged as a powerful strategy to answer this question. Unlike traditional marketing
that focuses on selling products or services, city branding taps into the deeper layers of a place’s
identity — its stories, heritage, people, and everyday life — to communicate what makes it stand out.
When done well, it helps residents feel a sense of pride and belonging, while giving outsiders a
compelling reason to visit, invest, or stay (Ciuculescu & Luca, 2024).

Yet, branding a city is not just about catchy slogans or iconic logos. It is about weaving together the
city’s tangible assets — historic monuments, cultural events, neighbourhoods — with intangible
elements like shared memories, local narratives, and the lived experiences of its communities (Claesson
& Brunnstrom, 2019). Heritage cities like Isfahan, for example, show how centuries-old architecture
still shapes contemporary urban identity (Zali et al., 2014). Similarly, places like the Erbil Citadel
demonstrate that the way residents perceive and interact with heritage sites can strengthen or weaken
their branding potential (Ali & Khayat, 2024).

Today’s cities also face the challenge of balancing authenticity with innovation. Digital media and
social networks have given communities unprecedented tools to participate in shaping and sharing their
city’s image. Residents are no longer passive consumers of urban narratives — they co-create them in
real time, sharing photos, stories, and critiques that can boost or disrupt official branding efforts (Kadar
& Klaniczay, 2022).

In this context, this paper seeks to contribute a theoretical model for city branding that is rooted in
cultural heritage, community participation, and digital co-creation. Drawing on diverse case studies —
from the ancient trade routes of the Silk Road to modern cultural festivals in Europe — this model
highlights how identity, cultural assets, resident agency, and regional networks come together to create
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brands that are not only attractive but also resilient and meaningful. By examining these dimensions,
the study hopes to provide urban planners, policymakers, and local communities with a roadmap for
building city brands that reflect their unique stories while navigating the challenges of a globalised
world.

Research Methodology

This study follows a qualitative meta-synthesis approach to combine and interpret relevant research on
city branding. It reviews empirical and conceptual studies focusing on cultural heritage, local
engagement, cultural events, and digital co-creation. Key sources include case studies on Isfahan (Zali
et al., 2014), the Erbil Citadel (Ali & Khayat, 2024), cultural festivals in Budapest (Kédar & Klaniczay,
2022), and analyses of European Capital of Culture bidbooks (Ciuculescu & Luca, 2024). The
methodology involves identifying themes, comparing findings across cases, and developing theoretical
insights in line with established methods for theory-building from qualitative data (Yin, 2018).

Theoretical Model for City Branding

The proposed model aims to clarify how cities can shape and communicate an identity that resonates
with residents, visitors, and investors. It draws on ideas from marketing, urban studies, and place
management to describe the main elements and processes that contribute to meaningful city branding.
The following sections break down its core dimensions.

1. Identity as a Foundation

A clear, unique identity lies at the centre of any city branding strategy. For instance, Isfahan’s iconic
monuments reflect its rich Islamic heritage, providing a powerful symbol that distinguishes it
internationally (Zali et al., 2014). Identity is more than just imagery — it is a narrative that cities use to
position themselves and build future potential (Sassen, 2006; Claesson & Brunnstréom, 2019).

2. Cultural Heritage and Assets

Cultural heritage sites act as visible markers of identity and collective memory (Ali & Khayat, 2024).
The Silk Road project demonstrates how connecting heritage assets across regions can create
networked brands and strengthen place identity (Kostopoulou et al., 2021). Similarly, Taiwan’s
religious heritage branding highlights the importance of balancing tourism with cultural sustainability
(Chang & Chuang, 2021).

3. Resident Engagement

Branding is most effective when it involves residents, rather than being imposed top-down. Kadar and
Klaniczay (2022) show how local festivals and proximity tourism in Budapest allow residents to
actively shape how their city is presented. The Erbil Citadel study reinforces this idea by showing that
community awareness and cultural education are crucial for authentic branding (Ali & Khayat, 2024).

4. Culture, Events, and Entertainment

Cultural festivals, entertainment hubs, and flagship projects play an important role in reimagining a
city’s image (Kavaratzis, 2004). Analyses of European Capitals of Culture reveal how such initiatives
can address stereotypes, revitalise urban spaces, and promote inclusive narratives (Ciuculescu & Luca,
2024).
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5. Digital Co-Creation

Digital tools have transformed city branding from a top-down image campaign to an interactive,
participatory process. Social media platforms enable communities to tell their own stories and boost
brand visibility, as shown by the Instagram analysis of Budapest’s festivals (Kadar & Klaniczay, 2022;
Prados-Pefia et al., 2022).

6. Polycentric Networks

City branding does not have to stop at administrative borders. The Silk Road case illustrates how
regional partnerships can strengthen individual cities by linking them through shared heritage and
tourism circuits (Kostopoulou et al., 2021).

Discussions

The model presented here shows that city branding is more than just promotional slogans or logos — it
is a layered practice shaped by local narratives, heritage, and everyday experiences. Kavaratzis (2004)
argues that branding is fundamentally about managing meanings, not simply marketing images.

One key insight is that branding efforts disconnected from local communities often fail to feel
authentic. For example, the Erbil Citadel study demonstrates how residents’ perceptions and cultural
knowledge shape a site’s credibility as a brand (Ali & Khayat, 2024). Without community buy-in,
branding risks becoming a superficial or imposed exercise.

Equally, Budapest’s approach to proximity tourism and local festivals shows how branding can be co-
created and made more sustainable through resident participation (Kadar & Klaniczay, 2022). This can
help address overtourism by spreading visitor flows more evenly.

Large-scale cultural events and landmark projects can revitalise urban areas, but they must be balanced
with community needs to avoid negative impacts like gentrification (Ciuculescu & Luca, 2024).
Isfahan’s integration of heritage into everyday life is an example of how to maintain a sense of place
that resonates with locals and attracts global audiences (Zali et al., 2014).

Finally, polycentric networks such as the Silk Road corridor show that collaborative branding can
generate wider economic and cultural benefits across regions (Kostopoulou et al., 2021). However,
challenges such as heritage commodification and social inequalities must be addressed to prevent
branding from overshadowing deeper urban issues (Claesson & Brunnstrém, 2019).

Conclusions and Future Directions

Applying this model to varied cases underlines the importance of context. Isfahan shows the strength of
a clear heritage-based identity (Zali et al., 2014), Budapest demonstrates the value of grassroots cultural
branding (Kadar & Klaniczay, 2022), and the Erbil Citadel highlights the role of resident awareness
(Ali & Khayat, 2024). Analyses of European Capital of Culture bids further reveal how culture-driven
branding can tackle structural challenges (Ciuculescu & Luca, 2024).

This multi-layered framework suggests that cities should build branding strategies that combine cultural
identity, resident engagement, and digital innovation within wider regional collaborations.
Policymakers and planners need to adopt flexible and participatory approaches that balance economic
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goals with cultural integrity. Future research could expand this model through comparative studies,
resident perception surveys, and assessments of long-term impacts.
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