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Abstract:

The present study aimed to identify and conceptualize branding strategies for the Iranian—Islamic urban identity through urban media and to

develop an expert-based conceptual model grounded in empirical qualitative data. This applied qualitative study employed a descriptive
research design. The research population consisted of experts in urban management, media studies, cultural policy, architecture, sociology,
and identity studies. Thirty-six experts were selected through purposive sampling based on the principle of theoretical saturation. Data were
collected using semi-structured interviews. Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
criteria, while reliability was confirmed through an inter-coder agreement coefficient of 0.86. Data analysis followed the grounded theory
approach using MAXQDA-2024 software, and coding was conducted through open, axial, and selective stages to construct the conceptual
model. Inferential analysis demonstrated that branding the Iranian—Islamic identity of a city constitutes a multilayered and systemic process
emerging from the interaction between governance structures, cultural meaning-making, and urban media systems. The resulting model
indicates that successful urban identity branding requires integrated institutional governance, continuous auditing of city image perception,
systematic mapping of identity capacities, strategic brand positioning, integrated communication and media systems, experiential spatial
regeneration, identity-based storytelling, media representation of Iranian—Islamic lifestyle, urban media diplomacy and global networking,
development of identity-based cultural economy, and continuous monitoring and brand stabilization. The findings suggest that urban identity
branding is not merely promotional but evolves through sustained interaction among institutions, citizens, cultural narratives, and urban
spaces. The study concludes that Iranian—Islamic urban identity branding is a gradual, structured, and experience-oriented process achieved
through synergy among governance mechanisms, cultural content production, and strategic media representation. Transforming identity into
a lived and mediated urban experience enables cities to function as dynamic and living brands, strengthening citizens’ sense of belonging
while supporting sustainable cultural, social, and economic development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Identity has long been recognized as a central concept in social sciences, referring to the process through which individuals
and communities understand who they are and how they relate to broader cultural, social, and symbolic environments. Identity
formation involves both individual and collective dimensions and contributes to social cohesion, belongingness, and continuity
across generations (1). Scholars emphasize that identity encompasses cultural values, beliefs, norms, and symbolic meanings
that distinguish individuals and societies while shaping behavioral orientations and social interactions (2). The development of
identity begins early in life and evolves through ongoing psychological and social processes that produce internal coherence
and continuity (3). Consequently, identity functions as a framework guiding individual conduct, collective memory, and
societal direction (5).

In contemporary societies, identity is not only a psychological construct but also a socio-cultural and political phenomenon
embedded in historical narratives and collective experiences. National identity plays a decisive role in strengthening social
solidarity and preventing cultural fragmentation by reinforcing shared values and symbolic unity (6). The formation of
collective identity requires awareness, attachment, and commitment to cultural traditions, symbols, myths, and historical
heritage (7). Within the Iranian context, identity emerges through the integration of Iranian cultural heritage and Islamic values,
forming a multidimensional Iranian-1slamic identity that encompasses historical, religious, social, and political dimensions ().
Rather than representing competing paradigms, Iranian and Islamic identities function as complementary layers reinforcing
national cohesion and cultural continuity (9). Islamic identity provides existential meaning, moral orientation, and collective
unity, while national identity strengthens belonging to a shared homeland and historical community (10). Policy frameworks
in Iran therefore emphasize balanced attention to both dimensions to achieve an integrated identity model (11).

With globalization and intensified cultural competition among cities, identity has increasingly become a strategic resource
within urban development and branding processes. Nation and city branding have emerged as modern phenomena aimed at
constructing distinctive images that enhance cultural recognition, international presence, and socio-economic development
(12). Cities today act as communicative actors within global networks, relying heavily on media representation to shape
perceptions and influence audiences beyond geographic boundaries. Urban media play a critical role in constructing narratives,
symbols, and cultural meanings that contribute to urban image formation and identity representation (13). Urban media include
a wide spectrum of communicative platforms such as visual media, environmental advertising, digital media, social media
networks, public displays, and interactive urban technologies that collectively influence public perception (14).

The city itself can be understood as an open system constantly interacting with its environment through flows of information,
culture, and social practices (15). Media infrastructures function as essential communication foundations that enable
expression, participation, and dissemination of cultural narratives (16). Since the expansion of digital communication
technologies and the emergence of the global village concept, media have profoundly transformed human interaction and
collective meaning-making processes (17). Contemporary media environments are characterized by participation, openness,
bidirectional communication, network formation, and expanded connectivity, allowing audiences to actively participate in

identity construction rather than passively receiving messages (18). Media use motivations—including entertainment,



Vo f Sl

Slrs sl Brig

information seeking, cultural transmission, identity expression, social support, and collective mobilization—demonstrate the
capacity of media to shape social identity and shared cultural experiences (19).

Urban branding therefore increasingly depends on strategic media utilization capable of transforming cultural assets into
competitive symbolic capital. Media-driven branding frameworks enable cities to develop distinctive identities that resonate
with citizens and global audiences alike (20). Previous studies on national and urban branding emphasize the importance of
interdisciplinary perspectives, integration of cultural indicators, and adoption of discourse-oriented approaches to identity
branding (21). Research on Islamic-Iranian urban branding highlights the role of cultural, architectural, economic, and
communicative capacities in shaping city identity models (22). Similarly, investigations into national identity components
reveal multidimensional structures encompassing cultural, historical, linguistic, religious, and political dimensions (23). Studies
on brand identity formation further underline the importance of authenticity, cultural continuity, and participatory engagement
in successful branding strategies (24).

Despite these contributions, an integrated model explaining how urban media can systematically support Iranian-Islamic
city identity branding has remained insufficiently explored. Addressing this gap, the present study aims to identify the strategies
and components of Iranian-Islamic urban identity branding using urban media.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted an applied qualitative design using a descriptive approach grounded in the principles of grounded
theory methodology. The study population consisted of experts familiar with urban identity, media studies, cultural
management, architecture, sociology, communication sciences, and branding practices. Thirty-six experts were selected
through purposive sampling based on theoretical saturation criteria.

Participants included university professors, urban planners, media professionals, cultural policymakers, religious scholars,
municipal managers, journalists, communication specialists, and cultural activists. Inclusion criteria required at least a master’s
degree, professional experience exceeding five years, familiarity with the research domain, willingness to participate, and
consent to recorded interviews.

Data were collected through semi-structured individual interviews designed collaboratively with academic specialists.
Interviews explored conceptual definitions of Iranian-Islamic identity, characteristics of identity-based cities, the role of urban
media, strategic actions for branding implementation, international experiences, and citizen participation mechanisms.
Interview duration ranged from approximately thirty minutes to three and a half hours.

Ethical considerations included informed consent, confidentiality assurance, voluntary participation, and the right to
withdraw at any stage. Interviews were recorded and supplemented with researcher notes verified by participants.

Data analysis followed grounded theory coding procedures conducted using MAXQDA-2024 software. Coding was
performed in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria. Inter-coder agreement reached 0.86, indicating acceptable reliability.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews generated a total of 527 initial raw codes extracted from textual data. Through constant
comparative analysis, these codes were condensed into 187 open codes, which were subsequently integrated into 56 axial codes
organized within eleven major strategic categories forming the paradigm dimension of strategies and actions.

The first category concerned the establishment and coordination of institutional governance structures. Experts emphasized
the necessity of a centralized identity governance system capable of coordinating stakeholders, establishing policy coherence,

and creating public trust.
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The second category involved exploratory assessment and monitoring of the existing urban identity brand image. This
included systematic evaluation of citizens’ perceptions, tourist impressions, media representations, and digital footprints
reflecting the city’s identity.

The third category focused on developing a comprehensive branding atlas and systematizing identity capacities. Tangible
and intangible cultural assets were documented, prioritized, and organized into integrated decision-support databases.

The fourth category addressed gap analysis, visionary planning, and brand positioning. Experts highlighted the importance
of defining an ideal identity vision, identifying discrepancies between current and desired images, and determining a unique
competitive identity position.

The fifth category emphasized integration of communication systems, media channels, and unified visual-verbal identity.
Strategic message design, coordinated dissemination across physical and digital media, and adoption of immersive technologies
were identified as essential.

The sixth category related to integrated physical regeneration and spatial experience creation. Urban landscape design,
culturally meaningful architecture, visual coherence, symbolic urban elements, and identity-oriented lighting and
environmental design contributed to lived identity experiences.

The seventh category involved production and narration of lranian-Islamic identity content through participatory
storytelling, historical narratives, local dialect integration, digital storytelling, artificial intelligence applications, and
multilingual communication for global audiences.

The eighth category highlighted media promotion of traditional culture and Iranian-Islamic lifestyle values through festivals,
public rituals, traditional games, and community-based cultural programming.

The ninth category addressed urban media diplomacy and global identity networking, including international events, sister-
city cooperation, global media engagement, and utilization of brand ambassadors.

The tenth category concerned development of identity-based cultural economy through creative industries, cultural
marketplaces, symbolic certification systems, and cultural entrepreneurship initiatives.

The eleventh category focused on monitoring, evaluation, stabilization, and protection of the urban identity brand through
continuous assessment, cultural safeguarding, human capital development, and long-term brand reinforcement.

Collectively, these categories demonstrated that Iranian-Islamic urban identity branding constitutes a dynamic, multi-stage
process culminating in the formation of a “living and dynamic city brand.”

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal that Iranian-Islamic urban identity branding extends far beyond conventional promotional activities or
symbolic representation. Instead, it emerges as a complex socio-institutional process requiring interaction between governance
structures, cultural meaning production, and media systems. Identity becomes brandable only when institutional coordination
supports coherent narrative construction and consistent public communication.

Governance structures appear as foundational conditions enabling sustainable branding. Fragmented institutional
arrangements generate contradictory messages that weaken urban identity perception, whereas integrated governance fosters
strategic alignment among cultural, media, and urban management actors. Effective identity branding therefore depends on
coordinated policymaking and shared strategic vision rather than isolated branding campaigns.

Another major insight concerns the transformation of identity into lived experience. The study demonstrates that identity
branding succeeds when cultural heritage is translated into contemporary urban life. Identity must be experienced through

everyday spatial interaction, public participation, and emotional attachment rather than abstract symbolism. Meaning-making
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processes connecting historical continuity with modern urban lifestyles strengthen citizens’ sense of belonging and reinforce
collective identity resilience.

Urban media function as the mediating mechanism connecting structure and meaning. Media do not merely transmit
messages; they actively produce identity experiences. Environmental media, digital platforms, artistic expression, and
immersive technologies collectively construct shared urban narratives that shape mental images of the city. Without strategic
media integration, even culturally rich identities fail to achieve durable recognition.

The identified eleven strategic categories form an interconnected system rather than independent elements. Institutional
governance enables meaning production; cultural narratives provide symbolic substance; media systems transform meaning
into collective experience. This triadic interaction establishes urban branding as an ongoing process rather than a finalized
product.

The proposed model conceptualizes the city as a living communicative organism whose identity evolves through continuous
interaction among institutions, citizens, spaces, and narratives. Such an approach challenges reductionist branding perspectives
that treat cities as market commaodities and instead frames urban identity as a dynamic cultural ecosystem.

In conclusion, Iranian-Islamic city identity branding represents a gradual and multidimensional transformation requiring
governance innovation, cultural reinterpretation, and strategic media engagement. When these dimensions operate
synergistically, the city evolves into a sustainable identity brand capable of enhancing social cohesion, strengthening cultural

capital, and supporting long-term socio-economic development while preserving Iranian-Islamic values.
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