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Abstract

The present study aimed to design and validate a hybrid model for urban brand creation based on smart tourism infrastructure and to
explain the factors, strategies, and outcomes influencing this process. This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods
design. In the qualitative phase, Grounded Theory methodology and semi-structured interviews with 15 tourism managers and experts
were used to identify the dimensions and components of urban brand creation. In the quantitative phase, a researcher-developed
questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings was administered to 384 experts in tourism and urban management. Data were analyzed
using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and the Partial Least Squares (PLS) approach. The structural model demonstrated a strong
goodness-of-fit index (GOF = 0.739), indicating satisfactory model validity. Qualitative findings identified causal conditions including
urban brand identity, changing branding perspectives, and the inevitability of smart tourism development; contextual conditions including
the city’s strategic position, urban branding, and brand structural coherence; and intervening conditions including tourist behavioral
patterns, environmental factors, and investment issues. The core category comprised stakeholder engagement, smart tourism facilitation,
and integrated urban brand management. Quantitative results confirmed the reliability and validity of all constructs, with composite
reliability values exceeding 0.70 and AVE values above 0.50. Furthermore, strategies such as urban brand culture-building, enhancement
of urban advertising systems, and smart branding design were found to contribute significantly to competitive brand advantage, quality of
life improvement, and social capital development. The findings suggest that successful urban brand creation in the era of smart tourism
requires an integrated framework grounded in urban identity, smart infrastructure, stakeholder participation, coordinated governance,
and advanced digital technologies. Smart tourism functions not merely as a support mechanism for tourism services but as a strategic
foundation for creating, strengthening, and sustaining urban brands. Consequently, it can enhance destination competitiveness, improve
residents’ quality of life, and strengthen social capital, thereby contributing to sustainable urban development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary competitive environment, cities are increasingly required to differentiate themselves in
order to attract tourists, investors, businesses, talented individuals, and international events. As a result, urban
branding has emerged as a strategic approach through which cities seek to develop a distinctive identity,
strengthen their reputation, and enhance their competitive position in regional and global tourism markets.
Urban branding extends beyond logos, slogans, or promotional campaigns; it encompasses the collective
perceptions, experiences, values, and symbolic meanings associated with a city. Effective urban branding
contributes to destination attractiveness, tourist satisfaction, investment opportunities, and sustainable urban
development (Masoudnia, 2014; Monavarian et al., 2013). Moreover, the development of creative tourism
products and innovative destination experiences has been recognized as an essential mechanism for
strengthening city brands and improving destination competitiveness (Mohammadi & Mirtaghian, 2016;
Molkami & Shahmoradi Moghadam, 2015).

Simultaneously, the rapid advancement of information and communication technologies has transformed the
tourism industry and reshaped the ways destinations interact with visitors. The emergence of smart tourism
has introduced a new paradigm based on digital infrastructures, real-time information systems, big data
analytics, artificial intelligence, location-based services, and integrated communication platforms. Smart
tourism destinations utilize these technologies to improve service quality, facilitate personalized experiences,
optimize resource management, and enhance stakeholder engagement (Buhalis & Amaranggana, 2013). Smart
tourism is closely associated with the broader concept of smart cities, which emphasize technology-driven
governance, citizen participation, sustainability, and innovation in urban management (Chourabi, 2012).
Consequently, smart tourism infrastructure has become a critical determinant of destination attractiveness and

urban brand development.



Recent technological innovations, particularly artificial intelligence (Al), have further accelerated the
transformation of tourism systems and consumer behavior. Al technologies enable organizations to analyze
vast amounts of behavioral data, predict customer preferences, personalize services, and improve decision-
making processes (Khan et al., 2022). The transition from predictive Al to generative Al has significantly
altered the relationships between consumers and brands, creating new opportunities for engagement and value

creation (Hermann & Puntoni, 2024). In addition, advances in generative Al have transformed psychological

processes related to perception, decision-making, trust, and interaction, thereby influencing how individuals
experience digital environments and tourism services (Chen et al., 2024). Research also demonstrates that
anthropomorphic Al systems can influence consumer evaluations of brands and destinations, while Al identity
disclosure can affect attitudes, judgments, and behavioral intentions (Li et al., 2024; Zhang & Wang, 2023).
Furthermore, emerging neurotechnology applications provide new possibilities for understanding tourist
decision-making processes and consumer behavior at deeper cognitive and emotional levels (Chand et al.,
2025). The effectiveness of Al-based technologies is strongly associated with perceived value and self-
congruence, both of which contribute to consumer engagement and long-term loyalty (Rather, 2025).
Another important technological dimension in contemporary destination management is geomarketing.
Geomarketing integrates geographic, demographic, and behavioral information to support strategic decision-
making and market segmentation. Through location-based analysis and spatial intelligence, destination
managers can identify target markets, optimize service distribution, and design more effective marketing
campaigns (Banerjee, 2019). Geomarketing techniques have also been widely used to improve business
location decisions, tourism planning, and destination promotion strategies (Chacén-Garcia, 2017). Moreover,
geodemographic models provide valuable insights into tourist characteristics and destination preferences,
supporting more accurate and personalized tourism development initiatives (Ergun et al., 2020).

Although urban branding, smart tourism, smart cities, artificial intelligence, and consumer behavior have each
received considerable scholarly attention, existing studies have often examined these domains independently.
Limited research has attempted to integrate smart tourism infrastructure with urban branding processes within
a comprehensive conceptual framework. Therefore, a significant theoretical and practical gap remains
regarding the mechanisms through which smart tourism infrastructure contributes to urban brand development
and sustainable destination competitiveness. The present study addresses this gap by proposing and validating
a comprehensive model of urban brand creation based on smart tourism infrastructure.

1  Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied mixed-methods approach using a sequential exploratory design. The qualitative
phase was conducted first to identify the dimensions, components, and mechanisms underlying urban brand
creation within the context of smart tourism infrastructure. Grounded theory methodology was employed to
explore the perspectives of tourism and urban development experts. Semi-structured interviews were

conducted with 15 specialists selected through purposive sampling. Data collection continued until theoretical



saturation was achieved. Interview transcripts were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding
procedures. The reliability of qualitative coding was assessed through Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, which
demonstrated acceptable agreement among coders.

Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed to measure the identified
constructs. The quantitative phase involved a survey of tourism professionals and urban development experts.
Using Cochran’s formula, a sample size of 384 participants was determined and selected through accessible
random sampling procedures. The questionnaire underwent validity and reliability assessments before data
collection. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) based on Partial Least Squares (PLS) methodology was
employed to test the proposed conceptual model. Reliability was assessed through Cronbach’s alpha and
Composite Reliability (CR), while convergent validity was evaluated using Average Variance Extracted
(AVE). Model fit and structural relationships were examined through SmartPLS software.

2  Findings

The qualitative phase resulted in the identification of a comprehensive paradigm model explaining urban brand
creation through smart tourism infrastructure. Causal conditions included urban brand identity, changing
perceptions toward branding, and the inevitability of globalization and smart tourism development. Contextual
conditions consisted of the strategic position of the city, urban branding capabilities, and brand structural
coherence. Intervening conditions included tourist behavioral patterns, environmental factors, and investment
and financing challenges.

The core category of the model encompassed stakeholder orientation, facilitation of smart tourism
development, and integrated urban brand management. Strategic actions identified in the model included urban
brand culture-building, enhancement of urban advertising systems, and the design of intelligent urban branding
mechanisms. The consequences of these strategies were reflected in increased urban brand competitiveness,
improved quality of life, and enhanced social capital.

The quantitative findings confirmed the adequacy of the measurement model. All Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients exceeded the recommended threshold, indicating satisfactory internal consistency. Composite
Reliability values were greater than 0.70 for all constructs, confirming acceptable construct reliability. Average
Variance Extracted values exceeded 0.50, demonstrating convergent validity. Discriminant validity was
confirmed through the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

The structural model demonstrated strong explanatory power and satisfactory model fit. The Goodness-of-Fit
(GOF) index reached 0.739, indicating a highly acceptable fit between the empirical data and the proposed
theoretical framework. All major paths within the model were statistically significant. The findings
demonstrated that smart tourism infrastructure contributes directly and indirectly to urban brand creation
through stakeholder engagement, integrated management practices, digital communication systems, and

strategic branding initiatives. Furthermore, the results highlighted the importance of technological



infrastructure, coordinated governance, and behavioral understanding of tourists in achieving sustainable urban
branding outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that urban brand creation in the era of smart tourism is a
multidimensional and dynamic process that extends beyond conventional promotional activities. The results
indicate that successful urban branding requires a combination of technological innovation, strategic

management, stakeholder participation, and integrated governance mechanisms. Urban brand identity emerged

as a fundamental prerequisite for successful branding efforts, suggesting that cities must build upon their
unique cultural, historical, social, and environmental characteristics while simultaneously embracing
technological transformation and innovation.

The study further revealed that smart tourism infrastructure serves as a strategic enabler of urban brand
development. Smart technologies facilitate real-time communication, personalized tourist experiences,
efficient service delivery, and enhanced destination management. Through these mechanisms, cities can create
more attractive, accessible, and memorable experiences for visitors while strengthening their competitive
position in increasingly crowded tourism markets. The integration of digital platforms, intelligent information
systems, and data-driven decision-making processes contributes significantly to the formation of positive
destination images and sustainable urban reputations.

Another important finding concerns the central role of stakeholder engagement. Urban branding was found to
depend heavily on the collaboration of citizens, tourists, public institutions, private organizations, and tourism
businesses. The creation of a strong city brand is therefore not the responsibility of a single organization but
rather a collective process requiring coordinated action and shared commitment among diverse stakeholders.
In this context, smart tourism infrastructure functions not only as a technological system but also as a platform
for facilitating collaboration, communication, and value co-creation.

The findings also emphasize the growing importance of behavioral intelligence and data analytics in urban
branding strategies. Understanding tourist preferences, experiences, motivations, and decision-making
processes enables cities to design more targeted services and communication strategies. Advanced
technologies provide valuable opportunities to collect, analyze, and utilize tourism data for strategic planning
purposes. As tourism environments become increasingly digitalized, cities that effectively leverage behavioral
insights and intelligent technologies are more likely to establish sustainable competitive advantages.

In conclusion, the proposed model demonstrates that urban brand creation based on smart tourism
infrastructure is a comprehensive process involving causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening
variables, strategic actions, and developmental outcomes. Smart tourism infrastructure enhances destination
competitiveness, improves residents’ quality of life, strengthens social capital, and contributes to sustainable
urban development. The findings suggest that future urban branding initiatives should prioritize technological

innovation, integrated governance, stakeholder participation, and intelligent destination management. By



adopting a holistic and future-oriented approach, cities can transform smart tourism infrastructure into a

powerful strategic resource for creating resilient, attractive, and internationally competitive urban brands.
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