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Urban tourism branding requires an understanding of the perceptual mechanisms through
which the objective characteristics of a city are transformed into brand identity. This study
aims to explain the mediating role of the tourists’ mental image in the relationship between
urban attributes and tourism branding in the city of Tabriz. The research adopted a
descriptive—survey method. The sample consisted of 384 tourists, determined using
Cochran’s formula for an unlimited population and selected through purposive/snowball
sampling. Data were collected using a standardized questionnaire and analyzed through
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS SEM) with SmartPLS software. The results of the
normality test indicated that the data were not normally distributed; therefore, a non
parametric approach was applied. The findings revealed that four independent variables
natural environment, physical-spatial quality, historical-cultural identity, and tourism
infrastructure have a direct and significant effect on the tourists’ mental image. Among
these variables, historical-cultural identity showed the strongest effect with path
coefficient of 0.41. Furthermore, the mental image had a strong effect on urban tourism
branding with a path coefficient of 0.65.The Importance—Performance Analysis (IPA)
indicated that the indicators “historical heritage” and “local culture” are in a desirable
condition, whereas “air quality,” “tourist transportation,” and “information services” fall
within the “concentrate here” area, indicating the need for improvement. Finally, the
structural model demonstrated high explanatory power with an R2 of 0.74 for the
dependent variable. Overall, the findings suggest that tourism branding in Tabriz should
focus on managing tourists’ perceptions and reducing existing infrastructure gaps.
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Introduction

This study explores the factors that influence the formation of the urban tourism brand of Tabriz. With
its valuable historical monuments such as the Tabriz Historic Bazaar Complex, numerous mosques,
traditional houses, and a rich cultural and social heritage, together with its strategic geographical position
and surrounding natural landscapes, Tabriz stands as one of the most important tourism destinations in
northwestern Iran. However, despite these considerable potentials, the city has not yet succeeded in
creating a coherent and powerful image in the minds of tourists, mainly due to insufficient management,
weak infrastructure, and the absence of integrated planning. Urban tourism planning faces the challenge
of managing natural, physical, and cultural assets in a way that builds a positive and distinctive image
of the city. Tourists’ experiences extend beyond historical attractions and are shaped by the quality of
urban spaces, environmental cleanliness, visual aesthetics, accessibility to services, and a sense of safety
and comfort. Therefore, comprehensive attention to these elements is essential for sustainable tourism
development. In the case of Tabriz, critical questions remain about which environmental, spatial, and
service-related factors exert the most influence on tourists’ perceptions and the city’s brand image.
Identifying key indicators that are important to tourists but perform weakly can provide valuable insights
for urban planners and policymakers. Accordingly, this research employs Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) and Importance Performance Analysis (IPA) to analyze how the natural environment, spatial
quality, historical cultural identity, and tourism infrastructure shape the mental image of Tabriz and its
overall tourism brand.

Material and Methods

This study is applied in purpose and descriptive—analytical in nature, conducted using a quantitative
approach. The main objective is to analyze the factors influencing the formation of Tabriz’s urban
tourism brand and to examine the role of environmental, physical, and tourism-related variables. To
achieve this aim, the theoretical literature and previous studies were first reviewed to identify the
dimensions and indicators affecting urban tourism branding. Based on this review, the conceptual
framework of the research was developed, in which natural environmental conditions, physical—spatial
quality, historical—cultural identity, and tourism infrastructure were defined as independent variables.
Tourists’ mental image of the city was considered the mediating variable, and the urban tourism brand
as the dependent variable. The statistical population includes tourists and residents familiar with Tabriz’s
attractions and tourism spaces. Given the broad population, the sample size was determined using
Cochran’s formula, and respondents were selected through random sampling. Data were collected using
a researcher-made questionnaire derived from the identified theoretical indicators. The items were
designed on a five-point Likert scale to measure both the importance and performance of each indicator
from the respondents’ perspective. To ensure the validity of the instrument, the questionnaire was
reviewed by experts in urban planning and tourism, and necessary revisions were applied. Reliability
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha to evaluate internal consistency. After data collection, responses
were analyzed using statistical software. Descriptive statistics were used to describe demographic
variables and research indicators. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was then employed to test
relationships among variables and evaluate the conceptual model. Additionally, Importance—
Performance Analysis (IPA) was used to identify planning priorities and determine strengths and
weaknesses in factors influencing Tabriz’s tourism brand.

Results

This section reports descriptive statistics for the study indicators and main components based on a
five-point Likert scale (1 = very low to 5 = very high), where mean values above 3 indicate a favorable
condition in Tabriz. In the natural environment component, “natural landscape attractiveness (Aun ibn
Ali mountain)” shows a relatively high mean (3.81), while air quality and environmental cleanliness
record a lower mean (2.95), suggesting a key weakness. For physical-spatial quality, “urban legibility
and accessibility” performs better (3.45) than “urban landscape beauty” (3.12). Historical—cultural
identity receives the strongest evaluations, particularly “historical heritage” (4.25), indicating that
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heritage-based assets constitute a core strength of Tabriz as a tourism destination. In contrast, tourism
infrastructure reveals weaker performance, especially “tourism information services” (2.76) and
“tourism transportation” (2.84). Normality tests (Kolmogorov—Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk) show that
all constructs are non-normal (Sig. = 0.000), supporting the use of PLS-SEM. The measurement model
demonstrates strong quality: factor loadings exceed 0.70, Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability
are satisfactory (=0.82-0.92), and AVE values are above 0.50, confirming convergent validity.
Discriminant validity is also acceptable, as all HTMT values remain below 0.85. Overall model fit
indices (e.g., SRMR = 0.061; NFI = 0.912) indicate good fit. Structural results confirm all hypotheses:
environmental, physical-spatial, historical—cultural, and infrastructure factors significantly enhance
destination image, and destination image strongly predicts urban tourism brand (B = 0.65). IPA
highlights priority gaps: air quality, tourism transport, and information services are high-importance but
low-performance areas requiring immediate improvement, while heritage and local culture should be
maintained as key strengths.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the factors influencing the formation of Tabriz’s urban tourism brand, emphasizing
the mediating role of tourists’ mental image. The findings confirm that urban tourism branding is a
multidimensional process shaped by natural environment, physical-spatial quality, historical—cultural
identity, and tourism infrastructure. All four dimensions significantly affect tourists’ mental image,
which in turn plays a decisive role in strengthening the city’s tourism brand. Among the examined
factors, historical—cultural identity exerts the strongest influence on tourists’ mental image. Tabriz’s rich
heritage, traditional bazaar, valuable historical monuments, and strong local culture constitute its
primary competitive advantages and key differentiating elements in the tourism market. Environmental
quality and urban spaces also meaningfully contribute to shaping positive perceptions, highlighting the
importance of attractive public spaces and natural assets in enhancing visitor experience. However,
tourism infrastructure particularly transportation and information services demonstrates relatively weak
performance. Importance Performance Analysis further identifies air quality, tourism transport, and
information services as high-priority areas requiring improvement. Overall, strengthening Tabriz’s
tourism brand requires an integrated urban planning approach that simultaneously preserves cultural
assets, enhances environmental quality, and upgrades tourism services to foster a positive and lasting
destination image.
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Figure 2. Geographical location of Tabriz city in Iran (Authors, 2026)
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Table 2. Demographic characteristics of respondents (N=384)
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of research indicators and components
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Table 5. Results of measurement model evaluation in partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM)
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Table 6. Assessment of discriminant validity using HTMT criterion
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Figure 3. Measurement model (construct-indicator relationships) of Tabriz city tourism branding in SmartPLS
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Table 6. Model fit indices in the structural equation model

Result Model Value Threshold Fit Index
Acceptable 0.061 <0.08 SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square Residual)
Good Fit 0.912 >0.90 NFI (Normed Fit Index)
Acceptable 0.087 <0.12 RMS_theta
Acceptable 1.742 HI95 >d _ULS d_ULS
Acceptable 0.894 HI95 >d G d G
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Figure 4. Structural model of urban tourism branding in Tabriz with path coefficients (B) and R? values (Authors, 2026)
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Table 7. Structural model and hypotheses testing results

s R p B8 (3901 yrune baws s o,
value value
wi 044 068 0.000 512 0.32 OS0)S (Gad yyguas = (b e CudS H1 1
wb 044 068 0.000 4.85 0.28 O)S53)5 D pgal — (0 glaliad cunS H2 2
wb 044 068 0.000 672 041 OSB3, b pga —> (Sibyd g Suyl Cugn H3 3
wt 044 068 0.000 498 0.29 OS53)S (md paai = (6,553,5 (lacsluy) s oloss H4 4
b 0.52 0.74 0.000 9.14 0.65 GRS (§)550,8 Ny = (Kb )5 Sad pguas H5 5
wt 052 074 0.001 402 021 GB35 Ny > dd el — b Lase oS H6 6
b 0.52 074 0.002 375 0.18 GRB3)S Ny > Gdd pgal —> (6 slalad cuas H7 7
wb 052 074 0.000 5.88 0.27 GSE3)S Ky b gl — Sidyh g Sl Cugr H8 8
wb 052 074 0.001 392 0.9 G)RE0,8 Ky > D pgal — (6,508 sl g oless H9 9

(Authors, 2026)

obyly oae poe g Lalyy 6y gxe aw e colps Jold 4 ams e LS Ty Lhagh oles Jhe @l & S
.L:u.\.’] ‘5()9)3 L;Lm)‘[w

Natural )
| Environment
Quality 4 i
Urban \ —
Space | 0.28***

0.65%** ’,/ Urban

‘\\ Quality / Destination

S Image | Tourism Brand |
N 0.41%4+ R?=0.68 R=074 /
/ Historical- \ 4
| Cultural | —
\ Identity

g 0.29%+

Tourism
| Services & |
\ Infrastructure /

(V€40 5w, 155) SMArtPLS, 15810 55 33 33 3 (534 (S 5D )5 (G5l (s Juto —0 U
Figure 5. Final structural model of urban tourism branding in Tabriz using SmartPLS (Authors, 2026)
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Table 7. Weighting of urban tourism branding indicators
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Table 10. Final importance—performance analysis (IPA) matrix
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