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Abstract:

The present study aimed to explain the artistic and perceptual components of the heritage landscape affecting the urban branding of Kerman and to analyze
the causal relationships among these components using the integrated DANP model. This applied study adopted a descriptive—analytical design with an
exploratory—explanatory mixed-method approach. In the qualitative phase, the components of the heritage landscape were identified and localized through a
systematic review of theoretical literature, qualitative content analysis, and interviews with 15 experts in landscape architecture, urban planning, cultural
heritage, and urban management. In the quantitative phase, a pairwise comparison questionnaire based on a 0—4 scale was distributed among 20 specialists.
Data analysis was conducted using DEMATEL and ANP techniques within the DANP framework to determine the intensity, direction, and priority of
relationships among the variables. Content validity was evaluated through CVR and CVI indices, while reliability was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient above 0.85. The findings identified seven major components influencing urban branding in Kerman, including historical identity and authenticity,
urban symbols and landmarks, integrated landscape management and policymaking, spatial organization and legibility, visual quality and artistic proportions,
mental image and memorability, and stakeholder participation. DEMATEL analysis revealed that landscape policymaking and management had the strongest
causal influence (+1.24), whereas stakeholder participation had the highest level of dependency (—1.01). In addition, the mental image of the city demonstrated
the highest systemic interaction (7.35) with other variables. DANP results indicated that historical identity and authenticity (0.182), urban symbols and
landmarks (0.164), and landscape policymaking and management (0.151) possessed the highest final weights in the urban branding process. Visual quality
and artistic proportions acted as an intermediate and reinforcing layer connecting physical form to meaning and perception. The results demonstrated that
urban branding in Kerman is fundamentally rooted in historical identity, authenticity of the heritage landscape, and the representation of urban symbols, while
the city’s mental image emerges as the final outcome of interactions among identity-based, managerial, and spatial factors. The proposed three-layer model
showed that policymaking and historical identity function as driving forces, visual quality serves as an intermediary factor, and mental image together with
stakeholder participation constitute the final outcomes. Therefore, preserving the authenticity of historical textures, enhancing spatial legibility, integrating
artistic qualities into urban design, and implementing integrated heritage landscape policies can significantly strengthen Kerman’s urban brand.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, rapid globalization, intensifying competition among cities, and the expansion of tourism and
communication networks have transformed urban branding into one of the most significant strategic tools in urban management
and planning (1, 2). Cities are no longer evaluated solely based on their economic infrastructure or physical development;
rather, their ability to construct a distinctive identity and memorable image has become a major determinant of competitiveness.
In this context, urban branding refers to a multidimensional process through which a city creates a unique, meaningful, and
enduring image in the minds of residents, tourists, investors, and other audiences (3, 4). Contemporary theories emphasize that
city brands are not simply produced through logos, slogans, or promotional campaigns, but are shaped through lived
experiences, collective memories, spatial qualities, and cultural meanings (6, 7).

Recent studies in place branding have increasingly highlighted the role of urban identity, participatory processes, and
emotional attachment in strengthening city brands (5). Kavaratzis argued that place branding is an interactive process emerging
from spatial interventions, stakeholder behavior, and formal communication systems (6). Similarly, Zenker and Braun
emphasized that urban identity and residents’ perceptions form the foundation of successful place brands (5). Furthermore,
scholars have noted that the complexity and authenticity of a city’s identity contribute significantly to the durability and
attractiveness of its brand (8).

Historic cities possess exceptional capacities for developing distinctive urban brands because they embody layers of cultural
memory, architectural identity, and collective meaning (9). Heritage landscapes are not merely physical remnants of the past;
they are dynamic systems of meanings, narratives, artistic expressions, and spatial experiences that shape the identity of cities
(12). UNESCO’s Historic Urban Landscape approach broadened the concept of heritage preservation beyond isolated
monuments and emphasized the integration of spatial structures, visual relationships, cultural values, and intangible meanings
(12). Accordingly, heritage landscapes can serve as the core of urban branding strategies by providing authenticity, uniqueness,
and experiential richness (13).

Theoretical foundations of environmental perception and urban image further explain the connection between heritage
landscapes and city branding. Lynch proposed that urban imageability is created through elements such as paths, edges,
districts, nodes, and landmarks, all of which contribute to citizens’ mental maps of the city (14). Cullen emphasized the
experiential and artistic dimensions of urban landscapes, particularly visual sequences, light, texture, rhythm, and movement
(15). Relph introduced the concept of place attachment and argued that meaningful places emerge through emotional and
experiential engagement with environments (10). Norberg-Schulz expanded this perspective through the concept of “genius
loci” or the spirit of place, suggesting that architecture and urban spaces should embody existential meaning and identity (11).
These theories collectively indicate that artistic and perceptual qualities of heritage landscapes are fundamental in creating

memorable urban experiences and reinforcing urban brands.
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Previous studies have demonstrated that residents’ place image and emotional attachment significantly influence urban
competitiveness and tourism development (16). Sevin highlighted the growing role of social media in shaping city brands and
argued that urban image today is constantly reproduced through digital representation and collective communication (28). Other
scholars have stressed that place branding should be integrated into strategic spatial planning rather than being treated merely
as a marketing activity (21). In Iran, studies have also emphasized the importance of historical and cultural identity in urban
branding (18, 23). Ahmadi and Rostami demonstrated that strengthening the mental image of citizens can enhance urban
branding effectiveness (17). Similarly, Rafieian and colleagues emphasized the role of cognitive images and collective
perceptions in urban competition (19).

Kerman is one of the most historically significant cities in Iran and possesses a rich heritage landscape composed of
monumental architecture, historical bazaars, traditional neighborhoods, gardens, and intangible cultural traditions (25). The
city contains valuable landmarks such as the Ganjali Khan Complex, the historic bazaar, Arg-e Rayen, Shahzadeh Garden, and
Meymand rocky village, all of which contribute to its unique cultural identity (26). Despite these considerable capacities,
Kerman has not yet developed a coherent and competitive urban brand at national or international levels. Previous research on
Kerman has primarily focused on tourism potential and urban identity while paying less attention to the complex relationships
between artistic, perceptual, and managerial components of heritage landscapes in city branding (27).

Another gap in existing literature concerns methodology. Most previous studies have examined city branding through
descriptive approaches or linear analytical methods that overlook the networked and interdependent nature of urban systems
(22). Urban branding is a multidimensional phenomenon in which historical identity, visual quality, spatial organization,
governance, and mental image interact dynamically with one another (20). Therefore, understanding these relationships
requires analytical methods capable of identifying causal structures and interdependencies among variables. The DANP model,
integrating DEMATEL and ANP techniques, provides such an opportunity by analyzing both causal relationships and network-
based priorities among factors. Accordingly, the present study aimed to explain the artistic and perceptual components of
heritage landscapes affecting the urban branding of Kerman and to analyze the causal relationships among these components
using the DANP model.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive—analytical in terms of methodology, employing an
exploratory—explanatory mixed-method approach. The research process consisted of qualitative and quantitative phases
conducted sequentially. In the qualitative phase, a systematic review of theoretical literature, urban planning documents, and
heritage-related studies was undertaken to identify the initial dimensions and indicators of heritage landscapes influencing
urban branding. In addition, qualitative content analysis and semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in architecture, urban
design, cultural heritage, and urban management were conducted to refine and localize the extracted components for the context
of Kerman. Experts were selected purposively based on academic specialization, professional experience, and familiarity with
the historical fabric of Kerman.

Following the qualitative phase, seven major components and several sub-indicators were identified and validated. In the
quantitative phase, a pairwise comparison questionnaire based on a five-point scale was designed and distributed among 20
specialists, including university professors, municipal managers, and experts from cultural heritage organizations. The

questionnaire measured the degree of direct influence among components in both directions. Reliability was assessed using
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Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, which exceeded 0.85 for all sections, indicating acceptable reliability. Content validity was
evaluated using CVR and CVI indices.

Data analysis was conducted through the integrated DANP model. First, the DEMATEL method was employed to identify
direct and indirect causal relationships among components and to calculate influence and dependence indices. Subsequently,
the ANP technique was applied to determine the relative weights and priorities of components within a network structure.
Finally, the DANP integration provided the final weights of variables considering their mutual interdependencies.

Findings

The qualitative phase identified seven principal components influencing urban branding in Kerman: historical identity and
authenticity, urban symbols and landmarks, integrated landscape management and policymaking, spatial organization and
legibility, visual quality and artistic proportions, mental image and memorability, and stakeholder participation.

The results of DEMATEL analysis demonstrated that landscape policymaking and integrated management had the strongest
causal influence within the system. Historical identity and authenticity were also identified as major driving factors affecting
other components. In contrast, stakeholder participation and the mental image of the city showed the highest levels of
dependence, indicating that these variables function primarily as outcomes rather than initiating factors.

The interaction index revealed that mental image had the highest degree of interaction with other variables, suggesting that
it serves as the final synthesis of spatial, managerial, and perceptual processes within urban branding. Visual quality and artistic
proportions also displayed high interaction values, functioning as mediating factors between physical heritage and perceptual
experience.

The DANP analysis further showed that historical identity and authenticity possessed the highest final weight among all
variables, followed by urban symbols and landmarks, and integrated landscape policymaking. Spatial organization and visual
quality ranked in the middle range, while stakeholder participation received the lowest final weight. Nevertheless, despite its
relatively lower weight, visual quality demonstrated a critical intermediary role within the network of relationships.

The final conceptual model revealed a three-layer causal structure. The first layer consisted of driving factors, including
historical identity, policymaking, spatial organization, and landmarks. The second layer comprised mediating factors
represented by visual quality and artistic proportions. The third layer included outcome variables, namely mental image and
stakeholder participation. The model illustrated that strengthening urban branding in Kerman depends primarily on reinforcing
the underlying historical and managerial foundations before attempting to improve external perceptions or social participation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that urban branding in historical cities is fundamentally rooted in heritage identity
and spatial authenticity rather than in superficial promotional activities. Historical identity and authenticity emerged as the
strongest components influencing urban branding in Kerman, indicating that the city’s competitive advantage lies in its cultural
continuity, architectural heritage, and symbolic meanings. This finding confirms theoretical arguments suggesting that
authentic heritage landscapes are among the most valuable resources for place differentiation and branding.

The study also revealed the central role of integrated policymaking and management in shaping urban branding processes.
Without coordinated governance, heritage preservation and branding strategies remain fragmented and ineffective. This result
suggests that successful urban branding requires collaboration among municipalities, cultural heritage organizations, planners,
and local communities. In historical cities, management should not merely focus on physical conservation but also on

preserving the experiential and symbolic dimensions of urban spaces.
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Another important finding concerns the intermediary role of visual quality and artistic proportions. Although these variables
did not receive the highest final weights, they displayed strong systemic interactions with other components. This indicates that
artistic qualities such as texture, light, color, spatial rhythm, and architectural harmony act as mediators between physical
heritage and human perception. Historical identity becomes meaningful and memorable only when it is experienced
aesthetically and emotionally. Consequently, urban design interventions in historical contexts should prioritize sensory and
perceptual experiences in addition to physical preservation.

The results further demonstrated that mental image and stakeholder participation are largely outcome-oriented variables.
Positive urban images emerge from the interaction of historical authenticity, spatial organization, and visual quality rather than
from direct branding campaigns. Similarly, stakeholder participation appears to strengthen when citizens perceive their city as
meaningful, authentic, and aesthetically valuable. Therefore, urban branding should be understood as a long-term socio-spatial
process rather than a short-term marketing strategy.

Overall, the study highlights the importance of heritage landscapes as multidimensional systems combining physical form,
collective memory, artistic expression, and urban identity. In the case of Kerman, strengthening the city brand requires
integrated strategies focused on preserving historical authenticity, enhancing visual coherence, improving spatial legibility, and
revitalizing cultural narratives embedded within the urban landscape. Such strategies can contribute not only to tourism

development and economic competitiveness but also to social cohesion, place attachment, and sustainable urban development.
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