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Abstract

In recent decades, community-oriented city branding has emerged as an
innovative strategy in urban policy and management. Adopting an
anthropological and interpretive perspective, this study explores how the urban
brand is perceived, reinterpreted, and experienced by the local community in the
city of Babolsar, Iran. The research employs ethnographic methods, including
field observation and 25 semi-structured interviews with residents. Data analysis
through thematic analysis revealed that residents’ experiences of the city brand
are shaped around four key themes: urban memory and identity, locality,
everyday life and representation, and cultural tensions and contradictions. The
findings indicate that in small cities, the sustainability of the urban brand depends
on its transformation into a lived, social, and participatory phenomenon—one in
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which the local community actively contributes to meaning-making and brand
policy. Accordingly, this study highlights the need to shift from a “commodity-
oriented branding” model toward a more cultural and community-based
approach in urban planning and management.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the concept of city
branding, particularly in small and
medium-sized cities, has emerged as a key
dimension of cultural and economic
policy-making. Globalization and the shift
from industrial to knowledge-based
economies have transformed cities from
mere physical entities into cultural and
social systems of meaning. Cultural city
branding, centered on local communities,
seeks to regenerate urban identity and
symbolic capital through the interaction of
space, people, and collective memory.
Babolsar, the case study of this research,
represents small Iranian cities struggling
with identity and cultural challenges
derived from seasonal tourism and
fragmented representation.

2. Research Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative approach
based on ethnographic fieldwork. Data
were collected through field observation
and semi-structured interviews with 25
residents. Thematic analysis following
Braun and Clarke’s six-step model was
employed. The coding process yielded
three major analytical axes: 'space and
place,’  'local identity and re-
interpretation,” and ‘social action and
brand reproduction." These dimensions
collectively illustrate how meaning is
produced  within  residents’ lived
experiences of the urban brand.

3. Research Findings

Findings reveal that residents’ perception
of the city brand is constructed through
the interaction of collective memory,
spatial  experience, and  cultural
representation. Five core themes were
identified, including urban memory and
identity, locality and reinterpretation of
the  brand, everyday life and
representation, local participation, and

conflicts and challenges. Residents
contest the official brand of Babolsar as a
tourist-oriented identity and reinterpret it
through  personal and  collective
narratives. This reinterpretation signifies a
bottom-up process of meaning-making,
wherein the local community transforms
from brand consumers to brand co-
creators.

4. Conclusion

The study concludes that successful
cultural branding in small cities depends
on meaningful local participation. Lived
urban experience forms the missing link in
many top-down city branding strategies.
Effective branding requires a dialogical
process in which citizens, as carriers of
local identity and memory, actively
contribute to the co-production of
meaning. The proposed model, termed the
'‘Cycle of the Lived Urban Brand,
demonstrates that urban meaning is
continuously produced through the
interaction of space, community, and
narrative. This model offers a practical
framework for culturally informed urban
planning in small Iranian cities.
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