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Place branding has emerged as an important approach {te,enhancing the
competitiveness and attractiveness of tourism, destinationsyecontributing to
the promotion of cities and historic districts,in the teurism market. In this
context, creative tourism, which emphasizes tourists?_active participation in
local cultural experiences, has considerable,potential to strengthen place
branding. However, a comprehensive model explaining the role of creative
tourism in the place branding of the historic district of Shiraz has not yet
been developed. Therefore, this study“aimed to identify and explain the
factors influencing the place branding of the historic district of Shiraz from a
creative tourism perspective. This“applied study employed a descriptive-
survey design. The statistical populatien consisted of experts in tourism,
urban management, cultural%heritage, ‘and tourism marketing who were
familiar with the historicndistrict of Shiraz and were selected through
purposive sampling. WData® were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire®and analyzed through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
with SmartPLS software. The findings revealed that creative tourism had the
strongest effect on' place branding (B = 0.77). Place culture (B = 0.61) and
placetimage (B"= 0.52) also had positive and significant effects on place
brandingy, Although place identity showed a positive effect, its explanatory
power Was‘lower than that of the other constructs. The results indicate that
developing creative experiences based on local culture, historical heritage,
and4community participation can effectively strengthen the destination
brand. Successful branding of historic districts therefore requires an
integrated strategy that simultaneously promotes creative tourism while
reinforcing place culture, place image, and place identity. By proposing and
validating an integrated model, this study contributes to the literature on
place branding and creative tourism in historic destinations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Place branding has become a strategic
approach to enhancing the competitiveness
and attractiveness of tourism destinations.
Unlike conventional destination marketing,
place branding emphasizes developing a
distinctive identity based on a destination's
cultural, historical, social, and environmental
characteristics. Historic urban districts, with
their rich heritage, authentic architecture, and
local traditions, possess considerable potential
for developing strong destination brands.
However, increasing competition among
destinations and changing tourist expectations
require innovative branding strategies that
preserve  authenticity  while  creating
memorable visitor experiences.

Creative tourism has emerged as an effective
approach to sustainable tourism development
by encouraging tourists to actively participate
in local cultural, artistic, and creative
activities rather than merely observing
attractions. Such participatory experiences
strengthen visitors' emotional attachment,
improve destination image, and enhanee
brand value. Although previous studies have
examined destination image, culture, an

identity separately, limited research{ has
investigated their integratedhrelationship with
creative tourism in the context of place
branding.

The historic distriét of Shiraz, characterized
by its traditional architecture, historical urban
fabric, cultukal narratives, artistic heritage,
and local custems, ‘provides an appropriate
setting for exami?fing these relationships.
Therefore, this study aimed to identify and
explain the factors influencing place branding
in the historic district of Shiraz by proposing
and testing an integrated model linking
Creative Tourism, Place Culture, Place
Image, and Place ldentity to Place Branding.

Methodology

This applied study employed a descriptive-
survey research design. The conceptual
framework was developed through an
extensive review of the literature on place
branding, creative tourism, place culture,
place image, and place identity.

The statistical population comprised experts
in tourism, urban management, cultural
heritage, tourism marketing, architecture, and
urban planning who possessed sufficient
knowledge of Shiraz's historic district.
Because of the specialized nature of the
population, purposive sampling was adopted,
resulting in a sample of 88 experts.

Data were collected using a researcher-
developed questionnaire consisting of 36
items measuring five constructs: Creative
Tourism, Place Gulture, Rlace Image, Place
Identity, and Place Branding=Content validity
was confirmed ‘through .expert evaluation,
while  reliability “\was verified using
Cronbach's “alpha™, coefficients above the
acceptable threshald. Data were analyzed
using_descriptive statistics and Partial Least
Squares*Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM) in SPSS and SmartPLS. The proposed
modekexamined the direct effects of Creative
Tourismy, Place Culture, Place Image, and
Place Identity on Place Branding.

Results

The empirical findings supported the
proposed  conceptual  framework  and
confirmed significant relationships among the
study variables.

Creative Tourism exerted the strongest
positive influence on Place Branding (f =
0.77), indicating that participatory cultural
experiences  substantially  enhance the
attractiveness and competitiveness of historic
destinations. Direct interaction with local
communities, cultural traditions, and creative
activities generates memorable experiences
that strengthen visitors' attachment to the
destination.

Place Culture also had a significant positive
effect on Place Branding (B = 0.61). Local
narratives,  cultural traditions, artistic
practices, and heritage resources were
identified as major contributors to destination
authenticity and differentiation.

Similarly, Place Image significantly
influenced Place Branding (B = 0.52).
Architectural heritage, historic urban fabric,
and the visual quality of the destination
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positively shaped visitors' perceptions and
reinforced the destination's competitive
position.

Although Place Identity also demonstrated a
positive relationship with Place Branding, its
explanatory power was lower than that of the
other variables. Nevertheless, distinctive local
characteristics, traditional functions, symbolic
elements, and cultural values remain
important  for  maintaining  destination
authenticity.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that
effective place branding depends on an
integrated  strategy combining  creative
tourism development with the preservation
and promotion of place culture, place image,
and place identity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight the central role of
creative tourism in strengthening the place
brand of historic urban  destinations.
Consistent with  contemporary  tourism
theories, tourists increasingly seek authentic,
participatory, and experience-based activities
that enable meaningful interaction with local
communities. Destinations offering such
experiences are therefore moré® likely o
achieve stronger brand recognition and visitor
loyalty.

The significant effects "of Place Culture and
Place Image indicate “that, successful
destination  branding _extends beyond
promotiopal activities and’ depends on
preserving ‘and effectively\presenting cultural
heritage, historical\,architecture, and urban
landscapes. _Meanwhile, Place Identity
complements these factors by reinforcing the
uniqueness and authenticity of the destination.
From a practical perspective, destination
managers and urban policymakers should
prioritize creative tourism initiatives such as
cultural workshops, heritage storytelling,
traditional craft experiences, artistic festivals,
and community-based tourism programs.
Simultaneously, investments in heritage
conservation, urban revitalization, and
cultural interpretation can further enhance
destination image and competitiveness.
Theoretically, this study contributes to the
literature by proposing and empirically
validating an integrated model linking

Creative Tourism, Place Culture, Place
Image, and Place Identity to Place Branding
in a historic urban context. Despite these
contributions, the study is limited to expert
opinions and a single case study. Future
research  should  incorporate  tourists'
perspectives, compare different heritage
destinations, and investigate potential
mediating or moderating relationships among
the variables to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of sustainable
place branding.
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