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Introduction

Over the past two decades, city branding has emerged as a critical strategic tool for
urban competitiveness, enabling cities to attract tourists, capital, and human
resources. Given the increasing competition in the tourism industry, cities must
identify and reinforce their unique identities. This study focuses on Isfahan, a
globally renowned historical city known as “Half the World,” and aims to extract its
urban brand concept through the lens of tourists’ perceptions as reflected in social
media data. Leveraging Instagram hashtags and user-generated content, the research
employs Social Network Analysis and Semantic Network Analysis to map the
conceptual structure of Isfahan’s brand. This innovative methodology reveals key
themes, clusters, and semantic relationships that shape the city’s image in the digital
public sphere. The findings not only address the theoretical gap in localized urban
branding studies in Iran but also offer practical, data-driven insights for
policymakers to design culturally grounded, audience-aware branding strategies that
enhance Isfahan’s global positioning and sustainable tourism development.

Research Question
How can a semantic map of the urban brand of Isfahan be extracted from tourists’
perspectives using social media data, particularly Instagram hashtags?
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Literature Review

Urban branding has evolved as a multidimensional strategy to position cities
competitively in the global arena, particularly since the 1990s (Ashworth & Voogd,
1990). It extends beyond traditional marketing by integrating place identity, cultural
heritage, and stakeholder perceptions to construct a distinctive and attractive urban
image (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2006; Ma et al., 2021). Unlike corporate branding,
city branding is inherently complex due to its dependence on governance structures,
diverse audiences including residents, tourists, and investors, and the challenge of
maintaining coherent messaging across institutions (Braun, 2018; Kavaratzis, 2004).
Scholars emphasize that successful urban branding requires long-term vision,
cultural authenticity, and alignment with place-based development goals (Oliveira,
2015; Dinnie, 2011).

This study builds upon three theoretical pillars: (1) Urban Branding Theory (Anholt,
2007), which frames a city’s brand as a constellation of mental images and lived
experiences; (2) Social Network Analysis (Wasserman & Faust, 1998), applied here
to map hashtag co-occurrences on Instagram as proxies for public perception; and
(3) Semantic Network Analysis (Sevin, 2014), used to visualize and interpret
conceptual relationships among brand elements.

Materials and Methods

This applied, field-based research adopts a survey approach to extract the semantic
structure of Isfahan’s urban brand through social media data. Instagram was selected
as the primary data source due to its visual appeal and popularity in Iran. The
hashtag #Isfahan was queried, resulting in approximately 100,000 posts. After
filtering out irrelevant content, 87,447 posts remained for analysis. Hashtags from
each post were extracted, cleaned, and stored in a database. Low-frequency hashtags
were removed to focus on dominant themes. Co-occurrence frequencies between
hashtag pairs were calculated and organized into a relational matrix using
MATLAB. This matrix was subsequently imported into Gephi software to visualize
the semantic network of Isfahan’s brand, revealing clusters, central nodes, and
conceptual relationships.

Results

In this study, we analyzed 87,447 Instagram posts that included the hashtag
#Isfahan. From this analysis, we extracted 7,213 unique hashtags. After filtering out
hashtags with a frequency of less than 50, 236 key hashtags were selected for
semantic network analysis.

The analysis of hashtag recurrence and their visualization using Gephi software
revealed six distinct thematic clusters within Isfahan's urban brand:
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(1) Tourist Attractions: This category includes historical sites such as
#Khaju Bridge, #Naqgshe Jahan, #Zayandeh Rood, and #Si-o-se-pol, highlighting
the crucial role of tourism in the city's identity.

(2) Historical Identity: This aspect is characterized by ancient names like #Apadana
and #Sipahan, which were the most frequently used hashtags following the main
one, appearing 12,000 times. This indicates the significance of historical identity in
users' perceptions.

(3) Neighborhoods & Satellite Cities: Hashtags such as #Shahin_Shahr, #Jolfa, and
#Najafabad reveal localized sub-brands.

(4) Social & Cultural Identity: This category features hashtags like #Isfahan Ziba,
#Isfahan Nesfe Jahan, and #Isfahani, which reflect emotional attachment and
descriptive pride.

(5) Local Businesses: Surprisingly, this is the largest category in terms of unique
tags, with an emphasis on beauty and café-related hashtags (e.g., #Tattoo Isfahan,
#Cafe Isfahan). This suggests a commercial appropriation of the city's brand.

(6) Art & Handicrafts: This area includes hashtags such as #Khatamkari and
#Minakari, which are closely linked to historical identity and indicate the cultural
and economic potential of the region.

These findings highlight that Isfahan's urban brand is multi-layered, dynamic, and
shaped by the overall perceptions of users. This data-driven approach enables the
development of intelligent local branding strategies that align with the authentic
perceptions of both tourists and residents.

Conclusion

The innovation of this research emphasizes cyberspace, particularly Instagram, as a
reflection of public perception of the city. Unlike traditional branding models that
are often designed from the top down, this study demonstrates that today's city brand
is developed from the bottom up by citizens and visitors themselves. The findings
advocate for a decentralized, multi-layered branding strategy: leveraging digital
storytelling for global tourism, empowering neighborhood sub-brands, emotionally
engaging audiences through local dialects and social identity, integrating SMEs into
digital campaigns, and promoting handicrafts via e-commerce and international
exhibitions. This study provides a replicable, data-driven framework for cities
seeking to align official branding strategies with grassroots digital perceptions,
turning organic online narratives into strategic urban assets.

Keywords: Urban Branding, Social Network Analysis, Semantic Network Analysis,
Isfahan
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