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Introduction

In the era of globalization, cities increasingly compete to attract investment, tourism,
and skilled populations, making urban branding a critical strategic tool. A city's image
directly shapes the behavioral decisions of tourists, investors, and residents, and
cultivating a positive identity can significantly enhance long-term urban competitiveness
(Bankdar & Aoudirak, 2020).

Sport has been widely recognized as one of the most powerful instruments for urban
branding (Manoli, 2024; Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2009). Mega-events such as the
Olympic Games and FIFA World Cup have demonstrably transformed host cities' global
profiles, with Barcelona's 1992 Olympics serving as a landmark example of event-
driven urban repositioning (Richelieu, 2018; Roche, 2023). Beyond image enhancement,
sporting events generate physical, economic, and infrastructural transformations that
benefit host communities (Pedoga et al., 2020; Ferreira & Giraldi, 2020).

In Iran, while hosting mega-events remains structurally unfeasible, the Iran—Azerbaijan
International Cycling Tour represents a significant opportunity. As the oldest cycling
tour in Asia and the Middle East, with 36 editions held under UCI supervision and
participation from teams across Europe, Asia, and the Americas, the event possesses
considerable branding potential for its host cities (Iran—Azerbaijan Tour Official
Website, 2024).

However, this potential has received limited systematic scholarly attention.
International sporting events in Iran have largely been treated as symbolic rather than
strategic branding mechanisms (Esmailzadeh, 2018). This study addresses that gap by
identifying the opportunities and challenges of leveraging the cycling tour for urban
branding, offering an analytical framework for policymakers, urban managers, and
sports authorities in the region.

Mothodology

The present study employed the Fuzzy Delphi Method (FDM) to identify and screen the
opportunities and challenges associated with urban branding through the organization of
the Iran—Azerbaijan International Cycling Tour. The Fuzzy Delphi Method integrates
fuzzy set theory with the classical Delphi technique, allowing for the systematic
collection and aggregation of expert opinions while accounting for the inherent
ambiguity and imprecision in human judgment.
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A panel of experts with relevant knowledge in urban branding, sports management,
and event organization was assembled. Data were collected through structured
questionnaires in which experts rated each indicator using linguistic variables. These
linguistic judgments were subsequently converted into triangular fuzzy numbers to
enable mathematical processing.

Experts' opinions were expressed using a five-point linguistic scale ranging from
"Very Low" to "Very High," with each linguistic term corresponding to a triangular
fuzzy number. For instance, "Very High" was represented as the triangular fuzzy
number (0.75, 1, 1). This conversion allows qualitative expert judgments to be treated as
quantifiable fuzzy values within the analytical framework.

To aggregate the opinions of all n respondents, the fuzzy average of their triangular
fuzzy numbers was computed for each indicator. For each indicator j, the lower, middle,
and upper values of the fuzzy average were calculated by averaging the corresponding
values across all expert responses. This process produced a mean fuzzy number t
representing the collective expert judgment for each indicator.

The defuzzified value of each mean fuzzy number was then computed using a standard
defuzzification formula, converting the fuzzy average into a single crisp value. Each
indicator's defuzzified score was subsequently compared against a predetermined
threshold value. In line with previous studies, a threshold of 0.7 was adopted in the
present research (Rahdari & Nasr, 2017). Indicators whose defuzzified values met or
exceeded this threshold were retained, while those falling below it were excluded from
further analysis.

The Fuzzy Delphi process continued iteratively until consensus was reached among
experts. Consensus was defined as a difference of less than 0.1 between the mean values
of two consecutive rounds (Mousavi et al., 2016). Once this criterion was satisfied, the
process was concluded and the final set of confirmed indicators was established for
subsequent analysis.

Findings

To identify the challenges and opportunities of urban branding through the organization
of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour, the Fuzzy Delphi Method was conducted across two
rounds alongside a systematic review of the research literature.

In the first round, a questionnaire comprising 36 initial indicators was distributed
among the expert panel. Experts evaluated each indicator using predefined linguistic
variables and proposed 10 additional criteria. The five newly suggested challenges
included: insufficient attractiveness of the cycling tour for international media; absence
of a coherent urban branding strategy; negative mental image of host cities; lack of
focus on competitive advantages of host locations; and lack of capital and investors in
urban branding. The five additional opportunities proposed were: creating vibrant live
experiences for spectators; fostering cooperation with participating countries; increasing
social and cultural interactions with foreign athletes and tourists; growth of businesses
in host cities; and promotion of peace and friendship among participating nations.

Expert responses were converted into triangular fuzzy numbers and defuzzified means
were calculated for each indicator. Applying a threshold value of 0.7, one challenge
indicator-"lack of coordination among different organizations™ - was removed for falling
below the threshold, with the remaining 45 indicators proceeding to the second round.

In the second round, a revised questionnaire incorporating all confirmed indicators and
first-round defuzzified means was redistributed. Following the same fuzzification and
defuzzification procedure, two opportunity indicators were eliminated: "increasing
social and cultural interactions with foreign athletes and tourists" and "promoting peace
and friendship among participating countries." Consensus was subsequently assessed by
calculating the difference between defuzzified means across both rounds. In line with
the criterion established by Cheng and Lin (2002), a difference of less than 0.1 confirms
consensus. This condition was satisfied for all remaining indicators, confirming the
completion of the Fuzzy Delphi process.

The two-round Fuzzy Delphi process yielded a final set of 42 confirmed indicators,
comprising 29 challenges and 13 opportunities for branding the city of Tabriz through
the organization of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour. These are presented in Tables 1 and 2



[ (\—V\) Ao U asan )I (\\C'Y‘ ) dde 4 Jl.w J.aﬁ ¢ @Lu ‘D)Lo.aﬁ — Jl.w ‘d)Q(w L;"JL-‘*’P? Lgl.mu».h9)4

below.

Table 1. Challenges of Branding Tabriz through the Organization of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Indicator
Poor quality of infrastructure along the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour route
Security threats to participants and spectators along the cycling tour route
Limited financial impact of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour on the local economy
Insufficient marketing budget for the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Lack of use of modern marketing tools for the cycling tour
Lack of awareness of the tourism attractions of the host location of the cycling tour
Language and cultural barriers during the cycling tour
Visa-related problems for participants and spectators of the cycling tour
Sanctions and the absence of foreign tourists at the cycling tour
Climate and weather changes in the location where the cycling tour is held
Lack of or weak international participation of athletes in the cycling tour
Lack of awareness of target audiences in organizing the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Lack of support from the local community for the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Negative effects of political and social news and developments on the cycling tour
Weak economic foundations of the host cities of the cycling tour
Inappropriate urban structure of the host cities for holding the cycling tour
Weak media coverage of the cycling tour
Inexperience and lack of attention of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour organizers to the
issue of city branding
Road and traffic problems along the cycling tour route
Shortage of modern commercial centers, hotels and accommodation facilities,
parks, and urban green spaces in the host cities of the cycling tour
Lack of knowledge and technical skills among urban managers and
decision-makers in the field of city branding
Weak sports diplomacy among officials, executive managers, and policymakers of
the cycling tour
Low quality of services and facilities at the cycling tour venue
Problems related to social media filtering for participants from foreign countries
Insufficient attractiveness of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour for international media
Absence of a coherent city branding strategy through organizing the tour
Negative mental image of the host cities of the cycling tour
Lack of focus on the competitive advantages of the cycling tour host location
Lack of capital and investors in the field of city branding in the host cities of the
tour

Table 2. Opportunities for Branding the City of Tabriz through the
Organization of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Indicator
Showcasing the rich culture and history of Azerbaijan during the Azerbaijan Cycling
Tour
Promoting sustainable tourism through the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Developing the necessary infrastructure for the promotion of cycling
Introducing East Azerbaijan as an ideal destination for tourists and participants
Promoting the potentials and natural attractions of the host cities on social media
Increasing awareness and recognition of the host cities of the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour
Improving the image and reputation of the host cities of the cycling tour
Strengthening civic identity and pride during the organization of the cycling tour
Developing urban facilities and infrastructure in the host locations of the cycling tour
Organizing local-traditional festivals and scientific—sport events
Creating vibrant and engaging experiences for spectators during the cycling tour
Creating opportunities for cooperation and partnership with participating countries in
the cycling tour in the field of city branding
Increasing business activities in the host cities of the cycling tour

Discussion and Conclusion
This study investigated the opportunities and challenges associated with city branding




through the organization of the Iran—Azerbaijan International Cycling Tour. Drawing on
a review of research literature and expert surveys, a total of 42 indicators were
identified, comprising 13 opportunity-related and 29 challenge-related items, all of
which were analyzed using the Fuzzy Delphi method.

The findings reveal that the Azerbaijan Cycling Tour holds considerable potential as a
strategic instrument for urban branding. Key opportunities include showcasing the rich
cultural and historical heritage of the Azerbaijan region, promoting sustainable tourism,
developing cycling-related infrastructure, and introducing host cities as attractive
destinations for tourists and international participants. The effective use of social media
to highlight natural and cultural attractions, the creation of vibrant and memorable
experiences for spectators, and the strengthening of civic identity and pride were also
identified as significant branding opportunities. Furthermore, fostering international
cooperation with participating countries can enhance the global visibility of host cities
and open new avenues for investment and cultural exchange.

However, the study also identified substantial challenges that limit the branding
potential of the event. These include inadequate urban and route infrastructure,
insufficient marketing budgets, weak media coverage, language and cultural barriers,
visa restrictions and international sanctions, unfavorable weather conditions, and limited
participation by elite international athletes. At a structural level, the absence of a
coherent urban branding strategy, weaknesses in sports diplomacy, restrictions on social
media platforms, limited managerial expertise, and weak economic foundations in host
cities collectively reduce the effectiveness of the tour as a branding tool.

The findings collectively suggest that the Iran—Azerbaijan Cycling Tour can
meaningfully contribute to urban branding only when it is embedded within a
comprehensive and multidimensional urban development strategy rather than treated as
a standalone event. Achieving this requires institutional synergy among governing
bodies, targeted investment in both physical and soft urban infrastructure, reformed
media and marketing policies, and the adoption of experience-centered branding
approaches that reflect the lived realities of tourists and residents alike.

In conclusion, by systematically mapping the opportunities and challenges of this
event, the present study offers a practical analytical framework for policymakers, urban
managers, and sports authorities. When strategically leveraged, the Iran—Azerbaijan
Cycling Tour can serve as a sustainable and competitive asset in strengthening the urban
brand and enhancing the regional profile of its host cities at the national and
international levels.

KEYWORDS
Urban Branding; Cycling Tour; Fuzzy Delphi; Iran—Azerbaijan; Sports Marketing.
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