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Abstract: This study develops a structure of host city image, verifies the backgrounds and consequences of host city image, 

and predicts spectators’ positive word-of-mouth (WOM) attempt through the host city via structural equation modeling. A 

descriptive methodology was used with the cooperation of the local city government; questionnaires were distributed to 

spectators of the 30th Iran International Cycling Tour (Tour de Urmia) in Iran. Convenience sampling was utilized, and 280 

usable questionnaires were obtained. First, the results produced a city image scale comprised of six factors and 21 items with 

reliability and validity. This scale incorporates the sports image into the city image to enable a comparison between the sports 

image and other city images, which is original to this paper. Second, the results indicated that affect toward the event (ATE) 

was a background variable to city image, image fit, and WOM attempt as a consequent variable. Third, the theoretical model 

could predict positive WOM attempt through the host city with a 23% explanatory rate. The host city of Tabriz provides 

evidence about the role of ATE, city image, and image fit, which is an important new contribution, as few studies have focused 

on city image or image fit. 
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1. Introduction 

Sporting events are expected to generate benefits for the 

host community [15], but they generate both positive and 

negative impacts to the host city, including social, economic, 

cultural, and environmental impacts [13]. Many researchers 

have focused on the economic impacts of sporting events 

because of their tangibility and visibility [10], but studies on 

socio-economic impacts have been increasing recently [46]. 

Focusing on social impacts is advantageous because 

validating the benefits of hosting such events [37] encourages 

their success and sustainability [8, 48]. One major social 

impact is the improvement of the city’s image such as 

increased recognition of the host city and improvements in its 

external image [3, 31, 37]. For example, cities have long used 

several mega events, including sporting events, as a means of 

improving their image [14]. The sporting event has been 

utilized as a means of city branding. City branding is used to 

achieve competitive advantage and increase investment and 

tourism [28]. Previous studies have found that developing a 

city’s image increases tourists’ revisit intention [27]. 

How image impacts peoples’ attitudes such as word-of-

mouth (WOM) and revisit attempt through the host city has 

been clarified by utilizing variables such as destination image 

[20, 27, 41], but few studies have addressed the relationship 

between host city image and image fit. As fit is a useful 

variable for explaining the favorable, strong, and unique 

associations people make between sporting events and 

products [17], it can be applied to the relationship between 

sporting events and city image. Furthermore, studies on city 

image have not included “sport” as a city/destination image. 

Doing so contributes significantly to sport management 

research. Thus, the purpose of this study is to: 

(1). Develop the structure of host city image, including 

sport image. 

(2). Verify the backgrounds and consequences of city 

image by including image fit. 

(3). Predict spectators’ positive WOM attempt through the 

host city. 
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2. City Image/Branding 

City images can be seen as the “currency of cultures,” as 

they reflect and reinforce particular shared meanings, beliefs, 

and value systems [40]. Major events have become a 

valuable form of cultural currency, particularly in terms of 

their image effects, “it is apparent that major events can have 

the effect of a shaping an image of the host community or 

country, leading to its favorable perception as a potential 

travel destination [19].” However, city image often consists 

of conflicting messages sent by the city government and is 

received and formed in the mind of each individual 

separately [28]. Thus, we need to understand the receivers’ 

perception of the city image. 

City image and city marketing are closely related to the 

initial phase of a city’s brand development [28]. Thus, city 

image is a key variable in city marketing and branding. City 

image plays an important social role by attracting tourists, 

encouraging investors to invest in the host city, and promoting 

local civic pride [6, 24, 29]. City image has two aspects: from 

the tourists’ point of view, and from the residents’ point of 

view. This study focuses on the tourist’s/spectator’s point of 

view. Regarding the tourist’s viewpoint, one popular study 

utilized city image in an examination of destination image. 

Destination image is described as an individual’s overall 

perception or the total set of impressions of a place [22]; this 

comprises three separate dimensions: cognitive, affective, and 

overall image [41]. Previous studies have regarded destination 

image as a tourism resource and have investigated the cause 

and effect of destination image in the context of tourism 

research [4, 20, 26]. For example, the positive relationships 

between destination image and behavioral attempt such as 

revisit and WOM attempt through the host city are well-known 

[27, 41]. However, previous studies on city image have not 

focused on the potential of “sport image” as a city branding 

resource. Doing so contributes significantly to sport 

management literature. 

3. Image Fit 

The concept of image fit represents part of the image 

transfer process [11, 16] Theories of image fit were derived 

from the sport sponsorship literature that examines the 

phenomenon of image transfer between an event and its 

sponsors in analyses of consumer responses, such as cognitive 

and affective reactions, to sponsors [17, 32]. During event 

sponsorship, “when the sponsor brand becomes linked with the 

event, some of the associations with the event may become 

indirectly associated with the brand” [30, p. ll]. This link is 

often called “image transfer.” The image of the event is 

transferred to the image of the sponsoring brand when an 

individual connects the event’s attributes or benefits or his/her 

attitudes about the event with the brand in his/her memory 

[18]. This branding show the relationship between branding 

and the goals of city marketing and the management of a city’s 

image as identified in the literature [1, 33]. 

Though a number of studies have focused on the relationship 

between event and sponsor, few empirical studies have clarified 

the fit between event and host city. Xing and Chalip performed 

theoretical research on the co-branding and bundling of a 

destination with an event [49]. They claim that the image of a 

sport event can influence the image of a destination when the 

sport event’s images are seen to fit the images of the destination. 

However, the study was based on an artificial lab experiments 

and was not applied in the field. This study extends the image fit 

concept to a real-world situation. Hallmann and Breuer is one of 

the few empirical studies to investigate this relationship in a real-

world context [20]. They created a model that includes 

antecedents (e.g., destination image) and consequences (e.g., 

behavioral attempt) to investigate the impact of image fit on 

future behavior (e.g. attempt to revisit the destination) in an 

endurance sporting event. Their findings indicated that city 

image influenced image fit and that fit also influenced future 

behavior. Therefore, image fit is a useful variable for predicting 

future behavior in the relationship between sporting events and 

city image. 

4. Affect Toward Event (ATE) 

Affect is an influential variable that stimulates consumers’ 

attitudes and behavior [2]. Various affects are inspired by 

sporting events because of their hedonic character [47]. Since 

sporting events are closely tied to consumers’ affect, it is 

reasonable to apply affect toward event (ATE) as an 

antecedent variable. Lacey and Close confirmed that 

consumers form a more favorable event–sponsor fit when 

they enjoy the event [34]. Other studies have found that 

consumers form more favorable event–sponsor linkages 

when they feel engaged with the event [5, 21]. Furthermore, 

several studies have shown that affective images (e.g., that 

are pleasant, exciting) have a positive influence on image 

evaluations [4, 35, 41], implying that ATE is useful for 

predicting positive linkages between city image and image fit. 

5. Theoretical Model 

Based on the literature review, we developed a theoretical 

model to verify the antecedents and consequences of city 

image and predict spectators’ future attempts (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical model. 

As a background variable, ATE is added to the model, 

while image fit and attempt to recommend the host city are 

added as consequent variables. 

The research hypotheses are as follows: 
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H1: Attendees’ ATE will have a positive impact on their 

fit between the event and city image. 

H2: Attendees’ ATE will have a positive impact on their 

city image. 

H3: City image will have a positive impact on image fit. 

H4: City image will have a positive impact on positive 

WOM attempt through the host city. 

H5: Image fit will have a positive impact on positive 

WOM attempts through the host city. 

Revisit attempt was not utilized in our model despite being 

a popular consequent variable [20, 26]. Since our research 

location is not a sightseeing destination, spectators are less 

likely to revisit it. Thus, we utilized only positive WOM 

attempt through the host city to represent city branding as a 

consequent variable. 

6. Context 

We selected Tour de Urmia (Azerbaijan) for our study. This 

six-day event was held in commemoration of the 30th Iran 

International Cycling Tour with the cooperation of Tabriz city. 

The event has been held for thirty straight years. In 2015 Iran-

Azerbaijan International Cycling Tour was renamed to Tour de 

Urmia (Azerbaijan). Tour de Urmia (Azerbaijan) established 

on 1986 by Asghar Khodayari and Akbar Goharkhani with the 

name of Tour de Urmia. This event was the first cycling event 

named after the Tour de Urmia and marks the first pivotal 

sporting event in Iran. It is the oldest standing cycling tour in 

Asia and Middle East. According to the event organizer, over 

thousands of people as spectators attended the event. The tour 

routes commences from Tabriz the largest city in Iranian 

Azerbaijan and it passes through Lake Urmia, Urmia, Jolfa, 

Meshginshahr, Sareyn and Kaleybar, and then it finishes at 

Tabriz; however, they do have sport facilities, such as an arena 

and stadium, as well as two professional soccer teams and a 

professional basketball team. Given these sports teams and 

facilities, the mayor wants to transform the city’s image into 

that of a sports city through sporting events. The city is 

expected to become a sports city. Assuming that sporting 

events prove to be an effective catalyst for transforming the 

city’s image, this event and the city are good examples of city 

image impact and are thus worthy of investigation. 

7. Pilot Study 

To develop the structure of host city image, a pilot study 

was conducted to collect data on the Tabriz (host) city image. 

A descriptive methodology is appropriate for understanding 

perceptions of city image [39]. A questionnaire survey was 

conducted at the last event (Iran International Cycling Tour 

2015) via convenience sampling. A series of questions was 

asked of 120 spectators’ (local citizens) concerning the 

image of Tabriz city. Table 1 summarizes the sample’s 

demographics: 61.9% of the respondents were male, and the 

40s was the highest age range. 

As per the Tabriz census, 50% of the population is male, 

and the average age is 42.9 (Tabriz city, 2015). Comparing 

the census data with the sample description showed that the 

male ratio was higher in the census, and the average age was 

on roughly the same level as in the sample. 

A discussion was facilitated with two experts (a professor 

of sports management and an associate professor of sports 

economics) by referencing previous city image studies [36, 

38, 44]. Two new factors were developed based on the 

discussion: Sports and city atmosphere. Sports comprises 

four items: Many sporting events, adequate sports facilities, 

effective sports promotion, and many sporting opportunities. 

City atmosphere also comprises four items—Stylish, Bright, 

Fresh, and Fun—corresponding to affective image [4, 41]. 

The City Image scale consists of 21 items with six factors: 

City/Convenience, Sports, City atmosphere, 

Sightseeing/Leisure, Nature, and Business. 

8. Sample and Data Collection 

With the cooperation of the local city government and event 

organizer, questionnaires were distributed to spectators of the 

2015 Iran International Cycling Tour de Urmia. Convenience 

sampling was utilized, and 280 usable questionnaires were 

obtained (for a valid response rate of 82.9%). Table 2 presents 

the demographics and additional sample characteristics. In the 

event samples, 65.0% of the respondents were male and 43.4% 

were married. The average age of the respondents was 36.9 

years (SD = 11.19), and 61.3% were employees. 

The survey data indicated that 31.5% of the participants 

attended the event last year. The willingness to attend the 

event next year was 

6.08 (SD = 1.15). 

Table 1. Demographics (pilot survey). 

Gender   

 Male 61.9 

 Female 38.1 

  100.0 (%) 

Age   

 Below 20 3.5 

 20–29 11.5 

 30–39 18.6 

 40–49 28.1 

 50–59 17.2 

 60 and over 20.4 

  100.0 (%) 

Table 2. Demographics and Additional Information (main survey). 

Gender 

 Male 65.0 

 Female 35.0 

 100.0 (%) 

Family 

 Single 56.6 

 Married 43.4 

 100.0 (%) 

Age 

 Below 20 1.8 

 20–29 28.1 

 30–39 31.8 

 40–49 24.1 

 50–59 10.6 
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 60 and over 3.6 

  100.0 (%) 

 Average 
36.9 (11.19) 

(SD=12.94) 

Occupation 

 
Employee 61.3 

  

 Student 8.8 

 Public worker 7.3 

 Self-employed 5.5 

 Other 4.4 

 Part-time worker 4.0 

 Home maker 3.6 

 Medical worker 3.3 

 Unemployed 1.8 

  100.0 (%) 

Allowance in a month Average 54629.7 

Past experience of attending last years’ event Yes No 

 31.5 68.5 

Willingness to attend the event next year 6.08 (1.15) 

9. Questionnaire and Measurements 

We adapted a city image scale with six factors and 21 

items from a pilot study: Fit four items; [45] and affect 

toward event three items; [34], adapted from previous 

studies, and WOM attempt (one item). The respondents were 

asked: “Would you recommend Tabriz city to others (e.g., 

friends, family).” A seven-point Likert scale was used (1 = 

“absolutely disagree,” 2 = “disagree,” 3 = “slightly disagree,” 

4 = “neutral,” 5 = “slightly agree,” 6 = “agree,” 7 = 

“absolutely agree”) for every scale. Several 

sociodemographic items were included in the questionnaire, 

such as gender, age, address, family, occupation, interest in 

the event, and willingness to attend the event next year. 

We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to check 

the validity and reliability of the city image scale. We also 

calculated construct reliability (CR) and average variance 

extracted (AVE) for the same purpose. Table 3 shows the mean 

value, standard deviation, and factor loadings for each city 

image item, as well as the CR and AVE for each factor. Table 3 

presents the results of the global fit indices that assess the 

proposed city image model’s fit with the data. Table 4 also 

presents the CR and AVE for image fit and spectators’ affect. 

The comparative fit index (CFI) was greater than the 

cutoff point of .90 [23] the values for the root mean square 

error of approximation (RMSEA) were not lower than the 

criterion of .08. [23]; however, the levels were acceptable 

from .08 to .10; [7]. The overall assessment of the fit indices 

indicated that the measurement models had an acceptable fit 

to the data. We further assessed the measurement models by 

examining the CR results and the extracted AVE for each 

construct [23]. We computed both the CR and AVE based on 

factor loading values to examine whether all the constructs 

met the recommended level of .70 for CR and .50 for AVE 

[12, 23]. The satisfaction of these cutoff values confirmed the 

reliability and convergent validity of the constructs [12, 23]. 

The computed CR and AVE values for the eight constructs 

ranged from .79 to .97 for CR and from .56 to .93 for AVE, 

indicating reliability and convergent validity. 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics, Standardized Factor Loadings, Construct Reliability Coefficients, and Average Variance Extracted. 

Items M SD β CR AVE 

City/Convenience    .85 .58 

1. Roads well maintained and repaired quickly 5.37 1.16 .60   

2. Road network adequate 5.34 1.37 .80   

3. Urban area 4.81 1.44 .85   

4. Busy city 4.99 1.19 .78   

Sports    .88 .76 

1. Many sporting events 5.13 1.24 .81   

2. Adequate sports facilities 5.55 1.23 .83   

3. Effective sports promotion 5.37 1.24 .83   

4. Many sporting opportunities 5.04 1.19 .72   

City atmosphere    .89 .66 

1. Stylish 4.04 1.36 .79   

2. Bright 4.76 1.24 .86   

3. Fresh 4.66 1.53 .80   

4. Fun 4.55 1.22 .80   

Sightseeing/Leisure    .79 .57 

1. Many places for sightseeing 3.85 1.14 .59   

2. Good restaurants and bars 4.09 1.16 .87   

3. Wide choice in shopping 4.48 1.35 .77   

Nature    .79 .56 

1. Natural wonders 4.45 1.42 .74   

2. Good weather 4.36 1.22 .69   

3. Access to outdoor recreational areas 4.26 1.40 .81   

Business    .84 .63 

1. Good place to do business 4.34 1.33 .73   

2. Local business appears to be thriving 4.19 1.11 .76   

3. Business innovation 4.05 1.28 .88   

 χ2 (df) RMSEA CFI 

 
516.26 .085 .900 

Note. M =mean; SD = standard deviation; CR = construct reliability; AVE = average variance extracted. 
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics, Standardized Factor Loadings, Construct Reliability Coefficients, and Average Variance Extracted. 

Item M SD β CR AVE 

Image fit between Tabriz city and TDU    .92 .76 

The company and the event stand for similar things 4.05 1.72 .84   

There is a logical connection between the event and the sponsor 3.80 1.58 .92   

The image of the event and the image of the sponsor are similar 3.34 1.55 .88   

The sponsor and the event fit together well 3.96 1.61 .83   

Affect toward the event (ATE)    .97 .93 

TDU is fun 6.37 0.92 .95   

TDU is entertaining 6.32 0.98 .97   

TDU is enjoyable 6.36 0.98 .97   

Word of Mouth (WOM) attempt through Tabriz City 4.73 1.24    

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; CR = construct reliability; AVE = average variance extracted. 

Table 5 shows the discriminant validity results for each scale. We assessed discriminant validity, which requires a clear 

distinction between any two constructs, using the method [12]. This method confirms discriminant validity if the AVE value 

for each construct is greater than the squared correlation coefficients between the respective factors. None of the squared 

correlations exceeded the AVE values, indicating discriminant validity in every construct. 

Table 5. Discriminant Validity (Average Variance Extracted Value for Each Construct with the Squared Correlations between the Respective Constructs). 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. City/Convenience .58a   
 

    

2. Sports .25 .76b  
  

   

3. City atmosphere .45 .23 .66c 
  

   

4. Sightseeing/Leisure .22 .13 .28 .57d 
 

   

5. Nature .01 .05 .06 .06 .56e    

6. Business .30 .27 .32 .38 .06 .63f   

7. Image fit .11 .12 .16 .19 .14 .13 .76g  

8. Affect toward the event (ATE) .04 .03 .03 .00 .02 .07 .03 .93h 

Note. a = AVE at city/convenience; b = AVE at sports; c = AVE at city atmosphere; d = AVE at sightseeing/leisure; e = AVE at nature; f = AVE at business; g = 

AVE at image fit; h = AVE at affect toward the event 

We conducted structural equation modeling using AMOS 22.0. Figure 2 shows the result for the hypothesis model, 

indicating that the measurement models had an acceptable fit to the data (χ
2
/df = 2.48, CFI =.900, TLI =.900, RMSEA =.074). 

The attendees’ ATE did not show a positive impact on their fit, while prove a positive impact on their city image. Thus, 

hypothesis 2 was supported while hypothesis 1 was not. City image positively influenced Image fit and WOM attempt; thus, 

hypothesis 3 and 4 were supported. 

 

Figure 2. Results of the structural equation modeling (χ2/df = 2.48, CFI =.900, TLI =.900, RMSEA =.074). 
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Finally, image fit had a positive impact on WOM attempt 

through the host city; thus, hypothesis 5 was supported. 

Nature and sports did not show a strong influence on city 

image. The R
2
 indicated that the explanatory power for 

WOM attempt in this model was 23%. 

10. Discussion and Conclusion 

The main contribution of this study is its focus on social 

impacts—those on city image—by developing a theoretical 

model utilizing several variables such as ATE, city image, 

and image fit in the context of an international sporting 

event. Though several social impacts have been pointed out 

in previous studies, this study develops the understanding of 

the role of city image in sporting events. 

This study develops a structure of host city image, verifies 

the antecedents and consequences of host city image, and 

predicts spectators’ positive word-of-mouth (WOM) attempt 

through the host city. First, the results produced a city image 

scale comprised of six factors and 21 items with reliability 

and validity. This scale incorporates the sports image into the 

city image to enable a comparison between the sports image 

and other city images. The sports image has not been 

included in city image studies [36, 39, 44] or destination 

image studies [20, 26, 41]; this paper contributes to sport 

management research. 

Second, ATE was found to be an antecedent variable to 

city image, image fit, and WOM attempt as a consequent 

variable. The positive relationship between ATE and city 

image is in line with previous studies’ finding that affective 

image (e.g., pleasant, exciting) has a positive influence on 

image evaluations [4, 35, 41] and is part of the close linkage 

between affect and sporting events [47]. On the other hand, 

hypothesis 1, on the positive direct relationship between ATE 

and image fit, was not supported. Perhaps because the 

research object was only the second event, a positive affect 

might not have influenced the image fit between the host city 

and the sporting event. Of the linkages between ATE and city 

image and ATE and event fit, the latter linkage may need 

more time to form. For example, a previous study suggested 

that increasing experience and knowledge of an event could 

strengthen the relationship between event image and local 

city image [42]. Thus, a linkage between ATE and image fit 

might form if the event continues to be held and spectators’ 

knowledge and experience of it accumulate. On the other 

hand, as an indirect effect (ATE to city image to image fit) 

has been found, ATE is a useful variable for developing 

image fit as mediated by city image. 

Image fit and WOM were consequent variables supporting 

hypotheses 3 and 4, in results that match previous study [20]. 

This confirms that city image plays an important role in 

developing spectators’ image fit and positive WOM and 

could lead to host city branding through positive WOM. 

Given that the relationship between City image and WOM is 

stronger than that between image fit and WOM (hypothesis 

5), city image could develop positive WOM even if Image fit 

has not been well-formed. 

Third, city image and image fit are factors in predicting 

positive WOM attempt through the host city. These results 

clarify the roles of city image and image fit, a novel 

contribution of this study since few studies have focused on 

these issues [20]. The study also provides a tested model with 

real-world marketplace applications that confirms findings on 

event fit and city image that have mostly been obtained from 

artificial lab experiments and student samples [9, 25, 32, 45]. 

One practical implication of this study is that holding a 

sporting event and entertaining spectators by inspiring 

positive emotions could develop city image and are useful 

factors in developing image fit and positive WOM through 

the host city. This implies that an event manager’s attempt to 

generate participation and fun in an event could help develop 

a city image. An entertainment program about Iran culture 

was held during the event near the event site and included the 

sale of Iran food and pastry and several specialty products. 

This helped create an international atmosphere that made 

spectators feel positive emotions. The organizers of the Tour 

de Urmia also arranged for amateur cyclists to participate by 

allowing them to use the main racecourse. Thus, creating 

entertainment programs and making them fun could be a 

useful way to develop the host city’s image. This study 

clarified one of the social impacts of sporting events, which 

event managers could use strategically as a city branding 

tool. 

Although this study offers several contributions, several 

limitations may have influenced the study’s results. First, we 

cannot generalize the results of this one case study; 

additional research is required utilizing the study’s structured 

model. Second, the city image scale must be improved. Since 

the model fit was not adequate, a destination image scale [20, 

41] should be considered in future research. Finally, H1 was 

not supported, indicating that the fit between TDU and host 

city has not yet formed. 

Further study, such as longitudinal research, must clarify 

the impact of fit growth on attitudes and attempt. Further, this 

study was conducted using spectators who live outside the 

host city; we need research from the host residents’ point of 

view. In the city branding literature, residents’ recognition of 

their own city is an essential element of city branding [36]. 

Most previous studies (e.g., destination image studies) have 

focused on the tourists’ point of view; multilateral 

frameworks, including the residents’ point of view, are 

necessary to explore city attractiveness. 
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