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Abstract  

Aim/Purpose: This research aims to identify the key components of Suzhou’s city brand, evaluate the 
effectiveness of its integrated marketing communication (IMC) strategies, and propose actionable 
initiatives to enhance the city's global brand identity. By addressing these objectives, the study seeks 
to strengthen Suzhou’s position as a cultural and economic hub, providing practical recommendations 
for policymakers and marketers to improve its global recognition and appeal.  

Introduction/Background: City branding has emerged as a critical strategy for fostering economic 
growth, cultural prominence, and tourism development. Suzhou, known for its rich history, cultural 
heritage, and robust economic profile, faces the challenge of effectively positioning itself as a global 
city in a competitive international landscape. This study focuses on leveraging Suzhou’s unique assets 
to strengthen its city brand through strategic IMC initiatives. The research highlights the need to 
balance tradition with innovation to attract international audiences and investment by aligning the 
city's historical and cultural identity with contemporary marketing practices.   

Methodology: This qualitative case study explored Suzhou’s city brand and integrated marketing 
communication (IMC) strategies through primary and secondary data collection. Primary data 
consisted of in-depth interviews with 15 tourism brand managers from Suzhou’s cultural tourism 
industry, selected for their expertise in IMC and branding initiatives. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted face-to-face with audio recordings (with consent) and supplemented by notes. Secondary 
data included reports, academic studies, and official documents, providing historical and contextual 
insights. Thematic analysis identified patterns within the qualitative data, supported by triangulation 
to ensure reliability and validity. Member checking allowed participants to review and verify 
interpretations, further enhancing credibility. This approach revealed both strengths and areas for 
improvement in Suzhou’s branding strategies. 

Findings: The study revealed that Suzhou’s city brand is anchored in four primary pillars. First, its rich 
historical and cultural heritage, characterized by well-preserved ancient architecture, classical 
gardens, and vibrant traditions, forms the cornerstone of its identity. Second, the city’s economic 
strength and market potential, driven by thriving industries and an innovation-focused economy, 
establish it as a regional economic powerhouse. Third, Suzhou’s high quality of life, combining urban 
conveniences with natural beauty, significantly enhances its appeal as a livable destination. Lastly, its 
diverse tourism resources, including UNESCO World Heritage sites and picturesque waterways, 
position Suzhou as a premier destination for both domestic and international tourists. To strengthen 
its brand, Suzhou has implemented effective IMC strategies. Social media campaigns promote cultural 
events, festivals, and tourism packages on platforms like WeChat, Weibo, and Instagram. Online 
advertising leverages targeted ads to reach global audiences, while promotional events such as trade 
shows, cultural festivals, and business forums showcase the city’s strengths. These initiatives have 
significantly bolstered Suzhou’s brand recognition, increased tourism, and enhanced its global 
reputation. Despite these successes, challenges persist. Inconsistent branding messages across 
platforms dilute the city’s core identity, while limited use of certain digital platforms and insufficient 
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engagement with international audiences restrict Suzhou’s outreach. Addressing these challenges is 
crucial to solidifying its global brand presence. 

Contribution/Impact on Society: This research contributes to the field of city branding and marketing 
communication by providing actionable insights into how cities can leverage their unique assets to 
enhance global recognition. The study highlights how cities like Suzhou can integrate their cultural 
heritage, economic strengths, and tourism resources to create a compelling city brand. It also 
addresses challenges such as inconsistent messaging and underutilization of digital platforms, offering 
recommendations for improvement. For policymakers and marketers, the research underscores the 
importance of coordinated strategies for sustainable urban development, attracting investment, 
tourism, and talent, and ensuring long-term economic and cultural growth. 

Recommendations: To further enhance Suzhou’s city brand, it is recommended that a stronger 
synergy between online and offline marketing efforts be developed, a cohesive and unified visual 
identity be established, and marketing activities across various communication platforms be 
integrated. Additionally, existing challenges in marketing implementation should be addressed by 
focusing more on Suzhou’s cultural heritage, drawing inspiration from global best practices, and 
targeting specific audience segments, all of which would significantly strengthen Suzhou’s brand 
identity and appeal. 

Research Limitation: The study is limited by its qualitative approach and the relatively small sample 
size of 15 informants, which may not fully capture the diversity of perspectives on Suzhou’s branding 
efforts. Furthermore, the research focuses exclusively on Suzhou, making it less applicable to cities 
with differing cultural, economic, or social contexts. 

Future Research: Future studies should explore the long-term effects of IMC strategies on city 
branding through longitudinal research, offering insights into strategy evolution and sustained impact. 
Quantitative approaches could confirm variables in city branding and IMC, enabling a more robust 
analysis. Additionally, research on audience segmentation using demographic, behavioral, and 
psychographic data can enhance tailored marketing strategies. Comparative studies across cities could 
also identify best practices and innovative approaches to city branding. 
 

Keywords: Brand, integrated marketing strategy, tourism promotion 
 

Introduction 
In an increasingly globalized and competitive market, city branding and image are crucial for 

attracting investment, promoting tourism, and stimulating economic growth (Ma et al., 2021). Thus, 
exploring the construction of city brands and the role of integrated marketing communication 
strategies has become particularly urgent. 

Suzhou, China, serves as an exemplary case for exploring city branding due to its rich historical and 
cultural heritage, which has positioned it as a leading city in tourism and economic development (Xu 
et al., 2024). The city has demonstrated significant market potential, with tourism being a major 
contributor to its economy. Suzhou attracted over 100 million domestic and international tourists in 
the past year, generating revenue exceeding 50 billion Renminbi (RMB), highlighting the economic 
importance of tourism in the region. Additionally, Suzhou's GDP in 2022 reached 2.4 trillion RMB, 
showcasing the city's robust economic growth and dynamic markets (China Briefing, 2023; Suzhou 
Municipal Government, 2024). These statistics reflect the city's unique charm and market potential, 
which are central to its city brand. 

Studying Suzhou’s city brand and its integrated marketing communication strategies provides 
valuable insights into how cities could leverage their unique characteristics to build a competitive 
advantage. As urban development continues, city branding and communication strategies become 
increasingly vital. Globalization and intense market competition require cities to effectively highlight 
their attractions and competitive advantages on the global stage (Ng et al., 2023). To build a successful 
city brand, it is essential to consider factors such as historical and cultural assets, tourism resources, 
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economic strengths, and the quality of life for residents (Yang et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2020). Effective 
integrated marketing communication strategies allow cities to communicate their core values and 
unique attributes to key target audiences, including tourists, investors, and local residents (Kavaratzis, 
2004; Ma et al., 2021). 

Theoretical frameworks on city branding have emphasized the importance of integrating various 
factors, such as historical and cultural assets, economic attributes, and quality of life, to build a 
cohesive and appealing city image (Yang et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2020). For instance, Suzhou City is 
renowned for its classical gardens, a UNESCO World Heritage site, and its thriving economy as a 
leading hub for high-tech industries and manufacturing, making it a compelling case for city branding 
efforts (Zeng, 2019; Zhang, 2023). Integrated marketing communication strategies play a critical role 
in conveying a city’s core values and unique attractions to target audiences, including potential 
tourists, investors, and local residents (Kavaratzis, 2004; Ma et al., 2021). While prior studies have 
demonstrated the effectiveness of such strategies in enhancing brand visibility and engagement 
(Aitken & Campelo, 2011; Zenker et al., 2017), there has been limited research exploring their 
application in the context of Suzhou City, particularly in aligning its historical and economic 
characteristics with cohesive branding efforts. This gap highlights the need for further investigation 
into Suzhou's branding practices to bridge the resulting disconnect between its unique identity and 
global visibility. 

Despite extensive research on city branding from the perspectives of urban planning and business, 
there remains a noticeable gap in studies that focus on integrated marketing communication as a tool 
for developing city brands. This paper seeks to fill this gap by analyzing Suzhou’s city brand through 
the lens of integrated marketing communication. The research objectives were threefold: (1) to 
identify the key components of Suzhou’s city brand, (2) to assess the effectiveness of its integrated 
marketing communication strategies in promoting the city brand, and (3) to propose initiatives aimed 
at enhancing Suzhou’s city brand through these communication strategies. By addressing these 
objectives, the study aimed to offer a comprehensive understanding of how integrated marketing 
communication may contribute to Suzhou’s branding efforts and provide recommendations for its 
future development. 

 
Literature Review 
Brief Profile of Suzhou  

Suzhou, a major city in Jiangsu Province, China, holds a distinguished place in the country’s cultural, 
historical, and economic landscape (see Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1 Suzhou's City Map 
 

     
 

Source. China Highlights, 2024 

 
With a population exceeding 12 million, it ranks among the region's most populous and influential 

cities (Hu et al., 2024). The city’s legacy dates back over 2,500 years, making it one of China’s oldest 



 

54 

cities, and its history is deeply intertwined with traditional Chinese art, culture, and industry. Known 
for its serene classical Chinese gardens, Suzhou has earned the title of the "Venice of the East" due to 
its intricate network of canals and waterways that traverse the city (Jiang et al., 2022). These canals, 
along with iconic sites like the Humble Administrator's Garden, Lingering Garden, and the Grand 
Canal—a UNESCO World Heritage Site—are a testament to Suzhou’s historical importance and 
aesthetic value (Liu et al., 2024a). These gardens, which were once the private retreats of wealthy 
scholars and officials, are characterized by meticulously arranged plantings, tranquil ponds, and 
architectural features designed to create harmony with nature. 

Geographically, Suzhou is strategically located in the Yangtze River Delta, just 100 kilometers from 
Shanghai, making it a vital link in the region's economic and cultural network (Zhang et al., 2021; Ding 
et al., 2024). Its proximity to Shanghai, a global economic powerhouse, has enabled Suzhou to become 
a significant hub for tourism, commerce, and industry. The city is not only a popular tourist 
destination, but also an important center for trade, especially in silk production and textile 
manufacturing, for which it has been famous for centuries (Mau, 2024). Moreover, Suzhou has 
diversified its economy in recent years, emerging as a leader in high-tech industries such as 
biotechnology, information technology, and advanced manufacturing (Chen et al., 2022). Its industrial 
parks and modern infrastructure, coupled with its rich cultural heritage, have made it a key area for 
both foreign and domestic investment. 

Suzhou's city brand reflects its unique blend of cultural heritage, economic vitality, and innovative 
development (Xing & Guo, 2024). The city has seamlessly integrated its ancient traditions with modern 
infrastructure, creating a distinct identity that resonates with both residents and visitors. Suzhou’s 
well-developed transportation network, including high-speed rail connections to major cities and its 
growing international business presence, reinforce its position as a forward-thinking metropolis 
(Shuai, 2024). At the same time, Suzhou has placed a strong emphasis on sustainable development, 
with initiatives aimed at enhancing urban livability and environmental quality, ensuring a harmonious 
balance between growth and preservation (Liu et al., 2024b). This fusion of historical charm, economic 
prosperity, and innovation contributes to Suzhou’s reputation as a dynamic and influential city within 
China’s rapidly evolving landscape, making it a compelling destination for tourism, investment, and 
cultural exchange. 

 
City Brand  

The concept of "city brand" has its roots in Western countries, where "national marketing" is a 
dominant topic in academic circles, leading to extensive research on the subject. Kotler, a pioneer in 
marketing, proposed that cities, regions, and even towns could engage in "location marketing" to 
leverage their distinctive features as competitive advantages. He suggested that these areas should 
use their actual attributes to create a compelling brand image for residence, tourism, and investment. 
According to Kotler et al. (2021), "national marketing: creating strategic methods for a nation's 
wealth" is considered a marketing behavior where regional marketing focuses on developing around 
the region's unique characteristics to meet audience needs and integrate internal and external 
"products." 

In his book on strategic brand management, Lalaounis (2020) argued that virtually anything could 
become a brand, with the primary goal being to make the brand known and create a favorable 
perception among its audiences. The transformation of economic resources has significantly impacted 
city brand development, as a strong city brand influences and promotes commercial investment and 
related industries. Therefore, enhancing the integration and connection among various elements of a 
city brand is crucial to advancing its development in a more professional and intentional direction. 

Brand theory underscores the role of core brand elements, such as differentiation, equity, and 
identity, in building a strong city brand (Green et al., 2016; Bonakdar & Audirac, 2020). Differentiation 
involves identifying and highlighting unique features that distinguish a city from its competitors, while 
equity refers to the perceived value and emotional resonance of the brand among its target audiences 
(Górska-Warsewicz, 2020). Identity encompasses the cohesive and consistent representation of a 
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city's character and values through branding initiatives (Chan et al., 2022). In the context of city 
branding, integrating these elements with cultural and historical landmarks is particularly important, 
as these features serve as tangible and symbolic representations of a city’s heritage and uniqueness. 

Research has consistently demonstrated that cities with a distinct and unified brand identity, 
particularly those emphasizing their architectural landmarks, cultural traditions, or natural beauty, are 
more likely to attract tourism, foreign investment, and other forms of economic development (Anholt, 
2010; Al-Hinkawi & Zedan, 2021). These brand elements not only enhance a city's appeal, but also 
foster a sense of pride and belonging among local residents, strengthening the brand’s internal 
cohesion. For instance, cities such as Paris and Kyoto have successfully leveraged their iconic 
landmarks and cultural attributes—like the Eiffel Tower or traditional tea houses—to create globally 
recognized brands that attract millions of visitors annually (Yousaf & Fan, 2020). 

Similarly, Suzhou, renowned for its classical gardens, ancient waterways, and silk production 
heritage, presents an untapped opportunity to align its brand identity with these iconic features (Jiang 
et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2024b; Xing & Guo, 2024). By strategically promoting its historical and cultural 
assets, Suzhou has differentiated itself as a premier destination for cultural tourism while reinforcing 
its equity as a city that embodies elegance, tradition, and innovation. Such efforts have included 
integrating Suzhou’s landmarks into its visual branding, storytelling campaigns, and digital marketing 
strategies (Fan, 2014; Chao, 2023). These approaches have positioned Suzhou not only as a cultural 
hub, but also as a modern, vibrant city capable of appealing to global audiences, including tourists, 
investors, and international businesses. 

 
Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) 

Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) have become increasingly significant in the marketing 
field due to their ability to combine various communication tools and strategies into a cohesive and 
unified approach. IMC aims to deliver consistent messages to target audiences, enhancing brand 
visibility and consumer engagement (Schultz & Schultz, 2004). This article explores the fundamental 
principles and benefits of IMC, along with their application in the contemporary business 
environment. 

The theory of IMC, introduced by Don Schultz, emphasizes the importance of adopting a consumer-
centric perspective. Schultz argued that effective communication with consumers involves presenting 
a brand image through diverse communication methods (Schultz & Schultz, 2004). He advocated a 
systematic approach to planning and executing IMC strategies, which involves creating a structured 
communication process that can be evaluated and managed effectively. This approach ensures that 
all communication efforts are aligned and work together to reinforce the brand message, creating a 
closed-loop communication system. 

The growing importance of IMC is supported by various scholars who have highlighted its 
effectiveness in achieving a unified brand message and improving consumer relationships. For 
instance, Šerić et al. (2020) discussed how IMC helps brands deliver a consistent message across 
multiple channels, which enhances brand credibility and consumer trust. Similarly, Porcu et al. (2020) 
emphasized that IMC facilitated better alignment between marketing activities and business 
objectives, leading to more efficient resource allocation and improved marketing outcomes. 

In the context of the contemporary business environment, IMC is essential for addressing the 
challenges posed by fragmented media channels and evolving consumer behaviors. As businesses 
navigate these complexities, adopting an IMC approach enables them to create more coherent and 
engaging marketing campaigns, ultimately driving better performance and stronger brand 
connections (Pisicchio & Toaldo, 2021). Incorporating IMC into city branding involves aligning tools 
with brand elements such as historical landmarks, cultural assets, and economic offerings. For 
example, Šerić et al. (2020) discussed the role of IMC in creating consistent messages across multiple 
channels, which is crucial for establishing credibility and trust. Pisicchio and Toaldo (2021) emphasized 
that IMC improves brand cohesion, especially for cities competing in the tourism sector. 
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When applied to city branding, IMC tools can highlight key attractions such as Suzhou’s classical 
gardens, historical architecture, and silk production heritage. These landmarks can be promoted using 
IMC strategies to target domestic and international audiences, showcasing their relevance to 
contemporary tourism and investment opportunities. For instance, digital storytelling campaigns, 
interactive tourism apps, and cultural festivals are IMC strategies that can elevate Suzhou’s brand 
globally (Vel & Sharma, 2010; Sharma, 2024). 

The integration of IMC with brand theory provides a robust foundation for enhancing city brands, 
particularly by leveraging historical landmarks and cultural assets (Chakraborty & Jain, 2022). The tools 
of IMC, such as digital marketing, public relations, and experiential events, are effective in promoting 
city brands to diverse audiences (Šerić & Vernuccio, 2020). This article delved into the basic principles 
of IMC, its advantages, and its practical applications in the dynamic marketing landscape of the time, 
providing a comprehensive understanding of how IMC could be leveraged to enhance brand 
communication and effectiveness in Suzhou City. 

 
Research Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative case study research approach to achieve its objectives. Data 
collection involved utilizing both primary and secondary sources. Primary data were gathered through 
interviews with selected participants, while secondary data were sourced from existing reports, 
studies, and documents related to Suzhou City. The use of qualitative methods allowed for an in-depth 
exploration of the nuances and complexities of Suzhou’s city brand and its integrated marketing 
communication strategies. Interviews with key informants provided valuable insights into the 
perceptions and experiences related to the city's branding efforts. Secondary data from previous 
research, reports, and official documents offered a contextual backdrop and historical perspective on 
Suzhou's branding and marketing strategies. 

This paper primarily employed in-depth interviews, a widely used qualitative research method, to 
gather rich, detailed data (Hennink et al., 2020). The objective of using this method was to select a 
representative sample from relevant target groups within the tourism industry, conduct a thorough 
analysis of the research subjects, and derive meaningful insights into their characteristics, trends, and 
experiences. The process of conducting the in-depth interviews followed several structured steps to 
ensure reliable and comprehensive data collection. 

First, 15 tourism brand managers from Suzhou's cultural tourism industry were carefully selected 
based on specific criteria. The criteria included their direct involvement in the management of tourism 
brands in Suzhou, their expertise in integrated marketing communication strategies, and their 
experience with the city’s branding initiatives. Additionally, participants were chosen to represent a 
mix of public and private sector professionals, ensuring a diverse range of perspectives on Suzhou’s 
tourism brand strategies. 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format, allowing flexibility while ensuring that 
key topics were covered. A set of pre-determined open-ended questions was developed to guide the 
interviews, focusing on the respondents' experiences, perceptions, and insights regarding Suzhou's 
city branding efforts, and also the effectiveness of integrated marketing communication strategies. 
The semi-structured format allowed for probing deeper into specific areas of interest that emerged 
during the conversations (Buys et al., 2022). The interviews were conducted face-to-face. They were 
audio-recorded with the participants' consent, and notes were taken during the conversations. The 
duration of each interview ranged from 30 minutes to one hour, providing ample time for participants 
to give detailed responses. 

This research employed qualitative data analysis using thematic analysis, a widely accepted 
method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within qualitative data. To enhance 
the rigor, validity, and trustworthiness of the analysis, triangulation was employed (Morse, 2015). 
Specifically, triangulation involved the use of multiple data sources, including interviews with different 
tourism brand managers, to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the research topic. 
Additionally, member checking was utilized, allowing participants to review and verify the findings 
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(Birt et al., 2016). This combination of methods ensured that the findings were well-supported and 
credible. 

 
Results 
Key Components that Contribute to the Uniqueness of Suzhou's City Brand 

 Key components that contribute to the uniqueness of Suzhou's city brand are shown in 
Table 1. Suzhou's city brand is distinguished by a harmonious blend of historical charm, economic 
vitality, and a commitment to enhancing the quality of life for both residents and visitors. Central to 
its unique identity is the city's rich historical and cultural heritage, epitomized by its renowned 
gardens, traditional silk production, and vibrant local festivals. These elements reflect Suzhou's deep 
cultural roots and historical significance, creating a distinctive atmosphere that has attracted global 
admiration. Complementing this cultural allure are Suzhou's economic strengths, driven by diverse 
business sectors and key industries that fuel local development and prosperity. 
 
Table 1 Key Components of Suzhou's City Brand 

Key Components Sub Components 

Historical and Cultural 
Heritage 

Garden Art and Architectural Style 
Silk Culture 
Local Festivals and Traditions 
Architectural Style and Regional Customs 
Internationally Renowned Suzhou Gardens 
Suzhou Opera and Human History 
Unique Cultural Events and Festivals 

Economic Strengths 

Key Industries Driving Local Development 

Diverse Business Sectors 

Economic Advantages of Suzhou  

Market Potential 

Attractive Demographics 
Consumer Trends 
Urbanization and Infrastructure Development 
Growing Middle Class 
Government Support and Business Environment 
Initiatives for Market Tapping 
Integration of Digital Technology 

Resident Quality of Life 

Cultural Preservation and Green Development 
Infrastructure and Amenities 
Long-Term Stay Experience 
Economic Opportunities 
Educational and Medical Services 
Cultural Tourism Industry and Housing Policies 

 
The city’s strategic advantages and supportive economic policies are pivotal in enhancing its 

economic landscape, creating a dynamic environment conducive to growth and innovation. Suzhou's 
market potential is further accentuated by its attractive demographics, with a rapidly expanding 
middle class and a young, skilled workforce, positioning the city as a key player in the region’s 
economic transformation. The city's progressive urbanization efforts, including the development of 
modern housing, commercial spaces, and transportation infrastructure, foster a vibrant and 
interconnected environment for residents and businesses alike. 

Furthermore, Suzhou's commitment to digital integration is evident in its initiatives to incorporate 
cutting-edge technologies such as artificial intelligence, smart manufacturing, and sustainable urban 
planning, which not only attract tech-focused businesses, but also enhance the city’s global 
competitiveness. Government policies aimed at fostering innovation, such as tax incentives for high-
tech companies and subsidies for startups, further reinforce the city’s status as a hub for investment 
and entrepreneurship. 
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At the same time, Suzhou places a strong emphasis on the quality of life of its residents, balancing 
rapid development with a focus on cultural preservation and environmental sustainability. The city is 
dedicated to maintaining green spaces, improving public services, and ensuring access to world-class 
healthcare and education. This holistic approach to development ensures that Suzhou offers a high 
standard of living, making it an attractive place to both live and work. In combining elements of 
traditional Chinese heritage with modern urbanization, Suzhou’s city brand embodies a sophisticated 
blend of culture, innovation, and sustainability, contributing to its continued growth and appeal. 

The theme of the uniqueness of Suzhou's city brand is a harmonious integration of historical charm, 
economic vitality, and a commitment to enhancing the quality of life for residents and visitors. The 
city's brand is built upon four key components, each representing a distinct theme, as illustrated in 
Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2 Themes of the Uniqueness of Suzhou's City Brand 

 

 
 

First, Suzhou takes pride in preserving and celebrating its rich historical and cultural heritage, which 
is exemplified by its world-renowned gardens, traditional silk industry, and vibrant local festivals. 
These deep cultural roots provide a unique backdrop that enhances the city’s global appeal.  

Second, Suzhou’s robust economic foundation and adaptability in the global arena are critical to 
its brand, supported by diverse business sectors and a favorable economic environment that drives 
local development.  

Third, the city offers significant market potential for businesses and investors, with attractive 
demographics, growing infrastructure, and supportive government initiatives that create ample 
opportunities for growth.  

Finally, Suzhou is dedicated to enhancing the quality of life for its residents, focusing on cultural 
preservation, green development, and comprehensive infrastructure that together ensure a high 
standard of living. This multifaceted approach highlights how Suzhou’s city brand is built on a blend of 
tradition and modernity, making it a distinctive and thriving urban center. 

 
Effectiveness of Suzhou's Integrated Marketing Communication Strategies in Promoting City Brand   

Suzhou's IMC strategies integrate online and offline channels to boost the city brand. Social media 
and online advertising engage audiences, while offline events complement these efforts. Brand 
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awareness is measured using analytical tools, with successful engagement strategies providing 
benchmarks (Table 2). 

Suzhou’s city branding efforts leverage an integrated marketing communications (IMC) strategy 
that combines both online and offline elements to boost brand awareness, foster engagement, and 
attract a diverse audience. Through social media campaigns and targeted online advertisements, 
Suzhou connects with tech-savvy, younger audiences, showcasing the city’s cultural heritage and 
scenic beauty. Platforms like Weibo, Douyin, and WeChat are key to reaching both local and 
international viewers, offering interactive elements like live-streamed events and hashtag campaigns. 
However, the challenges of content saturation and fluctuating visibility on these platforms require 
Suzhou to innovate continually, perhaps through partnerships with influencers or by creating 
interactive digital campaigns that set it apart from competing city brands. 

 
Table 2 Suzhou's City Brand Integrated Marketing Communication Strategies 

Strategies Details 

Network Channels Social media campaigns or online advertising campaigns 
Engaging with its online audience through social media 
Challenges or obstacles 

Offline Activities and Events The factors make offline activities effective 
Cases of offline activities 

Measuring Brand Awareness and 
Engagement 

Specific tools or analytics platforms 
Examples of successful engagement strategies 

Put Forward Measures Synergistic effect of online and offline marketing 
Advice on how Suzhou can seamlessly integrate online and 

offline activities 
Potential challenges or risks in achieving synergy 

 
Offline activities, such as cultural festivals, exhibitions, and hands-on workshops, are crucial in 

providing immersive experiences that strengthen the city’s appeal. These events are most effective 
when they incorporate Suzhou’s unique cultural themes, use historic venues, and include interactive 
components that encourage participation. Strategic partnerships with local businesses and tourism 
agencies also contribute to successful execution, while a well-planned publicity strategy helps 
generate anticipation and broader media coverage.  

To measure the effectiveness of these efforts, Suzhou relies on analytical tools that assess online 
engagement metrics and offline attendance, providing insights into audience demographics and 
campaign reach. Campaigns that highlight Suzhou’s cultural assets—like the “Suzhou Heritage Month” 
or live-streamed garden tours—have proven particularly effective, resonating with audiences 
emotionally and generating high engagement rates. 

Recognizing the value of synergy between online and offline campaigns, Suzhou strives to create a 
seamless experience that enhances its brand’s impact. For instance, social media previews of offline 
events can boost anticipation and attendance, while livestreams during events provide online 
audiences with a taste of the experience, encouraging future visits. To achieve this synergy, Suzhou 
focuses on consistent branding and personalized invitations, informed by online data, to ensure 
relevant audiences for each event. Nevertheless, this integration poses challenges; it requires careful 
planning to avoid disjointed messages, and there’s a risk that audiences may favor online engagement 
over physical attendance. By strategically navigating these challenges, Suzhou can continue 
strengthening its city brand, enticing both domestic and international visitors to discover its rich 
cultural heritage. 

 
Initiatives for Enhancing Suzhou's Unique City Brand Through IMC Strategies  

The initiatives for enhancing Suzhou's unique city brand through integrated marketing 
communication strategies are shown in Table 3.  
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Table 3 Initiatives for Enhancing Suzhou's City Brand 

Initiatives Details 

Synergistic effect of online and 
offline marketing 

Strategies or methods Suzhou adopts to achieve greater synergy 
Advice on how Suzhou can seamlessly integrate online and offline 

activities 
Potential challenge or risk in achieving synergy 

Content strategies for showcasing 
cultural heritage and 
economic opportunities 

Innovative content forms or narrative techniques that could be 
incorporated into marketing efforts 

Innovative marketing content forms in the integration of city brand 
promotion and the cultural tourism industry 

Effect evaluation and future outlook 

Measuring brand awareness and 
engagement  

Specific tools or analytics platforms 
Examples of successful engagement strategies 

Segmentation of target audience Specific criteria or variables that Suzhou could use for audience 
segmentation 

Experience of other destinations or industries when targeting specific 
audience segments 

 
Suzhou has embraced content strategies showcasing its rich cultural heritage and economic 

opportunities. By integrating local stories, artisan features, and virtual tours into marketing 
campaigns, Suzhou connects emotionally with audiences, offering a vibrant snapshot of its culture and 
lifestyle. Innovative content formats, like virtual reality experiences and influencer collaborations, 
appeal to modern travelers seeking unique cultural adventures. To measure the impact of these 
initiatives, Suzhou utilizes tools like Google Analytics and social media insights to gather data on 
engagement rates and audience demographics. Successful campaigns that combine cultural 
storytelling with digital interaction have demonstrated high engagement, underscoring the value of 
content that resonates emotionally. 

Suzhou’s focus on audience segmentation further sharpens its outreach, ensuring targeted 
messaging for different traveler types—from cultural enthusiasts to business investors. By observing 
successful segmentation strategies from other cultural destinations, Suzhou can refine its approach 
and tailor its message to specific audience segments. Learning from these cases allows Suzhou to 
create more personalized, relevant content that aligns with its audience’s varied interests and 
expectations. 

Together, these initiatives position Suzhou as a dynamic city brand, balancing tradition with 
modern appeal. Yet, as global trends and audience preferences evolve, Suzhou must remain 
adaptable, continuously updating its strategies to maintain its competitive edge. This flexibility will 
allow the city to meet the changing needs of tourists and investors alike, sustaining long-term growth 
in both tourism and economic development. Figure 3 summarizes how IMC tools affect the Suzhou 
City brand. 

The relationships between key variables such as IMC tools (online, offline, and the synergy between 
online and offline strategies), which promote cultural and economic content in the context of tourism, 
highlight important city landmarks. This approach leads to increased brand awareness and audience 
engagement, ultimately enhancing Suzhou's city brand. Suzhou's IMC strategies effectively leverage a 
combination of online and offline tools to enhance the city's brand, attract diverse audiences, and 
promote its rich cultural heritage and economic opportunities. By utilizing social media campaigns, 
online advertisements, and offline cultural events, Suzhou can create a seamless and immersive brand 
experience that resonates with both domestic and international audiences.  
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Figure 3 The Role of Integrated Marketing Communication Tools in Enhancing Suzhou City's Brand 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The integration of innovative content, such as live-streaming and influencer collaborations, further 

strengthens the city's appeal. Despite challenges in maintaining synergy between online and offline 
efforts, Suzhou's focus on audience segmentation and tailored content allows for more personalized 
and impactful marketing strategies. To maintain its competitive edge, Suzhou must continue to adapt 
to changing global trends and audience preferences, ensuring its city brand remains dynamic and 
sustainable in the long term. 
 
Discussion 

Suzhou’s rich historical and cultural heritage has been pivotal in shaping the city’s brand. With a 
history spanning over 2,500 years, Suzhou is home to well-preserved landmarks such as the Humble 
Administrator's Garden and Tiger Hill. These monuments not only exemplify traditional Chinese 
architecture but also reflect the artistic achievements of previous generations. This aligns with findings 
by Bian and Haque (2020) and Kim and Wang (2018), which suggested that a city needs distinctive 
characteristics to establish a strong brand image. Suzhou’s city brand is thus grounded in its unique 
historical and cultural assets.  

Suzhou’s extensive historical and cultural heritage provides it with unique advantages for urban 
branding. The city's integrated marketing communication strategies effectively highlight Suzhou’s 
diverse tourism resources, cultural landscapes, and economic achievements. This approach is 
supported by Schultz and Schultz (2004), who emphasized the importance of utilizing multiple 
channels—such as diverse media advertising, well-designed thematic events, and social media 
engagement—to enhance public awareness and positive perception of a city’s brand. By leveraging 
these strategies, Suzhou has successfully increased the recognition and favorability of its city brand.  

Initiatives to adopt innovative content formats for promoting Suzhou’s cultural heritage resonate 
with the growing emphasis on experiential marketing in city branding (Smilansky, 2017). Drawing from 
successful branding strategies implemented in other cities, as noted by Chen and Thwaites (2018), is 
a proven approach. Utilizing iconic symbols and engaging in international exchanges have been 
effective strategies in various contexts. This study highlights the importance of audience segmentation 
based on demographic, psychographic, and behavioral factors, reflecting established marketing 
research practices (Nica et al., 2019). While Suzhou has made commendable progress in integrating 
its unique charm with its cultural and tourism sectors, the research underscores the need for 
continuous adaptation to evolving societal trends and preferences. By implementing the 
recommended initiatives, Suzhou has the potential to further enhance its city brand, making it more 
distinctive and appealing to diverse audience segments. 
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Suzhou's city brand is characterized by distinctive features stemming from four key components: 
its rich historical and cultural heritage, economic strengths, market potential, and the quality of life of 
its residents. This aligns with the city branding literature, which emphasizes the importance of 
historical and cultural elements, economic attributes, and quality of life in creating a compelling city 
brand (Yang et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2020). By leveraging a combination of social media campaigns 
and online advertising initiatives, Suzhou has effectively utilized contemporary technologies to 
enhance its city brand image, which is consistent with the growing trend of using digital platforms in 
integrated marketing communication strategies for city branding (Kavaratzis, 2004; Zenker et al., 
2017). This approach has successfully attracted both domestic and international tourists, encouraging 
exploration of its rich historical and cultural offerings. The success of Suzhou's strategies is reflected 
in increased engagement and improved brand awareness, which is aligned with previous research 
findings highlighting the effectiveness of IMC in enhancing city brand visibility (Aitken & Campelo, 
2011; Šerić & Vernuccio, 2020). 

To further elevate Suzhou's city brand, the proposed initiatives through IMC strategies involve a 
comprehensive approach, drawing from established city brand and IMC theories. This includes 
strengthening the synergy between online and offline channels, establishing a unified visual identity, 
and seamlessly integrating activities across these domains. These strategies are supported by IMC 
theory, which emphasizes the importance of consistency and coordination across communication 
channels (Schultz et al., 2010). Additionally, addressing potential challenges, emphasizing cultural 
heritage, learning from successful case studies, and employing audience segmentation strategies are 
crucial for refining and advancing the city's brand image, as highlighted by recent studies on IMC in 
city branding (Ng et al., 2023). By expanding on these approaches, this study contributes to the 
application and further development of IMC and city brand theory, offering a practical roadmap for 
cities like Suzhou to enhance their brand identity in a competitive global market. 

 
Conclusions and Implications 

This research study highlights several practical implications for city branding strategies. Suzhou’s 
successful use of social media and online advertising underscores the importance of leveraging digital 
platforms to enhance a city’s brand image. To build on this success, city planners and marketers should 
continue integrating their digital strategies with offline efforts, creating a unified and cohesive 
branding approach. This strategy not only attracts tourists, but also reinforces a city's global presence. 

Investing in tourism resources and improving service quality is also critical. The positive impact of 
these areas on Suzhou City’s brand suggests that other municipalities should prioritize similar 
investments to enhance their competitive edge. By focusing on these aspects, cities can strengthen 
their appeal and maintain a favorable brand reputation. Establishing a consistent visual identity across 
all marketing channels is another key takeaway. A unified visual representation helps reinforce the 
city’s brand message and ensures that its unique attributes are clearly communicated. This 
consistency is essential for building a strong and recognizable city brand. Additionally, promoting 
Suzhou’s historical and cultural heritage in marketing campaigns has effectively differentiated the city 
from other destinations. Emphasizing these unique aspects attracts tourists and solidifies the city’s 
cultural identity, contributing to its overall brand strength.  

For future research, longitudinal studies are needed to examine the long-term effects of integrated 
marketing communication strategies on city branding. These studies could provide insights into how 
branding strategies evolve over time, and their sustained impact on a city’s image. Additionally, a 
quantitative research approach could be employed to confirm the variables involved in city branding 
and integrated marketing communication, allowing for a more robust analysis of their relationships 
and effects. Further research could also explore audience segmentation in greater detail. 
Understanding the specific needs and preferences of different target groups through quantitative 
methods can lead to more tailored and impactful marketing strategies. 
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