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Abstract
This essay examines the use of four different methodologies and research methods in the study of city branding. Through an analysis of these methodologies and methods-autoethnography, case studies, phenomenology, and interviews, the essay explores their strengths and limitations. The essay highlights the need for a more comprehensive and evidence-based approach to city branding research and emphasizes the importance of identifying patterns and suitable practices in the field. The findings of this essay represent the starting point of a long-term research project aimed at uncovering successful city branding strategies.
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Introduction
City branding is an increasingly important area of research and practice, as cities around the world seek to differentiate themselves and compete for visitors, investment, and talent. While city branding has been studied for several decades, there is still much to learn about what strategies are most effective in creating a successful city brand. This essay represents the starting point of a long-term research project aimed at identifying patterns and practices in city branding strategy. Specifically, we will try to explore the use of different methodologies and research methods, they are autoethnography, case studies, phenomenology, and interviews, in uncovering these patterns. 

By understanding the unique characteristics of different cities and the branding strategies that have been successful for them, we hope to provide insights and recommendations that can help Chinese cities create compelling and effective brands. The first stage of the research will focus on identifying and analyzing the branding strategies of a variety of cities and assessing the effectiveness of different methodologies and research methods in capturing these strategies. Through this work, I aim to contribute to the development of a more comprehensive and evidence-based approach to city branding.

Autoethnography and Case Study
Autoethnography 
Autoethnography is a process whereby the researcher produces a narrative by going into a particular environment and observing herself in that environment while recording various details. Bochner (2000) argues that autoethnography can be a potent instrument for examining individual experiences and delving into the interplay between oneself and the broader societal context. This means autoethnography can offer a unique perspective and contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex and nuanced nature of the relationship between the self and society. It is also proved by Denzin (2003) who claims that Autoethnography is a tool for inquiring the social reality by personal understanding. By incorporating autoethnography into city brand research, researchers can gain a deeper understanding of how the city brand is experienced by individuals on a personal level, the experience from individuals could provide wealthy data to the research. 

Autoethnography allows the researcher to appear in the research report as both the observer and the observed. The researcher recreates human interaction over a period of time through recording and expression, making himself in a given environment and the relationships between them the object of study. Chang (2008) points out that "autoethnography is a writing approach that involves introspection and reflection to investigate personal encounters, cultural factors, and social surroundings to achieve a more profound comprehension of the researcher's positionality.” Researchers can uncover insights about how societal and cultural forces shape personal experiences, identities, and interactions, it can offer a unique perspective and contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex and nuanced nature of the relationship between the self and society. By examining their own experiences and interactions with the city and discovering the complex ways in which personal experiences and social factors interact to shape perceptions of the city brand.

Through autoethnography, very personal experiences and ideas are recorded and studied, bringing the research into focus from the social group to the individual. The human being is the smallest unit of society and anthropological research cannot exist without the study of the human being, otherwise, it would be called 'group science' rather than ethnography. Xu (2018) argues that what anthropologists offer to the world is almost exclusively a blurred cultural 'group', where not only is the focus blurred and the individual disappears, but the concrete and vivid presentation of the mind is almost invisible. She (2017, p.67) mentions that “this style of portrayal has led anthropology to focus only on abstract ‘societies’ and ‘cultures’, with the result that, as Albert Piette, one of the top ten anthropology professors in Paris, criticizes, is that anthropology has lost the human being.” City branding is a complex process that involves the creation of a narrative or identity for a city that can appeal to various audiences, such as tourists, investors, or residents. By studying individual experiences and perspectives, autoethnography can reveal how different aspects of the city brand resonate with people on a personal level, and how these personal connections shape their perceptions of the city and its brand.

Autoethnography helps to study the philosophical reflection on what makes a person human. Xu (2011) mentions that a researcher can identify the significance of the individual from the group he belongs to by autoethnography, this approach can help prevent the ethnographic trap of exclusively concentrating on meso-groups and enables the researcher to discover the link between the individual and human group, rather than just concern about groups. According to continuing questioning and reflecting on his own experience and perspective, researchers involve a more introspective and interpretive approach, which can reveal insights that may be difficult to uncover through more traditional research methods, such as the emotional and affective aspects of city branding, the impact of personal experiences on perceptions of the city brand, and the role of individual identity and culture in shaping perceptions of the city brand.

I intend to apply autoethnography to the study of the relationship between brands and customers, and more specifically the relationship between city brands and specific tourists and visitors. Through autoethnography, I will explore what associations, expectations, and feelings city brands evoke in tourists and visitors, which will help to understand the patterns of emotional connections between city brands and tourists and visitors and will guide the next steps in practice. The practical part will be a case study and comparison of some city brands. The practical part will investigate successful and not-so-successful city brands to define the criteria for the success of city brands and understand the general patterns and methods of achieving success, to draw out some theories and methods of practical value.


Case study
The case study approach provides insight into the full history and status of an object. It brings detailed information and by collecting, collating, and interpreting this information, the researcher can understand the origins and development of an object and understands the role played by various factors in the development of the object. Case studies help the researcher to gain a comprehensive understanding of the object and to identify patterns and regularities. Yin (2003) argues that “questions such as ‘how’ and ‘why’ are more explanatory because they require tracing interrelated events chronologically and identifying connections between them, rather than just examining their frequency and scope.” As to my study in city branding, a case study provides a series of facts about what actually happened, so that I can understand which city used which branding strategy, what the city is like, what characteristics can be explored, what are the foundations for branding, what institutions or people have done with this valuable material, what relevant experiences these institutions or people have had, what considerations were made when branding the city, and what decisions were made. What was the experience of these organizations or people, what were their considerations when designing the city brand, and what decisions were made?

The case study approach has obvious strength in learning a specific topic. Crane (2000, p.5) claims that case studies investigate the facts and serve the detailed appearances of a social phenomenon, providing researchers and readers with the existing examples and the effects they have made, thus allowing the researchers to reference or avoid the same problems happening.  It explains the working procedure of this research method, as to my research, I can collect data on the visuals of the launched city brand, analyze how these designs give a voice to the city, which elements are keys, and which are necessary, and summarise the patterns of the composition of the city brand. I can then collect data on how travelers and residents have responded to these city brands, whether they have gained valuable information through the branding, what they are interested in learning more about the city, where their interests lie, and whether these responses are in line with the designers' expectations.

Daily life seems normal as it flows as usual, but it contains some rhythm and patterns which are essential for city brand research. Schorr (1997, p.10) suggests that “case studies provide important insights for others in the field concerned through in-depth investigation of facts that have occurred, bringing real-life events into academic research and enabling researchers to use concrete objects rather than abstract concepts as references.” It concerns a particular phenomenon or individual and can provide rich and detailed information about real-life situations, reveals how people respond to the environment, and how they navigate complex social and cultural dynamics. As to my research, the case study approach explains how the city brand works on people. These include city foundations, design strategies, design tools, audience feedback, etc. These are of great reference value to my research and can be purposefully drawn upon when integrating with city branding research in China while avoiding some potentially irrational manipulations. Yin (2003, p.7) claims that in case study research, the process of analysis is of utmost importance as it involves delving deeper into the core of the problem by moving beyond the surface-level symptoms and identifying the underlying issues that have been predetermined.

However, the process of data collection can be subject to a high degree of uncertainty. Some success stories have been published over a relatively long period of time and the information available on the internet is not comprehensive enough. At a time when social media is not yet popular, there is very little content that can be searched that is published through a personalized perspective. More often than not, the richness of information published through official or media outlets can be low. Boyd & Crawford (2012) suggests that modern forms of communication such as social media and other online sources can be a rich source of information for studying events that have occurred in the recent past. Researchers can collect valuable opinions by capturing the reactions and viewpoints of people who experienced these events firsthand. But some classic cases which occurred a long time period before have actually limited sources from different perspectives, historical events are often studied through the lens of the dominant cultural or social perspectives of the time, and alternative viewpoints may not have been recorded or preserved. 

In that case, the researcher can provide valuable insights into the social and cultural context of historical events by analyzing available sources in detail and placing them in their historical and cultural context, the factors that shaped events and the perspectives of the people who were involved could be gained by speculating.

Leone, M. P. (2010) suggests that tangible artifacts and material culture can serve as a valuable source of evidence for historical events, bridging gaps in historical knowledge and providing a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the past. Creswell(2014) argues that the use of secondary sources can be instrumental in providing valuable context and interpretation of primary sources, assisting researchers in making sense of intricate historical events. 

Another limitation of the case study approach is that data collection is time-consuming, it “requires significant investments of researcher time and funding (Baxter, 2008).” The in-depth analysis of a particular phenomenon or individual depends upon a substantial amount of time and resources. The collection of data from multiple sources requires a diverse set of research skills to get resolved. Yin (2018) points out that “conducting a case study is a significant undertaking that requires careful planning, extensive data collection, and a significant investment of time and resources.” The case study approach typically involves the analysis of complex data, which may require specialized analysis techniques and tools. This can require additional time and resources to learn and apply.

Furthermore, some cases are not necessarily representative and the methods generalized may only have worked locally at the time and may not produce the desired results in subsequent practice as it is “difficult to replicate (Stake, 1995)”, making it challenging to establish the generalizability of findings to other contexts or populations. 

Baxter(2008) wrote that the inability to replicate case studies is a significant limitation of this research method, as it hinders the ability of other researchers to build on the findings and test their validity. 

Phenomenology and interview
Phenomenology
Phenomenological research helps the researcher to look through surface phenomena and is a method of research that summarizes and generalizes from the bottom up. The object of phenomenological research is the various expressions of human beings, including visible appearance and invisible mental activities such as experience, consciousness, and memory.

As city branding is people-oriented, the perceptions from people are essential for making the principles and standards, all the materials that contain people’s living experiences can provide details to the researcher, then allow the researcher to explore what they mean. Gendlin, E.T. (1973) wrote that the task of phenomenological research is to describe and interpret the meanings of experiences as they are lived through by persons. Interpretive phenomenology is used to examine the dependent information of an experience in relation to other influences, such as the age, culture, gender, and mental health level of people or groups experiencing the phenomenon, this feature of phenomenology is valuable for the group portrait in city branding research.

Phenomenology focuses more on the study of specific groups of people whose experiences and ideas have been important sources of research data, which the researcher interprets openly to reveal the meaning behind them. “Research involves the detailed study of a subject (i. e., an individual, groups of individuals, societies, or objects) to discover information or to achieve a new understanding of the subject. Such detailed study often requires understanding the experiences of others so that we can glean new insights about a particular phenomenon.” (Neubauer et al. 2019)

Interpretative phenomenology also incorporates the personal experience and knowledge of the researcher, and when these personal experiences and perceptions are used to explain phenomena, the conclusions obtained will be highly personalized and unique, providing a useful addition to sociological research. Moran(2002) claims that no hypothesis should inform phenomenological inquiry; no philosophical or scientific theory, no deductive logic procedure, and no other empirical scientific or psychological speculation should inform an investigation. Instead, the focus should be on what is directly given to the individual's intuition. Consciousness contains all the personal history and the culture he or she is immersed in, it is the representation of an individual’s life experience(Lopez & Willis 2004).

“The findings reveal that individual as well as shared experiences work through brand association, brand personality, brand attitude, and brand image to shape a consumer–brand relationship.” (Chang & Chieng 2006) although the research concerns the commercial brand, the idea also can be used in the city brand research, in fact, one of the most essential roles of the city brand is improving the relationship between the city and the residents. 

Phenomenology respects the experiences and ideas of people as individuals, and can therefore give theoretical support to explore the substance behind these relationships when discussing the relationships between people and things in the outside world. The feedback of a specific group to a specific object in my research question is a discussion of the interaction between people as individuals and the outside world. I will use interviews to collect data and to differentiate and refine the responses of specific groups to specific objects in order to obtain a judgment on the effectiveness of these specific objects in city branding.

Phenomenology as a research methodology has some limitations as well as others. The first is that, it may be too subjective, as both the greatest feature and biggest limitation. Due to the differences in each individual's experience, background, culture, and beliefs, their understanding and interpretation of the same phenomenon may vary. The findings are therefore to some extent subjective, as they rely on the descriptions and interpretations of individuals' subjective experiences. Husserl argues that by the limitation of our research in the phenomenal field, we cannot make knowledge claims based on an individual’s experience, as we cannot objectively link one phenomenal individual to another (Williams 2021).

Individual differences need to be analyzed and understood on a case-by-case basis, which may bring about inefficiencies when interpreting, it also causes the restricted number of research samples, with insights gained through in-depth study and analysis of a finite number of individuals. This limits the breadth and representativeness of the research, making the findings of the study of limited applicability and generalizability. “Phenomenological research can be time-consuming, particularly during the data analysis phase. Researchers should allow adequate time for data collection and analysis, and should plan to spend several months working on the study.” (Creswell 2013). 

Some terms and concepts in phenomenological research are vague and capable of being interpreted in distant ways, leading to contrasting understandings by different researchers and readers, so the consistency of findings may be compromised. Van Manen (1990) suggests that phenomenology needs to be more explicit about its philosophical assumptions and its methods in order to be taken seriously as a research approach. Ashworth & Smith (2002) argues that phenomenology can be limited by the researcher's own preconceived ideas and assumptions, which can bias their interpretation of data.

Interview
The interview approach is an important tool used to collect data. The qualitative research method of interviewing enables participants to provide detailed personal experiences, ideas, beliefs, etc., and is a rich and comprehensive source of research data for the researcher. Kvale(1996) claims that the qualitative interview is a process in which the interviewer asks questions to his or her interviewee, these questions usually are evolving, and the answers containing the interviewee’s personal experience are recorded as data. 
This method has the ability to get extremely rich and detailed descriptions, which is much more than any other research method (Gubrium & Holstein 2002).

The interviews are based on the researcher's design and go gradually deeper from the surface through 15 to 20 questions, leading the interviewee to recall a former event or personal experience and to sort out its background, causes, and related events to give a personalized answer to a question. Rubin & Rubin (2012) points out that the qualitative interview is a method for gathering information regarding individuals' experiences and perceptions of their surroundings, founded on the belief that people possess the most profound understanding of their own lives, the interviewer must be willing to listen attentively and respectfully to the participant's narrative, allowing the participant to take the lead in telling their story.

It is therefore necessary to establish a basic level of trust and understanding between the interviewer and the interviewee. It is essential for the interviewer to convince the interviewee that his or her questions are based on research needs and not for other purposes, and this process includes fully explaining the subject matter and purpose of his or her research, informing the person that the entire interview is supervised by his or her research institution, that no information will be divulged, that any possible risks and consequences will be followed up by the appropriate people and institutions and that all recording methods will be used with the consent of the interviewee. A qualitative interview is a form of social interaction that requires the interviewer to establish rapport and build trust with the participant (Rubin & Rubin 2012, p.54). The goal of the qualitative interview is to create a comfortable and relaxed environment in which participants feel free to share their experiences and perspectives.

The interview will not last too long and will generally be around 40 minutes. The relative flexibility of a semi-structured interview allows the process to move along in a set direction while allowing the interviewer to adapt the questions to the interviewee's responses at any time, helping the interviewee to share some of their more valuable perspectives and experiences. “The qualitative interview is a flexible, iterative process in which the researcher adapts the interview questions and probes based on the participant's responses” (Kvale 1996). It requires the researcher to closely observe the participant and adjust or make further the questions to collect more valuable information.
Reflexivity is something the researcher needs to pay particular attention to. The influence of the researcher's personal experience and bias on the interviews will take away from the authenticity of the data and findings and can be minimized by cross-referencing the data, asking the interviewees to participate in the data analysis, and consulting other researchers. As Gubrium & Holstein (2002) points out that the interview as a research method requires a willingness to be open to the unexpected, to listen carefully to what is said, and to be alert to the nuances of language and meaning. “The qualitative interview requires the interviewer to be reflexive and aware of their own positionality and biases, and to strive for objectivity and accuracy in their data collection and analysis (Seidman, 2013, p.78).”

The interview approach is valuable for my research topic: the relationship between city brands and people. First of all, it provides visual data on how people perceive specific objects, such as traditional cultural symbolic elements in existing city brands. Do people have an impression of these symbols? What kind of impressions are they? How do different individuals recognize and interpret the same symbols differently? What is the relationship between these differences and the background of the individual interviewees? Secondly, recognizing the ways in which people perceive traditional cultural symbols in city branding will greatly enhance the precision of the positioning of city branding strategies, which can directly guide the weight and means of applying the relevant elements in my practice.

The value of the data obtained from the interviews depends to a large extent on the ability of the interviewer, which encompasses both the design of the interview questions, the interviewer's own openness to ideas, the ability to quickly detect some underlying semantics of the interviewee and, more importantly, the need for the interviewer to consciously reduce the possible influence of his or her own biases and experiences in order to make the interview results and research findings as objective as possible (Patton 2002).

Conclusion
By using these qualitative methods in city branding research, some deeper understanding could be gained, such as the city's identity, perceptions, and aspirations. This understanding can inform brand development strategies, enhance stakeholder engagement, and ensure the city brand is authentic, meaningful, and resonant with the target audience. Given the complexity and diversity of cities, research methods for cities and city branding also need to be flexible and effective enough to reveal patterns in complex contexts. 

These qualitative research methods provide an opportunity to delve into individual experiences, perceptions, and emotions, enabling a nuanced understanding of the underlying factors that shape a city's brand image. They generate a rich diversity of data, often in the form of detailed narratives, quotes, and descriptions. This qualitative data provides depth and texture to the findings, enabling a fuller understanding of city branding and facilitating the exploration of a range of perspectives and perceptions. 

The methodologies and methods provide insight into the underlying motivations, values, and meanings associated with city brands, going beyond statistics to capture the human aspects of branding and the subjective responses of stakeholders.

However, these methodologies and methods involve the active participation of the researcher in data collection and analysis. The researcher's perspectives, assumptions, and biases can influence the interpretation of the data, potentially introducing subjectivity into the findings. Researchers should take steps to mitigate bias through reflexivity and transparency in the approach, some instruments have proved effective, including keeping a reflexive journal or recording personal reflections throughout the research process, seeking out opportunities to discuss your research with peers or colleagues who can provide different perspectives and challenges, continuously engaging with relevant literature, theories, and existing research to identify potential biases or assumptions.

it allows for a more critical and self-aware approach, leading to more nuanced interpretations and reducing the impact of personal biases on the research process and findings.
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