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Abstract

Destination brand image is one of the key factors in attraéting and retaining
tourists, particularly in religious destinatio i identify and
analyze the subjective—objective association e brand of

Mashhad as one of the most important pilgri i Iran and the
Islamic world. The research employed a i oratory design,

were collected through a questionnaire (positive
ourists using convenience
ted in three stages—open, axial, and
debriefing and comparison with
lied, while reliability was confirmed

sampling. Thematic analysis was
selective coding. “ToWensure
existing theoretical fame

onsists of six conceptual themes. Results
ns play a key role in strengthening pilgrims’
emotional bond , While shortcomings in services can negatively
affect the overall eXgerience and brand perception. Therefore, managing
Mashhad’s brand requikes a comprehensive and integrated approach that
simultaneously addressesiboth spiritual and service-related dimensions. This
study not only provides amodel for branding religious destinations in Iran and
the Islamic world bdt also offers practical insights for policymakers and
religious tourism managers to enhance the pilgrim experience and strengthen
Mashhad’s international position.

Keywords: Destination brand image, Free association, Religious
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1. Introduction

In the contemporary world, cities are no longer merely geographical or
administrative units; they are dynamic, multidimensional entities
encompassing economic, social, cultural, historical, and tourism-related
aspects. This multilayered nature has made urban management and city
branding a primary concern for policymakers, city managers, and
tourism stakeholders. In the era of globalization and intense
competition among destinations, cities must estalalish a distinct identity
and mental image of their brand and consolidate it ifathe minds of target

income and employment but also fosters
capital, and emotional bonds betwe i estinations.
i oherent brand
image are more successful in attracting to enhancing their
anaging the city’s
brand image has becom‘n i sity for urban managers
and destination markéting or i
2. Conceptual {gramework
A city’s brand image consi
emotions, that

eptions, beliefs, impressions, and
ularly tourists, form about a

media and ad ing. sitive and strong image can enhance tourist
loyalty, while negative image may reduce travel intention
and weaken the deStination’s competitive position. Theoretically, a
city’s brand image Mtegrates cognitive and emotional dimensions.
Cognitive association§irefer to tangible features such as attraction
diversity and qualit vice levels, safety, hygiene, transport facilities,
costs, and urban management efficiency. Emotional associations reflect
feelings such as calmness, pride, belonging, spirituality, friendliness, or
even dissatisfaction and frustration experienced by tourists. These
intertwined associations create a comprehensive and lasting image of
the destination, influencing tourist satisfaction, loyalty, and subsequent
behaviors according to established tourism marketing models.
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3. Context: Mashhad as a Religious Tourism Destination

Mashhad, Iran’s second-largest metropolis and the country’s most
significant religious tourism destination, exemplifies the strategic
importance of city brand management. The Imam Reza Holy Shrine
attracts millions of domestic and international pilgrims, positioning
Mashhad among prominent religious destinations in the Islamic world.
Beyond its religious dimension, cultural, historical, commercial, and
service-related capacities also shape the city’s brand image. However,
increasing competition among religious destinations and rapidly
changing tourist expectations make managing had’s brand image
sensitive and critical. Tourists” perceptions are not
the spiritual and religious dimension Qut also encom experiences
iti ing, social
ese aspects

interactions, and the urban environment. Ig

can reduce tourists’ willingness to re the city’s
competitive position.

4. Methodology

Previous research on religious destinat mages has primarily
focused on spiritual and€Neligiaus dimen , often neglecting other
cognitive and emoti@ aspeets. Moreover, many studies have relied
on quantitativ&t‘ a questionnaires, limiting the

and the complexity of visitor
a qualitative-exploratory approach
ire and the free association method to
in-depth image of Mashhad. The target
population in grims and tourists visiting Mashhad, with 44
domestic tourist nding through convenience sampling. The
questionnaire contdined two columns—positive and negative
associations—without@predetermined options to minimize response
bias. Collected data were refined, merged, and organized into six main
categories:
1. Religious-Spiritual: Calmness, spirituality, Imam Reza Shrine,
pilgrimage rituals.
2. Cultural-ldentity: Historical and cultural symbols such as
Ferdowsi and Tus.
3. Social-People: Human interactions, hospitality, crowding, and
negative social behaviors.
4. Tourism-Experiential: Shopping, attractions, travel,
accommodation, souvenirs.

capture a com
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5. Economic-Commercial: ~ Costs,  economic  prosperity,
endowment aspects.
6. Urban Environment-Infrastructure: Public spaces, religious and
urban architecture, traffic, cleanliness, urban disorder.
5. Findings and Implications
Analysis revealed that religious and spiritual associations dominate,
playing a key role in forming emotional bonds and loyalty among
pilgrims.  Negative associations in  services, infrastructure,
transportation, and social interactions contribyte to notable negative
experiences and can affect overall tourist satisfactign. Positive cultural-

image, though to a lesser extent than
associations were primarily negative, in i nd service
expenses as limiting factors for i
environment associations were mixed;
architecture, and urban amenities were positiv
disorder were negative, Overall, shha
multidimensional and cOmplex, w ible and spiritual
experiences jointly infll&nceNsatisfacti oyalty, and subsequent
tourist behavior. Pr al implications for city managers, destination
marketing orga“' , olicymakers include enhancing

life, shrine
crowding, and
brand image is

, elevating hygiene standards, and
cultural associations in promotional
campaigns. Li
collection, wi
domestic and inte
quantitative surveys
events. In conclusion,

esponse bias. Future research could compare
al associations, combine free association with
nd study changes over time or after specific
ective management of Mashhad’s brand image
requires simultaneous§® attention to both spiritual-emotional and
cognitive-service dfiensions, offering a practical model for religious
destination branding in Iran and the Islamic world.
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