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1. Introduction

The most important tourism in the present era is most dependent on its economic
cycle, which has a high potential in the field of local and international economic
dynamics (Aratuo & Etienne, 2019:333). Despite the rich historical, cultural and
natural capabilities of this country, Iran's share in the world tourism economy is
currently only 11 percent of the global share. This is while it is always developing
and Iran in particular can be considered the most important source of income.
Because Iran is in the tenth place in terms of tourist attractions and in terms of the
world's biodiversity, it is in the fifth place in the world. However, it does not occupy
a suitable place in terms of attracting tourists and 96% of the country's historical
attractions are still unknown (Ahmadizad and Karan, 2017:224).

Rural tourism will bring local people to the villagers by increasing the level of
productivity in rural areas, creating job opportunities, preserving the culture of the
people and attracting people's participation. In other words, rural tourism policies
have a positive impact on rural non-agricultural income (Yang, 2012:59).
Standardized methods of advertising and marketing are giving way to digital data
management. Moreover, it is so powerful that it can help revive the economy
(Munshi & Munshi, 2012:190).

Another important factor in tourism is the mental image of tourists of tourist
destinations. The results of most studies indicate the impact of the tourist's mental
image of the destination on the travel decision, his behavior during the trip and
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return trips to that destination (Zanganeh & Shamsollahzadeh, 2011: 153). In fact,
while tourism, especially rural tourism, has been the subject of various studies, a
significant gap remains on how digital design, by mediating tourists' mental image
of destinations, can increase tourist attraction to rural areas.

This study aims to fill this theoretical gap by examining the mediating role of
tourists’ mental image in the relationship between digital marketing and tourist
attraction, which can help to promote dynamic tourism in rural areas. This study
addresses the theoretical and geographical gaps with the Kandovan tourism region
of East Azerbaijan.

Research Question

Main research question: Does digital advertising have a positive effect on attracting
tourists in rural areas through the mediation of tourist image?

Sub-research questions

Does digital advertising have a positive effect on attracting tourists?

Does digital advertising have a positive effect on tourist image?

Does tourism image have a positive effect on attracting tourists?

2. Literature Review

Previous studies have examined the roles of digital in tourism, but previous studies
have focused on urban destinations and neglected the challenges specific to rural
areas. Studies such as Alaei et al. (1403: 794) and Tahmasppour et al. (1400: 156)
highlight the technical aspects of digital tools and perception, but fail to address the
shaping of digital advertising on tourists’ mental images of rural destinations.
Similarly, while studies on social media and search engine marketing (e.g., Razavi,
2018:43; Mohammadi et al., 2019:89) demonstrate the effectiveness of digital
platforms in promoting tourism, these tools tend to neglect the development of rural
areas. Sari and Saputra (2021:92) and Chigovi (2022:1) examined advertising in
tourism, but did not examine how digital advertising can specifically attract visitors
to less rural areas. Therefore, there is a clear gap in understanding how digital
advertising can portray images of tourists and influence their decision to visit rural
destinations, a gap that this study aims to fill.

3. Methodology

This research used an applied research design and used a survey research design.
The statistical population of this study includes 384 Azerbaijani visitors to the
eastern Kandovan village. The research data collection methods are divided into two
methods: libraries and field studies. In this article, library methods such as books,



249 |

scientific articles, scientific research and specialized journals, research projects, and
websites have been used for editing and writing. A survey method has also been
used through a questionnaire. The questionnaire of this study is online. SPSS 26 and
smartpls software are used to analyze and analyze data.

4. Conclusion

This study shows that digital advertising has a significant positive effect on
attracting tourists to rural areas, which is consistent with the results of Armutcho et
al. (2023: 104025). Also, the effect of digital advertising on the formation of tourists'
positive mental image of the destination is similar to the findings of Zanganeh and
Shamsollahzadeh (2013: 153). In addition to the positive mental image on tourist
attraction, a major study was also confirmed. The main innovation of this research is
the detailed examination of the role of mental image in this process. This study also
responds to the gaps in the rural tourism literature and shows that digital advertising
can have a positive effect on attracting tourists to these rural areas by mediating
mental image.
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