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ABSTRACT 
  

Purpose: Destination image marketing is a crucial starting point for successful 

tourism marketing, as visitors' images and expectations of their travel 

experiences can significantly shape their attitudes towards a particular 

destination. This study aimed to identify the influential factors forming the sports 
tourism destination image in Ardabil Province. 

Methodology: The study is an applied and descriptive research. The Statistical 

population of this study consisted of sport management experts, tourism 

managers and experts of cultural heritage and tourism departments, managers 

and experts of Sport & youth, tourism agency managers, and visitors of sport 
tourism. The research questionnaire was a researcher-made that was used after 

confirmation of its validity and reliability (α:0.81). Data from 362 questionnaires 

were analyzed by SPSS V.26 and Amos V.24 software. Also, the Bartlett test, 
KMO index, Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), and Confirmatory Factor 

Analysis (CFA) were used. 

Findings: The results showed that eight latent factors, including tourism and 

public infrastructure, local customs and traditions, local attractions, service 

quality, entertainment and sports events, natural and environmental factors, 

information and advertising, and social and security factors, are the influenced 

factors.  

Originality: Destination image is one of the most essential variables 

influencing a tourist's decision to choose a destination. By identifying the factors 
that affect the formation of the image of sports tourism destinations and using 

these factors to present a positive image, tourism destination managers and 

officials can attract more sports tourists and develop their goals. 
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1. Introduction    

In recent years, tourism has emerged as one of the most significant and rapidly expanding 

economic sectors globally (Naghizadeh-Baghi et al., 2023). Many countries have looked 

to tourism as a means of earning export revenue, creating jobs, promoting economic 

diversification, and enhancing the performance of the service sector (Ravinthirakumaran 

et al., 2019), economic growth (Haini et al., 2023), GDP growth, increasing job 

opportunities, income and improving standards of living  (Ma et al., 

2019),  facilitates cultural exchange (Chen & Yang, 2022), environmental sustainability 

(Baloch et al., 2023), Community Development (Brooks et al., 2023; Fazaeil et al., 2020). 

Also, preservation of cultural heritage (Qu et al., 2023), dealing with problems such as 

unemployment, limited foreign exchange resources, and monoculture economy 

(Naghizadeh-Baghi et al., 2023), employment-generating, income-earning and influential 

industry (Moradi Doliskani & Atghia, 2021) are the further effects. 

Most aspects of tourism occur in tourism destinations. Because of this, the World 

Tourism Organization has suggested that the destination be used as "the fundamental units 

of analysis in tourism" (Martins et al., 2021; Ranacher-Lackner & Zehrer, 2022). Tourism 

destinations are a multifaceted combination of various tourism and services (Hanna et al., 

2018). These products and services are utilized under the brand name of destinations, 

offering tourists a complete and fulfilling experience (Shapoval et al., 2017). Tourism 

destinations refer to a place where tourists tend to spend their time away from home. This 

geographical unit tourists visit can be an independent center such as a beach resort or a 

ski slope, a village or a city, a region or an island, or even a country (Javid et al., 2021). It 

includes accommodation, access, infrastructure and superstructure, tourist attractions, and 

various facilities. Due to the diverse and numerous components, a destination requires an 

efficient and effective system to achieve coordinated and integrated performance, meet its 

goals, and increase the satisfaction of tourists (Juvan & Rok, 2008). 

Due to the increasing importance of tourism in today's world and the competitiveness 

of the worldwide tourism market, tourist destinations are competing intensely to attract 

tourists. Expanding the tourism industry in any part of the world requires special 

conditions and facilities such as weather, historical sites, natural attractions, customs and 

traditions, infrastructure, and facilities and equipment (Ghaffari & Mamramezani, 2019). 

Therefore, tourism destinations should strive to increase their market share and revenue 

in the industry. However, in today's fiercely competitive world, the success of a tourism 

destination is not solely dependent on attracting first-time visitors but rather on repeat 

visits and effective promotion to potential tourists to ensure long-term success. As a result, 

effective destination management has become vital for officials and those involved in the 

tourism industry, focusing on enhancing quality, efficiency, and, most importantly, 

tourists' satisfaction to create a desirable and memorable image. Achieving this goal 

requires implementing various tools and strategies, with offering a positive perception of 

tourism destinations being one of the crucial factors that significantly impact the 

development of destinations. 

Ardabil province, situated amidst mountains and at high altitudes, is a popular 

destination for tourism and sports tourism in Iran. Its favorable climate, abundant 
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potential, and various capacities make it an ideal location for different types of sports 

tourism, including hosting national and international events, winter sports tourism, 

adventure tourism, hunting tourism, indigenous and local sports tourism, tourism tours, 

sports camps, ecotourism, and nature tourism. Despite having rich potential and unique 

natural gifts for tourism, Ardabil has not yet fully utilized these capacities to attract sports 

tourists. Studies and expert opinions highlight the need to improve the tourism system in 

each destination through effective marketing, especially during tourism downturns. In this 

regard, identifying components and factors that influence the formation of the destination 

image is considered an influential factor in achieving success in destination management. 

With such components, key strategies can be developed to attract tourists, maintain their 

loyalty, satisfy them, ensure sustainable development, and gain a strong position in the 

tourism market. Despite the importance of the destination image in attracting tourists and 

developing destinations, only a limited number of studies have focused on this topic, and 

these have primarily investigated it in a general sense. Therefore, this research aims to 

identify the most important components influencing the formation of the destination 

image and provide an effective model for improving the sports tourism destination image 

of Ardabil province by considering all relevant aspects. 

2. Theoretical background 

2. Destination image 

The destination image is a critical element of tourism management and is defined as the 

sum of beliefs, opinions, and impressions that a tourist retains in their mind about a tourist 

destination (Bahrainizadeh & Busheri Sangizad, 2019; Gričar et al., 2021; Haller et al., 

2021). Zouni et al. (2020) defined the destination image as ‘the sum of cognitive beliefs 

and ideas and impressions a person has of a destination (Zouni et al., 2020). Gil Arroyo 

et al. (2023) described the destination image as the sum of tourists' thoughts and feelings 

about the characteristics of a destination, and stated that the mental image of a tourist 

destination refers to all the beliefs and perceptions of an individual about a tourist 

destination. If a tourist destination has a desirable mental image among tourists, the 

likelihood of traveling to that destination will increase (Mansuri Moayed & Soleymani, 

2012). The destination image is one of the main factors in choosing a tourist destination, 

the decision-making process, and the selection of favorite tourist activities at the 

destination and recommending the destination (Zhang et al., 2014). An important point to 

consider about the mental image is that the mental image of a tourist destination (as a 

complex product) is a multidimensional concept (Ghaffari & Mamramezani, 2019). 

Tourists shape their mental image of a tourist destination by being exposed to information 

sources. Word-of-mouth advertising is one of the most influential and prominent 

information sources concerning the development of the mental image of a tourist 

destination (Ghaffari & Mamramezani, 2019). In this regard, Li et al. (2023) stated that 

aligning the presented destination image in information channels with the reality 

experienced by tourists increases their satisfaction with their experience, which, in turn, 
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improves the destination image (Li et al., 2023).  The results of Gavurova et al. (2023) 

research indicated that concerns about the safety of the tourist environment could be 

associated with a negative destination image; thus, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

tourists were looking for destinations with better safety conditions (Gavurova et al., 2023). 

Gorji et al. (2023)'s research on the tourists' perceived destination image and behavioral 

intentions towards a sanctioned destination showed that visitors generally have a more 

positive image of the destination than non-visitors, and their motivation for revisiting is 

also higher (Gorji et al., 2023). Use of culture and identity of the city to increase athletic 

motivation in sport tourism (Nazari, 2021). This means that direct experience of a 

destination can change its negative image in the minds of tourists and influence their 

behavioral intentions (Gorji et al., 2023). Zhang et al. (2018) showed that the destination 

image significantly impacts tourist loyalty and choice (Zhang et al., 2018). Shirkhodaie et 

al. (2016) stated that creating a good image of the destination increases tourists' 

satisfaction, which in turn leads to positive behavioral intentions, increasing future visits 

and recommending the destination to others (Shirkhodaie et al., 2016). Rajesh (2013), in 

his article titled "The Impact of tourist perceptions, Destination Image, and Travel 

Satisfaction on destination loyalty," demonstrated that tourist perception, destination 

image, and satisfaction all influence destination loyalty (Rajesh, 2013). 

3. Methodology 

The present study aimed to find solutions to existing problems through descriptive survey 

research using a questionnaire to gather individuals' views and ideas. The statistical 

sample consisted of tourism and sports management experts, managers and experts of 

cultural heritage and tourism departments, experts and managers of sports and youth 

general office, managers of travel agents, and tourists visiting tourist destinations in 

Ardabil province. The population was sampled using the random sampling method, and 

384 people were selected as the statistical sample using Cochran Formula with an 

acceptable sampling error of 0.05 for unknown and infinite population sizes due to the 

lack of accurate information about the statistical sample. Among the distributed 

questionnaires, 362 were evaluated as suitable and used in the analysis after removing 

incomplete and distorted ones.  

A researcher-made questionnaire was used as the research tool because of the lack of 

access to a standard questionnaire related to the research topic. To prepare and formulate 

the questionnaire questions, the researcher first identified the factors and influential 

factors on the image of a sports tourism destination by referring to relevant books, articles, 

and research. Then, based on the research topic, the factors and components involved in 

the image of sports tourism destinations in Ardabil province were extracted. After 

preparing the questionnaire questions, the questionnaire was given to 10 sports 

management and tourism experts to determine its content validity, and they were asked to 

provide their opinions and suggestions regarding the questionnaire. After receiving the 

views of the professors and experts, their thoughts and suggestions were incorporated into 

the preliminary questionnaire. Then, the final questionnaire for the research project was 

prepared with the approval of the supervisor and advisor. The reliability of the 
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questionnaire was estimated through Cronbach's alpha coefficient (α: 81), which was 

deemed acceptable in a preliminary study involving 30 respondents. To analyze the data, 

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was first applied to estimate the main components and 

identify latent factors, followed by Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to assess the 

importance and factorial load of elements, determine the most critical indices, verify the 

structure of the tools used, and offer a model. SPSS V.26 and Amos V.24 were used to 

analyze the data. Table 1 presents the demographic status of the research samples. 

Table 1.  Description of the demographic characteristics of the research samples. 

Relative Frequency Percentage Frequency Demographic variables of the research 

55.8 202 Men 

Gender 
37.0 134 Women 

7.2 26 Missing 

100.0 362 Total 

41.4 150 Up to 30 years 

Age 

 

28.2 102 30 to 40 years 

21.0 76 Over 51 years old 

9.4 34 Missing 

100.0 362 Total 

40.9 148 Single 

Marital Status 
45.9 166 Married 

13.3 48 Missing 

100.0 362 Total 

17.4 63 Diploma 

Education 

49.7 180 Bachelor's degree and undergraduate student 

22.7 82 Master's degree and Ph.D. 

10.2 37 Missing 

100.0 362 Total 

4. Results 

The KMO index is 0.83, which indicates that the sampling data is sufficient for factor 

analysis since the number is more significant than 0.6. Bartlett's significance number is 

less than 0.05. Therefore, the obtained value is suitable. Furthermore, the significance of 

Bartlett's test at a 99% confidence level indicates the presence of a correlation between 

the desired variables for conducting factor analysis. Due to the suitability of the data for 

identifying and categorizing factors, an exploratory factor analysis with the varimax 

rotation method was employed. 

Table 2.  KMO index and Bartlett's test for research components. 
KMO and Bartlett's Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .836 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 6628.812 

df 820 

Sig. .000 
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The results indicate that all the items have a suitable status. Therefore, at this stage, 

there is no requirement to eliminate variables based on their lower factor loading to 

improve the cumulative percentage of explained variance. To determine the appropriate 

number of factors for this dataset in the analysis, the Kaiser Criterion was utilized initially. 

According to this criterion, only factors possessing an eigenvalue of 1 or greater are 

potential data variation sources. Table 3 shows the extracted factors and their percentage 

of variance explained. This table indicates that the eigenvalue of Factor 9 was more 

significant than 1, and collectively, these factors explain 62.125% of the variance in the 

data. The scree plot determines the number of factors to retain in an exploratory factor 

analysis (EFA) or principal components to keep in a principal component analysis (PCA). 

In the Scree Plot, the breaking point occurs at Point 10, where the value is greater than 1, 

and this factor is an extraction factor. Therefore, nine factors need to be extracted. The 

rotated factor matrix for the variables is shown in Table 4, which illustrates the 

relationship between the extracted factors.  

   

 
Figure 1.  Scree plot to determine the number of factors. 

Table 3. The extracted factors affect the formation of sport tourism destination image 

and their explanation percentage. 
Total Variance Explained 

Component 
Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % 

1 7.084 17.277 17.277 7.084 17.277 17.277 

2 4.450 10.854 28.132 4.450 10.854 28.132 

3 3.585 8.744 36.875 3.585 8.744 36.875 

4 3.250 7.926 44.801 3.250 7.926 44.801 

5 1.954 4.765 49.567 1.954 4.765 49.567 

6 1.537 3.748 53.314 1.537 3.748 53.314 

7 1.337 3.261 56.576 1.337 3.261 56.576 

8 1.245 3.036 59.612 1.245 3.036 59.612 

9 1.030 2.513 62.125 1.030 2.513 62.125 

10 .922 2.250 64.374    

11 .901 2.197 66.571    

12 .846 2.063 68.634    

13 .794 1.936 70.570    
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Total Variance Explained 

Component 
Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % 

14 .779 1.899 72.469    

15 .730 1.781 74.250    

16 .698 1.703 75.953    

17 .687 1.675 77.629    

18 .650 1.585 79.214    

19 .612 1.492 80.706    

20 .590 1.438 82.145    

21 .553 1.350 83.495    

22 .521 1.270 84.765    

23 .504 1.229 85.994    

24 .478 1.167 87.161    

25 .461 1.125 88.285    

26 .415 1.011 89.297    

27 .397 .968 90.265    

28 .387 .943 91.209    

29 .378 .922 92.130    

30 .355 .867 92.997    

31 .344 .838 93.835    

32 .327 .798 94.633    

33 .317 .774 95.407    

34 .303 .740 96.147    

35 .282 .688 96.835    

36 .263 .641 97.475    

37 .253 .617 98.093    

38 .245 .598 98.691    

39 .212 .517 99.208    

40 .196 .479 99.687    

41 .128 .313 100.000    

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

 

Table 5 shows that the ninth factor is excluded from the analysis due to being 

univariate, and the remaining 40 items are categorized into eight factors. 

Table 4. Rotated factor matrix of factors affecting the formation of sport tourism 

destination image. 
Rotated Component Matrix 

 
Component 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Q13 .776 .053 .002 .114 -.055 .152 .009 -.080 .183 

Q25 .722 .048 .179 .080 -.092 .113 -.095 .013 -.168 

Q19 .717 .030 .179 .090 .062 .254 -.048 -.025 .028 

Q18 .717 -.018 .137 .026 -.055 .245 -.061 .158 -.046 

Q17 .701 .082 -.001 .080 -.022 .044 -.003 .101 .154 

Q16 .676 .076 .073 .100 .103 .121 .022 .042 -.030 

Q12 .676 .029 .013 .002 .026 .269 .013 -.047 .081 

Q26 .658 .098 .028 .165 -.091 .016 -.065 -.015 -.396 

Q22 .623 -.020 .005 -.039 .143 .124 -.073 .011 .104 

Q14 .001 .819 -.032 .022 .022 .038 .028 -.003 -.022 

Q36 .023 .785 .005 .026 -.029 .156 .038 -.041 -.059 

Q4 .084 .774 .005 -.013 -.011 .048 .072 .007 .060 

Q32 -.020 .759 .022 .078 .034 .048 -.031 .034 -.126 

Q40 .080 .750 .005 -.052 -.043 -.072 -.047 .054 .119 
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Rotated Component Matrix 

 
Component 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Q37 .119 .692 -.016 .026 -.002 -.106 -.046 .098 .108 

Q24 .126 -.007 .841 .178 .088 .009 .001 -.108 -.065 

Q38 .071 .023 .837 .136 .071 -.031 .002 -.017 -.057 

Q34 .106 -.053 .789 .257 .068 -.079 .004 -.070 -.208 

Q41 .098 .021 .745 .254 -.010 .100 .012 .091 .247 

Q33 .122 -.008 .732 .339 .035 .023 .016 .087 .212 

Q27 .156 -.039 .213 .803 -.062 -.078 -.001 .042 -.069 

Q10 .094 .086 .095 .765 -.055 -.043 .014 -.003 -.149 

Q29 .139 -.022 .266 .759 -.052 -.050 -.001 .109 -.032 

Q20 .021 .041 .150 .752 .069 -.025 -.037 -.007 .158 

Q23 .014 -.017 .017 -.030 .880 .017 -.146 -.063 -.009 

Q35 .065 -.021 .063 .071 .838 -.016 -.070 .034 .016 

Q39 -.012 .043 .041 -.069 .771 -.046 -.067 -.067 .029 

Q8 -.009 -.038 .084 -.036 .708 .087 -.240 -.008 -.043 

Q7 .297 .009 .015 -.023 -.049 .680 -.105 .025 .146 

Q9 .258 .027 -.034 -.028 .053 .650 .104 -.023 .092 

Q6 .176 .111 -.065 -.007 .107 .637 -.080 .167 -.306 

Q11 .307 .005 -.016 -.019 -.073 .618 -.102 -.144 .075 

Q5 .404 -.015 .124 -.080 .021 .565 -.044 -.067 -.051 

Q28 -.057 -.044 -.063 .006 -.153 -.041 .802 -.098 .040 

Q30 -.015 .025 .013 -.136 -.041 -.026 .758 .093 -.055 

Q1 .014 -.049 -.064 .078 -.191 -.076 .743 -.021 .122 

Q31 -.148 .076 .139 .011 -.122 -.004 .627 -.024 -.115 

Q2 .026 .096 -.035 .028 -.013 .069 -.011 .793 .127 

Q3 .055 .029 .000 .056 -.081 -.111 -.025 .731 -.153 

Q15 .019 .016 .267 -.020 .009 .068 -.029 .668 .102 

Q21 .438 .194 .064 .069 -.017 .126 -.062 -.044 .565 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 

a. Rotation converged in 7 iterations. 

In this study, considering that most of the first factor's variables were concerned with 

Public and tourism infrastructure, they were named the " Public and Tourism 

Infrastructure" factor. The second factor, which mainly consisted of questions about the 

customs and traditions of the province, was called the "Provincial Customs and 

Traditions" factor. The third factor was "Local Attractions," the fourth factor was "Service 

Quality," the fifth factor was "Entertainment and Sports Events," the sixth factor was 

named "Natural and Environmental Factors," and the seventh factor was "Information and 

Advertising." Finally, the eighth factor was called the "Social-Security" factor. After 

identifying and classifying the factors using exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory 

factor analysis was used to confirm the structural validity and identify the most critical 

factors affecting the formation of the destination image. 
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Figure 2.  Confirmatory factor analysis representing the initial measurement model of sport tourism 

destination image. 

 The results of the first-order factor analysis are presented in Figure 2. The initial 

model shows that the factor loadings of all items are acceptable and high. However, 

when examining the model fit indices, it became clear that some were not confirmed. 

Therefore, items with excessive skewness and kurtosis should first be removed to access 

an optimal model with standardized factor loadings. The reason for removing these 

items is to simplify and adjust the model for final fitting. In this model, items 40, 41, 4, 

14, 18, 36, 6, and 11 had the highest skewness and kurtosis. Thus, they were set aside 

for model fitting. Since some fit indices were still not ideal, the relationships between 

some variables that significantly impacted the model fit were drawn. Although the 

correct method of drawing correlations is only the relationship between two variables 

in one factor, it became clear when examining the nature of the two variables that this 

correlation was logical and interpretable. 

The final model obtained from the Amos software after modification was presented 

as a Figure 3 report. The modified model shows that the questions have a good 

explanatory power. The fit indices obtained from the model and their strength are also 

listed in Table 6. 
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Figure 3.  The final model of standard estimation of sport tourism destination image. 

Table 5. Factor loading and coefficient of determination. 

Factor Item Estimate 
Coefficient of 

determination 
Rank 

T
o
u

ri
sm

 a
n
d

 p
u

b
li

c 

in
fr

as
tr

u
ct

u
re

 

Availability and ease of access to suitable 

accommodation and guesthouses 
.73 .53 2 

Exciting routes for travel .71 .51 3 

Attractiveness of tourist destinations and communication 

routes 
.77 .59 1 

Availability of communication tools such as cable cars 
and ski lifts 

.65 .43 5 

Availability of sports and adventure tourism sites and 

camps 
.66 .44 4 

Easy access to various attractions and destinations .65 .42 6 

Availability of suitable camping sites and numerous 

camps 
.57 .32 8 

Availability of traditional accommodation based on the 
province's culture 

.58 .34 7 

Customs and 

traditions 

Local indigenous and cultural traditions of the province .77 .59 2 

Hospitality and proper behavior of the host community 
towards tourists 

.79 .63 1 
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Factor Item Estimate 
Coefficient of 

determination 
Rank 

Pleasant experience from previous travels .55 .30 3 

L
o

ca
l 

at
tr

ac
ti

o
n

s Presence of exciting sports and adventure tourism 
activities and attractions 

.86 .74 1 

Good opportunities for mountain climbing and cycling .80 .64 3 

A wide variety of spa complexes .86 .73 2 

Numerous visual beauties and attractions .69 .48 4 

S
er

v
ic

e 
q
u

al
it

y
 

High-quality local restaurants and food at reasonable 

prices 
.82 .67 1 

Variety of activities and products in sports tourism 

destinations 
.70 .50 3 

Affordable prices for accommodation and recreational 
facilities 

.80 .63 2 

Provision of satisfactory services on tourism websites, 

accommodations, restaurants, and other tourism facilities 
.67 .45 4 

E
n

te
rt

ai
n

m
en

t 
an

d
 

sp
o

rt
s 

ev
en

ts
 Holding adventurous and exciting events and sports .91 .83 1 

Food festivals (with attractive entertainment and leisure 

activities) 
.80 .64 2 

Indigenous and local sports festivals .65 .42 3 

Holding cultural festivals and handicrafts events .64 .40 4 

Natural and 

environmental 

Mountainous terrain and high mountains .65 .42 2 

Beautiful landscapes and natural scenery .57 .33 3 

Very favorable weather conditions in the province .71 .50 1 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n

 a
n
d

 

p
ro

m
o

ti
o

n
 

Providing a positive image of sports tourism destinations 

in various media 
.79 .62 1 

Provision of electronic tourism services (virtual tours, 
hotel reservations, ticket purchases, etc.) 

.61 .37 3 

Availability of comprehensive information databases and 

websites for sports tourism attractions and events 
.70 .49 2 

Word of mouth and oral advertising .50 .35 4 

S
o

ci
al

 s
ec

u
ri

ty
 

fa
ct

o
r 

Individual and social safety in sports tourism destinations .64 .40 2 

Suitable social and cultural environment in Ardabil 

Province for families 
.77 .59 1 

The feeling of security in transactions and exchanges in 

sports tourism destinations. 
.46 .21 3 

 

Table 5 shows that, "the attractiveness of routes and communication paths to tourist 

destinations" with a factor loading of .77 in the public and tourism infrastructure factor, 

"the spirit of hospitality and appropriate behavior of the host community towards tourists" 

with a factor loading of .79 in the customs and traditions factor of the province, "the 

existence of exciting and adventurous sports tourism attractions and activities" with a 

factor loading of .86 in the local attractions factor, "the presence of high-quality local 

restaurants and affordable prices" with a factor loading of .82 in the service quality factor, 
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the "holding of adventurous and exciting sports events and activities" with a factor loading 

of .91 in the entertainment and sports events factor, "very favorable weather conditions in 

the province" with a factor loading of .71 in the natural and environmental factor, 

"presenting a positive image of sports tourism destinations in various media" with a factor 

loading of .61 in the information and advertising factor, and "suitable social and cultural 

environment of Ardabil province for families" with a factor loading of .77 in the social 

and security factor were the most essential variables in each of the factors under study. 

The reliability of the measurement model was assessed through confirmatory factor 

analysis using Amos V.24 software. Multiple tests were employed to evaluate how much 

the model represents the relationship between measurable variables. Different fit indices 

were used as diagnostic criteria, including GFI, X2(df), RMSEA, AGFI, and CFI (refer to 

Table 5). A CFI index value greater than .90 indicates an excellent fit of the model, which 

was observed at the level of .94, signifying excellent quality. The GFI index, which 

evaluates the relative values of variances and covariances through the model, ranged from 

zero to one and was acceptable at the level of .89. The chi-square test was equal to 1.573 

degrees of freedom, which is one of the permissible values for the perfect fit. Another 

absolute fit index, RMSEA, which adjusts the model's simplicity, yields zero values for 

the ideal fit. In practice, a value less than .08 is considered adequate, and in this study, it 

was observed at the level of 0.04, indicating excellent quality. Other indicators and their 

numerical values are presented in Table 6. Based on the results obtained, the overall 

assessment of the model fit confirms its use. All profiles met the acceptable level, 

confirming the model's suitability through the fit test. 

Table 6. The fit indices of the research model. 

5. Managerial implications 

Based on the results obtained, to increase the attractiveness of sports tourism destinations 

and form a positive image, destination managers and officials must use the identified 

factors in this study and present a positive image of the sports tourism destinations to 

attract more sports tourists to the destinations. 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

Destination image is an essential topic in marketing research and the tourism industry. 

Many countries utilize promotional and global marketing tools to support their image and 

Fit Accepted fit obtained value Index or Indicator 

acceptable 3 ≤ 1.573 Chi-Square/degree of freedom (CMIN/DF) 

reasonable ≥ 0.9 .89 Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) 

reasonable ≥ 0.9 .87 Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) 

reasonable ≥ 0.9 .85 Normed Fit Index (NFI) 

excellent ≥ 0.9 .94 Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 

reasonable ≤ 0.05 .04 Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 
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compete with other destinations. The importance of this issue in tourism is so high that it 

affects tourists' behavior and decision-making, their satisfaction level during the trip, and 

it plays a crucial role in the destination positioning process, creating and managing a 

distinctive and attractive image of the destination. Successful marketing is necessary to 

attract tourists and maintain a competitive advantage in tourism (Mousavi et al., 2018). 

Sarlab et al. (2022) stated that to improve the development of sport industry, it is necessary 

to make fundamental changes to the marketing plans (Sarlab et al., 2022). 

This study aimed to identify the factors influencing the formation of sports tourism 

destinations. The results of the exploratory factor analysis showed that eight latent 

factors, including public and tourism infrastructure, local customs and traditions, local 

attractions, service quality, sports entertainment and events, natural and environmental 

aspects, information dissemination and advertising, and social and security factors, 

influence the formation of the sports tourism destination image in Ardabil. Although 

researchers have examined various factors affecting the appearance of destination 

images, these findings are consistent with some researchers' results. In this regard, 

Rajesh (2013) pointed to factors such as security and cleanliness, price, attractions, 

infrastructure and facilities, renovation, friendly behavior of the local community, and 

a calm atmosphere (Rajesh, 2013). Chi and Qu (2008) mentioned factors such as travel 

environment, natural attractions, entertainment and events, historical attractions, 

infrastructure, accessibility, tranquility, price, and value as the components of 

destination image formation (Chi & Qu, 2008). 

Another challenge for tourism destinations is the negative image potential tourists, 

especially those abroad, have about the internal situation and security in Iran. About 

60% of foreign tourists said they traveled to Iran with significant risk acceptance. The 

negative image created in people's minds is one factor that negatively affects tourists' 

travel (Mohseni, 2010). The image tourists have of a destination significantly influences 

their travel decisions. In this regard, Chen et al. (2013) examined the relationship 

between travel constraints and the destination image of young outbound tourists. The 

results showed that travel constraints affect the formation of destination images in the 

early stages of the decision-making process (Chen et al., 2013).  

Public and tourism infrastructure was one identified factor in this study that formed 

the destination image. Tourism infrastructure refers to the factors developed to provide 

services and benefits to tourists and travelers (Boers & Cottrell, 2007). According to the 

definition of the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the essential tourism 

infrastructure includes accommodation facilities such as hotels and hostels, roadside 

rest areas and restaurants, travel services offices, cultural and artistic exhibitions, public 

parks, the number of public vehicles, investment opportunities, and tourist sample areas 

(Ferguson, 2007). Infrastructure and infrastructural support in a tourist destination 

significantly impact the image created in the tourist's mind, ultimately leading to their 

destination choice and future behaviors. The results of this section of the study are 

consistent with the studies conducted by Madden et al. (2016), who have referred to 

tourism infrastructure as a crucial factor in tourists' decision-making. 
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The following identified factor in the Formation of a destination image is its culture 

and customs. Tourism experience goes far beyond a one-night stay in a hotel or apartment. 

This experience starts from the moment of arrival at the destination. The behavior of 

passport control or customs officials, as well as the mindset of taxi drivers towards 

tourists, all contribute to the overall tourist experience. Other essential factors at the 

destination include the quality of food, the behavior of police personnel, the number of 

beggars on the streets, dirty streets, inappropriate behavior towards tourists in coastal areas 

or restaurants, and many other factors that can affect the quality of the travel experience. 

As Sung Moon et al. (2011) showed, local culture and environment can create a unique 

image of the destination. Although potential tourists consider various features of a goal 

when choosing a travel destination, this study revealed that the unique customs, traditions, 

and culture of sports tourism destinations can shape the destination's image (Sung Moon 

et al., 2011). Iran's cultural attractions include educational, cultural, pilgrimage tours, 

performing arts, festivals and events, historical sites, nature, and popular culture (Aghili 

et al., 2023). In this regard, Gorji et al. (2023) stated that a destination depicted as 

attractive and culturally rich can attract visitors and tourists, even if they do not have prior 

knowledge about it (Gorji et al., 2023). 

One of the most essential factors in shaping the image of a destination in this study 

was security and safety, which has also been examined in numerous other studies. The 

sense of security among most tourists and visitors to tourist destinations, and in the 

tourism industry as a whole, is a significant factor that can affect the image of the 

destination and the decision-making of visitors to tourist destinations (Gavurova et al., 

2023). If tourists feel uncertain or threatened during their vacation at the destination, it 

can create a negative image and, in the long run, may lead to a decrease in tourism in the 

area. If tourists feel threatened or unsafe, they will likely not return to the destination and 

will not recommend it to others. In this regard, Gavurova et al. (2023) stated that reducing 

safety concerns related to facilities and services can be associated with a positive image 

of the destination. 

On the other hand, the results showed that reducing health and safety concerns would 

be accompanied by a positive increase in all aspects of the destination's image (Gavurova 

et al., 2023). A destination depicted in the media as dangerous and unstable may create 

doubt among potential visitors, even if they do not have prior experience with the 

destination (Gorji et al., 2023). The results of the Gavurova et al. (2023) study indicate 

that safety concerns in the tourism environment can be associated with a negative image 

of the destination; therefore, during the Covid-19 pandemic, tourists were more interested 

in destinations with better safety conditions (Gavurova et al., 2023). Wan et al. (2022) 

developed an active approach to assess tourists' safety attitudes based on health issues, 

personal safety, travel safety information, police safety, and vulnerability to crime. They 

focused on safety principles, management, activities and equipment, resources, 

infrastructure and environment, travel safety risks, and tourist-resident interactions (Wan 

et al., 2022).  

Information and advertising are one of the practical factors in shaping the image of a 

tourism destination. Tourists' potential familiarity with the destination is the basis for the 

perceived image of the destination and the beginning of decision-making to travel to the 
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destination. The images and content of advertisements presented through information 

channels and social media play a significant role in shaping the idea of the destination and 

creating expectations that tourists have before visiting it (Kaosiri et al., 2017; Li et al., 

2023). Therefore, if a tourist destination intends to develop or strengthen its image, it is 

necessary to ensure that tourists perceive it as more familiar than other destinations. 

Increasing familiarity can help establish an emotional connection between tourists and the 

destination. Main stakeholders in the sports tourism sector should employ the necessary 

methods to make a particular destination well-known, which undoubtedly helps increase 

tourists' familiarity with it. Tourism is an information-based industry, and information 

technology plays a crucial role in the tourism industry (Shafiee et al., 2018). One of the 

reasons that compels travelers to visit a specific destination is advertisements. 

Moreover, only a place that is known and tourists are aware of its unique features, 

attractions, type of facilities and amenities available, and assurance of meeting their 

welfare needs throughout the trip can attract tourists. In fact, without advertising and 

awareness through media, even if tourist attractions are attractive and worthy of tourism, 

due to the lack of awareness among travelers and tourists, they will not be successful in 

this industry, and there will not be much popularity in this area (Javid & Asadi, 2018). 

Another essential factor is producing trailers and clips in different languages to introduce 

the tourism capabilities of destinations. Videos convey significant information quickly 

and are suitable for introducing tourist activities. Making trailers and clips in other 

languages to introduce the tourism capabilities of destinations can act as an information 

guide for the desired region and provide brief information about the destination to the 

audience. However, an essential point that destination management should consider is 

incorrect information. Misleading advertising information about tourist destinations may 

lead to negative evaluations by tourists (Li et al., 2023). The tourism industry must 

accurately and honestly present the destinations to tourists so unreasonable expectations 

are not created because incorrect advertising information about tourist destinations can 

lead to negative evaluations by tourists. 

An identified factor affecting the image of tourism destinations in local attractions was 

researched. Living in a self-made environment, urban dwellers have lost opportunities to 

spend leisure time and travel in nature, limited by distance and time constraints. This issue 

is more critical in cities, particularly larger ones, where natural tourist and leisure spaces 

have become subject to competition from various economic groups, creating many 

constraints in this field. Ardabil province is ideal for sports tourists due to its location, 

high altitude, and suitable climate. In addition, the presence of numerous tourist attractions 

in this province, such as suspension bridges, Sabalan Mountain, hot mineral waters, 

historical attractions, etc., can significantly influence the formation of the image of sports 

tourism destinations. 

The quality of services and products at the destination was another factor in shaping 

the image of the destination. Positive experiences of tourists with services and products 

can lead to repeat trips, and satisfied tourists can recommend their travel experiences to 

friends and family, potentially attracting more tourists. Previous tourist recommendations 

can also be a more credible source of information for potential tourists (Chi & Qu, 2008). 
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Customers evaluate the quality of services by comparing them with their expectations, 

and understanding customer expectations is necessary to provide top-quality services. 

Tourists compare actual service performance with their expectations; satisfaction is 

achieved when their expectations are met or exceeded (Cossío-Silva et al., 2019). A tourist 

destination should offer quality goods and services, which is itself a guarantee of 

maintaining customer satisfaction. The more diverse and high-quality the supply, the 

higher the income will be from tourism, assuming demand. Offering a variety of high-

quality products increases the expenses of each tourist in the destination, attracting tourists 

with higher financial ability and looking for high-quality services (Caber & Albayrak, 

2018). A review of new concepts related to quality shows that good quality means 

achieving customer needs and desires. In other words, a product is of good quality when 

it meets the needs and desires of the customer (Saberifar, 2018). 

Another identified factor that impacts shaping the image of a sports tourism destination 

is entertainment and sports events. When an event is held in a city, a vast number of people 

get to witness the team, players, and beautiful moments of the sport from up close. All 

these factors lead people toward their desired sports disciplines. Moreover, when events 

are held in a city, the facilities and equipment used for the event remain, making it easy 

for everyone to access high-quality sports venues and facilities. Even small-scale tourism 

events can create a cognitive and emotional brand image of the destination, attracting 

visitors from outside the region. Holding events leads to the development of tourism 

destinations from various aspects. A cultural event is not limited to a specific location, so 

if planned and marketed correctly, it can help create a positive image of the tourism 

destination and lead to its development. This is one of the methods of attracting tourists 

in the modern world, holding various tourism, cultural, sports, and social events. In this 

regard, Carrascal Incera and Fernández (2015) found that infrastructure, urban events, 

cultural heritage, and tourist attractions positively and significantly impact shaping the 

image (Carrascal Incera & Fernández, 2015). Shirkhodaie et al. (2016) concluded that 

events contribute to a good image of the destination, satisfaction of tourists, and positive 

behavioral intentions (Shirkhodaie et al., 2016). Getz and Page (2016) also reported in a 

study that hosting sports events can be helpful for tourism destinations by exposing them 

and developing their image (Getz & Page, 2016). 

Finally, according to the results of this study, one of the crucial factors in shaping the 

image of tourism destinations is information dissemination and advertising of the potential 

of sports tourism destinations. In today's world, the media, particularly social media, can 

rapidly transmit news, information, videos, and photos to a global audience in seconds. 

This unparalleled power has revolutionized how we consume and share information, 

enabling us to stay informed and connected like never before. Therefore, using the media's 

potential can be suitable for presenting a positive image of sports tourism destinations in 

the province. On the other hand, due to the popularity of social media and the use of the 

internet by most people in trip planning, it is recommended to prepare suitable and 

attractive teasers and clips in different languages to introduce the capabilities of sports 

tourism destinations and share them on websites, social networks, and virtual spaces. It is 

also recommended to properly introduce the local customs and traditions of sports tourism 

destinations during events and to promote the attractions, local foods, natural and cultural 
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features of the region, as well as the tourist destination’s attractions consciously and 

unconsciously during tourism tours to improve the cognitive image of the destinations and 

consequently enhance the sports tourism destination brand. 
Furthermore, the quality of services was identified as a crucial factor in shaping the 

sports tourism destination's image. Specifically, high-quality local restaurants offering 

affordable prices were the most significant aspect. To enhance the branding of sports 

tourism destinations, it is recommended that responsible organizations take on the role of 

destination brand managers. This can be achieved by organizing unique festivals 

celebrating local and national cuisine and promoting these events through tourism 

exhibitions focusing on traditional cuisine. By doing so, these organizations can help to 

improve the image of sports tourism destinations and strengthen their brand identity. Since 

the consistency between a tourist's expectations of a destination and their experience of 

that destination significantly impacts their overall travel experience evaluation, sports 

tourism destination management must accurately and honestly demonstrate the 

destinations to tourists to avoid creating unrealistic expectations. Misleading advertising 

information about destinations can lead to unfulfilled expectations of tourists and negative 

evaluations of the destination, which may result in a lack of return visits or negative 

feedback to others. 

Additionally, since one of the influential factors in the formation of sports tourism 

destinations in Ardabil province is security-related factors and negative perceptions of 

security by tourists can also affect the overall image of the destination, managers and 

policymakers of sports tourism destinations must identify the factors that lead to safety 

and security concerns and address them to avoid negative experiences by tourists and 

unfavorable future behavior, such as not choosing the destination or harmful 

recommendations . In this regard, government organizations such as cultural heritage, 

tourism, and handicrafts can collaborate with other responsible tourism organizations and 

use the media to produce films or reports that depict the pleasant experiences of tourists 

in destinations and fully describe their experiences. To visualize the presence of safety 

and security and provide a positive image of sports tourism destinations, travel agencies 

should film and photograph sports trips of tourists and make them available in their travel 

programs, brochures, advertisements on their agency's website, and tourism exhibitions 

outside the province. On the other hand, destination management organizations and other 

responsible sports tourism organizations should showcase clips or photos of their tours on 

their websites and activate the section for traveler reviews. This allows tourists to contact 

them via email and address their questions and concerns. 
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 ی ورزش   ی مقاصد گردشگر   ر ی تصو   ی ر ی گ عوامل موثر بر شکل   ی بازشناس 

    4زادهمانیمسعود ا  ،  3زادهمهرداد محرم، * 2دی جاو دیمج  ،  1یاسما امام

 . رانیا ل، یواحد اردب یدانشگاه آزاد اسلام ،یورزش تیری گروه مد ،یورزش تیری ارشد مد یکارشناس  1
 . رانی دانشگاه تهران، تهران، ا ،یبدن تیو ترب یگروه علوم ورزش ،یورزش تیریدانشکده مد  ،یورزش تیری مد  یدکتر 2
 . رانیا ل،یاردب ،یلیدانشگاه محقق اردب ،یو ورزش تیریاستاد مد 3
،یاستاد 4  . رانیا  ل،یواحد اردب یدانشگاه آزاد اسلام ،یورزش تیریگروه مد  ار
 

 کلیدواژه   
 یمقاصد گردشگر یابیبازار 

 غات یتبل
 یسرگرم

 خدمات   تیفیک 
 ی ورزش دادیرو

 یورزش یگردشگر

  چکیده    
موفق است، زیرا تصویر و انتظارات از    یگردشگر  ی ابیبازار   کی شروع    یمقصد، نقطه   ر یتصو  یابیبازار   هدف:

که بازد  اتیتجرب . کندی مقصد خاص مربوط م  کیخواهند داشت، افکار آنها را به    ندهیدر آ  دکنندگانیسفر 
، بازشناس گرد  ر یتصو  یریگ عوامل موثر بر شکل   یهدف از انجام پژوهش حاضر استان    یورزش  یشگرمقاصد 

 . بود لیاردب
، کاربرد  قیروش انجام تحق  :روش پژوهش حاضر را    یاست. جامعه آمار  یشیمای و از نوع پ  یفیتوص   -یحاضر

و   رانیمد  ،یو گردشگر   یفرهنگ  راثیو کارشناسان ادارات م  رانیمد  ،یو گردشگر  یورزش  تیریمتخصصان مد
مد و  و جوانان  ورزش  کل  اداره  باز  یگردشگر  یهاآژانس   ران یکارشناسان  گردشگران  از مقاصد    کنندهد یدو 

  دییي محقق ساخته بود که پس از تااپرسشنامه . ابزار پژوهش دادندی م لیتشک ل یدر استان اردب یگردشگر
  یی و شناسا  یاصل  یهابرآورد مولفه   یها و براداده  ل یو تحل  هیدر تجز.(:α  81)   استفاده شد  یی ایو پا  ییروا

کتشاف  یعامل  لیپنهان از تحل  یهاعامل ،    یبارعامل  ت،ی شد. سپس به منظور برآورد اهم  دهاستفا  یا عناصر
مورد استفاده    یدییتا  یعامل  لیساختار ابزار مورد استفاده و ارائه مدل تحل  دییها، تاترین شاخص تعیین مهم 

 .قرار گرفت
کتشاف  یعامل  لیتحل  جینتا  :هاافته ی   یعموم  یهارساخت یز   یهانشان داد که هشت عامل پنهان به نام  یا

عوامل  ،یورزش دادهایو رو هایخدمات، سرگرم تیفیک  ،یمحل یهاآداب و رسوم استان، جاذبه  ،یو گردشگر
ز   یعیطب مقاصد    ر یتصو  یریگ لدر شک  یتیو امن  یو عامل اجتماع  غاتیو تبل  یرساناطلاع  ،یطیمح   ستیو 

 .هستند رگذار یتاث یورزش یگردشگر
که م  یرهایمتغ  نیتراز مهم  یکیمقصد    ر یتصو  و ابتکار مقاله:  اصالت   یگردشگر برا  میتصم  تواند،ی است 
  ی گردشگر  مقاصد  ر یتصو  یریگ عوامل موثر بر شکل   ییقرار دهد. با شناسا  ر یمقصد را تحت تاث  کیانتخاب  

کارگ  یورزش و مسئولان مقاصد    رانیمد  ،یورزش  یمثبت از مقاصد گردشگر  ر یعوامل و ارائه تصو  نیا  یریو به 
ورزش  توانندیم  یگردشگر گردشگر  ی شتریب  یگردشگران  را   یورزش  یرا جذب مقاصد  و مقصد خود  نموده 

 توسعه دهند. 
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