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ABSTRACT

The present study was to simulate the effect of integrated marketing
communication (IMC) on attracting sports tourists to Ardabil Province, Iran.
This exploratory study was thus fulfilled using a mixed-methods research
design based on comparative-inductive reasoning. The statistical population
included 15 theoretical and practical experts, selected via purposive
sampling. The data collection tools also comprised of interviews and
questionnaires. In the qualitative phase, the main categories and sub-
categories of the IMC components were identified through thematic analysis.
Then, such components were prioritized using the fuzzy Delphi method
(FDM) in the quantitative phase. Ultimately, the effect of IMC on attracting
sports tourists was simulated with reference to agent-based modeling (ABM).
The data were subsequently analyzed with the MAXQDA 2020 software
package in the qualitative phase. To do so in the quantitative phase, the
Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet software program and the AnyLogic Simulation
software were run. The study results revealed 22 initial codes, 14 sub-
categories (viz. sub-themes), and five main categories (that is, themes).
Among the IMC components, advertising (Ad) was ranked higher, and then
direct marketing (DM), personal selling (PS), sales promotion (SP), and
public relations (PR) were placed in the next ranks in terms of their effects.
Besides, the simulation output demonstrated that the proposed model could
appropriately estimate the future prospects of attracting sports tourist to
Ardabil Province, Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

As one of the largest service industries, tourism
must contend with intense competition from
other sectors worldwide. The sports industry,
one of the major global industries, has
increasingly integrated with tourism, giving rise
to an impressive service sector known as sports
tourism (Lv et al., 2022). In this context,
integrated marketing communication (IMC), as a
holistic marketing approach, can foster the
development of sports and tourism sectors by
providing more information, increasing
awareness, and offering education and guidance
(Baudler et al., 2021).

Considering its  geographic, historical,
cultural, and religious characteristics, along with
natural resources, Iran is one of the richest
countries in the world in terms of tourism
potential. Beyond its renowned historical sites
and attractions, Iran offers opportunities for
developing multiple destinations, constructing
well-equipped sports tourism complexes, and
establishing suitable camps across the country by
improving infrastructure. Ardabil Province,
known for its favorable climate, natural features,
and hydrotherapy, has become a prominent hub
for sports and wellness in Iran.

However, a review of the existing literature,
with a particular focus on sports tourism and
IMC, reveals limited research in this area.
Moreover, many studies have treated the target
market as a static system, despite its inherently
interactive and dynamic nature. Unfortunately,
no agent-based modeling (ABM) has yet been
employed to explore this system. Given Ardabil
Province’s potential for sports tourism, the high
value creation and income generation it offers,
and the lack of research on simulating the impact
of IMC on attracting sports tourists, this study
aims, for the first time, to address the following
questions:

1. What are the IMC components influencing
sports tourism?

2. Which IMC component has the most
significant effect on attracting sports tourists?

3. Can a simulation model based on ABM be
developed to estimate future prospects for
attracting sports tourists to Ardabil Province,

Iran?

In-depth examination of these questions is
essential for developing strategies to enhance
sports tourism in Ardabil Province.

Methods

This exploratory study aimed to simulate the
effect of Integrated Marketing Communication
(IMC) on attracting sports tourists. From a
philosophical standpoint, the study was
conducted as an empiricist research using
comparative-inductive reasoning. Given the
nature of the data, a mixed-methods
(quantitative-qualitative) research design was
employed, conducted as a cross-sectional survey
in terms of timing and data collection methods.
The primary data collection tools were semi-
structured interviews and questionnaires.

The study population comprised both
theoretical experts (university professors) and
practical experts (tourism managers) within
Ardabil Province, Iran. In the qualitative phase,
respondents were selected via purposive
sampling, and 15 eligible participants were
recruited.  Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with these experts to identify the key
IMC components.

In the subsequent quantitative phase, the
fuzzy Delphi method (FDM) was applied to
prioritize these components. Ultimately, the
effect of IMC on attracting sports tourists was
simulated using agent-based modeling (ABM).

The validity of the interviews was verified
using the Q-sort procedure, and reliability was
assessed through Cohen’s kappa coefficient,
which reached 0.81, indicating high reliability.
Furthermore, the validity of the interview
content was confirmed based on expert opinions
(n=5), supporting the importance of the
identified components.

In the quantitative phase, the questionnaire’s
validity was evaluated via the relative content
validity method, with a score of 0.73 based on
expert input (n=10), reflecting acceptable
validity. The reliability was confirmed through
the test-retest method, with a correlation
coefficient of 0.84 between responses.

Data analysis of main categories or themes
was conducted using MAXQDA 2020 software.
The FDM was executed in Microsoft Excel,
while the ABM was implemented through
AnyLogic Simulation software.
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Results

Using thematic analysis, one of the qualitative
methods, the main categories were identified,
analyzed, and presented. The data were
subsequently organized and described in detail.
The research results revealed 22 initial codes, 14
sub-categories or sub-themes, and five main
categories.

In the quantitative phase, after identifying the
IMC components, the fuzzy Delphi method
(FDM) was applied to prioritize them, with the
results summarized in Table 1.

Table 1: Prioritization of IMC components affecting
sports tourism

No. Components Priority
1 Advertising 1
2 Sales promotion 4
3 Public relations 5
4 Personal selling 3
5 Direct marketing 2

Based on the importance rankings of each
IMC component, the effect of IMC on attracting
sports tourists was then simulated using agent-
based modeling (ABM), as depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Simulation outcomes of IMC components and
their effect on attracting sports tourist to Ardabil Province,
Iran

Conclusion

According to the study results, all five IMC
components were deemed critically important for
attracting sports tourists to Ardabil Province,
Iran. They were prioritized primarily to facilitate
a better understanding of their relative influence,
with the strongest effect highlighted. Based on

these findings, it is recommended that managers
of tourism and sports organizations in the region
implement the proposed model. This would
allow for its deployment over a specified period,
enabling the measurement of its effectiveness in
enhancing the impact of the IMC components. If
the model demonstrates success in attracting
more sports tourists in practice, it could be
refined and applied more broadly in the future.

One major limitation of this study was the
lack of similar research regarding materials,
methods, and the research subject itself, which
meant many procedures were implemented for
the first time. Additionally, resource limitations
in both English and Persian posed some
challenges, slowing the research process.
Furthermore, as the study was conducted at a
specific point in time, it offers only a cross-
sectional perspective rather than a longitudinal
one. Time constraints also limited the scope of
the research, and the results could evolve over
time. Lastly, it is recommended to conduct
comparable studies in other provinces and
compare their findings, using ABM, to enhance
the overall effectiveness and applicability of the
approach.
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Table2. The Initial Concepts Emerged From The Interviews Conducted With Experts
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Table4. The Main Themes Of Integrated Marketing Communication Tools
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Table5. The Results Of Expert Opinions In The First Stage
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Table6. The Average Opinions Of Experts From The First Stage Survey
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