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transformation, changing tourist behaviors, and the growing
integration of physical and digital experiences, this sector requires
novel marketing approaches more than ever, especially phygital
marketing. In this regard, the present study aimed to develop an
innovative, foresight-oriented model to explain and forecast the role
of phygital marketing in the development of shopping tourism in
these areas. This research used a mixed-methods approach
(qualitative and quantitative), with a descriptive-analytical and
applied design. In the qualitative phase, the primary and secondary
factors of shopping tourism development were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 21 experts, including university
professors, managers, and specialists from the free trade zones, using
the snowball sampling method. The data were then analyzed using
thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, a questionnaire was
distributed among 35 experts, selected through purposive sampling.
The identified factors were prioritized using the Fuzzy Delphi
method, and a range of scenarios were developed with Taguchi's
experimental design. Finally, the optimal scenario was simulated
using System Dynamics and Agent-Based Modeling. The results
identified eight main themes: governance strategies, economic,
educational, new interactive technologies, infrastructural,
environmental, motivational, and marketing drivers. The theme of
governance strategies was identified as the most influential factor.
Furthermore, the simulation results showed that implementing the
optimal scenario would increase the development of shopping
tourism in Iran's free zones by up to 86%. By integrating phygital
marketing and foresight approaches, this research provides a
practical framework for managers and policymakers to make more
effective strategic decisions aimed at enhancing the position of Iran's
free trade zones in the global shopping tourism landscape.

Keywords: Shopping tourism, phygital marketing, simulation,
modeling, Iran’s free trade and industrial zones
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1. Introduction

The traditional approach to shopping tourism is no longer effective
under contemporary conditions. Given the existing infrastructure,
substantial growth in this sector cannot be expected. Like other
industries, tourism has evolved in parallel with advances in modern
science and now draws on innovative tools to enhance its
development (Li et al., 2021). In this regard, to achieve sustainable
progress, particularly in Iran's free trade and industrial zones, which
constitute the geographical focus of this study, destinations must
adopt innovative strategies and create the necessary conditions for
growth. One such strategy is the application of phygital marketing.
Therefore, the aim of this research is to propose a forward-looking
simulation model that incorporates key influencing factors to support
the development of shopping tourism in Iran’s free trade and
industrial zones, with a particular emphasis on phygital marketing.
The ultimate goal is to provide valuable insights for decision-makers
and managers in these zones to promote and strengthen shopping
tourism.

2. Literature Review

Shopping tourism, an emerging concept in the tourism industry,
refers to travel in which tourists’ primary motivation is the purchase
of goods outside their place of residence (Azmi et al., 2020).
Phygital marketing is a strategic approach that enhances the
integration between the physical and digital worlds. This strategy
strengthens the connection between customers’ physical experiences
and their interactions within digital environments. Its core objective
is to improve efficiency and effectiveness in customer engagement
while advancing marketing activities to support digital
transformation in today’s era. This integration plays a crucial role in
the future of marketing, enabling the creation of compelling,
seamless customer experiences through advanced technologies
(Mele et al., 2024).
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3. Methodology

The present study employed a mixed-method approach (qualitative
and quantitative) conducted in 2024. The qualitative population
comprised university professors across the country, managers, and
current and former experts from Iran’s free trade and industrial
zones. The quantitative sample included university professors
nationwide. Qualitative sampling was performed using the snowball
method until theoretical saturation was reached (N=21), as no new
information emerged in the last two interviews. Interviews with the
experts were conducted over a period of approximately one month.
Quantitative sampling was conducted through judgmental sampling
(N=35). The criteria for selecting experienced experts included at
least 5 years of experience in free trade and industrial zones as well
as expertise in marketing and tourism. Theoretical experts were
selected from university professors with executive experience in this
field, scholarly publications in tourism marketing (books and
articles), and at least ten years of teaching experience. Data
collection was carried out through interviews and questionnaires.
The research proceeded in three stages: first, thematic analysis, a
qualitative method, was used to identify factors influencing the
development of shopping tourism in Iran’s free trade and industrial
zones; second, the fuzzy Delphi method was applied to prioritize
these factors; third, the development of shopping tourism in these
zones was simulated. In the qualitative phase, interview validity was
assessed and confirmed using the QSR method, and reliability was
verified using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient. In the quantitative phase,
questionnaire validity was evaluated through relative content
validity, and reliability was confirmed by the test-retest method. To
ensure the accuracy of system dynamics simulation and factor-based
modeling, sensitivity analysis and calibration methods were
employed.
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4. Results

Based on the research findings, a total of 331 initial codes, 45 sub-
themes, and 8 main themes were identified, namely: shopping
tourism governance strategies, economic factors, educational
factors, new interactive technologies, infrastructural factors,
environmental factors, motivational drivers, and marketing. Among
these, shopping tourism governance strategies emerged as the most
influential factor. Additionally, the simulation results indicated that
implementing the optimal scenario could increase the development
of shopping tourism in Iran’s free trade and industrial zones by up to

86%.

5. Discussion

Considering the above findings, it can be concluded that all eight
factors, although with varying degrees of importance, are crucial to
the development of shopping tourism in Iran's Free Trade and
Industrial Zones, and their prioritization merely serves to clarify the
more influential factors. Based on the simulations and analyses
conducted, the results indicated that the development of shopping
tourism in Iran's Free Trade and Industrial Zones will reach 86% by
the end of the simulation period, a figure that demonstrates the high
capacity of the Free Zones to leverage the hidden opportunities in
the blending of physical and digital spaces (phygital approach) for
attracting shopping tourists. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
application of the discussed factors can significantly impact the
development of shopping tourism in Iran's Free Trade and Industrial
Zones and should be utilized in the policies and actions of relevant
stakeholders.

6. Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that tourism managers should
incorporate the identified factors into their development plans and
formulate the long-term outlook for shopping tourism strategically
around these elements. However, the mere incorporation of these
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identified influential factors alone is unlikely to ensure the full
development of shopping tourism in Iran's Free Trade and Industrial
Zones. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate this issue in depth and
consider other influential factors beyond the scope of the current
model.
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