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Abstract §
W

This study examines the effects of tourists’ digital capabilities,
including access to information and communication technology (ICT)
and digital literacy, on destination image, with a particular focus on the
mediating role of tourism experience quality. The research is applied in
purpose and descriptive-correlational in design, using a survey-based
approach. Data were collected from 463 tourists visiting the Cultural
Landscape of Meymand through convenience sampling. The data were
analyzed using partial least squares structural equation modeling in
SmartPLS, with bootstrapping procedures applied to assess the
significance of the hypothesized relationships. The results indicated
that both ICT access and digital literacy had positive and significant
effects on tourism experience quality. Tourism experience quality also
exerted a positive and significant effect on destination image. However,
the direct effect of ICT access on destination image was not significant,
whereas digital literacy had a negative and significant direct effect on
destination image. The mediation analysis showed that tourism
experience quality fully mediated the relationship between ICT access
and destination image and competitively mediated the relationship
between digital literacy and destination image. These findings suggest
that digital capabilities do not automatically enhance destination image;
rather, their effects depend on the extent to which they improve tourists’
actual experiences. Accordingly, heritage destination managers should
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move beyond infrastructure-oriented strategies and develop authentic,
interpretive, and experience-based digital services.

Keywords: Tourism experience quality, Digital Literacy, Technology
Access, Destination image

Extended Abstract

1.Introduction

no longer merely a spatial event; rathefyl continuous,
interactive, and data-driven process. ile i servation
platforms, digital maps, social media, a ontent have
transformed tourists from passive con tive actors in
creating experiences and,shaping i e. Accordingly, the
competitiveness of touris ly depends on their
ability to use technologﬁea vert digital facilities into
authentic, smooth, ar@alue i

t of digital infrastructure does

Howev‘the mer
not necessarily 1 ve dest image, because technology gains
tourism n il s absorbed into the real visitation

experience contrifut ourists’ understanding, control, comfort,
and satisfactio is particularly important in rural heritage
destinations mand, where digital expectations coexist with
infrastructural li tions and the need to preserve cultural authenticity.

Therefore, this stu
directly shape desti

examines whether tourists’ digital capabilities
tion image or whether their effect is realized

2. Literature Review

Tourists” digital capabilities can be conceptualized through two
complementary dimensions: access to information and communication
technology and digital literacy. Technology access provides the
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opportunity to use the internet, digital maps, reservation platforms,
online information systems, and location-based services. Digital
literacy refers to the ability to search, evaluate, interpret, and use digital
information and tools effectively. Access alone cannot guarantee better
tourism outcomes unless tourists have the ability to use digital resources
meaningfully.

Tourism experience quality refers to tourists’ overall evaluation
of the cognitive, emotional, sensory, functional, and social aspects of

services, host interactions, cultural au ici vironmental
reality. Destination image is the outcome i feelings,
and evaluations of a place and is shape information,

social media, user-generated content, an n experiences.
Based on this framework, the stud othesizeghthat ICT access and
digital literacy positively i ge and experience
quality, and that experienge quaki I ffects destination image.

S
3. Methodologﬁ |\

tatistical population consisted of tourists
scape of Meymand in Kerman Province.
e was unknown, Cochran’s formula estimated
size of 384 respondents. Ultimately, 463 valid
ollected through convenience sampling at eco-
ion points.

a minimum sam
guestionnaires wer
lodges and main visi

The research instrument was a structured questionnaire based
on the theoretical literature and measured four constructs: ICT access,
digital literacy, tourism experience quality, and destination image using
a five-point Likert scale. Content validity was confirmed by tourism
and information technology experts. Reliability and validity were
assessed through factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, composite
reliability, average variance extracted, Fornell-Larcker criterion, and
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HTMT. Data analysis and hypothesis testing were conducted using
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling in SmartPLS, and
the significance of path coefficients was tested through bootstrapping
with 5,000 subsamples.

4. Results

Demographic analysis showed that most resgondents were young,
educated tourists, mainly aged between 18 and%40, with university

confirmed
isfactory,
es exceeded
also confirmed
TMT index. The
llowing results:
have a significant direct
effect on destin t=0.792, p>0.05).
» H2 (Confirmed): Tech had a positive and significant
effect on tourlgﬁiperlen y (B=0.529, t=17.615, p<0.001).
Ihltal I not have a positive direct effect on
a weak but significant negative effect
t=2.131, p=0.026).
> literacy had a positive and significant effect
rience quality (f=0.488, t=15.959, p<0.001).
* H5 (Confirmed)% Tourism experience quality had the strongest
positive effect on tination image (=0.886, t=30.084, p<0.001).
The model explai 53.0% of the variance in tourism experience
quality and 71.2% of the variance in destination image. Fit indices,
including SRMR=0.033 and NF1=0.944, confirmed the adequacy of the
model.

acceptable reliability and vaI|d|ty All facto
and Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliabi

using both the Fornell
structural model
* H1 (Rejected): Techn

(p=-0.060,
* H4 (Confi

5. Discussion
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The findings show that digital capabilities play a decisive role in
explaining tourism experience quality, but they do not automatically
improve destination image. The insignificant direct effect of technology
access indicates that, in Meymand, access to digital facilities alone
cannot directly enhance tourists’ image of the destination. Rather,
technology functions as a contextual facilitator whose value emerges
when it improves the visitation process. This result suggests that in
heritage destinations, the relationship between technology and
destination image is not direct or independent But passes through the
quality of tourist experience.

The positive effect of technolog ience quality
confirms that digital tools can reduce uncertai
improve decision-making, and enhance i

particularly important. Dj i re more capable of
comparing destinations, nt, and identifying
inconsistencies betweern@digi

Therefore, h@\mr di racy may lead to more critical
evaluations wh‘infrastr interpretation, or services do not meet
expectations. Ne el literacy also improves experience
quality i i ch, select, and use information more
effectively. TR eveals the paradoxical nature of digital
literacy: it erience while also making final judgments
more critical® ongest relationship was between tourism
nd destination image, confirming that a positive and
lasting destination ifage is primarily shaped by coherent, meaningful,
and satisfying lived eXperiences.

6.Conclusion

This study concludes that in heritage destinations such as Meymand,
digital capabilities do not automatically create a positive destination
image. Their value depends on whether they enhance tourism
experience quality. Technology becomes image-forming only when it
becomes experience-forming. Therefore, destination managers should
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shift from a hardware-oriented approach to an experience-oriented
strategy.

6.1 Managerial Implications:

>

participated
Meymand for t

Shift from Infrastructure to Experience: Managers should not limit
digital development to internet access or technological facilities.
They should design smart interpretive plaforms and augmented
reality applications that bring Meymand’s hiStrical narratives to
life.

Manage Digital Expectations: Sin igi itehate tourists
evaluate destinations more critically, i tent should
present a realistic image of Meyman e gap between
online expectations and actual experience.

Use Technology as o] ols should support
authenticity, storyt@g, ultural understanding
rather than replace di ent with the heritage

environment.

InCere gratitude to all tourists who
y and to the Cultural Heritage Base of
i valuable cooperation.
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