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Abstract
This study aimed to identify and analyze the 10n of the Aras

Free Trade—Industrial Zone based on tourist-gen tent on Google
| ed to selected tourist
rade—Industrial Zone.

Maps. The research data co
attractions and tourism—re“
After screening and removi

of the Aras River, 1,870 text ained for analysis. The data were
analyzed using te& alongside an examination of users’
i . The ove g was 4.50 out of 5, with 89% of reviews

mmercial places (3.59) and tourism services (3.70).
o present in 8.4% of the narratives. The digital
representation of t ras Free Trade—Industrial Zone is predominantly
positive but heterogeneous in terms of the quality of the tourist experience. It
reveals a gap between the high attractiveness of the destination’s natural and

higher than those o
Border identity was

heritage assets and evaluations of certain tourism services and commercial
activities. The findings demonstrate the potential of user-generated content
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(UGC) to enhance understanding of tourist experiences and support data-
driven destination policymaking.

Keywords: Digital Destination Representation; User-Generated
Content (UGC); Destination Image; Smart Tourism; Aras Free Trade—
Industrial Zone

Introduction

the ways in which
. User-generated

The rapid growth of digital platforms has transfor
tourists experience, evaluate, and represent destinati

Such data are increasingly relevant to smart toUki they provide
destination managers with continuous inforrmati s’ perceptions
and experiences. The Aras Free Trade—Industria orthwestern Iran

possesses a distinctive combiination o ns, historical-cultural
heritage, commercial faci i and border-related
geographical characteristi ce of these resources does
not necessarily ensur competitive tourism experience. This

study therefore analyzes t i representation of the Aras Free Zone
through tourists@narrati luations and examines how these
representati

Research Qu

The study ad questions: (1) How is the Aras Free Zone digitally
represented throughtourists’ narratives and evaluations? (2) What dimensions

and themes characterize these representations across different types of
attractions? and (3) t tourism-policy implications can be derived from the
identified experienc aluations, and points of friction?

Literature Review

UGC has become an important source for understanding destination image
because tourists communicate cognitive perceptions, emotional responses,
and evaluations through digital platforms. Compared with destination-
generated promotional materials, online reviews provide experience-based
representations that can reveal specific attributes influencing tourist
satisfaction or dissatisfaction. The literature on smart tourism further
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emphasizes the value of transforming heterogeneous digital data into
actionable knowledge for destination management. Accordingly, UGC can
function as a form of digital sensing through which recurring problems,
service weaknesses, and visitor preferences are identified. Building on this
perspective, the present study conceptualizes digital destination representation
as an emergent outcome of the interaction among destination assets, tourist
experiences, evaluative orientations, and experiential friction rather than as a
predetermined construct.

Methodology

The study employed qualitative-dominant
descriptive analysis of Google Maps rati
selected natural, historical-cultural, comm

attractions in the Aras Free Zone. The initia ,676 records.
Records without textual content were exclud tive analysis. A
geographic screening was also unde . lar, Turkish-language

reviews referring primarily t i ver located in Turkey
and to settlements outsi(‘the i ere excluded from the
principal corpus. Impor‘tly, lan i not considered an exclusion
criterion; reviews in er la e\ were retained when their content

concerned the stady area.
constituted the mai

ata screening, 1,870 textual reviews
s. Reviews were examined through

negative evaluati g experiential problems. The analysis then

4. Results

The findings indicate that the digital representation of Aras is predominantly
positive but hetero ous across attraction categories. The overall mean
rating was 4.50 out of 5, and approximately 89% of reviews received ratings
of four or five. Historical-cultural attractions recorded a mean rating of 4.80,
followed by natural attractions at 4.78, whereas tourism services and
commercial attractions received lower mean ratings of 3.70 and 3.59,
respectively. Nature and landscape represented the most prominent
dimension, appearing in 38.1% of reviews, followed by heritage, history, and
architecture in 25.2%. Recreational experience, border identity, shopping,
price and economic value, accessibility and infrastructure, food,
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accommodation, and service quality were additional recurring dimensions.
Natural attractions were primarily associated with beauty, tranquility,
landscape, and recreation. Historical-cultural attractions, particularly Saint
Stepanos Monastery, were represented through the combination of history,
architecture, cultural heritage, and natural surroundings. The border location
of Aras also emerged as a distinctive representational element. In contrast,
commercial and tourism-service locations generated more heterogeneous
evaluations, particularly concerning price, product quality, value, food
quality, staff behavior, service standards, accessibility, and facilities.

Discussion

The findings suggest that Aras possesses strop
consistent destination-experience system. The i preSentation of
natural and historical-cultural attractions indi fundamental
resources of the destination are highly value isi ever, the lower
and more heterogeneous
locations reveal a gap betw ore resources and the
quality of supporting exMen particularly important
for a free trade zone begause the e mercial facilities does not
automatically create [hceived value. Similarly, the variation in

restaurant and a&g&odaﬁ evaludtion$ suggests that service quality is not
trac

experienced unifo
a shift
centered d

represents an o
based on the

urism development toward experience-

at
i The distinctive border identity also

and cultural characteristics of the Aras region.
Conclusion

The study concludes that the digital representation of the Aras Free Zone is
characterized by a stronig positive image rooted primarily in nature, heritage,
and border identity, while its principal weaknesses concern the consistency
and quality of supporting tourism experiences. Accordingly, the major policy
challenge is not the creation of additional attractions but the conversion of
existing destination assets into an integrated, high-quality, and competitive
tourism experience. The study proposes a smart tourism governance cycle
consisting of digital sensing, experience diagnosis, policy response, and
policy learning. Within this framework, tourist reviews can be continuously
monitored to identify strengths and recurring points of friction, connect these
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issues to relevant policy areas, implement targeted interventions, and evaluate
subsequent changes in digital tourist narratives. Policy priorities should
include conservation of natural and heritage resources, improvement of
accessibility and visitor infrastructure, enhancement of tourism-service
quality, strengthening the perceived value of commercial attractions, and
continuous monitoring of tourist-generated content. Thus, UGC can serve not
only as a source of destination image but also as a complementary form of
policy intelligence for more adaptive and evidence-informed smart tourism

governance in the Aras Free Zone. \
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