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Abstract

The growth of tourism has been so significant that it has become a dominant global industry and has
considerably influenced national economies. The impact of destination image, motivation, and satisfaction on
tourist loyalty has been highlighted in various studies. In recent years, nature-based tourism has become highly
popular, particularly in destinations with coastlines and those located in border areas. One of these destinations is
the border city of Astara. This study examined how visitors’ perceptions of coastal areas influence their
behavioral intentions in Astara. From a methodological perspective, this research was descriptive—analytical
studies, and in terms of purpose, it was applied in nature. Adopting a descriptive-analytical approach, a sample
of 385 tourists was selected, and data were gathered through a structured questionnaire and analyzed using Smart
PLS software. The findings revealed that the moderating role of experience on motivation, satisfaction, and
destination image was not confirmed. Furthermore, the hypotheses regarding the influence of tourist motivation
on satisfaction and loyalty were rejected. Furthermore, the impact of tourist experience on loyalty was not
supported. However, the other research hypotheses were confirmed. Based on these results, the study provides
actionable recommendations to enhance tourist experiences and promote loyalty in coastal destinations.
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Highlight
- The examination of the moderating role of tourism experience on destination image, loyalty, satisfaction, and
tourist motivation
- A moderating variable was used to investigate the effect of tourist satisfaction on loyalty and tourism
experience.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tourism, as one of the rapidly growing industries worldwide, plays a significant role in national economies and
has become an instrument for local development and increasing national income. Among its key elements,
tourist loyalty to a destination is considered vital for ensuring the sustainability and success of this industry.
Tourist loyalty manifests itself through repeated visits to the destination, recommending it to others, and
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generating positive word-of-mouth promotion. Various factors, such as destination image, motivation, travel
experience, and overall satisfaction, directly or indirectly influence loyalty. Focusing on the border city of
Astara, the present study examined these relationships and sought to investigate the role of tourist experience as
a moderating variable among these factors.

Methodology

This research employed a descriptive-analytical design with a quantitative approach. The study population
comprised tourists who visited Astara between Apri 2023 and September 2024. Data collection was carried out
using a structured questionnaire on a five-point Likert scale. The questionnaire included five main constructs:
destination image, tourist motivation, tourist satisfaction, tourist experience, and tourist loyalty. Sampling was
conducted using a convenience-random sampling method, and a total of 385 completed questionnaires were
analyzed. Data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares (PLS) software, chosen for its suitability with non-
normal data distributions and moderate sample sizes. Reliability and validity of the research questionnaire were
assessed using Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability, and convergent and discriminant validity measures.
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) verified the adequacy of the measurement model, while structural equation
modeling (SEM) tested the hypothesized relationships among constructs. The predictive relevance of the model
was also evaluated using R? and Q2 indices to ensure robustness in explaining the variance in endogenous
variables.

Results and discussion

Descriptive analysis indicated that the majority of respondents were male, aged between 31 and 40 years old.
The data were normally distributed, and respondents demonstrated relatively high agreement with the
questionnaire items. In the confirmatory factor analysis stage, the factor loadings of all variables were at a
satisfactory level, and reliability indices, including Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, exceeded the
minimum standards in all cases. Moreover, the Fornell-Larcker test indicated that all constructs demonstrated
discriminant validity. The structural model analysis revealed that destination image had a significant and positive
impact on tourist motivation, satisfaction, and loyalty. These results suggested that a positive perception of the
destination plays a pivotal role in enhancing travel motivation, overall satisfaction, and the likelihood of
revisiting or recommending the destination to others. Specifically, the strong effect of destination image on
tourist loyalty underscores its importance for tourism marketing strategies. In contrast, hypotheses concerning
the influence of travel motivation on satisfaction and loyalty, as well as the moderating role of tourist experience,
were not supported. This indicated that the primary travel motivations for Astara visitors were largely
transactional, such as shopping, rather than cultural or natural experiences, which are less likely to foster
emotional attachment or long-term loyalty. Furthermore, the limited diversity and depth of experiences offered at
the destination may explain why tourist experience did not significantly moderate the relationship between
motivation, satisfaction, and loyalty. The R2 values for endogenous variables such as satisfaction and loyalty
indicated a high predictive power for the research model, with tourist loyalty achieving an R2 of 0.789, reflecting
substantial explanatory capacity. Similarly, the Q2 indices exceeded the minimum threshold for all constructs,
confirming the model’s predictive accuracy in assessing relationships among the variables. These findings
confirmed that a positive destination image is a critical factor in the development and retention of the tourist
market. Media portrayal, social media exposure, and prior visitor experiences contribute to shaping these
perceptions. Properly managed, these factors can attract new tourists and encourage repeat visitation.
Conversely, a lack of well-planned, meaningful tourist experiences may hinder the establishment of lasting
loyalty, highlighting the need for experience-oriented destination management.

Conclusion

The study demonstrated that destination image plays a crucial role in shaping tourist motivation, satisfaction, and
loyalty. Developing a strong, realistic, and appealing destination image can significantly influence the formation
of loyal tourist behaviors. Consequently, tourism managers in the cities like Astara should prioritize image-
focused marketing strategies and effective storytelling to convey the uniqueness and attractiveness of the
destination. Although motivation is traditionally considered a fundamental driver of tourist behavior, this study
found no significant direct relationship between motivation and loyalty. This suggests that superficial
motivations, such as shopping, alone cannot generate sustained long-term loyalty. Therefore, it is recommended
that more authentic, diverse, and targeted tourism experiences be designed to engage the emotional and
experiential dimensions of visitors. The lack of support for the moderating role of tourist experience also
indicates the need for richer and more meaningful experiences at the destination. Tourism management should
focus on creating comprehensive, emotionally engaging experiences that span the entire journey, from pre-trip
decision-making to post-visit interactions, thereby fostering stronger attachment and enduring loyalty. Future
research should explore cross-cultural differences, the role of social media, and the impact of digital platforms
on shaping destination image. Additionally, longitudinal and qualitative studies could provide deeper insights
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into the underlying mechanisms of tourist loyalty and experiential engagement. These approaches would
enhance understanding of how tourists form lasting bonds with destinations and inform strategies for sustainable
tourism development
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