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The Kahak—Zafaraniyeh corridor, a major pilgrimage route connecting to the holy
city of Mashhad, experiences very low touristilength of stayydespite its significant
religious, historical, cultural, and natural assets:\This,study aims to identify and
prioritize the key challenges and opportunities influgncinggtourist retention along
this corridor. The research is applied in purpese and descriptive—analytical in
nature, using an exploratory mixed-methods designs In the qualitative phase,
documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews with 22 experts were
conducted and coded through thematie, analysis. In the quantitative phase, a
questionnaire comprising 31 challenge items and 31 opportunity items was
developed based on qualitative findings and’ distributed among 85 experts, local
officials, pilgrims, and tourism stakeholders. Reliability was confirmed with
Cronbach’s alpha values 0f'0.915 (challenges) and 0.926 (opportunities). Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics, exploratory factor analysis, and one-way
ANOVA.The results identified major challenges, including insufficient destination
recognition (30.5%), inadequate roadside services, road-management and
educational gaps, managerialdinefficiencies, weak preservation and presentation of
historical sitesy safety issues, route monotony, and climatic or environmental
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2 constraints. 'Converselyy®™ opportunities include rich historical-natural heritage
(33.7%), existing infrastructure and handicrafts, cultural traditions and notable
Accepted: figukes, natural diversity and geotourism potential, religious assets, roadway
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5 advantages, and~ the corridor’s strategic geographical position. Overall,
' strengthening tourist retention along the corridor requires addressing managerial
. and infrastructural shortcomings while strategically leveraging its cultural,
Pp- = historical, and natural capacities. These insights provide a foundation for tourism
development planning and enhancing stopover rates in the region.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Kahak—Zafaraniyeh corridor, as one of
the most significant pilgrimage routes in Iran,
annually accommodates more than 20 million
pilgrims and travelers heading toward the
holy city of Mashhad from 23 provinces.
Despite this substantial flow of travelers and
the corridor’s diverse religious, historical,
cultural, and natural attractions, the area
suffers from a remarkably low tourist length
of stay. This gap between existing potentials
and actual performance indicates inadequate
recognition, planning, and activation of the
corridor’s resources. Structural, managerial,
infrastructural, and socio-cultural constraints
have hindered the transformation of this
transit route into a stopover or secondary
destination capable of generating economic
and social benefits for local communities.
Addressing these shortcomings requires a
comprehensive  understanding  of  the
determinants that reduce or enhance tourists’
willingness to stay. Accordingly, the central
research question guiding this study is: “What
are the challenges and opportunities
influencing the increased length of stay

among pilgrims traveling along the Kahak-'

Zafaraniyeh tourism corridor?” This study
aims to provide an integrated picture of the
corridor’s current tourism conditions and
identify strategic pathways for sustainable
development.

Methodology

This research is applied in purpose and
descriptive—analytical in nature, employing a
mixed-methods design (qualitative—
quantitative). In the first phase, a conceptual
foundation for the study was developed
through extensive examination of academic
literature on pilgrimage tourism, tourism
corridors, and determinants of tourist length
of stay. During the qualitative phase, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 23
experts—including tourism scholars, local
administrators, private-sector actors, and
heritage specialists—selected through
purposive  sampling. Using MAXQDA
software, qualitative data were coded and
analyzed, resulting in the extraction of 31

challenge indicators and 31 opportunity
indicators for tourist retention.

In the quantitative phase, a structured
questionnaire with 62 items on a five-point
Likert scale was developed based on
qualitative findings. Content validity was
confirmed by academic experts, while
reliability was supported by high Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients (0.915 for challenges and
0.926 for opportunities). The questionnaire
was administered to 85 participants
representing four groups: experts, local
managers, business owners, and travelers.
Data analysis included descriptive statistics,
exploratory factor analysis, KMO and
Bartlett’s tests, ANOVA, and comparative
analysis. To enhance interpretability, Varimax
rotation was applied to clarify the factor
structure of challenges and opportunities.

Results

The results of the qualitative and quantitative
analyses indicate the presence of multiple
managerial, infrastructural, socio-cultural, and

A environmental constraints that significantly

reduce the likelihood of tourists staying along
the Kahak—Zafaraniyeh corridor. Exploratory
factor analysis identified nine major challenge
dimensions. The most influential among them
were:

1. Deficient recognition and promotion of the
corridor’s tourism potentials,

2. Weak roadside facilities and limited-service
quality,

3. Inadequate Road management and
insufficient educational/community
engagement measures.

These were followed by managerial
inconsistencies,  poor  organization  of
historical sites, road monotony and safety
problems, weak management of en-route
services, climatic and distance-related
limitations, and environmental constraints.
Collectively, these challenges illustrate that
the corridor, despite its rich resource base,
suffers  from critical deficiencies in
destination marketing, integrated planning,
investment, infrastructural development, and
visitor services.
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Conversely, analysis of opportunities revealed
eight strong potential dimensions for
enhancing tourist retention. These include:
*Outstanding historical and natural assets,
such as UNESCO-inscribed caravanserais,
ancient qanats, remnants of pre-Islamic
heritage, the Silk Road passage, and the
legacy of the Sarbedaran movement;

*Existing infrastructure, handicrafts, and local

products;
+Cultural traditions and notable figures;
*Diverse natural attractions  supporting

geotourism and ecotourism;

*Religious potentials linked to the gateway of
Imam Reza’s shrine (Bab-al-Reza);
*Geographical advantages and transit-related
opportunities;

*The relatively high cost of accommodation in
Mashhad, which increases the attractiveness
of alternative stops;

*Strong motivation among local youth to
engage in tourism activities.

ANOVA results demonstrated no significant
differences among the four respondent groups
regarding perceived challenges—indicating a
shared understanding of the corridor’s
weaknesses—whereas a significant difference
emerged
particular, local officials had a notably more
optimistic view of existing opportunities
compared to other groups.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore that the Kahak—
Zafaraniyeh corridor, despite its multi-layered
cultural, natural, historical, and religious
assets, has not succeeded in realizing its
potential as a tourism stopover or
complementary destination. The primary
barriers revolve around inadequate destination
recognition and  branding, insufficient
infrastructure and  services, fragmented
governance, and the absence of coordinated
tourism planning. These structural issues
collectively diminish the attractiveness of the
corridor for longer stays.

In  contrast, the corridor’s  diverse
opportunities—particularly ~ its  globally
significant heritage resources, rich cultural
identity, broad spectrum of natural
landscapes, and strategic geographical
position—provide a solid foundation for

in evaluating opportunities. In’

future tourism development. Leveraging these
strengths requires implementing integrated
corridor  planning,  enhancing  visitor
infrastructure and service quality, developing
cultural and  geotourism  experiences,
empowering local communities through
entrepreneurial training, and promoting the
corridor through targeted marketing and
digital branding strategies.

Overall, this study concludes that increasing
the length of stay of pilgrims and tourists
along the Kahak—Zafaraniyeh corridor is
achievable only through simultaneous
mitigation of structural barriers and strategic
activation of local potentials. The results offer
a practical evidence-based framework for
policymakers and tourism planners seeking
sustainable tourism development in the region
and may serve as a model for similar
pilgrimage corridors across Iran.
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