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The tourism industry in the digital era faces challenges such as
increasing competition, complex tourist expectations, and the necessity
for strategic differentiation. Digital storytelling, as a modern strategy,
provides an unparalleled opportunity to attract audiences and redefine
destination identity by transforming "location" into "narrative" and
"experience" into "collective memory." This research aims to identify
the mechanisms of employing digital storytelling to persuade tourists
and analyze the key influential elements within this process. The study
adopted a qualitative interpretive phenomenological approach, utilizing
in-depth semi-structured interviews with 15 professional content
creators in the tourism sector. Data were collected through purposeful
sampling until theoretical saturation was reached and subsequently
analyzed using MAXQDA 2020 software. The findings reveal that
content creators design digital narratives using twelve key elements
that transition the audience from passive observation to active
participation. The most significant elements identified include:
designing story worlds based on cultural paradoxes (68% of
participants), economical expression by blending rare data with
personal memories (55%), purposeful use of indigenous music and
adaptive narrative rhythm (73%), and interactive challenges across
multimedia platforms (60%). These strategies have increased audience
engagement rates by up to 40% and travel intentions by up to 35%. The
results indicate that digital storytelling not only enhances the image of
destinations by transforming tourists into "brand ambassadors" but also
serves as a tool for preserving cultural authenticity against
globalization. This study provides an operational framework for
integrating modern technologies (Virtual/Augmented Reality) with
indigenous narratives.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

As a prominent digital tourism content
creator noted, "My mission is not to inspire
travel but to invite a human, cultural, and
meaningful experience. For me, digital
storytelling is a tool to 'awaken the desire
for movement' in the audience, not merely
to encourage going." This statement
epitomizes how "digital storytelling" (DS)
engages audiences deeply by synthesizing a
"sense of place," '"transmitting lived
experiences," and "cultural harmony of
narrative." Within this context, DS has
found a fundamental role in the interaction
between destination, content, and audience.
DS can be defined as the process of
integrating traditional narrative structures
with digital tools and platforms, aiming to
create experiences that are emotionally,
aesthetically, and culturally tangible for the
audience (Lambert, 2012; Miller, 2012).
This innovative storytelling method, by
establishing  human and  emotional
connections with tourists, has become a key
instrument in experiential marketing,
destination identity creation (Bassano et al.,
2019), and tourism branding (Kim et al.,
2020; Ghaderi et al., 2024). However, as
tourism destinations increasingly utilize
digital narratives to influence decision-
making, fundamental challenges remain in
understanding and  managing  these
narratives. Previous studies have primarily
analyzed the outcomes of DS, such as
increased travel intentions (Kim & Hall,
2020), destination image enhancement
(Moin et al., 2020), or improved audience
engagement (Jo et al., 2022). Yet, the
processes leading to these results—
specifically the narrative mechanisms and
underlying elements—have been less
explored. Consequently, there is a persistent
ambiguity in the theoretical and practical
understanding of how professional creators
actually generate these impacts (Pachucki et
al., 2022; Doyle & Kelliher, 2023).

The problem is further complicated by the
fact that much content produced by official
tourism entities is perceived by audiences
as clichéd, inauthentic, and unappealing
(Ghaderi et al., 2024). This suggests that
mere access to technology does not
guarantee  impactful content; rather,

effective narration requires a profound
understanding of structure, content, and the
audience's cultural context. In response to
this theoretical and practical void, the
present research seeks to answer the
fundamental question: "What key elements
and digital storytelling strategies do
professional content creators in the Iranian
tourism industry employ to create
meaningful and persuasive experiences?"
To address this, a qualitative approach
based on descriptive phenomenology was
adopted, with data gathered through 15 in-
depth semi-structured interviews with
experienced creators. The significance of
this study is three-fold: first, it fills the
theoretical gap in experiential marketing
literature by clarifying creative decisions
regarding sense of place and authenticity;
second, it offers practical recommendations
for enhancing national digital narratives;
and third, it proposes an indigenous model
for the synergy between digital technology
and cultural heritage in Iran, applicable to

similar cultural contexts.

Methodology

The present study adopts Colaizzi’s
interpretive phenomenological approach to
explore the lived experiences of digital
storytelling (DS) content creators within the
tourism sector. The primary objective is to
uncover latent patterns and key elements
employed by specialists to craft persuasive
experiences. The research  followed
Colaizzi’s systematic seven-step framework
(Colaizzi, 1978), which includes: (1)
immersion in the data through repeated
reading of transcripts; (2) extracting
significant statements; (3) formulating
meanings;  (4) clustering  identified
meanings into common themes; (5)
developing a comprehensive description of
the phenomenon; (6) reducing the findings
to an essential structure; and (7) validating

the results through participant feedback.

Participants were selected based on
rigorous criteria, including a minimum of
three years of professional experience, a
portfolio of impactful works, and diversity
in utilized technology and content types.
The research population comprised tourism
business  owners, influencers, User
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Experience (UX) designers, and interactive
media activists. Given the specialized
nature of the population and the need for
expert insights, purposive  snowball
sampling was utilized. Sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was reached at
the 15th interview. Data collection involved
a combination of structured and semi-
structured interviews (45-60 minutes each),
facilitating a deep dive into storytelling
strategies and problem-solving mechanisms

in the production process.

Data analysis was conducted using
MAXQDA 2020 software through three
stages: open, axial, and selective coding.
Initially, 208 primary codes were extracted,
which were subsequently refined into 56
secondary codes and finally organized into
12 main categories (based on a frequency
$\geq$ 5). These 12 interactive DS
elements represent a synthesized model
derived from the frameworks of five
prominent experts (Miller, 2012; Lambert,
2012; Salpeter, 2005; Porter, 2004; Robin,
2008). The identified elements include:
hypothesis and goal, audience and market,
media and  platform, storyteller’s
perspective,  characters, story world,
narrative structure, economy of narrative,
emotional content, the gift of voice,
meaningful soundtrack, and narrative
pacing. To ensure credibility and
trustworthiness, the final findings were
shared with and validated by the

participants.

Results and discussion

The present study offers a comprehensive
and multifaceted analysis of the lived
experiences of fifteen professional content
creators in the Iranian tourism industry,
deeply exploring the mechanics of
interactive digital storytelling (DS). The
demographic profile of these participants—
nine males (60%) and six females (40%)—
was intentionally diverse to capture a wide
range of narrative strategies and
technological applications. This cohort
includes influential travel podcasters,
creators of immersive 360-degree and
Virtual Reality (VR) tours, video game
designers  focusing on  geographical
narratives, urban storytellers specializing in

Tehran’s hidden histories, and food tourism
entrepreneurs. Such a broad professional
spectrum allowed for a holistic examination
of how digital tools are used to "awaken the
desire for movement" across different
media platforms. The qualitative data,
processed through MAXQDA 2020
software, yielded 208 primary codes which
were meticulously clustered into twelve
major thematic categories based on the
interactive DS framework. The findings
highlight that the core hypothesis and
objective for most creators extend far
beyond mere information dissemination.
Instead, they focus on digital gamification
of traditional myths, uncovering obscure
local attractions, mapping unexplored
tourism routes, and transmitting the raw,
authentic emotions of the narrator. By
consciously countering cultural clichés and
presenting a sophisticated image of Iran to
the world, these creators seek to immerse
their audience in the complex sociological
and historical layers of the city.

Regarding audience engagement and
market segmentation, the data indicates that
while the primary target is the young adult
demographic (ages 20 to 45), there is a
significant emphasis on adventurous
international tourists who prefer
independent, self-planned travel
experiences. The media landscape is
dominated by Instagram (used by 80% of
participants), but a sophisticated transmedia
ecosystem also involves  YouTube,
Facebook, podcasting platforms (such as
Spotify and SoundCloud), and specialized
VR headsets. From a narrative perspective,
creators strategically blend third-person
viewpoints for cultural or ritual storytelling
with first-person accounts for personal
travel logs. This dual approach, as
highlighted by one participant, allows the
narrative to be both deeply personal and
universally relatable, fostering a strong
sense of empathy and identity. The
characters within these digital narratives
often function as "allies" or "helping
figures," designed to instill a sense of trust
and human connection in the destination.
The story worlds are meticulously
constructed using elements of conflict,
transformation, and change. By showcasing
the paradoxes between local communities
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and the narrator’s own urban background,
creators generate the dramatic tension
necessary to sustain engagement. Narrative
structures are typically designed with
multiple challenges or "climaxes" to
sensitize the audience to their daily
environment and ensure a lasting,
memorable impression.

The findings also emphasize the "economy
of story expression." Approximately 80%
of the interviewed creators use high density
of rare or specialized information but
deliver it through simplification and
emotional embedding to prevent audience
fatigue. Emotional content is integrated by
tapping into universal human themes such
as love, family heritage, shared nostalgic
memories, and environmental
sustainability. In this context, the "gift of
voice" and the soundtrack act as vital
catalysts for engagement. The use of
ambient environmental sounds (such as
horse carriages in Nagsh-e Jahan Square)
combined with indigenous Iranian music
(Setar, Tar, and local folk songs) activates
the listener’s auditory memory, virtually
transporting them to the destination. The
pacing of these stories 1is carefully
calibrated to the specific platform: rapid,
high-adrenaline rhythms for Instagram reels
to capture fleeting attention, and slower,
more reflective pacing for podcasts to
facilitate deep destination branding.

In comparing these findings with existing
literature, the study aligns with the theories
of Bassano et al. (2019) and Casillo et al.
(2016), who argued that digital storytelling
is fundamental to strengthening destination
identity. Furthermore, our results resonate
with Kim et al. (2020) regarding the impact
of narrative perspectives on consumer
behavior and Moin et al. (2020) concerning
the role of multiple challenges in creating
memorable tourism experiences. This
research identifies a specific "indigenous
synergy model" in Iran, where professional
creators bridge the gap between dry, official
promotional content and the audience's
psychological need for authenticity by
leveraging traditional music and cultural
sincerity. The twelve interactive DS
elements identified—ranging from
hypothesis and goal to soundtrack and
pacing—provide a robust framework for

understanding how digital narratives can
evoke deep  emotional  responses.
Ultimately, interactive digital storytelling
functions not just as a marketing tool, but
as a fundamental mechanism for engaging
all five senses and creating a tangible bond
between the traveler and the destination. By
providing a realistic and emotionally
charged image of Iran, these creators
transform passive observers into brand
ambassadors, effectively differentiating the
destination brand in an increasingly
competitive global market. This approach
demonstrates that when technology is
infused with cultural heritage and personal
narrative, it becomes a powerful driver for
travel motivation and urban tourism
development.

Conclusion
The present research, grounded in the
methodology of interpretive

phenomenology and a rigorous systematic
analysis of qualitative data derived from
fifteen in-depth interviews with
professional content creators, investigates
the sophisticated application of interactive
digital storytelling (DS) in attracting
modern tourists. The primary objective of
this study was to identify the essential
narrative elements that these professionals
utilize to construct effective narratives,
establish deep emotional connections with
their audiences, and ultimately catalyze
travel intentions. Utilizing the MAXQDA
2020 software through a comprehensive
three-stage systematic coding process
(open, axial, and selective), the findings
reveal that creators synthesize twelve core
narrative components—ranging from story
worlds meticulously based on cultural
paradoxes to the purposeful application of
rhythm and indigenous music. This
strategic synthesis produces multi-sensory
experiences that successfully transition the
audience from "passive observers" to
"active co-travelers" in a digital landscape.
Specifically, themes such as the "Sandwich
Algorithm"—which  involves  blending
scarce, specialized historical data with

authentic personal anecdotes—
demonstrated exactly how creators prevent
information saturation while
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simultaneously stimulating the audience's
curiosity.

These findings align with the existing
literature by Jo et al. (2022) but advance the
field further by wunveiling creators as
"invisible architects of tourism experience"
who shape destination perceptions even
before a physical arrival occurs. Unlike
previous studies focused solely on travel
intention or technological roles (Kim &
Hall, 2020), this research uncovers hidden
layers of the creative process. For instance,
while some scholars view first-person
narration only as a trust-building tool, this
study demonstrates that combining first and
third-person perspectives creates a robust
three-dimensional model of authenticity
that can increase audience engagement rates
by up to 40%. Despite these clear
advantages, digital storytelling in Iran faces
significant challenges, including a lack of
narrative innovation, over-exaggeration of
destination features, and a severe shortage
of interdisciplinary specialists. Operational
hurdles such as high equipment costs for
VR/AR, slow internet speeds, and the
filtering of global platforms like YouTube,
Vimeo, and Facebook further impede

national progress.

To address these, several practical
recommendations are offered: developing
comprehensive databases of indigenous
myths and symbols to facilitate authentic
narratives; designing location-based
applications  for  real-time  content
adjustment based on user interests; and
empowering local communities to tell their
own stories to prevent cultural distortion.
Additionally, leveraging transmedia
strategies and utilizing complex video game
scenarios for younger demographics are
crucial for future destination marketing.
Future research should address limitations
such as the specific focus on the Iranian
domestic context and self-reporting bias. It
is recommended that scholars examine the
role of Generative Al in creating
personalized narratives and conduct
comparative studies between Eastern and
Western storytelling patterns to design a
framework  for  measuring  "digital
authenticity" across various  sectors,

including cultural, religious, and sports
tourism.
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