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The present study aimed to design and validate a sea-based economic development
model based on branding in maritime free zones of Iran. This research is applied-
developmental in terms of purpose and cross-sectional survey in terms of data
collection. A mixed exploratory research design was used to achieve the objective.
The qualitative participants included university professors and managers from the
Qeshm Free Zone Organization and the Qeshm Ports and Maritime Administration.
Purposeful sampling was employed, and theoretical saturation was achieved after
19 interviews. In the quantitative section, the perspectives of 125 managers and
experts from the Qeshm Free Zone Organization and the Qeshm Ports and
Maritime Administration were used. The sample size was determined using effect
size and test power, and cluster-random sampling was applied. Data collection tools
included semi-structured interviews, interpretive structural modeling (ISM)
questionnaires, and researcher-made questionnaires. Data analysis was performed
using thematic analysis with Maxqda software, interpretive structural modeling
with Micmac software, and partial least squares (PLS) with Smart PLS software.
The results showed that the components of place branding, internal branding, co-
branding, and digital branding influence the components of sea-based brand
performance and sea-based commercial performance. These two components, in
turn, impact the development of the marine ecosystem, sea-based exports, and
social development, ultimately leading to the sea-based economic development of
the Qeshm Free Zone.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Access to open waters is recognized as a vital
artery for global trade and economy, as 70% of
the world's goods by value are transported via
seas. This has led to the emergence of the
concept of the "blue economy," which aims to
sustainably utilize marine resources for
economic development while preserving the
environment and promoting social equality. In
Iran, this concept is referred to as "sea-based
economy," with the goal of sustainably using
aquatic resources for economic growth, job
creation, and increasing GDP. With over 3,000
kilometers of maritime borders, Iran has
significant potential for developing maritime
industries. However, despite the availability of
marine resources and capacities, these
industries have not been sufficiently developed.
In this regard, the Ministry of Industry, Mine,
and Trade has developed a strategic plan for
maritime industries up to 2025. Additionally,
the Supreme Leader of Iran issued
comprehensive  policies  for  sea-based
development in 2023. Free trade zones,
especially those located along maritime
borders, play a key role in developing the blue
economy. Seven free trade zones are active in
Iran, with the Qeshm Free Zone holding
particular importance due to its strategic
location and tourism resources. However, the
utilization of this zone's potential has been
limited, highlighting the need for strategic
planning to improve its market share. Branding
and marketing are considered effective
strategies for sea-based economic development.
Leading maritime industries have strengthened
their position in local and regional markets
through branding and marketing programs.
However, Iran has performed poorly in
international branding and marketing, resulting
in the loss of numerous trade opportunities.
Sea-based economic development not only
contributes to economic growth and job
creation but also holds strategic importance.
Neglecting branding and marketing could lead
to the loss of domestic and international
markets to foreign competitors. This study,
using an exploratory approach and expert
opinions, aims to identify the components of
sea-based economic development based on
branding in the Qeshm Free Zone and to
explain the relationships between them. The

main question of this research is: What is the
model of sea-based economic development
based on branding in the Qeshm Free Zone?

Methodology

This study aimed to design and validate a model
for sea-based economic development based on
branding in the Qeshm Free Zone, utilizing a
mixed  exploratory  research  approach
(qualitative-quantitative). In the qualitative
phase, the research population included
theoretical experts (professors in economics,
international marketing, and public
administration) and practical experts (senior
managers of the Qeshm Free Zone Organization
and the Qeshm Ports and Maritime
Administration). Sampling was conducted
purposively, and theoretical saturation was
achieved after 17 interviews, though 19
interviews were conducted to ensure reliability.
Data were collected using semi-structured
interviews and analyzed through thematic
analysis with Maxqda software. The validity and
reliability of the qualitative phase were
confirmed using criteria such as credibility,
transferability, confirmability, and
dependability, with a Holsti coefficient of 0.754
and Cohen's Kappa of 0.679, indicating
adequate reliability. In the quantitative phase, the
research population consisted of experts and
managers from the Qeshm Free Zone
Organization and the Qeshm Ports and Maritime
Administration. A sample size of 125 was
estimated using Cohen's power analysis and
G*Power software, with stratified-random
sampling employed. Data were collected using a
researcher-made questionnaire comprising 10
main constructs and 59 items. The
questionnaire's validity was confirmed through
face, convergent (AVE), and discriminant
validity, while its reliability was assessed with
an overall Cronbach's alpha of 0.877 and
composite reliability (CR) above 0.7 for all
constructs. Quantitative data were analyzed
using partial least squares (PLS) with Smart PLS
software. By combining qualitative and
quantitative methods, this study designed and
validated a model for sea-based economic
development based on branding.

Results and Conclusion

To explain the model of sea-based economic
development based on branding in the Qeshm
Free Zone, semi-structured interviews with
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experts were conducted and analyzed using
thematic analysis in MaxQDA software. After
coding and categorizing the data, 2 overarching
themes, 10 organizing themes, and 59 basic
themes were extracted.

This study aimed to design and validate a
model for sea-based economic development
based on branding in the Qeshm Free Zone.
The results revealed that the components of
place branding, internal branding, co-branding,
and digital branding directly influence sea-
based brand performance and sea-based
commercial ~ performance.  These  two
components, in turn, impact the development
of the marine ecosystem, sea-based exports,
and social development, ultimately leading to
sea-based economic development. These
findings align with previous studies, such as
Ifani et al. (2024) and Dijkstra et al. (2022),
which emphasize the key role of branding in
the blue economy and overcoming barriers in
international markets. Key recommendations
from the study include:

- Place Branding: Raising awareness and
emphasizing the quality of the region for sea-
based trade, creating positive associations with
the Qeshm brand, and differentiating the
region's brand in the sea-based economy.

- Internal Branding: Increasing awareness and
providing training for economic stakeholders,
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