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Abstract

The emergence of the experience economy has led to an increased
emphasis on using innovations such as gamification to respond to
changing tourist expectations and create lasting tourism experiences.
These lasting experiences, in turn, lead to repeat visits from tourists
and recommendations of the destination to others. This study
examines the potential of using gamification at the Sa’dabad Complex
in Tehran to enhance the sustainability of the tourism experience. To
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achieve this, a game was designed using the RPG Maker engine, based
on the Memorable Experience Design Model (MED) concepts, to
increase the impact of the model’s components on visitors’
experiences at the Sa’dabad complex. The game’s impact on the
memorability of visitors’ experiences was assessed using an online
questionnaire based on the MED model, conducted in two stages:
before and after playing the game. The analysis was performed by
comparing the averages and using a within-subject method. The first
round of the study involved 18 participants, six of whom participated
in both stages of the research. The results indicated that gamification
enhanced the memorability of the tourism experience by improving
positive emotions, creating a sense of higher purpose and meaning,
fostering relationships, enhancing self-efficacy, and strengthening
immersion. The findings of this study provide insights for tourism
managers and professionals, helping them to understand the emotional
factors influencing the memorability of the tourism experience when
applying gamification based on the MED model. This study faced
some limitations, including a small number of participants compared
to the recommended sample size, and further research with a larger
sample is needed to confirm its results.

Keywords: Gamification, MED Model, Memorable Experience.

Introduction

The global tourism has experienced transformative changes due to
rapid economic, social, and technological advancements. Central to
these changes is the shift toward the “experience economy,” where
travelers increasingly seek meaningful, personalized experiences
rather than merely visiting destinations. This evolution has pressured
tourism destinations to innovate and develop strategies that deeply
engage visitors. One such innovation is gamification, an approach
originally applied in marketing and education that is now gaining
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momentum in tourism. Gamification is recognized for increasing
visitor engagement, satisfaction, and retention by transforming
passive visits into interactive, memorable experiences.

This research examines the application of gamification in the Sa'dabad
Cultural and Historical Complex in Tehran, a site renowned for its
cultural heritage but historically reliant on traditional, passive tourism
models like museum visits and guided tours. Employing the Model for
Experience Design (MED), the study investigates how gamification
can create more engaging and memorable tourist experiences. The
research question centers on how a gamified experience designed
using the MED framework influences the memorability of visits to
Sa'dabad.

The theoretical foundation of this study is rooted in the "experience
economy,” which posits that the value of goods and services
increasingly depends on the quality of the experience they provide. As
a key provider of transformative experiences, the tourism industry is
well-positioned to benefit from this paradigm shift. Existing literature
emphasizes the role of emotional, cognitive, and social factors in
shaping Memorable Tourism Experiences (MTES). Research, such as
that by Kim et al. (2012), underscores the significance of emotions,
meaningful interactions, and personal achievements in creating lasting
tourism memories.

MTEs have been linked to improved visitor loyalty, stronger
destination branding, and higher repeat visits and word-of-mouth
promotion rates. However, despite their importance, many tourism
sites rely on traditional, information-based approaches that fail to fully
engage visitors. This study addresses this gap by employing the MED
framework to design gamified experiences that prioritize personal
achievement, social interaction, and emotional security—Kkey factors
in creating meaningful, lasting memories.
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Materials and Methods

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to evaluate the impact
of gamification on visitor experiences, combining quantitative and
qualitative data. The research is applied in nature and has practical
implications for enhancing tourism experiences. A descriptive survey
design was used with a pre-test/post-test structure, employing a
"Within-Subject" experimental model to compare visitor experiences
before and after the intervention directly.

The study was conducted at the Sa'dabad Cultural and Historical
Complex in Tehran, which spans 110 hectares and includes over 18
palaces and museums. Its rich historical and cultural offerings made it
an ideal case for testing a gamified model based on the MED
framework. The sample consisted of six participants who had visited
Sa'dabad within the past decade, selected through convenience and
snowball sampling. Data was collected using a questionnaire
structured around the MED framework, employing a 7-point Likert
scale to assess the emotional, cognitive, and social dimensions of the
tourism experience.

A gamified experience was designed using RPG Maker MV, a
platform that enabled the creation of interactive missions tailored to
different visitor personas, including "adventurers,” "nature lovers,"
and "art enthusiasts." Each persona was associated with a unique
pathway through the Sa'dabad complex, incorporating puzzles,
challenges, and narratives that encouraged deeper engagement with
the site. These elements aimed to evoke emotional responses, foster
cognitive engagement, and create a sense of personal achievement.

Data Analysis and Findings

The study's analysis compared visitor experiences before and after the
gamified intervention. Before gamification, visitors reported
moderate to high positive emotions, such as joy, pride, and wonder.
However, lower scores were observed in dimensions like hope, social
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interaction, and personal achievement, indicating gaps in the
traditional tourism experience.

Post-intervention, significant improvements were observed across
multiple dimensions:

e Emotional Engagement: Participants reported heightened
excitement, curiosity, and wonder.

e Social Interaction: The gamified experience facilitated stronger
connections among visitors and between visitors and the site’s
historical narrative.

e Personal Achievement:  Visitors  experienced  greater
accomplishment through gamified challenges and rewards.

The data revealed that gamification notably enhanced the
memorability of visitor experiences. Personalized missions based on
the MED framework allowed the gamified experience to align with
individual visitor interests, fostering deeper emotional and cognitive
connections. The game’s interactive nature elicited stronger emotional
responses, particularly curiosity, wonder, and achievement.

Discussion and Suggestions

The findings demonstrate that gamification, when designed using the
MED framework, can significantly enhance the quality and retention
of tourism experiences. By shifting from passive sightseeing to active
engagement, gamification addresses key challenges in modern
tourism, such as creating personalized, emotionally resonant
experiences. The gamified approach at Sa'dabad bad incorporated
play, challenge, and reward, transforming visitors’ interactions with
the site.

The MED framework was instrumental in structuring the gamified
experience to foster personal achievement, social interaction, and
emotional security—factors critical to creating lasting memories.
Visitors were more engaged and emotionally invested in their
experience, strengthening their connection to the destination.
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This study underscores the potential of gamification to enhance
destination branding, visitor loyalty, and positive word-of-mouth
promotion. Future research could explore the scalability of MED-
based gamification models to other heritage sites and examine the
long-term impacts on visitor behavior and destination loyalty.
Additionally, further studies could investigate the role of emerging
technologies such as augmented reality (AR) and location-based
gaming in enhancing tourism experiences.
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