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Abstract

The aim of this study was to present a qualitative model of intercultural communication development management for international
pilgrims of the Razavi Shrine. The statistical population of this qualitative study included faculty members of Islamic Azad University in
the field of cultural management, specialists and experts in communication and cultural sociology, and cultural attachés holding master’s
and doctoral degrees with at least fifteen years of managerial experience. Sampling was conducted using a non-probability purposive
method, and 15 qualified experts were selected. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The collected data were analyzed
using thematic analysis. The results showed that the dimensions of the qualitative model included the individual dimension with four
components, the communicative dimension with three components, the institutional dimension with two components, the managerial
dimension with two components, and the cultural-environmental dimension with three components. Overall, it can be stated that the
development and management of intercultural communication among international pilgrims at the Holy Razavi Shrine is not a one-
dimensional or merely skill-based phenomenon, but rather a multifaceted and systemic constellation. The synergy and dynamic interaction
of these dimensions can provide a suitable foundation for creating deep mutual understanding, enhancing the quality of pilgrims” spiritual
experience, reducing cultural misunderstandings and tensions, and ultimately realizing effective pilgrimage diplomacy.
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Extended Abstract

Intercultural communication has become one of the central concerns of cultural management in religious
tourism destinations, particularly in sacred spaces that host pilgrims from diverse linguistic, national, ethnic,
and cultural backgrounds. The Razavi Shrine in Mashhad, as one of the most important Shiite pilgrimage
centers in the Islamic world, is not merely a religious site but also a major cultural and civilizational arena in
which different communities encounter one another through shared devotional practices, symbolic meanings,
and spiritual aspirations. Culture, as a comprehensive system of values, beliefs, customs, rituals, lifestyles, and
patterns of social behavior, shapes how individuals interpret religious experience, interact with others, and
understand collective identity (1-3). In recent decades, globalization, mobility, religious tourism, and
communication technologies have intensified cross-cultural encounters and have made intercultural
communication a practical necessity rather than a purely theoretical concept (4, 5). Within religious societies,
pilgrimage provides a unique context for the reproduction of religious values, the strengthening of spiritual
solidarity, and the formation of transnational cultural relations. The annual presence of international pilgrims
at the Razavi Shrine transforms Mashhad into a symbolic space of intercultural interaction, where linguistic
diversity, ritual variation, emotional attachment, and religious belonging converge (6, 7). The cultural and
historical position of Imam Reza and the role of his shrine in strengthening Islamic unity further increase the
significance of managing communication with international pilgrims in a systematic, culturally sensitive, and
development-oriented manner (8, 15).

The objective of this study was to design a qualitative model for managing the development of intercultural
communication among international pilgrims of the Razavi Shrine. The study was grounded in the assumption
that the cultural diversity of international pilgrims creates both valuable opportunities and serious managerial
challenges. On the one hand, the presence of pilgrims from countries such as Iraqg, Pakistan, Afghanistan, India,
Azerbaijan, Turkey, Arab Gulf states, and other Islamic and non-Islamic regions provides an exceptional
opportunity for cultural exchange, religious diplomacy, spiritual solidarity, and the dissemination of Razavi
and Islamic-Iranian culture (7, 10, 11). On the other hand, differences in language, pilgrimage customs, ritual
expectations, social norms, cultural sensitivities, and access to information may produce misunderstanding,
uncertainty, communicative distance, and even cultural tension if they are not properly managed (4, 5, 12).
Therefore, intercultural communication in the Razavi Shrine must be understood as a strategic requirement for
improving the quality of pilgrimage experience, enhancing cultural understanding, reducing stereotypes and
misinterpretations, and strengthening the role of Mashhad as a center of religious tourism and intercultural
coexistence (9, 13, 14). The lack of a comprehensive model for organizing these interactions, especially in
relation to the cultural needs of international pilgrims, constituted the main problem addressed in this research.
This study employed a qualitative research design based on expert interviews and thematic analysis. The
research population consisted of faculty members in cultural management, specialists and scholars in
communication and cultural sociology, and cultural attachés with postgraduate qualifications and at least
fifteen years of managerial experience. Participants were selected through purposive non-probability sampling,
and 15 qualified experts were included in the study. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews,
allowing participants to explain their views on the requirements, barriers, capacities, and managerial
mechanisms of intercultural communication development for international pilgrims. The collected data were
analyzed using thematic analysis, through which codes, components, and dimensions were extracted and
organized into a conceptual model. The qualitative nature of the study made it possible to move beyond
fragmented operational concerns and identify the deeper human, communicative, institutional, managerial, and
cultural-environmental dimensions of intercultural communication in the Razavi Shrine. In this respect, the
methodological design was appropriate for exploring a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by symbolic
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meanings, organizational structures, cultural diversity, religious experience, and service-management
requirements. The use of expert participants also ensured that the resulting model reflected both theoretical
knowledge and practical experience in cultural management, pilgrimage services, and intercultural relations.
The findings showed that the qualitative model of intercultural communication development management for
international pilgrims of the Razavi Shrine consists of five main dimensions: the individual dimension, the
communicative dimension, the institutional dimension, the managerial dimension, and the cultural-
environmental dimension. The individual dimension included cultural awareness, intercultural sensitivity,
intercultural communication skills, and cultural adaptation. This dimension indicates that effective interaction
begins with the cognitive and attitudinal readiness of pilgrims, shrine servants, cultural workers, and host-
community members. Cultural awareness allows individuals to recognize the customs, values, sensitivities,
and behavioral expectations of different groups, while intercultural sensitivity supports respect, empathy, and
avoidance of ethnocentrism (4, 12). Intercultural communication skills, such as active listening, flexibility,
careful interpretation, and appropriate response, create the practical capacity for interaction, and cultural
adaptation enables individuals to regulate their behavior in unfamiliar cultural situations (5, 13). The
communicative dimension included verbal communication, nonverbal communication, and management of
cultural misinterpretation. In this dimension, attention to language, clarity of message, culturally appropriate
wording, translation tools, body language, spatial distance, behavioral signs, and timely clarification of
misunderstanding was identified as essential for maintaining effective interaction (7, 9). These results confirm
that intercultural communication in pilgrimage settings depends not only on goodwill and shared faith but also
on concrete communicative competence and the ability to manage ambiguity.

The institutional and managerial dimensions of the model revealed that individual readiness and
communicative competence cannot be sustained without organizational support. The institutional dimension
consisted of multilingual communication infrastructure and international cultural programs and policies.
Multilingual signs, brochures, guidance systems, digital information platforms, translation technologies, and
culturally appropriate service information are necessary to make the shrine environment accessible and
understandable for international pilgrims (4, 11). At the same time, cultural programs and international policies
are required to transform diversity into an organized opportunity through planning, cultural foresight, and
respect for the needs of different national and linguistic groups (1-3). The managerial dimension included
intercultural training of staff and management of services for international pilgrims. This dimension
emphasizes that shrine servants and personnel must be equipped with intercultural knowledge, professional
communication skills, and sensitivity to the cultural expectations of foreign pilgrims. Previous studies on the
needs of foreign pilgrims of Imam Reza have shown that informational, cultural, and knowledge-related needs
are among the most important priorities of this group (11). Historical evidence also indicates that the
administration of the Razavi Shrine has long dealt with the needs of foreign pilgrims, including Indian pilgrims,
through specific institutional arrangements (10). In the contemporary context, however, these services require
greater systematization, integration, evaluation, and strategic management (6, 14). The cultural-environmental
dimension, as the final and integrative level of the model, included the space of cultural interaction, the cultural
image of the pilgrimage destination, and shared spiritual experience. This dimension shows that when
individual, communicative, institutional, and managerial factors work together, they create a safe and
meaningful cultural environment in which pilgrims can experience mutual understanding, trust, Islamic unity,
and spiritual belonging (7, 8, 15).

Overall, the study concludes that the development and management of intercultural communication among
international pilgrims of the Razavi Shrine is a multidimensional, systemic, and strategic phenomenon. It
cannot be reduced to language translation, individual courtesy, ritual coordination, or isolated cultural
programs. Rather, it requires the simultaneous development of cultural awareness, communication skills,
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multilingual infrastructure, international cultural policy, trained human resources, integrated service
management, and a culturally rich environment that supports shared spiritual experience. The proposed model
demonstrates that the Razavi Shrine can function not only as a sacred destination but also as an active platform
for intercultural understanding, religious diplomacy, and transnational solidarity. By strengthening the
interaction between the five identified dimensions, shrine management can reduce misunderstanding, improve
the quality of services for international pilgrims, enhance the spiritual and cultural meaning of pilgrimage, and
reinforce Mashhad’s role as a center of Islamic coexistence and intercultural dialogue. The practical
implication of this model is that cultural management in pilgrimage spaces must move from scattered and
reactive measures toward an integrated and evidence-based framework that recognizes the diversity of pilgrims
as a developmental asset. Such a framework can help transform the pilgrimage experience into a deeper
encounter marked by respect, empathy, unity, and shared spiritual belonging.
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