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The present study was conducted with the aim of studying smart marketing by utilizing
export capacities in the country's free trade zones. This study is classified as cross-
sectional survey research in terms of its applied purpose and in terms of the method
and time frame of data collection. The statistical population includes managers and
experts of the country's free trade zones. Using the Cohen power analysis method, the
sample size was estimated at 135 people and the sampling was done by simple random
sampling. The data collection tool was a researcher-made questionnaire that included
questions related to different dimensions of smart marketing and export capacities. To
assess the validity of the questionnaire, face validity methods (using the opinions of
the referees), convergent validity (with a value above 0.5) and divergent validity were
used. Also, the reliability of the questionnaire was evaluated as desirable by estimating
Cronbach's alpha, R coefficient and composite reliability (with values above 0.7). Data
analysis was performed using the partial least squares (PLS) method. The results
showed that the smart export marketing strategy can have a positive impact on
improving the financial and non-financial performance of the country's free trade
zones. These findings indicate that by applying smart methods in marketing, it is
possible to optimize export processes and increase competitiveness in international
markets. Finally, it is suggested that the managers of the country's free trade zones
should focus on developing smart marketing strategies, while exploiting existing
capacities, to strengthen their position in global markets. Also, there is a need for
further research on the impact of environmental and cultural factors on the success of
these strategies.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Free trade zones (FTZs) serve as a key strategy for economic development and global market
integration (Dunning & Lundan, 2008). Iran has seven active FTZs—Kish, Qeshm, Chabahar,
Anzali, Aras, Arvand, and Maku (Tangestani & Moradi Borlian, 2024). According to export-led
development theory, these zones are expected to drive economic growth (Balassa, 2013).
However, customs data reveal that their contribution to national exports is merely 2.5 percent (Zare
Mehrjerdi, 2022), with weaknesses in international marketing and the absence of a smart export
strategy identified as major contributing factors (Panahifar et al., 2021).

Despite the significant potential of FTZs and the emphasis placed on them in national
development plans, a wide gap exists between their actual performance and expected export
outcomes. Previous research has primarily focused on traditional marketing and trade practices,
largely ignoring the role of smart, technology-driven marketing approaches (Amoli Deva et al.,
2023). Furthermore, no independent study has yet systematically investigated smart marketing
programs within the context of Iran's free trade zones. This research gap is critical because
continuing the current trajectory may lead to further loss of regional and international markets to
foreign competitors. Therefore, the central problem addressed in this study is the lack of a smart
marketing model tailored to the export capacities of Iran's FTZs. The present research aims to
develop and test such a model, thereby bridging the gap between theory and practice and providing
actionable strategies for policymakers and economic actors to enhance export performance.

Theoretical Foundations

Smart marketing is a combination of marketing strategies and modern technologies that plays an
important role in the success of companies operating in highly uncertain environments (Iravani et
al., 2023). This system, by receiving and analyzing market data, provides critical information to
managers (Meshbaki Esfahani et al., 2021). A smart marketing strategy creates value for customers
using informational and relational assets, leading to organizational success (Aghazadeh, 2015).
Export capacities refer to the country's potential ability to supply and sell products in global
markets (Zamani et al., 2024), and their development allows companies to exert greater control
over marketing activities (Rastegari & Mirzaei Khalilabadi, 2023). Free trade zones are defined as
areas outside customs borders, where products are primarily manufactured for export (Najafi Kani
& Hariri, 2023).

Previous research has shown a significant relationship between smart marketing and the
performance of free zones (Miri & Eisazadeh, 2023). Moreover, free zones and logistics centers
enhance companies' ability to innovate and engage effectively with customers (Jin, 2025), and
smart marketing can act as a powerful competitive lever (Talafucam et al., 2024). Based on this,
11 hypotheses were developed, the most important of which are: the positive effect of smart
marketing on smart export marketing strategy (Hypothesis 1), the positive effect of this strategy
on non-financial performance (Hypothesis 2) and financial performance (Hypothesis 3), the
positive effects of legal frameworks (Hypothesis 4) and export infrastructure (Hypothesis 6), the
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negative effect of sanctions and international isolation (Hypothesis 5), and the positive effects of
administrative, marketing, production, technological, and learning capacities on smart marketing
(Hypotheses 7 to 11).

Methodology

This is an applied, cross-sectional survey study. The statistical population consisted of managers
and experts from Iran's seven free trade zones. Using Cohen's power analysis, the sample size was
estimated at 135 individuals, and simple random sampling was employed. The data collection
instrument was a researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 69 items on a five-point Likert
scale. Validity was confirmed through face validity, convergent validity (AVE > 0.5), and
discriminant validity. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach's alpha (0.823) and composite
reliability (CR > 0.7). Data analysis was performed using Partial Least Squares (PLS) with Smart
PLS3 software.

Findings

Of the 135 respondents, 72% were male, 35% were aged 4050 years, and 43% held a master's
degree. Structural equation modeling results showed: smart export marketing strategy had a strong
positive effect on non-financial performance and financial performance. Smart marketing
positively affected this strategy. Export infrastructure and legal frameworks had positive effects,

while sanctions had a negative effect. Marketing capacity, administrative capacity, production
capacity, technological capacity, and learning capacity all positively affected smart marketing.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrated that smart export marketing strategy plays a key role in converting
capacities into superior financial and non-financial performance. Smart marketing and export
infrastructure had the greatest impact on this strategy. Sanctions showed a significant negative
effect, underscoring the need for economic diplomacy. Among the five capacities, marketing
capacity had the strongest impact on smart marketing. It is recommended that managers of free
zones facilitate the implementation of smart marketing by creating flexible administrative
structures, allocating sufficient budgets, developing quality products in line with global standards,
strengthening organizational learning, enhancing market segmentation and positioning
capabilities, adopting modern technologies such as big data and artificial intelligence, reducing
bureaucracy, establishing strong transportation networks, and formulating appropriate strategies
to counter sanctions. Implementing this model will lead to increased foreign exchange earnings,
export growth, job creation, improved international market share, and public welfare. Future
research should focus on the role of environmental and cultural factors in the success of these
strategies.
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