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Abstract
Around the world, thousands of festivals are organized at micro and macro level. In terms of the participant number, crowded 
festivals offer serious contributions to the economies of cities. Since 2015, the “Van Shopping Fest” is held every year from 15 March 
to 5 April in Van. This festival, attracts the attention with creates positive influence on the urban economy thanks to its high number 
of participants. The festival date is planned according to the 25-day of Navruz holiday in neighboring Iran. In this way, it was ensured 
that Van attracted a significant amount of tourists from Iran, especially by road. While approximately 20.000 Iranian tourists arrived 
in Van in 2008, the number of Iranian tourists in 2017 exceeded 400.000. On the other hand, over 60,000 Iranian tourists visited the 
city during the Van Shopping Fest in 2018. With this rapid increase in numbers, the sales volumes of enterprises rised. In addition, 
new tourism investments in the city and new business opportunities have begun to occur. From this point of view, the aim of this 
study is to examine and evaluate the contribution of festival tourism to urban economy in Van. SWOT method was used within the 
scope of this study’s purpose.
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INTRODUCTION

The fact that the mobility of tourists is concentrated 
in coastal areas or in certain centers and particularly 
in the summer stands out as a major problem in terms 
of the tourism sector in Turkey. Turkey has broken 
the all-time record in 2018 by hosting more than 46 
million visitors (Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 
2019a). However, almost half of the visitors arrived in 
the summer. On the other hand, 2/3 of the total tourists 
are concentrated in Istanbul, Antalya, Mugla and Izmir 
provinces. Spreading tourism activities which are 
ongoing for 12 months throughout the entire region 
is an important targeted consideration in the 2023 
Tourism Strategy of Turkey (Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism, 2007). In this context, it is planned to develop 
and support different types of tourism. Festival tourism, 
which creates an important tourism movement during 
certain dates and in different regions, stands out among 
such types of tourism.

In recent years, the number of academic studies 
on festival tourism has increased. It is seen that the 
satisfaction and loyalty levels of the participants in the 
festivals are examined in some studies in the literatüre 
(Tayfun & Arslan, 2013; Saçlı et al., 2019). Some studies 
have focused on the contribution of festival tourism to 
the city economy and local development (O’Sullivan 
& Jackson, 2002; Stankova & Vassenska, 2015; Girish 
& Chen, 2017). On the other hand, some researches 
focused on issues related to the development of festival 
tourism (Smith & Jenner, 1998; Çulha, 2008; Ma & 
Lew, 2012). The mentioned studies show that “the 
contribution of festival tourism to the city economy”, 
which is the subject of this research, is worth 
considering in the literature of tourism. Therefore, 
it is estimated that the number of academic research 
will increase as the importance of festivals in tourism 
increases.

 Thousands of different festivals are held at micro 
or macro levels around the world. In terms of the 
number of participants, the crowded festivals make a 
significant contribution to the economies of the cities. 
The ‘Van Shopping Fest’ which has been held in Van 
since 2015 between 15 March and 5 April, attracts 
attention with its positive impact on the city’s economy 
thanks to the high number of participants. Planning 
the festival to coincide with the 25-day “Navruz Feast” 
holiday in neighboring Iran has enabled Van to attract 
a significant amount of tourists from Iran, especially by 
road. Approximately 20,000 Iranian tourists visited Van 
in 2008, while the number of Iranian tourists arriving 
in 2017 exceeded 400 thousand (Kendir, 2018). On the 
other hand, over 60 thousand Iranian tourists visited 
the city during the ‘Van Shopping Fest’ held in 2018 

(Anadolu Agency, 2018). With this rapid increase in 
numbers, sales volumes of enterprises have increased 
and new tourism investments and new business 
opportunities have started to emerge in the city. From 
this point of view, the aim of the study is to examine 
and evaluate the contribution of festival tourism to the 
urban economy in Van. 

CONCEPTUAL FREAMWORK

Festival Tourism

Although the concept of the festival has several 
different definitions according to the Turkish Language 
Institute (TDK), a festival is defined in general terms 
as follows: “An event of special importance for which 
the period, the environment in which it is held, the 
number or quality of its participants is determined 
with a program” (TDK, 2019). However, festival 
tourism is a term used in the related literature for the 
last 30 years. Festival tourism, which defines festivals of 
different sizes, festivals, events and the participation of 
tourists into these, has become an important academic 
issue today (Getz & Frisby, 1988; O’Sullivan & Jackson, 
2002).

Festivals encourage people to see new places, 
while reinforcing friendship among the people of the 
world and by fostering curiosity for new cultures and 
lives (Çulha, 2008: 1828). Especially, one of the most 
important strategies to be used in creating an urban 
image from scratch and coping with a negative image 
of a city is to override the prejudices. This strategy aims 
to persuade nationally or internationally renowned 
people, decision makers, public opinion leaders and 
the like to come to the city and to see the city with their 
own eyes (Avraham, 2004: 471-479).

Touristic destinations compete with each other 
at national and international levels in order to get a 
bigger share of the tourism pie. As a result of intense 
competition between destinations, the organization 
and development of activities such as festivals has 
become a very important sector. Particularly festivals 
that are held in destinations that lack the sea-sand-
sun trio, which is considered mass tourism, are 
important factors that stand out in attracting tourists 
to a region. Events such as festivals provide many 
benefits in terms of tourism in the regions where they 
are held. The diversification of tourism, extending 
the tourism season, ensuring a balanced distribution 
of tourism demand to different regions within the 
country, increasing the attractiveness and recognition 
of destinations are among these benefits. On the other 
hand, another benefit of festival tourism is to the 
urban economy and planning. Increasing the business 
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capacities of sectors operating in the city, developing 
new or existing infrastructure, intensifying media 
interest in the city and branding of the city through 
cultural themes can be given as examples of this 
situation (Tayfun & Arslan, 2013).

Special events such as festivals emerge as an 
alternative model and a differentiating factor in the 
branding of destinations. Furthermore, special events 
such as festivals and artistic / cultural / sporting 
activities have become one of the most important 
tools used to create a positive image in contemporary 
tourism (Smith & Jenner, 1998, 76). The Rio Carnival, 
Cannes Film Festival, Spain Bullfighting Festival, 
Valencia Tomato Festival, Chinese Dragon Boat 
Festival, Nevada Burning Man Festival, Sino-Harbin 
Ice and Snow Festival are among the most well-known 
festivals worldwide (Green Global Travel, 2019). The 
Rio Carnival, which dates back to the 16th century and 
has become traditional, is held every year in February 
or March. Every year, a large number of people come to 
the Brazilian city of Rio de Janeiro to watch this festival 
live. 1.1 million foreign tourists who attended the 
carnival in 2017 generated 3 billion dollars of foreign 
exchange inflow into the city’s economy (The Rio 
Times, 2017). In 2019, the number of foreign tourists 
attending the carnival reached 1.5 million (Statista, 
2019). The city of Rio de Janeiro is so integrated with 
the carnival that the Rio Carnival comes is envisaged 
in many people’s minds wherever Rio is mentioned 
in the world (Rio Carnival, 2019). Therefore, this 
carnival which qualifies as a festival makes a significant 
contribution to both the city’s economy as well as the 
promotion of the city. 

In light of the outstanding festivals organized in 
Turkey in terms of tourism Kırkpınar Oil Wrestling 
Festival, Manisa Mesir Paste Festival, Edirne Kakava-
Hıdırellez Festivals, Antalya Golden Orange Film 
Festival, Traditional Ordu-Persembe Plateau Wrestling 
and Culture Festival, Istanbul Film Festival, Alaçatı 
Herb Festival, Adana International Orange Blossom 
Carnival, Van Shopping Fest, Zeytinli Rock Festival, 
Kastamonu-Taşköprü Garlic Festival and Traditional 
Artvin Kafkasör Culture Tourism Art Festival can be 
mentioned. Among the above mentioned festivals, 
“Adana International Orange Blossom Carnival“, 
which is organized regularly between 3-7 April each 
year, has made a major impression in the national and 
international media. Approximately 1.5 million tourists 
and local people attended the festival in 2019 and 
generated a significant mobility to the city’s economy 
during 5 days (TRT News, 2019). Furthermore, Saçlı, 
Ersöz & Kahraman (2019) determined that the tourists 
coming to attend the Adana International Orange 
Blossom Carnival had a high level of intention to 

visit the city again. This can be viewed as a concrete 
example of the contribution of festivals to the image 
and promotion of tourist destinations. Likewise, the 
Van Shopping Fest, which has contributed significantly 
to the city’s economy in Van for the last 5 years and 
attracts Iranian tourists to the city, supports this 
phenomenon.

METHOD

The aim of this study has been to examine and 
evaluate the contribution of festival tourism to the 
urban economy in Van province. Statistical data 
obtained from public institutions (Ministry of Culture 
and Tourism, DAKA etc.) associated with the tourism 
sector in Van province have been presented as graphs 
and the SWOT analysis method was selected to evaluate 
these data. 

The reason why the SWOT analysis was preferred 
is because it is a structured method which helps 
to formulate a strategy. Furthermore, the SWOT 
analysis is also called situation analysis. The purpose 
of the SWOT analysis is to identify the “Strengths and 
Weaknesses” of a situation as well as the “Opportunities 
and Threats” that develop around the same situation. 
As a result of defining these factors, it is possible to 
develop strategies that highlight the strengths of the 
relevant situation, minimize their weaknesses, take 
advantage of the opportunities in the environment and 
counter the threats (Dyson, 2004: 632). The views of 
experts in the field were also taken into consideration 
to evaluate the effect of festival tourism on the urban 
economy in Van province which was carried out with 
the SWOT analysis method to this end.

Evaluation of the Effect of Van Shopping Fest on 
Urban Economy with SWOT Analysis 

Tourism, especially in regions where 
industrialization is inadequate, balances the level of 
development between regions, generates employment 
and prevents migration from rural areas to cities. 
Because Van province is in an undeveloped area of 
eastern Turkey, the concentration of tourism activities 
in the city is of great importance in the economic 
development of the city and preventing migration to 
developed provinces in the west (Kendir, 2018). 

It is noteworthy that the number of domestic and 
foreign tourists visiting Van province has increased in 
recent years. Almost all of the foreign tourists visiting 
Van come from Iran, which is a border neighbor. 
Figure 1 shows the graph of the number of foreign 
tourists visiting Van in the last five years. While 85 
thousand foreign tourists visited Van in 2013, this 
number increased to 154 thousand in 2015, when 
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the Van Shopping Festival started. The number of 
tourists rapidly increased to 420,000 by 2017, and at 
the beginning of 2018 when the Iranian government 
significantly increased its departure fees it receded to 
230,000. On the other hand, the economic difficulties 
experienced in Iran also have a small effect on the 
decrease in the number of tourists.

The number of hospitality businesses has increased 
in parallel to the increase in the number of tourists 
visiting Van. Figure 2 shows that in terms of hospitality 
businesses, a significant capacity increase has been 

realized in 2019 compared to 2014. While the number 
of hotels with tourism operation licenses was 11 in 
2014, the number reached 18 in 2019. While the 
number of 2-star, 3-star and apart hotels was 2, 3 and 

1 in 2014 respectvely, the number of 2-star hotels 
increased to 3, the number of 3-star hotels increased 
to 7, and the number of apart hotels increased to 3 
in 2019 (Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2019c). 
Furthermore, it is recognized that the increase in 
tourism enterprises generates added value to other 

tourism related sectors (such as construction, garment, 
souvenir, food industries).

According to the ‘Research on the Contribution 
and Expectations of Iranian Visitors to the Economy 

of Van Report’ conducted by TURKSTAT (TUİK), 
it is known that tourists visiting in 2018 stayed for 
3.3 nights on average. It is also seen in Figure 3 that 
these accommodations are concentrated in hotel 
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establishments. On the other hand, the same graph 
shows that those who stay in their own homes or rented 
houses also spend a significant number of nights. 
Especially in recent years, Iranian citizens have been 
buying homes in Van province and this contributes 
economically to the real estate sector as well as 
subsidiary sectors. Furthermore, those staying in their 
own homes spend 14.5 nights and stay longer in the 
city and spend more and provide foreign exchange 
inflow to the city’s economy (DAKA, 2018).

The domestic and foreign tourists coming to Van 
province generate an important amount of revenue to 
the city’s economy by spending significant amounts. 
According to the ‘Research on the Contribution and 
Expectations of Iranian Visitors to the Economy of Van 

Report’ prepared in 2018, foreign tourists spent 1.247 
TRY per person. According to the graph in Figure 4, 
these expenditures were mostly realized by shopping 
in the garment sector. These expenditures are mainly 
focused on clothes and shoes. On the other hand, the 
same graph also indicates that accommodation and 
food and beverage expenditures are also significant. 
The total tourism income from foreign tourists visiting 
Van in 2018 is calculated as 231.942.605.- TRY (DAKA, 
2018).

Iranian tourists visiting Van province spend not 
only on accommodation and shopping, but on urban 
transportation as well. Figure 5 shows the distribution 
of vehicles preferred by Iranian tourists visiting Van 
in 2018 in terms of urban transportation. According 
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to this distribution, tourists mostly spent on vehicles 
such as taxis, minibuses and buses. According to the 
figure, while 45.9% of the tourists walk around the city 
on foot, 54.1% preferred at least one means of transport 
in discovering the city.

In the SWOT analysis matrix in Table 1, the strengths 
and weaknesses of Van province and the opportunities 
and threats related to festival tourism were evaluated 
by taking into consideration the economic structure of 
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the city. In the making of these evaluations, secondary 
data such as articles, theses, news and statistics of 
public institutions published about Van province were 
studied and a compilation was prepared. As a result of 
the compilation, prominent SWOT cases were added 
to the matrix. 

It is known that the foreign tourists in Van, mainly 
from Iran, are interested in the Van Shopping Fest 
organized during the Navruz Feast. Furthermore, the 
Iranian tourists intensify their spending especially 
during their shopping in this period. Therefore, it can 
be stated that festival tourism contributes significantly 
to the city’s economy in terms of shopping, increases 
the economic activity in the city and this situation 
makes the city a center of attraction.  

Conclusion and Recommendations

The attraction factors of a touristic destination 
are of great importance in terms of the preference of 
that destination by tourists and gaining a competitive 
advantage over competing destinations (Dönmez & 
Türkmen, 2018). An examination of Van›s touristic 
attraction factors reveals that having a border with the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, the historical-cultural values 
in the province and natural beauties such as Lake Van 
which is tantamount to a sea for tourists stand out. 
Furthermore, the “Van Shopping Fest” which has been 
organized during the Navruz Feast in recent years and 
attracts more and more attention, has become one of 
the most important attraction elements of the city. 
The following recommendations can be developed 
especially in view of the fact that this festival creates 
mobility in the economic structure of the city and 
provides a significant amount of foreign exchange 
inflows to the city’s economy:

• In order to ensure the sustainability of Van 
Shopping Fest, the decision makers and 
stakeholders in the province should coordinate 
the promotion and dissemination activities of 
this festival in an effective manner.

• It will be beneficial for all stakeholders in the 
province, especially public institutions and 
NGOs, to come together in order to develop 
tourism in Van more and in a more proper 
way and to form an institutional structure 
which qualifies as a “Destination Management 
Organization”. 

• The increase in Iran’s departure fees since mid-
2018 led to a significant decline in the number 
of arriving tourists. In order to overcome this 
negative situation, a part or the whole departure 
fees of the tourists could be countered by 
the Governorate, Municipality, Chamber of 

Commerce and Development Agency in the 
city and this would accelerate the mobility of 
tourists again. 

• Van Shopping Fest should not be introduced 
only to Iranian tourists but also to local tourists 
and tourists from other neighboring countries. 
Tourism fairs, TV programs and social media 
tools should be used effectively to promote this 
purpose. 

• Increasing the number of trips made by the 
Lake Van Express, especially qualifying it as 
a tourism train like the Orient Express, and 
introducing it on social media, especially in 
terms of the transportation of local tourists 
during the Van Shopping Fest, has the potential 
to increase interest and participation in the 
festival to a significant extent. 

In conclusion, the contribution of festival tourism, 
which is an alternative tourism type, to city economy 
has been examined within the scope of this study. In 
this context, the impact of Van Shopping Fest on the 
city economy has been explained. From this point of 
view, the aim was to contribute to literature for future 
studies. The subject of future studies could be to measure 
the opinions and attitudes of tourists coming to Van 
for the festival, to evaluate the marketing activities of 
the festival and to determine the risk perception of the 
destination.
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