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Abstract

This study examines the relationship between competitive advantage and sustainable tourism development as
perceived by visitors to the holy city of Karbala, Iraq, one of the world's densest religious-tourism destinations.
It argues that the conventional model of destination competitiveness, built on maximizing visitor numbers and
revenues, may erode the resource base on which a destination's attractiveness depends.The theoretical part
follows a narrative review of peer-reviewed literature, mostly published between 2021 and 2026, together with
foundational works. The empirical part uses a questionnaire administered to a convenience sample of visitors
in 2026 (384 valid responses). Data were analysed using Cronbach's alpha, descriptive statistics, one-sample t-
tests, Pearson correlation, and simple and multiple linear regression.Core resources and attractions scored very
high (M = 4.303); service quality and infrastructure stood at the scale midpoint (M = 2.970, not significantly
different from 3); and perceived environmental sustainability was significantly below the midpoint (M =2.795).
Competitive advantage was strongly and positively associated with perceived sustainable tourism development
(r = .798), and its four dimensions jointly explained 64.7% of the variance, with service quality and
infrastructure the largest contributor (B = .384). Because the data are cross-sectional and single-source, the
findings indicate association rather than causation and are not statistically generalisable. The perceived
competitive gap lies in the service system surrounding the attraction rather than in the attraction itself.
Keywords: competitive advantage; sustainable tourism development; destination competitiveness; religious
tourism; perceived sustainability; Karbala.
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