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The development of the smart tourism industrypat the county level requires the
identification of key influencing factors and their prioritization in accordance with
the specific local conditions of each region. In the'smart,tourism paradigm, destination
development is increasingly understood as a data-driven, governarige-oriented, and decision-
support process rather than merely infrastructure expansion. Therefore, identifying and
prioritizing development drivers becomes a corg eomponent of smart destination
management. The aim of this study was to identify, localize, and prioritize the
driving factors of tourism industry development in Gonabad County, as well as to
rank the tourism destinations of this county) based on scientific indicators. This
applied research adopts a mixed-methedstapproach and was conducted in three
stages. In the first stage, using the meta-synthesis method and a systematic review
of domestic and internationaly studies, 34\ sub-components were identified and
classified into 7 main components. Subsequently, based on expert judgments and
consensus within the research®team, 23 factors relevant to the conditions of
Gonabad County were selected and prioritized using the Importance—Performance

form: Analysis model integrateq with Group Fuzzy Analytic Hierarchy Process (IPA-G—
? FGAHP), and accordinglym shert-term and long-term development-oriented
_ scenarios for the tourism industry were formulated. In the third stage, employing the
,?Accepted. VIKOR multi-¢riferia decision-making method, 11 tourism destinations in four
bp oo categories, of natural, historical, religious, and urban attractions were evaluated and
T ranked®based on 7 components and 17 indicators. The findings indicate that
focusin%on higher-priority driving factors and improving the components with the
largest gaps between the current and desired conditions can provide a scientific and
pracﬁcal basis for smart, evidence-based planning and intelligent destination

governance in Gonabad County.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tourism has emerged as one of the most
influential industries in global economic
development, contributing significantly to
employment, income  generation, and
sustainable regional development. In many
developing  regions,  tourism—especially
nature—based and cultural tourism—plays a
critical role in strengthening local economies
and enhancing community  resilience.
Gonabad County, located in southern Razavi
Khorasan Province and endowed with rich
historical heritage, natural attractions, cultural
assets, and religious sites, holds substantial
potential for tourism development. However,
achieving sustainable growth in this sector
requires the identification of key driving
forces, an analysis of future development
pathways, and a systematic, criteria-based
ranking of tourism destinations.

In the smart tourism paradigm, destination
development is conceptualized as a systemic,
data-driven governance process in which
analytical tools support evidence-based
decision-making. Therefore, identifying and
prioritizing development drivers is mot merely.
a descriptive exercise but a foundational step’
toward intelligent destination management
and smart resource allocatien. Smartstourism
emphasizes the integration “ef technology,
knowledge management; stakeholder
connectivity, antm data-driven governance
mechanisms to  ephance  destination
competitiveness and sustainability.
Accordingly, this study aims to identify,
localize, and priofitize the driving forces of
tourism development in Gonabad County and
to rank the county’s main tourism destinations
using structured indicators.

Methodology

This applied research employed a mixed-
methods design implemented in three major
stages:Stage 1- ldentification of Driving Forces
(Qualitative):Using the meta-synthesis method
and a systematic review of domestic and
international studies, 34 sub-components were
extracted and subsequently categorized into
seven main components. Based on expert
consensus, 23 contextually relevant factors
were selected for further analysis.

Stage 2— Prioritization and Scenario
Development (Quantitative): The integrated
IPA-G-FGAHP model was used to prioritize
identified driving forces, evaluate the current
status, and determine the gap to the desired
level. Short-term and long-term development
scenarios were then formulated, emphasizing
factors with the highest importance—
performance gaps.Stage 3— Ranking Tourism
Destinations (Quantitative): A total of 11
tourism destinations were evaluated across
four attraction types (matural, historical,
religious, . and urban). “Using VIKOR,
destinations “were, ranked4based on seven
components andhl7 peerrmance indicators.

The integration of, meta-synthesis, IPA-G—
FGAHP, and VIK@OR constitutes a systemic
decision-support” framework aligned with
smart  “tourism governance. It enables
structured,y data-informed  prioritization,
performance-gap analysis, and scenario-based
planning,at the county level, while providing
an operational analytical tool for intelligent

\destination management.

Results

The findings from Stage 1 showed that the

driving forces shaping tourism development

in Gonabad can be categorized into seven

core components: socio-cultural, historical,

ecotourism, urban management,

environmental, transportation, and service-

related factors. Five critical drivers emerged

as the most influential:

1. Enhancing the county’s historical role
within the provincial spatial system

2. Promoting and utilizing  ecotourism

attractions

3. Leveraging  local
traditional rituals

4. Expanding ecotourism-related activities

5. Strengthening cultural management
systems

In the destination-ranking analysis, results

indicated that:

e Gonabad, Bidokht, Kakhk, and Riyab
obtained the highest rankings.

e Historical and urban attractions had the
strongest influence on final destination
SCores.

ceremonies and
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e Darb-e-Soufeh and Hangam showed the
lowest short-term development potential.

The analytical prioritization of drivers
provides a structured knowledge base for
intelligent intervention design, reducing
reliance on intuitive or fragmented planning
approaches.

Discussion and Conclusion

From a smart tourism governance perspective,
sustainable tourism development in Gonabad
requires targeted, data-informed strategies
centered around strengthening historical
identity, expanding ecotourism capacities, and

enhancing  socio-cultural management.
Prioritizing the key drivers helps local
authorities  allocate resources  more

effectively, capitalize on unique regional
features, and design tailored development

pathways. The ranking of destinations
highlights areas with high investment
potential, indicating that with targeted
infrastructure  investment,  data-informed

marketing strategies, coordinated stakeholder
engagement, and service-quality
enhancement, these  destinations  can
significantly contribute to regional tourism
growth. Overall, policymakers are'encouraged
to implement scenario-based, planning
approaches derived from this \study to
advance sustainable tourismudevelopment in
Gonabad County.

In line with the smart tourism paradigm, these
scenario-pased  “strategies™ function  as
intelligent “governance "fools that reduce
uncertainty, ‘ephanee  coordination among
stakeholders, _andy$Support adaptive policy-
making  throtigh  structured  analytical
evidence. Thus, ‘the study moves beyond
conventional development planning toward a
smart, evidence-driven management model
tailored to sub-regional destinations.

From a theoretical perspective, this study
contributes to the operationalization of smart
tourism at the sub-regional scale by
translating the smart governance paradigm
into a structured, multi-criteria analytical
framework. The proposed model
demonstrates how local destinations can move
from traditional tourism planning toward
intelligent, data-supported decision-making
systems.
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