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In addition to its positive impact on physical andamental_health, tourism is
considered a fundamental need and a vital life experience for.all members of
society. However, this social right has“often been‘overlooked among
individuals with disabilities, particularly groups such as those with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). Due to their Uniquescharacteristics—including
sensory sensitivities, anxiety in unfamiliar/ envikonments, communication
difficulties, and challenges in social interactions—autistic adolescents have
fewer opportunities to participaté™imstourism activities. Therefore, it is
essential to find solutions that provide conditions for a safe, controlled, and
adaptive tourism experience tailoredhto'their needs. This research attempts to
utilize Virtual Reality (VR) as a modern and interactive tool to provide an
approach for reducing the semsory and sacial challenges faced by adolescents

72 Nov 2024 with ASD in the fieldgef tourism. The research method is descriptive-
Accepted: analytical, and data were gath?red using the standard questionnaire by Omer
27 Dec 2024 et al. (2021),, A total of 267 walid questionnaires were collected, and the
pp.? -? resulting data were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and
the Partial Least Squares (PLS)method. Descriptive analyses were performed
using, SPSS 26,software, while hypothesis testing was conducted via Smart
PLS3. The results indicated that Virtual Reality has a positive and significant
impaction‘enhancing social interactions by improving the ability to maintain
social distancing among autistic adolescents (specifically within the context
of dofestic tourism in Tehran). This finding suggests that Virtual Reality
can serve as a safe platform and a prerequisite for real-world tourism

experiences, smoothing the path for the social participation of this group.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Autism  Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a
complex  neurodevelopmental  condition
characterized by impairments in social
communication and interaction, repetitive
behavioral patterns, and sensory processing
difficulties (Sim et al., 2016). Due to the wide
variability in symptom severity and individual
characteristics, ASD is conceptualized as a
spectrum (Robertson & Baron-Cohen, 2017).
Adolescents with ASD face significant
challenges  when  encountering  new
environments, unfamiliar social situations,
and changes in daily routines, challenges that
are particularly evident in the context of
tourism. Travel inherently involves diverse
sensory stimuli, extensive social interactions,
and unfamiliar settings, which often leads
families to limit or avoid travel, depriving
autistic adolescents of opportunities for social
development and experiential learning.
Research indicates that individuals with ASD
show positive attitudes toward emerging
technologies, particularly virtual reality (VR),
as it provides a controlled, predictable
environment with minimal diréct social
pressure. Studies suggest that VR /can
effectively reduce anxiety, enhance,adaptation
to new environments, andsstrengthen social
skills in individuals with ASDy, Despite these
advantages, there is a®notableylack of applied
research in Iran’s“domestie tourism sector
regardingtthe use of virtual reality to support
autistic adolescents. Therefore, investigating
the role of VR i reducing sensory challenges
and enhancing Social interactions among
adolescents with YASD within the context of
domestic tourism \ is both necessary and
timely.

Methodology

The present study is descriptive in terms of
data collection method and follows a
descriptive—analytical research design. Data
were collected using both library-based and
field methods. Initially, relevant theories and
definitions of the research variables were
reviewed through a comprehensive literature
study. Subsequently, data were gathered using
an online questionnaire, and a convenience

sampling method was employed. The research
questionnaire consisted of three sections. The
first section included questions related to the
demographic characteristics of the
respondents. The second section addressed
certain travel-related habits and plans. The
questionnaire used in this study was originally
developed by Omer et al. (2021) and contains
31 items. The statistical population of the
study comprised parents of adolescents with
autism residing in Tehran. A total of 267
completed questionnaires were collected and
analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) with the Partial Least Squares (PLS)
approach. Descriptive data analyses were
conducted using SPSS version 26, while
hypothesis testing and structural model
evaluation were performed using SmartPLS
version 3.

Results
In this study, construct reliability was
assessed using several well-established

4 indicators, including Cronbach’s alpha,

composite  reliability (CR), Spearman
correlation  coefficients, and communal
reliability measured through the Average
Variance  Extracted (AVE). Although
Cronbach’s alpha, as a traditional reliability
index, has certain limitations, all constructs
exhibited values above the acceptable
threshold of 0.70. Moreover, composite
reliability, which is particularly important in
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling  (PLS-SEM), exceeded the
recommended cutoff value of 0.70 for all
constructs, indicating adequate internal
consistency of the indicators within the
model. In addition, the use of Spearman
correlations, given the ordinal nature of
Likert-scale data, also produced satisfactory
results above the accepted threshold.
Communal  reliability,  reflecting  the
generalizability of factor loadings across
samples, was subsequently examined using
the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The
findings revealed that AVE values for all
latent constructs were greater than 0.50,
indicating that each construct explains a
substantial proportion of the variance in its



Journal of Tourism Management Studies of the Smart Era, Vol x, Issue x, X-X, X X

indicators. Overall, the results of the four
reliability assessments demonstrate that the
measurement model possesses adequate
reliability and that the findings can be
generalized to comparable samples within the
target population. Following the confirmation
of reliability, convergent validity was
evaluated. According to established PLS-
SEM criteria, convergent validity is achieved
when AVE values exceed 0.50 and the
composite reliability of each construct is
greater than its corresponding AVE. The
results confirmed that these conditions were
met for all constructs. Therefore, it can be
concluded that the constructs exhibit
satisfactory ~ convergent  validity  and,
consequently, acceptable construct validity,
indicating that the measurement model is
sufficiently robust for testing the structural
relationships.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that virtual
reality (VR) can play an effective role in
enhancing social interaction goals among
adolescents with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) by facilitating social distancing

regulation in the context of domestic tourism.’

The controlled and predictable nature of VR
environments appears to reduce anxiety and
sensory overload, allowing adolescents to
practice social behaviors and adjust to social
situations  prior to real-world travel
experiences. These results are consistent with
previous studies demonstrating the positive
effects of VR on social skills and anxiety
reduction in individuals with ASD. The novel
contribution of this research lies in extending
these benefits to the tourism domain, which is
typically characterized by unfamiliar settings
and intensive sensory and social stimuli. The
findings further suggest that perceived
severity of risk and social self-efficacy
significantly influence socially adaptive
behaviors, whereas perceived sensory
susceptibility does not, highlighting the need
to combine VR interventions with sensory
modulation strategies. Overall, the study
positions VR as a practical tool for promoting
inclusive tourism and supporting the social
participation of adolescents with ASD.
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