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Tourism is one of the most dynamic economic,activities; however, Iran's tourism
industry has been severely affected by international,economic sanctions. This study
aims to evaluate the heterogeneous impact of ‘sanctionston'\lran's seven tourism
zones (Northern, Northwestern, Northeastern, Western, ‘€entral, Southwestern, and
Southeastern) and to calculate the weight of%effective criteria influencing this
vulnerability. The research method is descriptive-analytical with applied nature.
Data were collected through library and documentary methods, with 2019 selected
as the base year. Criteria weighting“was_performed using the group Analytic
Hierarchy Process (AHP) and Expert Choicé\software. The opinions of 32 experts
(including university professors, senigr managers and experts from the Cultural
Heritage Organization, amd tourism industry practitioners) were gathered and
consensus was reached using,the Delphitechnique over two rounds. The final
ranking of zones based on their susceptibility to sanctions was conducted using the
VIKOR model. The results showed that the "Advertising and Marketing™ criterion
(weight: 0.34) has the highestlimportance, while the "Attractions" criterion (weight:
0.16) has themlowest significance for tourism resilience under sanctions. The
VIKOR model findings¥indicate that the Northern Zone, with a value of 0.00, was
the, least affected by/sanctions. This resilience, rather than relying on international
tourism, is based on a domestic tourism economy (population and capital
concentration in Tehran, Caspian Sea attractions, and the substitution of expensive
foreigmytravel with domestic trips). In contrast, the Southeastern Zone (value: 1.00)
and the Southwestern Zone were the most severely impacted. This is due to their
historiedl deprivation, weak infrastructure, high unemployment rates, and heavy
dependence on government investments—factors that were effectively paralyzed by
sanctions and reduced foreign exchange revenues. It is concluded that the impact of
sanctions on lIran's tourism industry is neither uniform nor homogeneous. The
Northern and Northwestern zones (benefiting from cross-border proximity and
medical tourism) have demonstrated greater resilience, whereas the Southeastern
and Southwestern zones require prioritization in supportive policies and resilience-
oriented investments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tourism is widely recognized as a key driver
of economic growth, employment, and
regional development. However, the Iranian
tourism industry has been severely affected
by international economic sanctions, political
instability, and negative media portrayals.
Despite Iran’s rich cultural, historical, and
natural  attractions, the country has
consistently underperformed in attracting
international tourists compared to regional
competitors such as Turkey, Malaysia, and
the UAE. Following the JCPOA (2015), Iran
experienced a temporary boost in tourism, but
the U.S. withdrawal from the agreement in
2018 and the reimposition of sanctions
reversed much of this progress. While
previous studies have focused on the general
effects of sanctions on Iran’s economy, little
attention has been given to the heterogeneous
impact of sanctions across different tourism
zones within the country. This study aims to:
(1) identify the relationship between sanctions
and tourism, (2) assess how different Iranian
tourism zones are affected by sanctions, and
(3) determine the most influential components

(criteria) for destination management under)

sanctions.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical
and survey-based approach. The study area
covers all of Iran, divided into seven tourism
zones based on national planning documents.
Four main criteria and ten sub-criteria were
identified through literature review and expert
opinion: Attractions (cultural, historical),
Advertising & Marketing (media production,
social media, internet access), Tourism &
Investment (number of tourists, number of
trips, visits to historical sites), and
Infrastructure ~ (accommodation,  ongoing
development investments). Data  were
collected from the Iran Statistical Center, the
Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization,
and expert questionnaires. A group Analytic
Hierarchy Process (AHP) was applied using
Expert Choice software, and the VIKOR
technique was used to rank the tourism zones
based on their susceptibility to sanctions. The
Delphi method was employed to reach
consensus among 32 experts (tourism

officials, academics, and industry
professionals).  All  sub-criteria  were
quantitative and positively oriented.

Results

The AHP results showed that Advertising &
Marketing had the highest weight (0.34),
while Attractions had the lowest (0.16).
Among sub-criteria, Social media ranked first
(0.73), highlighting its critical role in
countering negative international narratives.
The VIKOR analysis revealed that
the Northern Zone (value 0.00) was the least
affected Dby sanctions, followed by
the Northwestern Zone (0.224). In contrast,
the Southeastern Zone (value 1.00)
and Southwestern ~ Zone were  the  most
severely impacted. The ranking from Expert
Choice software slightly differed in top
positions: the Central Zone (0.248) was
identified as least affected, then Northern
(0.236), and Northwestern (0.120), while the
southeastern and  southwestern  zones
consistently ranked as most vulnerable.

®Sensitivity analyses indicated that a 45%

increase in investment in the Eastern Zone
could reduce its vulnerability, and a 91%
increase in advertising could improve the
Northwestern Zone’s resilience.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results confirm that the impact of
sanctions on lranian tourism is highly
heterogeneous across zones. The Northern
Zone’s relative resilience is attributed to
domestic tourism, coastal attractions, and the
concentration of population and capital in
Tehran. The Northwestern Zone benefits from
cross-border exchanges with Turkey and
medical tourism (e.g., mud therapy).
Conversely, the Southeastern and
Southwestern zones — already among Iran’s
most economically deprived regions — suffer
from weak infrastructure, low investment, and
high unemployment, all exacerbated by
sanctions. The finding that advertising and
social media are more critical than physical
infrastructure under sanctions reflects the
importance of combating negative destination
images and media propaganda. These results
align with previous studies (e.g., Seyfi &
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Hall, 2018; Pratt & Alizadeh, 2017) on the

indirect effects of sanctions, such as reduced

FDI, currency transaction difficulties, and

heightened risk perception. However, the

study also reveals that domestic tourism,

driven by currency devaluation, can partially

compensate for international tourist losses in

certain zones. This study concludes that

economic sanctions do not uniformly harm

Iran’s tourism industry; instead, their impact

varies significantly across zones based on

geographical location, existing infrastructure,

domestic tourism potential, and cross-border

linkages. The Northern and Northwestern

zones have demonstrated greater resilience, N\
while the Southeastern and Southwestern

zones require urgent policy attention. For

future  planning,  policymakers  should \
prioritize: (1) zone-specific marketing and
branding strategies, especially using social
media, (2) targeted investment in underserved
zones (e.g., Eastern and Southeastern), and
(3) fostering cross-border urban diplomacy
and sister-city agreements (e.g., Northwestern
zone with  Azerbaijan and  Turkey).
Limitations include reliance on expert
judgment and data availability for 2019 as the
base year. Future research should explore’
real-time data, post-sanctions scenarios, and
comparative studies with other sanctioned
countries.
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