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Today, the tourism industry is a dynamic industry with unique characteristics,
which occupies an important part of the economic and non-economic activities
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of developed and developing countries, and the development of tourism in the
framework of sustainability leads to sustainable economic income. For this
purpose, the aim of the current research is to identify the effective economic
factors in the development of sustainable tourism (case study: Tehran City).
The study is descriptive-survey type. From the methodological point of view,
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this research is based on the "mixed research" method. The statistical sample
includes 65 people working in the tourism industry in Tehran, who were
selected non-randomly. The data and scenarios were analyzed using fuzzy
cognitive mapping technique and the research model was designed using social
network analysis. In this regard, several factors are involved, among the factors
of increasing the volume of economic exchanges, creating employment for
local residents and planning for appropriate economic policies were the most
important because of their centrality. Finally, based on the obtained results,
suggestions were made regarding the development of sustainable tourism in
Tehran city.
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1. Introduction

Since the discovery and exploitation of oil resources, Iran’s economy has relied heavily on revenues from oil
exports, and efforts to reduce this dependence have so far achieved limited success. Under such circumstances,
achieving comprehensive and sustainable development requires identifying and utilizing new economic capacities.
Among these, the tourism industry stands out as a promising sector, offering an alternative source of income to
complement or replace oil revenues.

Development is a multidimensional concept, requiring progress across economic, social, cultural, and
environmental dimensions simultaneously. Sustainable development, in particular, emphasizes a forward-looking
approach that maintains a balanced interaction among humans, the environment, and the economy. The rapid
industrialization and environmental neglect of the twentieth century led to various ecological crises, highlighting
the global need for sustainable development.

The tourism industry, one of the fastest-growing sectors worldwide, can significantly contribute to
sustainable development. Beyond generating employment and increasing national income, it can—if properly
managed—balance economic, social, and environmental benefits. Sustainable tourism aims to regulate interactions
among host communities, tourists, and the environment, minimizing cultural and ecological harm while enhancing
visitor satisfaction.

Accordingly, this study seeks to identify the economic factors influencing sustainable tourism development
in Tehran, offering strategies to support sustainable, non-oil-based development in Iran.

2. Literature Review

The concept of development gained prominence after World War Il. Todaro defines development as a
multidimensional process involving fundamental changes in social structures, public attitudes, and national
institutions, alongside accelerated economic growth, reduced inequality, and eradication of absolute poverty. Over
time, perspectives on development have shifted toward a more holistic and integrated approach. In 1977, UNESCO
described development as a comprehensive process encompassing all aspects of society and its interactions with
the world. By the late twentieth century, environmental sustainability became a central concern in development
discourse.

Within this context, the tourism industry has emerged as a crucial economic sector, contributing to sustainable
development by generating employment, increasing national income, strengthening infrastructure, and promoting
balanced regional growth. However, rapid tourism expansion has also raised environmental and socio-cultural
concerns, making sustainable tourism a key strategy to minimize negative impacts while maximizing social and
economic benefits.

Empirical studies support the positive effects of sustainable tourism on regional economic growth. Nekouei
et al. (2019) identified social justice, social indicators, and spatial equity as key factors contributing to sustainable
development. Rajabnejad Sheikhani et al. (2019) found a strong positive relationship between rural tourism and
sustainable economic development, highlighting income generation, job creation, and economic stability as
primary priorities. Ahmadi (2018) reported that the expansion of cultural tourism increased employment, income,
and investment in rural areas.

Internationally, Ferreira et al. (2023) emphasized the interconnection between rural tourism, sustainable
tourism, and outdoor activities, while Streamikiené et al. (2021) highlighted the role of new technologies in
enhancing tourism competitiveness and achieving sustainability goals. Pulido-Fernandez et al. (2015)
demonstrated that sustainable tourism advances do not hinder short-term profitability and can foster long-term
growth, even in developing countries.

Therefore, sustainable tourism development is a strategic approach to achieving balanced economic growth,
improving quality of life, and reducing dependence on non-renewable resources such as oil. This study focuses on
identifying the economic factors influencing sustainable tourism in Tehran, providing insights and strategies for
fostering non-oil-based national development.
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3. Methodology

This research employed a descriptive—survey and mixed-method design, conducted in four sequential stages. In
the first stage, a conceptual framework of economic factors influencing sustainable tourism in Tehran was
developed through a comprehensive literature review. Two groups of participants were selected. The first group
consisted of ten tourism management experts, chosen through purposive sampling for in-depth interviews. Based
on the literature and expert judgment, fifteen preliminary factors were identified; after refinement and merging,
thirteen final economic factors were confirmed.

In the second stage, qualitative causal mapping analyzed interrelationships among these factors. A matrix
questionnaire was distributed to 65 tourism industry employees in Tehran, who rated causal relationships between
the factors on a scale from —1 to +1. Individual causal maps were then created using FCMapper software and
validated by experts. A fuzzy cognitive map (FCM) was subsequently constructed using UCINET 6. Statistical
tests—including Spearman’s correlation, Kruskal-Wallis, and Mann-Whitney U—examined the relationship
between experts’ demographics and the complexity indices of their maps. QAP correlation and distance ratio
indices assessed the similarity among the experts’ maps, tested at a 5% significance level.

In the third stage, an integrated causal map was generated using the defuzzified matrix from FCMapper and
analyzed through UCINET 6. Finally, in the fourth stage, centrality, influence, and dependency indicators were
calculated for each factor, and different sustainable tourism scenarios were simulated using FCMapper software.
Coder agreement confirmed the reliability of the analysis.

4. Result

The study found no significant relationship between experts’ personal characteristics—such as age, gender, work
experience, and education—and map complexity indicators, justifying the integration of their cognitive maps.

Analysis of aggregated fuzzy cognitive maps revealed that three economic factors had the highest centrality
and influence within Tehran’s tourism system:

1. Expansion of economic exchanges,

2. Job creation for local residents, and

3. Strategic economic policy planning.

These three factors serve as core drivers, exerting significant effects on other variables and shaping the
dynamics of sustainable tourism development. Secondary but complementary contributors include improvements
in welfare facilities, provision of financial and legal incentives, and government and private sector financial
support.

Scenario analysis showed that focusing exclusively on one factor—such as economic exchanges—without
parallel efforts in employment and policy planning leads to negative effects on other system variables. Similarly,
emphasizing employment or policy planning alone yields suboptimal outcomes. Therefore, sustainable tourism in
Tehran depends on the coordinated interaction of economic exchange growth, local job creation, and effective
policymaking.

The integrated model, constructed using FCMapper and UCINET, included 13 economic factors and 120
causal links. Factors with higher centrality were found to play a decisive role in guiding pathways toward
sustainable tourism development.

5. Conclusion

This study identified and analyzed the economic factors influencing sustainable tourism development in Tehran.
The final model comprises 13 key factors: job creation for local residents, promotion of economic investment,
government and private sector financial support, citizen financial participation, attraction of foreign investors,
income growth, improved access to financial services, expansion of economic exchanges, enhancement of welfare
facilities, increased tourism demand, provision of legal and banking incentives, and strategic economic policy
planning.

Centrality analysis and fuzzy cognitive mapping showed that three factors—economic exchange expansion,
local job creation, and strategic policy planning—are the most influential. Economic exchanges act as a key driver,
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significantly affecting other factors. Simultaneous attention to all three is essential, as focusing on one in isolation
may cause adverse effects across the system.

Scenario analysis confirmed that coordinated efforts targeting employment, economic development, and
strategic policymaking can enhance other factors and promote continuous improvement in sustainable tourism.
These findings align with prior research on tourism’s economic impacts and policy interventions, highlighting the
need for integrated management of core economic drivers.

Tehran, Iran’s capital and a major tourist destination, has high tourism potential that remains underutilized,
especially in the historical city center, where neglect has reduced both appeal and functionality. Policymakers and
planners can use these findings to focus on expanding economic exchanges, creating local employment, and
implementing strategic economic policies to increase tourist arrivals, boost employment, and enhance tourism
revenue.

Finally, leveraging Tehran’s historical, cultural, and local assets can create job opportunities in handicrafts
and local products, promoting Iranian culture and traditions while generating income for youth and tourism
operators. Government support for small tourism businesses and incentives for private sector investment can
further facilitate the sustainable economic development of Tehran’s tourism industry.
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