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Abstract 
This article examines the impact of Iran's tourism zones on sanctions and evaluates the role of each criterion in the 
intensity and severity of the impact.  The research method was descriptive-comparative whose type was applied. Ranking 
was done using the VIKOR technique and Expert Choice software by the four main criteria (attraction, advertising and 
marketing, tourism and investment, and infrastructure) and ten sub-criteria. The results show that the northern zone 
with a value of 0.00 has received the least effect from the international sanctions. The northwestern zone ranked the 
next with a value of 0.224. Based on the Expert Choice output, the central zone with a value of 0.248 was in the first rank 
due to the decrease in the number of foreign tourists and investments, which has suffered the most from the sanctions. 
The northern zone with a value of 0.236 has been less affected by the sanctions. 
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1. Introduction 
Tourism as the world's largest industry draws the attention of planners (Liu et.,2013) due to its positive association 
with economic growth (Dritsakis, 2012; Eeckels, Phyllis, and Leonard, 2012) and economic change in developed and 
developing countries (Garcia-melon et al, 2012(. The industry is recognized as one of the drivers of economic 
development (Manzoor et al., 2019) because of capital accumulation, poverty reduction, improving Social welfare 
(Li, Jin, and Shi, 2018), increase in government tax revenues (Gnangnon, 2020) through government’s 
entrepreneurship as key stakeholder (Pharino and Pearce, 2020) to attract tourists and investors (Ruggieri, 2016), 
and providing high-quality services that has been effective for tourists (Jandaghi et al., 2020). 
Hence, it is one of the largest promising industries in the world in the economic sectors and service industries 
(Delavari, 2015). According to the latest UNWTO report (2019), tourism is the third largest export group (1.5 trillion$). 
The world can be used as a platform for economic development  (Talebi, Modiri, and Tarhani.,2017). The success of 
tourism policies depends directly on good understanding of aspects of domestic conditions such as economic, 
institutional (Zarei,2019), and proper distribution of infrastructure and Tourism services as well as external economic 
factors such as quality and manner of involvement of global, national and regional agents, foreign direct investment, 
fluctuations Exchange rates (DeVita, 2014), global economic conditions, international peace and stability, a positive 
image of the destination and the imposition of visa restrictions on tourism(Pazhuhan and Shiri, 2020; Pratt & Liu 
2016). 
Despite Iran's high potential in tourism, little attention has been paid to it due to the pristine market, the political 
dichotomy, and the image of Iran in the world (Khodadadi, 2016). As a result, the number of tourists entering Iran 
since the beginning of 1990 has decreased (Ghorbani, 2013). According to the report of the World Economic Forum, 
Iran is ranked 114th in the world in the field of tourism. It is lower than all the countries in the Middle East and among 
the last ranks of world tourism(Parsapour, 2019). It is in contrast with the 20-year vision document based on which 
the number of foreign tourists in Iran in 1404 would reach 20 million. Meanwhile, the countries of the region have 
been able to capture the larger market of tourism demand, and every day new destinations appeared in their tourism 
market. In a simple comparison between the number of tourists entering Iran and some other developing countries 
such as Turkey (27 million tourists), Malaysia (24 million tourists), UAE (7 million tourists), and Syria (6 Million tourists) 
the critical situation of this industry in Iran becomes more obvious. 
Recently, with the withdrawal of the United States from the UN Security Council (Holpuch, 2018), the increase in 
international sanctions, decrease in oil exports, attempts to find alternatives (Parsapour,2019), the importance of 
tourism in international trade and the impact of international policies as sanctions in this delicate and dynamic 
industry, this article seeks to consider the effects of political relations, especially international sanctions on Iran's 
tourism industry. It examines the heterogeneous impact of sanctions on zones, given the geopolitics of tourism. 
Although the review of the related literature shows that other studies focus on sanctions and Iran, the relationship 
between international sanctions and tourism is an emerging research topic that needs further study. Because of the 
impact of sanctions on the information and communication millennium, the formation of the global village and the 
compactness of time and space have become very complex. 
This article has been compiled into 4 sections. Section 1 describes the theoretical foundations of the tourism industry 
and economic sanctions. Section 2 provides the research method and how to collect and analyze data. Sections 3 and 
4 contain the findings and conclusions, respectively. This article contributes to the current literature in three ways. 
First, identifying the relationship between economic sanctions and tourism in a country like Iran which is under heavy 
economic sanctions. Second, investigate the impact of different tourism zones on economic sanctions. Third, 
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introduce the effective components and effectiveness of the components and criteria in the management of Iran's 
tourism destination to plan for the embargo period and attract tourists to Iran's tourism zones. 
 
2. Theoretical Background  
2.1Iran's tourism industry faces international sanctions 
Tourism has political implications for the movement of people from one country to another (Song, Gartner & Tasci, 
2012) and is associated with the international political climate and diplomacy (Suntikul & Butler, 2010). As a result, 
tourism development in any country is affected by the political sphere and governance (Joppe,2017). Meanwhile, it 
has to be stated that sanctions have had significant consequences (Seyfi & Hall, 2018a;2019) in this vulnerable 
industry (Samitas, Asteriou, Polyzos & Kenourgios,2018). 
Economic sanctions are not a new phenomenon (Oechslin, 2014), and from the beginning of World War I until 1990, 
an average of 1.5 sanctions have been imposed annually. but in recent times due to coercive policies more humane 
than military conflicts, recognition of sanctions through the Security Council (Cortright & Lopez, 2018), the passage 
of the Enemy Deal Act by Congress in 1917, and recognition for management of the world's security (Allen & 
Lektzian,2013) , Sanctions have become more diverse as the share of trade sanctions decreases and financial or travel 
sanctions increase. Trade sanctions have a negative but heterogeneous effect on trade (Attia, Grauvogel, Soest: 
2020). 
Studies have  demonstrated that sanctions have significant consequences for tourism (Seyfi and Hall, 2018a; Seyfi and 
Hall, 2019; Seyfi,Hall and Fagnoni, 2019) including direct effects, restrictions on international transportation, airlines, 
export of the tourism software and technology, and blocking the access to the international financial institutions. 
Indirect impacts include the negative effects on the destination image, difficulty in foreign exchange transactions, 
attraction of the foreign investments(Fereidouni & Al-mulali 2014) and increased perceived risk for the travelers  
(Pratt and Alizadeh, 2017; Seyfi and Hall, 2018a; Seyfi and Hall, 2019b; Seyfi etal., 2019a). The above-mentioned 
factors exert great influence on the tourism in the destinations affected by the sanctions in terms of management 
and marketing. Over time, sanctions have had a negative effect on the economic growth as a result of inflation, which 
has reduced the purchasing power, widened the poverty gap (Kahrami,2019), and caused income inequality 
(Afesorgbor & Mahadevan , 2016) in the destinations under sanctions. 
The history of tourism planning and policy-making in Iran is not separated from the history of national planning. The 
Fourth Development Plan has also paid attention to the tourism (Zargham-Boroujeni. and Bazrafshan ,2015), and the 
category of tourism has been viewed from a reductionist and culturally controlled perspective (Veisi,2017). 
Tourism development in Iran is influenced by various factors such as marketing and advertising, negative image of 
security destination, political instability in the Middle East, poor management and decision-making among tourism 
officials (Ghaderi and Henderson, 2012), social and cultural issues like the requirement for women to wear the hijab 
and the prohibition of alcohol consumption (Seifi and Hall, 2019), economic infrastructure, tourism facilities (Zarei, 
2019), security of domestic investment (Modiri et al., 2017), and attracting foreign tourists with diverse tastes 
(Zamani-Farahani and Musa , 2012). It should be stated that each of these factors has been affected by sanctions in 
some ways. 
Numerous sanctions have been imposed on Iran by international countries and institutions since 1979 (Laleh and 
Farahani , 2013; Prat and Alizadeh, 2018). These sanctions have mainly targetted Iran's nuclear program. The result 
is the referral of its case from the International Atomic Energy Agency to the Security Council (Delavari, 2015). 
Consequently, the six-stage US sanctions against the Islamic Republic of Iran (Orakhlashvili, 2015) were intensified to 
the extent that some believe the sanctions imposed on Iran in 2012 were one of the largest punishments (Farahani 
& Shabani, 2013). 
Inspite of the international sanctions, Iran's economy improved sharply in 2016 (Khodadadi, 2018) and GDP grew 
from 7.4% in 2012 to 13.3% in 2016 (World Bank, 2018). Although after the revolution, due to the war conditions in 
the country, the tourism sector was severely weakened and the number of international tourists was reduced to a 
minimum (Baum & O'Gorman , 2010), from 2008 to 2011, the arrival of international tourists has grown by 11.2 
percent per year. In 2017, more than five million incoming tourists visited Iran, which is almost 3 times the number 
of incoming tourists in 2009. The number of tourists visiting Iran has increased significantly in recent years, from 2 
million in 2009 to more than 6 million in 2017 (Euromonitor International, 2017). The nuclear deal and imposition of 
sanctions against Iran in 2015 led to the immediate growth of the tourism industry, making Iran a thriving 
international tourism destination. 
While the sanctions were being imosed, Cox and Kings, as one of the world's most famous and long-established travel 
companies predicted that Iran would be among the hottest tourist destinations in 2017. Forbes Magazine also 
introduced Iran as one of the 10 most interesting places to visit in 2017 (Khodadadi,2016). As a result of this 
agreement, Iran was able to upgrade the significant investments in the field of tourism infrastructure such as 
construction of the international chain hotels and various international centers (Euromonitor International, 2016), 
air infrastructure, construction of the new terminals, development of the airports in large cities like Tehran, Isfahan, 
Tabriz, Mashhad and Shiraz as well as the development of rail transport (Seyfi and Hall, 2018b). Taking the current 
situation and the prevailing trend of easing sanctions into consideration, tourism researchers believe that 10 to 15 
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percent annual growth in international tourism is a cautious goal for Iran. In addition to the growth of tourism, 
policies, infrastructure, and environmental management in Iran are not endangered (Pratt, & Alizadeh, 2017). 
However, after the withdrawal of the United States from the nuclear deal (Holpuch, 2018), the sanctions covered a 
wide range of economic, scientific, technological, military and strategic activities. Mohammadi Khabazan’s research 
has shown that the sanctions have a negative effect on the macroeconomic variables including total exports and 
imports, GDP, and household welfare. These impacts are much greater under the banking sanctions than the oil 
sanctions (Mohammadi Khabazan, 2015). These sanctions focused on Iran's one-dimensional economy and its 
dependence on oil (Sadeghi-Boroujerdi, 2012) aiming at hurting Iran's growth ultimately (Nephew , 2017). 
Meanwhile, the Iranian government named tourism as a tool to reduce the dependence of government revenue on 
oil (Pazhuhan and Shiri, 2020). In this regard,  the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Tourism has taken great steps to 
develop tourism in Iran and reduce the pressure and impact of sanctions since 2019 (Nematpour, Khodadadi, Rezaei. 
And Makian.2020). In order to compensate the currency camp, in 2019, only about 7.2 million foreign tourists entered 
Iran (UNWTO, 2019) including participants in nature and cultural tours and mainly Iranians living abroad who visited 
their friends and relatives (Ghaderi and Henderson, 2012). This growing trend not did not only materialize but also 
had many negative effects on the Iranian tourism industry (Khodadadi: 2016) like some predictions caused the 
regression of this sector. The spatial manifestation of this matter shows decline in the tourist arrivals by 19% to the 
extent that the Kazakh Ambassador in Iran noted, "Sanctions hinder the development of tourism and trade in Iran 
and Kazakhstan. Regarding the medical tourism sector which was in a better position prior to the sanctions, it should 
be claimed that the number of tourists decreased. 
In the continuation of this process, a lot of pressure was put on the organizers of big tours such as propaganda and 
bad news about Iran, restriction of the international financial transactions, removal of Iran from the field of online 
tourism, removing the Iran's name from the list of tour sales, and restricting the travel information about Iran in the 
reputable sites like as Trip Advisor. In order to overcome this adverse psychological atmosphere and prevent losing 
the tourists, Iran took some measures including receiving a cash tour, issuing a one-way visa for the European citizens, 
exempting the Chinese citizens from obtaining the visas, and lack of registering the entry and exit stamp to Iran in 
the passports of the foreign citizens to increase the resilience of the tourism industry during the embargo, and use 
this industry as a tool to solve the economic and currency problems during the embargo (Ghorbani, 2013). 
Obviously, the sanctions have influenced the Iran's tourism industry at two levels of infrastructure development and 
attraction of the foreign tourists (Shokrollahi,2018). Zarei has mentioned that the currency fluctuations and sanctions 
have reduced the number of tourists entering Shiraz (2019). Sanctions have been introduced as one of the most 
important threats to the foreign tourism in Isfahan province (Ranjbarian and Khazaei- Poul ,2013). Farahani and 
Shabani believe that the sanctions against Iran have had positive (increasing the number of incoming and outgoing 
visitors) and negative effects (reducing the number of outbound tourists) on the Iranian tourism. 
A survey of the country's elite aviation industry revealed that the air sanctions have influenced four areas of airlines, 
tourism, aviation, and airport development, respectively. It has also confirmed that the tourism industry depends on 
the aviation industry, therefore, the impact of sanctions on the airlines was determined (Bayati Doosti, 2013). 
Consequently, they were found to influence the economy, and the tourism was considered as a tool to get out of the 
conditions created by .sanctions. Furthermore, appropriate solutions were provided to improve the tourism situation 
in Iran to deal with the economic sanctions (Laleh and Farahani, 2013; Farahi, 2015). 
In general, there are two views on the impact of international sanctions on tourism. First, some believe that the low 
price in the destination and occurrence of some events lead to the reduction of the demand for the destination which 
can cause the formation of cheap destinations and attract less tourists (Samitas etal, 2018). Due to the cheap tourist 
destination (Blanc and things, 2013), exchange rate fluctuations and competitive advantage for foreign tourism, even 
in the face of sanctions, Iran has experienced an increase in tourism (Khodadadi, 2016) since exchange rate 
fluctuations usually affect the cost of tourism in the country. Destination, tourism demand Destination, and tourist 
arrival are also effective (Lee, Blake and Cooper, 2010). On the other hand, following the devaluation of the national 
currency and increase in the cost of foreign travel, domestic tourism grew and the attention of 80 million people 
were drawn to domestic destinations which is an opportunity to develop domestic tourism (Farahani and Shabani 
2013 and Euromonitor International, 2017). 
The second theory is that if economic sanctions, the erosion of the country's aviation fleet and the prevention of the 
sale of aircraft spare parts and the banning of tourists from some countries of origin, tourism growth could have been 
greater (Khodadadi 2016). Proponents of this theory assume that although Iran is a cheap tourist destination, 
obstacles such as credit card restrictions and the poor image of Iran (Ranjbarian, Forghani, and Ghaffari, 2013), and 
visa restrictions on incoming tourists (Li & Song, 2013) reduce tourist arrivals. In terms of domestic tourist growth, 
owing to the erosion of infrastructure and heterogeneous investment in tourism destinations in the period of 
sanctions, only domestic destinations that have provided suitable infrastructure and bases for tourists have been 
welcomed. 
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3. Material and Methods 
Initially, to examine the relationship between economic sanctions and tourism, all articles in academic journals at the 
Science Direct Scopus, Sage Web of Science, Alzier, and Emerald databases were reviewed.  In situations where 
different criteria are not aligned, decision-making must take place in a multidimensional space. In such cases, multi-
criteria evaluation methods are used since they suppose that each criterion is a separate axis or dimension. 
Therefore, tourism data and information in 2019 were collected and prepared from the Statistical Center of Iran (SCI) 
and the Organization of Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and Handicrafts. According to the studied components and 
available data, the prevailing approach of this research was descriptive-analytical. The study area is Iran. Four main 
criteria (attraction, advertising and marketing, tourism and investment, and infrastructure) in the form of ten sub-
criteria (cultural attractions, historical attractions, number of tourists, number of trips, number of visits to the 
historical sites and museums, production of the radio and television programs and newspapers, cyberspace and 
internet access, number of accommodation, and current and construction investments) were considered to rank Iran's 
tourist zones concerning the opinion of the experts and access to the selected data. Fig. 1 illustrates the conceptual 
model of the research and the used components. The group analytic hierarchy process (AHP) method and Expert 
Choice software were utilized to weight the indices in the normalized matrix. The software output demonstrates the 
prioritization of the tourism zones based on the effect of the sanctions in addition to weighting the  criteria and sub-
criteria. The sensitivity of the priority of tourism zones was discussed in the form of functional, dynamic, slope, two-
dimensional, and difference sensitivities. The decision-making matrix of the indicators was completed by the experts, 
tourism officials, and professors in this field randomly due to the expert nature of the AHP method based on the 
research background in this method (Baby,2013; Melillo and Pecchia,2016). The scattered and wide distribution of the 
statistical population and multi-stage cluster random sampling were used (with a sample size of 32). The VIKOR 
method was employed to analyze the data, which is one of the most widely used numerical analysis techniques for 
ranking the options. This technique was first proposed by Opricovic and Tzeng. VIKOR is a multi-criteria decision 
method used for solving a decision problem with inappropriate criteria and different and conflicting units of 
measurement. The results of this method are in the form of an agreement ranking list and one or more agreement 
solutions. 
 

 
Figure 1.  The conceptual model of the research and used components(developed by the author) 

 
4.Case Study 
Iran was considered as the most important tourist destination in the Middle East during the 1967-1977 and has 
very rich cultural and heritage resources (Baum and O’Gorman, 2010).  Iran is one of the top UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites, consisting of 22 UNESCO World Heritage Sites (Parsapour, 2019). It has 56 other places in the 
UNESCO pilot list (UNESCO, 2018). Due to the fierce competition between destinations to attract tourists 
(Remoaldo,Vareiro, Ribeiro & Santos, 2014) this is not only essential in terms of encouraging visitors to visit the 
area (González, & López 2017) but also maintenance of these sites that can attract tourists (Poria, Reichel & Cohen 
, 2013). According to the statistics of this organization, Iran is among the top ten countries in the world in terms 
of ancient and historical sites (Blanke & Chiesa, 2013; Zamani-Farahani and Musa, 2012). With 1.2 million hills and 
150,000 historical monuments and diverse natural resources, the country ranks 10th and 5th in terms of natural 
and cultural attractions, respectively. Furthermore, it is one of the top three countries in the world in terms of 
diversity in the handicrafts. Iran is a four-season country with northern coasts, favorable climatic conditions, and 
dense vegetation. It is also a very favorable destination for tourism (Parret & Alizadeh, 2018). The tourism value 
of the country is due to its proximity to the very arid region of the world and the desert belt. This geographical 
phenomenon has a huge potential in attracting the tourists from the Middle East. In the southern part of the 
country, Kish and Qeshm Islands as the top domestic and international tourist destinations of Iran (Khodadadi, 
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2018) can attract international tourists (Veisi,2017). Emergence of cruise tourism has also improved the situation 
(Khodadadi, 2018c). According to the Tourism Organization, the share of Iran's tourism industry in GDP is about $ 
119 million (equivalent to 2.4 %) which is expected to increase to 4% in 2023. Currently, 475,000 Iranians have 
been employed in the tourism industry and related industries accounting for 1.2% of the total active labor force 
in Iran. Based on the statistics published by the Organization of Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and Handicrafts in Iran, 
7 million and 800,000 foreign tourists entered the country in 2019, and each tourist brought about 1400 dollars 
of foreign exchange for the country. However, according to the 20-Year Vision Document, Iran should receive 20 
million tourists by 2025 (Parsapour,2019). 
From an organizational point of view, the first tourism management was established in 1935 by the Ministry of 
Interior called Tourism. So far, many institutional  and organizational changes have occurred. Planning for tourism 
has become purposeful and systematic. The Comprehensive Tourism Development Plan of Iran, which is based on 
similar studies and international experiences, has prepared a map of the country's tourism zoning. Fig. 3 shows 
Iran's tourism zoning. Iran's tourism hubs consisting of at least one hub have been studied and finally divided into 
two general types of international and national poles in terms of the type of attractions and the state of 
infrastructure, especially in the field of transportation. One of the top international pole centers operates in the 
sphere of influence. Accordingly, the country is divided into seven administrative districts. 
 

 
Figure 2. shows Iran's tourism zoning (developed by the author) 

 
5. Results 
5.1. Forming a Decision Matrix 
According to Fig. 1, in this research, ten sub-criteria and four main criteria were used. Herein, all the sub-criteria except 
for social network criteria were quantitative and evaluated positively for the effectiveness of the criteria. Table 2 
demonstrates the decision matrix. 
 
Table 2. Decision matrix 

 
 
2. De-scaling the Data and Forming a Standard Matrix 
Due to the different units of measurement for quantitative values of criteria and indicators, it was necessary to convert 
the small values into dimensionless digits. Therefore, all the values assigned to the decision matrix verses were 
normalized and scaled based on the following formula. Table 3 shows the standardized matrix of criteria. 
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𝑟𝐼𝐽 =
𝑋𝑖𝑗

√∑ 𝑥𝑗𝑖𝑚
𝑖=1

2

 

 
Table 3. standardized matrix  

 
 
3. Weighted Matrix 
The V matrix is the product of the standard values of each index multiplied by its weights. The matrix obtained from 
this process is the weighted matrix. This matrix was determined from the relation specifying the wj based on∑ 𝑤𝑗𝑛

𝑗=1 =

1  (set of weights equal to 1) and the adjustment of wj calculated through th group AHP method and Expert Choice 
software. The matrix results were integrated in the Expert Choice software. Finally, the weight of components and 
sub-criteria was obtained with an incompatibility rate (0.01). Fig. 3 illustrates the weights of the criteria and sub-
criteria, respectively. 
 
Table4. weighted matrix 

 
 

 
Figure 3. weights of the criteria and sub-criteria (developed by the author) 

 

 
Figure 4. Determining the Highest and Lowest Values of the Normal Weighted Matrix (developed by the author) 

 

 
5.1. Determining the Desirability Index and Dissatisfaction Index and Calculating the Value and Final Ranking of the 
Options 
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Table 5. Desirability index (S) and dissatisfaction index (R) and calculation of Q  

 
 
Fig 4 and Table 5 present the results obtained from the VIKOR technique. As can be seen from Fig 4, the northern zone 
with a numerical value of 0.00 has the top option followed by the northwestern zone with a value of 0.224. Due to 
regional conditions and the devaluation of the national currency in both countries, in recent years Turkey has been 
considered as a cheaper destination than other foreign tourist destinations by domestic tourists. Land traveling to the 
Van in Turkey and the experience of foreign travel have been the factors for the number of domestic tourists visiting 
this zone. On the other hand, this zone is the center of medical tourism, especially sludge therapy in Iran. With the 
increase in the price of foreign currencies and the devaluation of the national currency, attention to medical tourism 
in this region has also increased. Southeastern tourism with a numerical value of 1 has suffered the most from 
sanctions. This can be attributed to the macroeconomic losses of sanctions and the reduction of public, private and 
international investments in the tourism industry of this zone such as infrastructure, transportation, and 
accommodation. This tourism zone corresponds to the most deprived provinces of Iran, which suffers from economic 
poverty, unemployment, and weak infrastructure in the period before the embargo. This trend has been intensified 
with the imposition of sanctions and the deterioration of national investment and employment conditions. According 
to the final map of the zone with a value range of 0, corresponding to the north and south coastline, the attraction of 
religious tourism in the northeast and therapeutic tourism of the northwest zone have always been of interest to 
domestic tourists in Iran. The central zone is ranked 5th in terms of sanctions due to the decrease in the number of 
foreign tourists entering Iran. Also, based on the results of the study, the adaptation coefficient in this study was less 
than 0.1. Among the effective factors in the impact of the tourism industry from sanctions, the criterion of advertising 
with a weight coefficient (0.341) is the most important one and the criterion of attraction with a weight coefficient 
(0.165) is the least effective in Iranian tourism during the sanctions. An examination of the sub-criteria shows that the 
most effective factor in the impact of sanctions on Iranian tourism is cyberspace with a weight coefficient (of 0.739) 
and then construction investments with a weight coefficient (of 0.606). The least effective sub-criterion is 
accommodation with a weight coefficient (0.195).  The southeastern zone with a value of 1 ranked the last requiring 
the attention of the planners, policy makers, and government officials during the embargo period so that the fragile 
tourism industry in this zone less. 

 
Figure 4. Influence of Iran's tourism zones on sanctions based on the Victor technique (developed by the author). 
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5.2.Sensitivity Analysis and Ranking of the Tourism Zones in the Expert Choice Software  
Sensitivity analysis can be considered as a systematic method for determining the importance of research criteria and 
sub-criteria influencing the final evaluation. In this regard, a set of sensitivity analyses were conducted to investigate 
the effect of the changes in the weight of criteria (preference) in ranking the tourism zones in the form of functional, 
dynamic, and head sensitivity analyses. Studying the effect of weight changes in the four main criteria (Fig. 5) and their 
effect on the final results in the Expert Choice software environment indicated that in all options, the attraction 
criterion had the greatest impact on the Iranian tourism industry. This shows the domestic tourists' attention to the 
country's attractions due to the devaluation of the national currency and increase in the foreign travel costs. The 
northern zone corresponds to the coastal strip, the capital, and the eastern zone with the center of Mashhad is the 
destination of Imam Shiite pilgrims as the most important domestic religious tourism destination. Concerning the 
attraction criterion, the highest weight was obtained by the northern zone followed by the eastern zone. The lowest 
weight in this criterion was related to the southeastern zone. Due to the sanctions, long-term tourism plans and large 
infrastructure and physical investments in this zone have not been realized. In the incoming tourist criterion, because 
of the devaluation of the national currency, domestic tourists have paid more attention to religious tourism. On the 
other hand, foreign tourists from Shiite countries in the region such as Bahrain and Iraq prefer to travel to Mashhad 
because it is cheap. The city has been chosen as a destination for religious and recreational tourism. For these reasons, 
during the embargo, the eastern zone was in comparison with other tourist zones in Iran in terms of tourist entry and 
relative superiority. In terms of advertising and investment, the central sector has the highest weight. The justification 
for this stems from the fact that most of the sites inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List belong to this zone 
(UNESCO, 2018). For the tourism in the eastern zone, in terms of advertising and investment, the central part had the 
highest weight. The lowest effect weight in all the criteria was related to the southeastern zone indicating that the 
planners and policy makers should pay special attention to the prosperity of tourism in the southeastern zone. 

 

 
Figure 5. The results of dynamic sensitivity analysis (developed by the author). 

 
The sensitivity gradient analysis evaluates the ranking of the options for each criterion. Fig. 6 shows the results of the 
gradient sensitivity analysis of the tourism zones concerning the criteria. The northern and central zones had the 
highest sensitivity to the attraction criterion. 25% of the changes caused the final ranking of the northern and central 
zones to shift. This indicates that the prosperity of tourism in the northern zone compared to the central zone during 
the embargo period is affected by the low inflow of foreign tourists the attention of domestic tourists to the coastline 
and the decrease in the outflow of domestic tourists. They had the least sensitivity to the tourist criterion. 90% change 
factor caused the options ranking to shift. In this case, the eastern zone moved to the first rank and the northern zone 
moved to the third rank. Gradient sensitivity analysis showed that according to the experts of the central zone, it has 
been able to have a significant advantage over the other tourist zones in the country by relying on the advertisements, 
the global reputation of the sites registered in UNESCO, and the diplomacy of the ruling city of Isfahan. Advertising 
and inappropriate media space have reduced the influx of foreign tourists and increased the vulnerability of the tourist 
zone during the sanctions.   
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Figure 6. The results of gradient sensitivity analysis (developed by the author). 
 
If the effect of the coefficient of variation is reduced below 10 % in the advertising criteria, the northern zone will be 
in the first rank, the eastern zone in the second rank, and the central zone in the third rank. The northwestern zone 
could be ranked third with a 91% increase in advertising. This has started with urban diplomacy and the twinning 
actions of the tourism hubs of this zone, Tabriz and Urmia. The findings of the gradient sensitivity analysis showed 
that if the investment in the eastern zone increases by 45%, it will be in second place. Because it is a cheap destination 
for foreign tourism and the first destination for religious tourism is domestic tourists. 

 

 
Figure 7. Head-to-head analysis diagrams of the tourism zones (developed by the author). 

 
Fig. 7 demonstrates the head-to-head analysis diagrams of the tourism zones. The findings showed that the northern 
zone is preferable to the other zones in most cases.  That is, it has had the least impact on sanctions in most 
components. Concerning some criteria, such as tourism and investment, the eastern zone is preferable to the northern 
zone. However, in terms of advertising and investment, the central zone is preferable to the northern zone due to 
active urban diplomacy and the largest number of World Heritage Sites. The northwestern zone is preferable to the 
southern zone in terms of investment and advertising. Because of urban diplomacy and numerous sisterhoods with 
the cities of Azerbaijan and Turkey, it seeks to reduce the effects of international sanctions on the economy and 
tourism. The central zone is preferable to the eastern zone in terms of advertising. Meanwhile, the eastern zone to 
the center of Mashhad has a high potential to attract Shiite tourists from the region such as Iraq and Bahrain. 
Therefore, macro-tourism policies and plans should be made so that the effects of sanctions do not harm the tourism 
industry in this zone. 
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Figure 8. Influence of Iran's tourism zones on sanctions based on the Expert Choice software (developed by the author). 

 
Based on the output of the Expert Choice software (Fig. 8), the central zone with a numerical value of 0.248 was in the 
first rank. The tourism hub of this zone is the historical city of Isfahan. It has attracted fewer foreign tourists because 
of financial constraints, exhaustion of the air transport fleet, visa restrictions, etc., which are the result of sanctions.. 
However, on the other hand, owing to the devaluation of the national currency and the decrease in the outflow of 
domestic tourists, this city has been selected as the first tourist destination during Iranian New Year holidays in recent 
years and has filled the gap to some extent. The next zone is the northern zone with a numerical value of 0.236. The 
northwestern zone ranked fourth with a numerical value of 0.120. While the findings of the VIKOR technique and 
software output were not same in the high zones, in the lower ranks, the outputs were same and the southeastern 
and southwestern zones had the lowest ranks. They have both suffered most from economic sanctions in the tourism 
industry. 
 
 5. Conclusion 
Tourism is among the most promising activities considered as a development gateway. This view has caused the 
different countries to rely on all their potential and actual capacities so that they have not neglected this thriving 
industry and have shown more efforts in shaping and structuring it. In Iran, the tourism industry, as one of the service 
sub-sectors in the country's economy is facing the economic crisis caused by the sanctions and its problems. Sanctions 
have destabilized Iran's tourism system (Nematpour etal,2020) Iran's economic sanctions are one of the most 
important economic crises which have caused instability in the tourism industry. The problem of price instability, 
inflation and multiplicity in pricing, lack of the financial resources to develop and equip the required facilities in line 
witth similar problems have put the diverse and lucrative tourism industry in more troubles. After imposition of the 
sanctions, the tourism market took the necessary precautions to deal with the crises so as to protect this emerging 
industry, which is sensitive to the political and economic events away from further harms. The findings of the present 
study showed that the effects of sanctions on the tourism industry have not been uniform and homogeneous in all 
areas of Iran. Moreover, the sensitivity of the zones in the criteria and sub-criteria has been very heterogeneous and 
variable. The least effect of the international sanctions on the tourism industry was related to the northern zone with 
the centrality of Tehran with a numerical value of 0.00  followed by northwestern zone with the centrality of Tabriz 
with a value of 0.224. The southeastern zone, centered on Yazd received the most effect of the international sanctions 
with a value of 1. Southeastern tourism with a numerical value of 1 has suffered the most from sanctions. This can be 
attributed to the macroeconomic losses of the sanctions and the reduction of public, private and international 
investments in the tourism industry of this zone such as infrastructure, transportation and accommodation. This 
tourism zone corresponds to the most deprived provinces of Iran, which suffers from economic poverty, 
unemployment and weak infrastructure in the pre-embargo period. This trend has intensified with the imposition of 
sanctions and the deterioration of national investment and job creation conditions, which consider tourism as a driver 
of development and economic change is compatible. According to the results of the sensitivity analysis showing the 
extent to which the zones are affected by the sanctions in four main criteria, if the investment in the eastern zone, 
centered in Mashhad, increases by 45%, the effect of sanctions in this zone will be less. In most respects, the northern 
zone has been most affected by the sanctions compared to the other zones. This finding is consistent with research 
findings (Seyfi & Hall, 2018a; 2019a, 2019b and Pratt and Alizadeh, 2017) mentioning that sanctions have an indirect 
effect on the tourism industry through indirect effects such as reducing the attraction of foreign investment. In some 
criteria, such as tourism and investment, the  eastern zone has been more affected by the sanctions than the northern 
zone. This finding is consistent with the findings of Sheikhi 2009, Farahani and Shabani 2013. The central and 
northwestern zones have been affected by the international sanctions more than the eastern and southern zones in 
terms of investment and media propaganda, respectively. If the domestic and foreign capital is attracted and new 
tourist attractions are created in the central zone centered on Isfahan, the effect of sanctions in this sector can be less 
than the northern zone and the resilience of the central zone tourism industry can be increased against the sanctions. 
If the media climate is formed and advertising and urban diplomacy is increased by 91%, the northwestern zone will 
be able to reduce the negative effects of the sanctions on tourism in its sphere of influence. 
In the end, review of the related literature show that the multi-criteria decision-making models, prioritization of the 
potentials, and criteria for tourism destinations have been greatly applied in the studies (Reza-Nia and Jafari, 2014; 
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Sahneh and Moammari, 2017; Saberi and Aflaki,2015; Qomi etal.,2018). In this way, the difference between tourist 
zones becomes clear. According to the results of the study, the efficiency of this model in tourism management was 
confirmed. The use of multi-criteria analysis techniques in addition to increasing accuracy, increases the speed of work, 
diversity and quality. 
Although the use of multi-criteria decision making methods facilitates decision complexity, this study inevitably has 
limitations. The level of knowledge of the expert group in this method is very important. The results and findings of 
the research depend on their experience and expertise. Estimating the exact time required to advance the research is 
another limitation because the research time is also directly related to the group of experts and the degree of their 
cooperation. Despite these limitations, the present article is still important in providing a systematic and 
comprehensive study of the impact of sanctions on tourism. Despite the importance of sanctions in this industry, the 
theoretical foundations, effects and results are still as they should be. This article is likely to pave the way for future 
research into the analysis of tourism issues with political considerations and international relations to help 
governments develop, improve tourism efficiency, and enhance the competitiveness of crisis destinations. 
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