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Chapter One 



INTRODUCTION 
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1.1 OVERVIEW OF SUBJECT OF RESEARCH 


Tourism  is  a  global  industry  involving  hundreds  of  millions  of  people  who  travel 
 internationally and domestically each year. It increases international trade, inter-cultural 
 understanding and goodwill, and is instrumental in improving the economic welfare of 
 many  nations  (Davis  et  al.,  1988).  Tourism  is  important  because  of  the  enormous 
 impacts  it  has  on  people's  lives  and  on  the  places  in  which  they  live  (Hall,  2000). 


Tourism is a human activity that takes place in the environment including both human 
 and  natural  characteristics.  Therefore,  it  is  conventional  to  consider  the  impacts  of 
 tourism  as  multi  –faceted  under  economic,  social,  cultural,  as  well  as  environmental 
 aspects (Mason, 2003).  


The subject of destination residents and tourism, notably the consequences of the inflow 
 of  tourists  and  the  operation  of  the  industry  for  local  communities,  has  generated  an 
 extensive  literature  in  recent  years  (Carmichael,  2000;  Mason  &  Cheyne,  2000; 


Lindberg  et  al., 2001;  Weaver  &  Lawton,  2001;  Williams  &  Lawson,  2001;  Ko  & 


Stewart, 2002; Teye et al., 2002; Uriely et al., 2002). These studies have raised concerns 
 about  how  the  development  of  tourism  is  affecting  the  local  community.  It  is  evident 
 that residents  of  areas  that  attract tourists  hold  diverse  opinions  about  development  in 
 their region (Andereck et al., 2005). Therefore, it is essential to understand the possible 
 impacts  and  identify  the  level  of  satisfaction,  needs,  and  expectations  of  the  local 
 community  in  order  to  achieve  successful  tourism  development  (Jennings,  2001). 


Andereck et al. (2005) state that tourism contributes both positive and negative impacts. 


Even though the impacts of tourism are multi-faceted, Crompton and Ap (1994) report 
that  residents  perceive  the  change  in  or  erosion  of  social  and  cultural  values  as 
constituting the most significant influence of tourism.  
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Mathieson  and  Wall  (1982)  note  that  there  is  no  clear  distinction  between  social  and 
 cultural  phenomena  and  many  theorists  classify  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism  in  a 
 broad context. The socio-cultural  impacts of tourism are defined as the ways  in which 
 tourism contributes to changes in social structures and cultural integrity (Tatoglu et al., 
 2000; Pizam & Milman, 1984). According to Hashimoto (2002), socio-cultural change 
 is  difficult  to  quantify  and  occurs  slowly  over  time  in  an  unspectacular  fashion 
 (Swarbrooke, 1999). Therefore, it is not surprising that research on  residents‟ attitudes 
 towards  tourism  continues  to  be  a  topic  of  considerable  interest  (Weaver  &  Lawton, 
 2001; Teye et al., 2002). 


The  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism  can  range  from  impacts  which  are  more 
 measurable such as the outbreak of a particular disease to those which are very hard to 
 measure, such as changes in customs or codes of conduct. Yet, factors which appear to 
 be  more  quantifiable  (i.e.  increases  in  crime  rates  and  drug  use  or  prostitution)  is 
 difficult to attribute solely to tourism (Cooper et al., 1998). 


While researchers have pointed out various positive and negative socio-cultural impacts 
 of tourism, there  is  no absolute consensus as to what constitute the dimensions of and 
 the  extent  to  which  tourism  impacts  local  cultures  (e.g.  Long et  al.,1990;  Lankford, 
 1994;  McCool  &  Martin,  1994;  Haralambopoulas  &  Pizam,  1996;  Andereck  &  Vogt, 
 2000; Andereck et al., 2005; Diedrich & Garcı´a-Buades, 2009). The literature offers a 
 variety of dimensions of socio-cultural impacts in their studies.  


Based  on  the  literature,  there  are  three  main  factors  that  influence  socio-cultural 
conditions  in  a  local  community,  namely  tourism  development  (Doxey,  1975;    Butler, 
1980; Murphy, 1985; Teye et al., 2002; Besculides et al., 2002),  tourist-host interaction 
(Cohen,  1984;  Pizam  &  Milman,  1984;  Smith,  1989;  Besculides  et  al.,  2002)  and 



(4)4 


demographic profile of host (Ritchie, 1988; Murphy, 1985; Haralembopoulus & Pizam, 
 1996;  Williams  &  Lawson,  2001;  Teye  et  al.  2002).  Each  of  these  dimensions 
 influences  a  community  in  various  ways  and  provides  the  baseline  information  on  to 
 what extent they influence the perceived socio-cultural impacts.  


Tourism  development  is  an  ongoing  process  that  requires  careful  planning  and 
 management  (Godfrey  &  Clarke,  2000).  It  is  often  a  strategy  employed  by  different 
 stakeholders  to  promote  a  particular  region  for  the  purpose  of  increasing  goods  and 
 services  to  tourists  (Sharma  &  Sharma,  2006).  Tourism  developments  can  contribute 
 positively  as  well  as  negatively  towards  improving  the  well-being  of  the  host 
 population. The researchers who have examined residents' reactions have found that the 
 most  serious  effects  involve  not  only  economic  value  to  the  community  but  also 
 changes  to  the  quality  of  life  from  a  social  perspective.  According  to  Jurowski  and 
 Gursoy (2004), many communities encourage the development of tourism as a means to 
 improve the quality of life for residents. The acceptability of these changes is likely to 
 be  influenced  by  perceptions  of  the  benefits  residents  receive  in  exchange  for  the 
 drawbacks  they  observe.  The  residents  are  willing  to  support  tourism  development  as 
 long as the benefits exceed the costs (Hashimoto, cited in Sharpley, 2002). 


Dogan  (1989)  finds  that  tourism  development  has  an  effect  on  the  socio-cultural 
characteristics  of  residents  such  as  habits,  daily  routines,  social  lives,  beliefs,  and 
values.  These  factors  may  in  turn,  lead  to  psychological  tension.  Moreover,  in  areas 
with high levels of tourism there is an increase in population as a result of new residents 
relocating  from  outside  areas  (Perdue  et  al.,1990).  However,  high  growth  rates,  if 
accompanied by poor planning and management, will result in a loss of resident identity 
and  local  culture  (Rosenow  &  Pulsipher,  1979).  Doxey  (1975),  Butler  (1980),  and 
Smith (1989) argue that the speed and nature of development could be a major influence 
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on the  magnitude and direction of socio-cultural  changes. Rapid and  intensive tourism 
 development  contributes  to  different  and  usually  less  favorable  impacts  than  organic 
 and small–scale development (De Kadt, 1979; Getz, 1983; Krippendorf, 1987; Peck  & 


Lepie, 1989; Pearce, 1989; Faulkner & Tideswell, 1997; Page, 2001; Kreag, 2001).  


The  negative  impacts  of  tourism  are  accentuated  in  locations  at  a  mature  stage  of 
 tourism development where the number of tourists is high (Doxey, 1975; Butler, 1980). 


Rapid  development  can  strain  a  community‟s  infrastructure  and  lead  to  serious 
 dissatisfaction among the residents. Overall, at the early stage of tourism development, 
 there  is  more  positive  response  from  the  community  (Walpole  &  Goodwin,  2000; 


Alhasanat,  2007).  Allen  et  al. (1988)  argued  that  residents‟  attitudes  towards  tourism 
 may  be  directly  related  to  the  degree  or  stage  of  the  development.  Therefore, 
 appreciation  of  this  factor  may  allow  a  deeper  understanding  of  why  people  hold  the 
 opinions they do. 


Tourism  is  about  people  and  how  people  as  tourists  interact  with  other  locations  and 
 peoples, engaging in experiences that may influence their own or the host community's 
 attitudes,  expectations,  opinions,  and  life  styles.  The  tourist-host  encounter,  in  which 
 one or more visitors interact with one or more hosts, is staged within a network of goals 
 and expectations (Sutton, 1967). Socio-cultural impacts of tourism also result from the 
 interaction  between  „hosts‟  and  „guests‟,  or  tourists  and  local  people  (Smith,  1989; 


Smith,  1995).  The  outcomes  of  host-tourist  interactions  may  influence  the  residents‟ 


value  systems,  life  quality,  labor  division,  family  relationships,  attitudes,  behavioral 
 patterns, ceremonies, and creative expressions (Cohen, 1984; Pizam & Milman, 1984). 


Characteristically,  the  hosts  and  the  guests  are  two  different  cultural  entities  each 
belonging  to  different  socio-economic,  cultural  and  even  racial  identities.  They  come 
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from  different  sets  of  belief  and  technological  systems,  different  expectations  and 
 different economic backgrounds and language. Reisinger and Turner (2003) stated that 
 the lack of agreement regarding the outcomes of the contact between tourists and hosts 
 raises  the  possibilities  of  different  factors that  determine  the  results  of  the  tourist-host 
 contact. However, meeting up people  from different cultural  backgrounds can at times 
 be beneficial (Reisinger & Turner, 2003) by fostering mutual appreciation, respect, and 
 tolerance  (Bochner,  1982).  Tourism  can  be  a  vehicle  for  cultural  enrichment  and 
 learning  about  others  (Vogt,  1976;  Fisher  &  Price,  1991),  as  well  as  reducing  ethnic 
 prejudices  and  racial  tensions,  and  confound  damaging  stereotypes  (Cohen,  1971; 


Robinson & Preston, 1976). At the same time, less positive outcomes may occur and the 
 application  of  social  distance  theory  (Lemaine  &  Ben  Brika,  1997)  has  led  to  the 
 conclusion  that  people  are  most  comfortable  with  tourists  who  are  physically  and 
 culturally  closest  to  themselves  (Thyne  et  al.,  2006).  Other  researchers  argue  that  the 
 type  of  tourists  could  affect  the  degree  of  interaction  and  have  complex  effects  on 
 residents‟ reactions (Ryan & Cooper, 2004). The degree to which residents and tourists 
 differ from each other thus has a bearing on responses (Dogan, 1989) and there is scope 
 for  conflict  (McKercher,  1993)  aggravated  by  divergences.  The  locals  are  likely  to 
 support  tourism  as  long  as  they  believe  that  the  benefits  exceed  the  costs  (Ap,  1992; 


Perdue et  al., 1990). An evaluation of costs and benefits will,  however, depend on the 
 individual and the intensity and forms of contact with tourists (Besculides et al., 2002).  


Apart  from  that,  the  socio-demographic  profile  of  the  residents  also  plays  a  role  in 
influencing  their  perception  on  socio-cultural  impacts.  Socio-demographic 
characteristics  are  a  collection  of  the  demographic  factors  associated  with  every 
member of a population (Hawkins et al., 2004).  Host residents‟ perceptions of tourism, 
in  terms  of  socio-demographic  characteristics  have  been  the  subject  of  many  studies 
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(Mok et al., 1991; Madrigal, 1993; Lankford & Howard, 1994;  Seid, 1994; McCool & 


Martin  1994;  Bastias-Perez  &  Var,  1995;  Korca,  1996;  Haralembopoulus  &  Pizam, 
 1996;  Hernandez  et  al.,  1996;  Ritchie,  1988;  Brunt  &  Courtney  1999;  Williams  & 


Lawson,  2001;  Kreag,  2001;  Tosun,  2002;  Teye  et  al.,  2002;  Kuvan &  Akan,  2005; 


Wang et al., 2006). 


Some  studies  have  demonstrated  that  the  evaluation  of  costs  and  benefits  varies  with 
 socio-demographic characteristics (Ritchie, 1988; Williams & Lawson, 2001). Williams 
 and  Lawson  (2001)  noticed  that  socio-demographic  characteristics  are  likely  to 
 influence perceived impacts by host and subsequent support for development.  


According to Wang et al. (2006), perceived personal benefit was found to be closely and 
 positively  related  to  residents‟  attitudes.  Residents  whose  major  source  of  income  is 
 derived from tourism related jobs are more welcoming of the positive  changes and less 
 disapproving of the negative impacts, compared to their counterparts who do not have a 
 pecuniary  interest  in  tourism.  The  influence  between  tourism  related  job  and  positive 
 perceptions  of  socio-cultural  impacts  are  also  evident  in  several  studies  (Milman  & 


Pizam,  1988;  Lankford  &  Howard,  1994;  Brunt  &  Courtney,  1999;  McGehee  & 


Andereck,  2004).  Conversely,  residents  who  do  not  share  the  economic  benefits  of 
tourism, as in the case of the respondents in the lower income categories, and those who 
do  not  have  tourism  related  jobs,  are  more  critical  of  the  negative  effects  of  tourism 
(Kuvan & Akan, 2005). They add that the educational level, family income, as well as 
the birthplace, and if the respondent has always lived in or moved into the area after the 
development of tourism are factors that have been found to have significant effects on 
attitudes. 
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Teye  et  al.  (2002)  found  that  there  is  an  improvement  in  their  social  interaction  with 
 tourists  with  an  increase  in  educational  level  in  which  case  the  socio-cultural  impacts 
 are viewed  more positively. Similarly, the study  of Hernandez et al. (1996) found that 
 respondents  with  less  than  high  school  education  express  less  favorable  attitudes 
 towards the proposed resort than those with higher education. This may be explained by 
 the lower employability among the less educated respondents, which translates to lower 
 personal  benefit.  The  birthplace  can  also  influence  attitudes  towards  tourism 
 development  (Brougham  &  Butler,  1981;  Um  &  Crompton,  1987;  Davis  et  al.,  1988; 


Brunt & Curtney, 1999). Davis et al. (1988) discovered  that residents who are  natives 
 tend  to  view  tourism  more  positively  than  the  newcomers  to  the  community.  McCool 
 and Martin (1994) noted that a greater sense of belonging to a country is correlated with 
 higher rating of both positive and negative impacts of tourism. Nepal (2008) mentioned 
 a significant relationship between community attachment and  attitudes toward tourism. 


All of the above studies indicate that the identification of resident‟s socio-demographic 
 characteristics is essential to understanding their perceived socio-cultural impacts. 


Extensive  studies  have  been  conducted  to  examine  the  influence  of  tourism 
 development,  host-tourist  interaction,  and  demographic  profile  on  residents‟  perceived 
 socio-cultural  impacts.  However,  there  could  be  other  factor(s)  that  affect  the  local 
 communities‟  perception.  Religiosity  is  one  of  the  factors  that  has  not  been  explored 
 and might influence the perceived socio-cultural impacts.  


Religion  is  an  organized  system  of  beliefs,  practices,  rituals  and  symbols  designed  to 
facilitate  closeness  to  the  sacred  or  transcendent  (God,  higher  power,  or  ultimate 
truth/reality) and to foster an understanding of one‟s relation and responsibility to others 
in  living  together  in  a  community  (King  &  Crowther,  2004).  The  degree  to  which 
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individuals  are  committed  to  a  particular  religious  group  is  termed  as  religiosity 
 (Delener, 1994; Sood & Nasu, 1995; Essoo & Dibb, 2004). Religion may be a key issue 
 given its influence on cultural and individual values and behavior, shaping lifestyles and 
 consumer  decisions  (Delener,  1990  &  1994;  Essoo  &  Dibb,  2004;  Fam  et  al.,  2004; 


Nordas, 2005).  


Muhamad and Ghani (2006) are of the opinion that religion also affects an individual's 
 perception. However, the interpretations of religious structures are not uniform (Hassan, 
 2005). Variations exist within and among countries and it will result in correspondingly 
 different  socio-cultural  impacts.  The  perception  of  the  residents  in  two  different 
 countries  may  not  be  similar  even  though  they  share  the  same  religion.  Thus,  in 
 comparison to other Islamic countries, Iranian  may differ  in terms of Islamic devotion 
 and eventually this will influence the perceptions of socio-cultural impacts accordingly.   


Iran has been ruled by theocratic governments since the Islamic revolution, which took 
 place in 1979. In this country, the state and religion are virtually indistinguishable and 
 religion  (Islam)  has  become  an  inseparable  element  of  the  country's  socio-political 
 structure. Almost every aspect of Iranians‟ lives is under direct or indirect influence of 
 religion (Mehraby, 2007). In  many Muslim  nations, Islam  is the  foundation of society 
 and  Islamic  principles  support  tourism  policy,  development  objectives,  management, 
 and even the operation of industry. The society as a whole tends to be conservative as 
 many  Muslims  are  highly  concerned  about  the  immoral  influence  of  tourism  (Aziz, 
 1995; Baum & Conlin, 1997). 


It is evident that residents‟ opinion on perceived socio-cultural impacts are varied and 
determined  by  multiple  factors.  This  study  is  timely  as  it  seeks  to  measure  the  local 
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attitudes towards the development of tourism in the context of Iran, particularly as there 
 is  little  analysis  to  date  from  a  Muslim  perspective  and  existing  studies  are  limited  in 
 scope (Din, 1989). To explore the socio-cultural impacts of tourism and to examine the 
 affect of antecedents on the impacts‟ perception, two towns have been selected as case 
 studies for this research: Sare‟in and Masooleh, both located in the north and north-west 
 of  Iran  respectively.  These  towns  have  not  received  any  scholarly  attention  to  date. 


These  areas  were  primarily  selected  based  on  the  size  of  the  local  community,  their 
 popularity  as  destinations  among  both  domestic  and  international  tourists,  tourism 
 seasonality and the growing level of tourism development.  These factors are important 
 in  order  to  ascertain  that  the  socio-cultural  impacts  that  would  be  measured  are  more 
 significant  and  visible  to  the  local  people.  The  researcher‟s  familiarity  with  the 
 destinations  and  her  working  experience  in  Iran‟s  tourism  industry  make  these  towns 
 valuable and accessible as case studies for this thesis.  


In summary, the tourism industry is dependent on the local community‟s hospitality. A 
 happy  host  is  essential  in  creating  a  positive  image  of  the  destination  and  to  generate 
 positive  word  of  mouth  (Snaith  &  Haley,  1999).  Their  attitude  influences  visitor 
 satisfaction  and  repeat  visitations  (Swarbrooke,  1993;  Sheldon  &  Abenoja,  2001). 


Therefore,  the  measurement  of  the  host  community‟s  perceptions  of  tourism 
 development  plays  a  vital  role  in  the  future  success  of  a  destination  (Faulkner  & 


Tideswell, 1997; Andriotis, 2005).   
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1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 


The  tourism  industry  is  booming  rapidly  and  it  represents  one  of  the  most  dynamic 
 economic sectors as it has been recognized as an important source of income for many 
 countries. In developing countries, tourism is viewed as a preferred option and as part of 
 their  approach  towards  development.  Tourism  can  also  have  important  economic, 
 environmental and socio-cultural impacts. However, it has to be noted that tourism does 
 not  necessarily  result  only  in  positive  impacts  but  can  also  have  various  drawbacks. 


Many researchers have raised the concern of uncontrolled tourism development, which 
 causes  potential  threats  to  the  socio-cultural  structure  of  a  destination.  With  that,  the 
 studies  on  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism  are  predominantly  carried  out  in  the  west 
 where the tourism development is  more at an advanced phase (Madrigal, 1995; Snaith 


&  Haley,  1999;  Upchurch  &  Teivane,  2000;  Sheldon  &  Abenoja,  2001;  Besculides  et 
 al.,  2002;  Gursoy  &  Rutherford,  2004;  Perez  &  Nadal,  2005;  Andriotis,  2005). 


Similarly, Keogh (1990) and Mason and Cheyne (2000) argued that most studies of host 
 attitudes are conducted  in areas where the tourism  industry  is  already well established 
 and very few studies have examined the hopes, expectations, attitudes, and concerns of 
 residents prior to the onset of tourism  development. Hernandez et al. (1996) suggested 
 that more research should be done at the early phase of development. This study focuses 
 on two towns that are still in the early stages of development and provides insight into 
 residents‟ perceptions of tourism development.  


Apart from the development stage, community reactions to tourism may also differ from 
one country to another as it is not generic in nature and the results derived from a study 
may  not  be  generalized  to  other  parts  of  the  world  especially  in  developing  countries 
and  Muslim  nations.  Therefore,  the  study  on  socio-cultural  impacts  should  be  further 
expanded  to  other  geographical  areas  in  order  to test  existing  hypotheses  and  perhaps 
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devise new theories about the social impacts of tourism (King et al., 1993). The number 
 of  researchers  who  have  explored  the  effects  of  tourism  in  Muslim  communities 
 especially  in  Iran  is  very  limited.  Henderson  (2002)  expressed  the  need  for  further 
 research on Muslim views on the socio-cultural impacts of tourism. Iranian civilization 
 and culture is one the world‟s oldest and Iran‟s tourism was recognized as an industry 
 worthy  to  be  administered  dating  back  to  1935  (ZamaniZenouzi,  1980).  However, the 
 effect of tourism on communities  in Iran remains relatively  unknown due to a  lack of 
 research. This thesis addresses the lack of research in this area. 


Some  fears  surrounding  tourism  are  closely  associated  with  global  terrorism  and 
 perhaps  one  of  the  greatest  threats  to  tourism  in  Muslim  countries  is  the  growing 
 perception  that  Islam  is  associated  with  terrorism  (Aziz,  1995;  Robinson  &  Meaton, 
 2005; Bennett & Bray, 2006; Al-Hamarneh, 2007; Christianto, 2009).The September 11 
 and other terrorist attacks which have targeted tourists and tourist destinations have sent 
 a chill through the tourism industry and scared many visitors away. This has made many 
 wonder  whether  Islam  is  against  the  tourism  industry.  Even  though  Aziz  (1995)  is 
 convinced that Islam has no direct hostility towards or rejection of tourism, the potential 
 threats  of  the  industry  to  the  violation  of  Islamic  values  and  traditions  are  important 
 issues to be considered. 


Several  studies  have  examined  the  relation  between  Islam  and  tourism  (Ritter,  1975; 


Din,  1989;  Delaney,  1990;  Aziz,  1995  &  2001;  Beckerleg,  1995;  Burns  &  Cooper, 
 1997;  Bhardwij,  1998;  Russell,  1999;  Abdurrahman,  2000;  Taylor  &  Toohey,  2001; 


Domroes, 2001, Henderson, 2002 & 2003; Martin & Mason, 2003; Balkhy et al., 2003; 


Timothy  &  Iverson,  2006).  These  researchers  have  looked  into  religious  travel,  Islam 
and leisure, pilgrimage, touring Muslim style, gender differences concerning recreation 
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needs  and  Muslim  tourist  needs.  In  fact,  some  have  also  studied  the  role  of  Islam  in 
 tourism patterns and attitudes to development in  Muslim countries.  Besides, numerous 
 studies  have examined the association  between tourism and religion  in the perspective 
 of tourists. However to date, there is no study which explores  the effect of religion on 
 the  local  community‟s  behaviour  and  attitudes.  Consequently,  the  literature  regarding 
 tourism  and  religion  is  still  fragmented  and  lacks  synthesis  and  holistic 
 conceptualization‟ (Olsen & Timothy, 2006, p. 2).  This study intends to fill in the  gap 
 which  exists  in  the  academic  literature  and  this  provides  the  justification  for  carrying 
 out  this  research.  This  study  provides  the  holistic  view  of  perceived  socio-cultural 
 impacts by examining the religiosity factor and other antecedents.   


In  some  Islamic  countries,  the  tourism  industry  is  seen  as  having  potential  to  violate 
 Islamic  cultural  values  and  traditions,  and  thus  it  has  not  been  a  major  development 
 priority.  Some  prefer  not to  have  non-Muslim  tourists  (Robinson  &  Meaton,  2005)  as 
 they  are  highly  concerned  about the  immoral  influences of tourism  and  its  impacts on 
 the  local  community  (Din,  1989).  Being  an  Islamic  country,  it  can  be  postulated  that 
 Islamic  religiosity  may  have  a  negative  influence  on  the  perception  of  the  tourism 
 industry in Iran. While not all the residents will have homogeneous perception  towards 
 tourism,  it  is  anticipated  that  residents  with  higher  religiosity  will  tend  to  be  more 
 conservative. Therefore, this study intends to examine to what extent Islamic religiosity 
 influences the residents‟ perception.  


Tourism development must be based on research and evaluation in order to optimize the 
potential  contribution  of  tourism  to  human  welfare  and  environmental  quality  (Getz, 
1987). Since the development of tourism is regarded cautiously in Iran, it is essential to 
study to what extent tourism development, host-tourist interaction, demographic  profile 
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and religiosity can play in influencing the residents‟ perceptions. The residents' attitudes 
 towards  the  development  and  impacts  provide  a  significant  input  into  identifying  the 
 strategic and managerial priorities of tourism (Tatoglu et al., 2000; Reisinger & Turner, 
 2003).  


1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 


This  study  explores  the  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism  and  the  factors  that  are 
 associated  with  host  perceptions  in  the  context  of  Iran  by  using  two  Iranian  tourist 
 towns.  Particularly,  the  following  research  questions  generated  from  the  above 
 statement of the problem that this research addresses are: 


1. What  are  residents‟  perceptions  of  the  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism  in  the 
 study areas? 


2. Do  the  factors  of  tourism  development  characteristics,  host-tourist  interactions, 
 host profiles, and religiosity, affect the perception of the socio-cultural  impacts 
 of tourism in the study areas? 


3. What  is  the  most  influential  factor  (antecedent)  affecting  the  perception  of  the 
 socio-cultural impacts of tourism in the study areas? 


1.4 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 


During the past decades, researchers have directed an increasing amount of attention to 
the impacts of tourism (Ap, 1992; Ap & Crompton, 1998). The most probable reason is 
that perceptions and attitudes of residents toward the impacts of tourism are likely to be 
an  important  planning  and  policy  consideration  for  the  successful  development, 
marketing,  and  operation  of  existing  and  future  tourism  programs  and  projects 
(Reisinger  &  Turner,  2003).  Besides,  the  perceptions  of  residents  are  considered  very 
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important  because  of  the  significance  of  public  attitudes  in  creating  a  hospitable 
 environment  for  tourists  and  tourism  in  general  (Davis  et  al.,  1988).  Therefore,  it  is 
 essential  to  understand  the  locals‟  perceptions  about  the  contribution  of  tourism  as  it 
 provides  an  insight  into  the  preferences  and  interests  of  the  people  served  (Lankford, 
 1994). Improvements and changes can be made in the future policies and plans based on 
 the residents‟ perceptions. 


Since the mid-1970s, the majority of research took place in locations where tourism was 
 already  economically  important.  Limited  research  has  been  conducted  in  developing 
 countries  especially  Muslim  countries  where  the  tourism  development  is  still 
 rudimentary. This study focus on areas which are still in the early stages of development 
 and  it  will  provide  insight  into  residents‟  perceptions  of  tourism  development  in  the 
 study  areas.  The  studies  which  focus  on  the  initial  tourism  development  stage  in  a 
 developing  country  can  provide  a  benchmark  of  the  community  attitudes  and  support 
 the planning process. This research will provide a clear picture about to what extent the 
 early stage of tourism development will influence the residents perception on the socio-
 cultural  impacts.  The  results  could  then  be  compared  with  the  studies  conducted  in 
 destinations with more advanced phases of tourism development.   


In  some  nations,  particularly  in  the  Middle  East,  religion  (Islam)  is  the  foundation  of 
society  and  law.  It  supports  tourism  policy,  development  objectives  and  the 
management and operation of the  industry (Timothy  &  Iverson, 2006). Religion plays 
an active role in people‟s daily activities and receives little attention in previous studies 
in  relation  to  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism.  This  study  is  the  first  to  examine  the 
effect of religiosity on the perceptions of socio-cultural impacts of tourism in a Muslim 
country.  This  study  further  contributes  to  knowledge  on  the  perceptions  of  host 
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communities  towards  the  presence  of  tourists  and  tourism  in  the  Islamic  community. 


Furthermore,  there  are  no  comprehensive  studies  which  address  these  aspects  in  the 
 context of Iran.  


One  of  the  main  objectives  of  the  Iranian  Master  Tourism  Plan‟s  long–term 
 development  and  management  of  tourism  (UNWTO,  2007a)  is  to  ensure  sustainable 
 management  of  the  tourism  impacts  on  the  socio-cultural,  economic  and  natural 
 environments of the country. This research thus marks a step towards understanding the 
 socio-cultural impacts of tourism in Iran. A systematic analysis of tourism impacts can 
 help  the  authorities,  local  decision-makers,  tourism  promoters  and  managers  identify 
 real  concerns  and  issues.  Besides,  it  will  also  help  to  craft  appropriate  policies  and 
 actions to reinforce perceived positive impacts and minimize the negative ones.  


In  summary,  this  study  is  timely  for  several  reasons.  First,  it  provides  knowledge  on 
 attitudes  of  local  communities  toward  tourism  and  especially  the  perception  of  socio-
 cultural  impacts  among  residents  in  the  study  areas.  Second,  the  study  pioneers  the 
 exploration  of  the  relationship  between  numerous  factors  including  Islamic  religiosity 
 and the perception of socio-cultural impacts and the strength of these factors. Finally, it 
 provides  some  original  insights  into  the  interactions  between  the  Islamic  religion  and 
 tourism  which  are  of  value  to  authorities,  the  industry,  academics  and  local 
 communities. 


1.5 LIMITATIONS 


One  of  the  limitations  of  this  study  is  the  lack  of  previous  studies  on  socio-cultural 
impacts in the areas of research. This study focuses how religion affects the perception 
of socio-cultural impacts in an Islamic community, and no previous studies are available 
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on this subject at the  moment.  Besides, tourism research  in  many  Muslim  countries  is 
 still limited and some features of Islam and Islamic governance can be highly sensitive. 


The  research  is  conducted  in  an  environment  where  religion  is  favored  politically  and 
 unfavorable  responses  to  questions  related  to  religion  could  lead  to  legal/political 
 problems for respondents. Moreover, it is a challenging task for a female researcher to 
 conduct research alone in an Islamic country because of cultural attitudes about women. 


The researcher also faces financial and time constraints due to the geographical distance 
 between the locations of the researcher (Malaysia) and research areas (Iran). It explains 
 the reason of limiting this study to only two tourist destinations in Iran. Considering the 
 novelty of the subject, the researcher also faces inadequate resources.  


1.6 THESIS ORGANIZATION  


The  thesis  is  organized  into  seven  chapters.  Chapter  One  introduces  the  study.  It 
 discusses  an  overview  of  the  research,  problem  statements  as  well  as  the  purpose, the 
 objectives and limitations of the study. It is followed by the significance of the study. 


Chapter  Two  provides  a  general  review  of  the  country  of  study  (Iran),  tourism 
 development, and the two case-study areas, the northern Iranian towns of Masooleh and 
 Sare‟in.  Each  section  deals  with  general  tourism  information.  Chapter  Three  reviews 
 important  literature  related  to the  study,  including  past theoretical  and  empirical  work 
 concerning  the  socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism.  It  explores  the  various  definitions, 
 theories, and measurement tools. Chapter Four lays out the proposed model that is used 
 for this study and the proposed hypotheses to be tested. 


Chapter  Five  presents  in  detail  the  methodology  applied  in  this  study,  which  includes 
research  design,  sampling  techniques,  and  data  analysis.  Chapter  Six  presents  the 
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analysis  and  results  of  the  survey.  The  results  are  derived  from  several  modes  of 
 statistical analysis and are presented according to the logical sequence of the analyses. 


Chapter  Seven  presents  a  discussion  of  the  findings  of  the  study,  limitations,  and  its 
implications. This is followed by suggestions for the future research and a conclusion.  
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Chapter Two 



BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

AREA 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 


The  purpose  of  this  chapter  is  to  introduce  the  area  of  research  and  to  provide  an 
 overview of current tourism development in the Islamic Republic of Iran. This chapter 
 consists of six sections. The first three sections present the introduction to the paper, an 
 overview  of  the  topic,  and  tourism  development  in  the  Islamic  Republic  of  Iran.  The 
 socio-cultural  impacts  of  tourism  in  Iran  are  also  addressed  in  the  third  section.  The 
 following  section presents the description of the research areas  by providing details of 
 the  two  case  studies,  which  are  Masooleh  and  Sare‟in.  The  fifth  section  provides 
 information on the background of the research  on Iranian tourism. The last section is  a 
 summary of this chapter.  


2.2 AN OVERVIEW OF THE AREA OF STUDY (IRAN) 


Iran  is  the  fifth  largest  country  in  Asia  and  the  second  largest  country  in  the  Middle 
 East. Its history dates back over 7000 years (Axworthy, 2008). The country was known 
 as  Persia  until  1935.  Iran  is  widely  renowned  for  its  diversity  of  attractions  such  as 
 historic  monuments,  landscapes,  climates,  customs,  and  the  people‟s  lifestyles 
 (Beheshti, 2003). There are thousands of historical places in Iran and most are yet to be 
 discovered. To date, ten historical sites have been listed under the World Heritage List 
 and  fifty-nine  sites  are  tentatively  listed  (UNESCO,  2009a).  Besides, NowRuz 1and 
 Radif 2 are also recognized as World Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO, 2009b).  


According  to  UNESCO,  Iran  is  ranked  in  the  top  ten  countries  in  the  world  for  the 
 wealth of  its  ancient and  historical  sites (Alavi  & Yasin, 2000). The country  is  famed 
 for  appearing  to  have  four  concurrent  yet  distinct  seasons.  O‟Gorman  et  al.  (2007) 
 stated that Iran‟s archeology, cultural heritage, traditions, and natural characteristics are 
       


1 NowRuz is the beginning of the Iranian New Year, according to the solar calendar March 21st coinciding with the first day of     
 Spring. 


2  Radif is a traditional form of Iranian music. 
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among  the  main  factors  that  attract  inbound  tourists  to  the  country.  However,  lack  of 
 information and advertising render the country unknown to most of the outside world. 


According  to  the  Iran  National  Census  (2007),  the  total  population  of  Iran  is  70.5 
 million.  Of  these,  50.9%  are  male,  and  the  remainders  are  female.  The  proportion  of 
 people  living  in  the  urban  areas  is  68.5%  and  in  the  rural  areas  it  is  31.5%.  The 
 country‟s  population  is  growing  at  an  annual  rate  of  1.61%.  There  is  a  very  high 
 population of  young people with 48.1% under the age of 30  years. The  literacy rate  is 
 86.2%.  Iran  estimates  a  total  of  1.6  million  immigrants  living  in  the  country  who  are 
 mainly from neighbouring countries such as Afghanistan and Iraq.  


Iran is the land of the world's first monotheistic religion (Zoroastrism). The religion is 
 one of the oldest in the world. It was founded between 1,400 and 1,000 B.C in Persia by 
 Zarathustra.  In  the  seventh  century  AD,  Islam  was  embraced  as  an  important  religion 
 among  Iranians.  The  next  major  change  came  with  the  Safavid  period  (1502-1736), 
 during  which  Shiism  was  recognized  as  the  state  religion  in  the  country  (Faramarzi, 
 1995).  After the  Islamic  Revolution  of  1979,  Islam  became  an  inseparable  element  of 
 the country's socio-political structure. Based on Article 12 of the Constitution, Islam is 
 the  official religion of Iran and 99.4% of the total population of Iran are Muslims, the 
 majority being Shiites (89.1 %,) and the remainder belonging to the other Muslim sub-
 ethnic groups (Iran National Census, 2007).  


In  accordance  with  the  constitution  of  the  Islamic  Republic  of  Iran,  Persian  or  Farsi  is 
the  official  language  and  the  Persian  script  is  the  only  one  used  in  Iran.  In  addition, 
there are other languages and dialects which are spoken in various parts of the country 
such as Azari or Turkish (in the northwest), Kurdish (in the west), Arabic (in the south), 
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Lori (in  the  southwest), Baluchi  (in  the southeast),  Taleshi  (in the  north)  and  Turkmen 
 (in the northeast) (Faramarzi, 1995). 


According to the solar calendar, March 21st (coinciding with the first day of Spring) is 
 the beginning of the Iranian New Year. The festival lasts for 13 days and normally there 
 will  be  a  countrywide  holiday  during  the  first  four  or  five  days  and  on  the  13th  day 
 (ZendehDel, 2001). 


The main sources of Iran‟s economy are oil and natural gas. Oil reserves in Iran rank the 
 third  largest  in  the  world  (12  %  of  the  world's  overall  reserves)  and  it  also  has  the 
 world's  second  largest  reserves  of  natural  gas  (15%  of  the  world‟s  total).  The  World 
 Fact Book (2007) stated that about 85% of the government's revenue is derived from oil 
 and natural gas. Apart from that, agriculture, industry (mining and manufacturing) and 
 fisheries (caviar) also contribute to the economy of Iran. Iran's economy is largely state 
 owned and private sector activity is typically small-scale comprising workshops, farms, 
 and services. Iran‟s economy is classified as semi-developed by the United Nations. The 
 government  continues  its  drive  to  privatize  various  sectors  and  to  practise  an  open 
 economy. The tourism industry is always regarded as a minor industry relative to the oil 
 and  other  sectors.  Therefore,  the  politicians  have  little  interest  in  it  (O'Gorman  et  al., 
 2007). Thus, the economic  contribution of the tourism  industry  is  minimal  in terms of 
 economic  growth  and  its  share  of  GDP.  Among  176  countries  worldwide,  the  Iranian 
 travel  and  tourism  economy  is  ranked  36th  in  absolute  size  having  0.4% of  the  world 
 market share (WTTC, 2007).  


However  ,  the  government  is  attempting  to  diversify  the  economy  away  from  oil  by 
investing  in  other  areas  including  car  manufacturing,  aerospace  industries,  consumer 
electronics,    petrochemicals  and  nuclear  technology  (  Fars  News,  2008).  In  addition, 
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Iran  has  great  potential  for  the  development  of  tourism,  mining,  and  information  and 
 communication technologies. 


Iran‟s  tourism  was  first  recognized  as  an  industry  worthy  to  be  administered  in  1935 
 (ZamaniZenouzi,  1980).  Before  the  Islamic  Revolution  in  1979,  tourism  in  Iran  was 
 solely  focused  on  cultural  and  recreational  aspects  and  there  was  no  intervention  of 
 religion  (Islamic  codes)  in  tourism.  A  decade  before  1979,  there  was  a  considerable 
 effort  made  to  promote  tourism  in  Iran.  At  that  point  of  time,  the  government  had 
 appointed  a  Swiss  consultant  (Tourist  Consult)  to  study  a  comprehensive  plan  for  the 
 expansion  of  tourism  in  Iran.  It  was  an  extensive  study  of  Iran‟s  existing  and  future 
 tourist  market,  its  policies,  resources,  priorities,  and  potentials  along  with  a  detailed 
 analysis and suggestions. However, the outcome was never put into practice due to the 
 political crises which occurred before and after the Islamic Revolution in 1979. 


The  Islamic  Revolution  of  1979  was  a  critical  event  in  the  modern  history  of  Iran 
(Mackey  &  Harrop,  1998).  The  event  led  to  the  ousting  of  the  monarchy  and  the 
declaration  of  Iran  as  an  Islamic  Republic  by  Ayatollah  Khomenei.  The  leader 
introduced  theocracy  in  the  government  system  based  on  the  Islamic  religion  and 
politics.  Following  that,  tourism  has  been  hampered  by  the  revolution,  political 
turbulence, conflicts and the war  with Iraq (between 1980 and 1988). Apart  from that, 
natural disasters and shortcomings such as the strict social code, a shortage of adequate 
accommodation,  bottlenecks  in  internal  transportation  and  poor  marketing  have 
dampened the country‟s image as a tourist destination. The image of Iran has also been 
tarnished  by  negative  reports  by  the  Western  media  and  Iran  faced  difficulties  in 
promoting itself to the outside world (Vafadari & Cooper, 2007). 
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Iran  has  a  complex  political  framework  with  a  dual  power  structure  involving  the 
 supreme religious leader and an elected president. A Guardian Council exists to ensure 
 that the president and parliament abide by Islamic principles and the judicial system is 
 based on Sharia law. Executive power is under the supervision of the president who is 
 directly  elected  by  the  people  for  a  four-year  term.  The  country  is  divided  into  30 
 Ostans  (provinces)  ruled  over  by  Ostandars  (governors-general)  (Iran  at  a  Glance, 
 1998). The national tourism office is led by the country‟s Vice President. 


2.3 TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN IRAN   
 2.3.1 Structure  


In  2004,  parliament  passed  legislation  which  separated  the  Iranian  Tourism 
 Organization  (ITO)  from  the  Ministry  of  Culture  and  Islamic  Guidance.  Later,  the 
 Iranian  Tourism  Organization  (ITO)  merged  with  the  Cultural  Heritage  Organization 
 and  formed  the  Iranian  Cultural  Heritage,  Handicrafts,  and  Tourism  Organization 
 (ICHHTO). This organization is led by the country‟s Vice President and its objective is 
 to introduce, protect, and resuscitate the tourism industry.  


Referring  to  Iran's  updated  Tourism  Master  Plan,  in  force  up  to  2015,  Iran  aims  to 
 attract  1.5%  of  international  tourist  arrivals  (20  million)  and  2%  of  receipts  of  world 
 tourism  (US$25  billion).  It  is  expected  that  the  average  growth  rate  of  tourism  will  be 
 30% during the 4th programme (2005-2009) and 20% in the 5th programme (2010-2015) 
 (UNWTO, 2007b). 


In  Iran,  “the  leadership  of  public  sector tourism,  both  in  promotional  and  operational 
roles, is rarely professional or long term. State and quasi-state tourism organizations do 
not  operate  under  commercial  criteria  like  profitability  and  are  subject  to  poor  and 
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inconsistent  management  and  high  levels  of  political  interference”  (O'Gorman  et  al., 
 2007, p. 307). The objective of developing the tourism industry in Iran is solely focused 
 on  the  cultural  aspects.  More  emphasis  is  given  to  attracting  tourists  who  have  an 
 interest  and  are  familiar  with  the  country‟s  rich  history  and  culture  and  those  who 
 respect the Iranian people as well as Iranian cultural-religious traditions (Parseh, 2006). 


Factors such as cultural and political barriers and scarcity of investment in facilities and 
 transport  infrastructure  inhibit  the  potential  to  develop  tourism  products  for 
 international markets even though the resources are available. 


2.3.2 Existing Tourism Flows 


In 2006, Iran received 2.7 million inbound tourists and concurrently 2.5 million Iranians 
 travelled  overseas  (ICHHTO,  2007).  Iran‟s  international  tourism  expenditure  grew  by 
 9.5%  in  2006  in  comparison  to  2005  (UNWTO,  2008c).  However,  the  international 
 tourist arrivals decreased to 2.2  million  in 2007 due to the global  economic crisis and 
 political  issues  in  Iran.  Such  factors  as  the  tension  arising  over  Iran‟s  nuclear  plans 
 (Schwartz,  2006;  Yaphe  &  Lutes,  2005),  the  denouncement  of  the  Holocaust  as 
 deception  and  anti-Israel  comments  by  Iranian  officials  (Ahouie,  2009)  have  all 
 reinforced  the  negative  image  of  Iran  in  the  international  media  and  affected  tourist 
 decisions to visit Iran (Zamani-Farahani, 2009). 


2.3.3 SWOT Analysis 


In this study, SWOT is used to assess the strengths and weaknesses of Iran as a tourist 
destination  besides  discovering  the  opportunities  and  threats  that  it  might  face.  The 
strengths  and  weaknesses  are  internal  factors,  while  the  opportunities  and  threats  are 
external  factors.  Appropriate  goals,  policies,  and  strategies  can  be  developed  for  the 
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tourism industry in  Iran based  on both  external and internal  factors.  The  main issues  in 
 relation to each of these important factors are identified and evaluated below. 


2.3.3.1 Competitive Strengths 


Historically,  the  Persian  Empire  is  one  of  the  world‟s  great  ancient  civilizations.  Its 
 contribution  to  architecture  is  reflected  in  the  heritage  buildings  in  Iran.  The  cultural 
 heritage  and  history  became  the  main  competitive  strength  of  tourism  (ITTO,  2009; 


O‟Gorman et al., 2007).  Iran is rich  in numerous historical  attractions (Alavi &  Yasin, 
 2000)  such  as  Tchogha  Zabnil,  Persepolis,  Takht-e-Solevman,  Bam,  and  Pasargadee. 


The  sites  mentioned  are  registered  under  the  UNESCO  world  heritage  list.  These 
 masterpieces  of  architecture,  which  were  built  during  various  kingdoms  that  ruled 
 Persia  could  draw  tourists  to  visit  Iran.  Apart  from  the  legacy,  Iran  is  also  rich  in  its 
 diverse  natural  landscapes,  flora,  and  fauna.  In  terms  of  physical  landscapes,  there  are 
 three major mountains, several forests, two deserts, and a major plateau area to the west. 


These  landscapes  lead  to  variable  climates  ranging  from  dry  desert,  cool,  temperate, 
 humid Mediterranean,  and  cold alpine.  These  climate  variations attract  tourists,  as  they 
 are able  to experience  all four  seasons (I  .R. Iran's  Tourism Development  Master  Plan, 
 2002) 


In  comparison  to  other  countries  within  the  surrounding  region,  Iran  has  a  fairly  well- 
 developed  transportation  system,  infrastructure,  and  well-established  tourism  facilities. 


Iran  is  connected  by  direct  international  air  services  to  35  cities  abroad  (ICHHTO 
report, 2006). The tourist facilities that exist are those established by the development of 
domestic  tourism.  This  is  due  to  the  large  population  of  Iran  and  their  desire  to  travel 
within  the  country.  The  international  market  is  also  growing.  More  tourist  attractions 
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and  facilities  are  being  developed  and  the  service  providers  are  trying  to  meet 
 international standards in terms of hospitality services.  


Being  tagged  as  an  inexpensive  nation  gives  a  competitive  advantage  to  Iran  as  the 
 lower currency exchange rate encourages tourists to visit Iran. Tourists in Iran will have 
 greater  purchasing  power  as  compared  to  those  who  visit  the  Persian  Gulf  States.  In 
 addition,  the  friendliness  of  the  locals  and  the  unique  Iranian  hospitality  have  also 
 enhanced the tourism industry in Iran.  


The  public  sector  in  Iran  gives  emphasis  to  developing  and  implementing  tourism 
 related policies. For instance, after the Islamic Revolution, there were efforts directed to 
 attracting  international  tourists  during  the  presidency  of  Khatami  in  1997.  There  was  a 
 clear  plan  to  increase  and  enhance  hospitality  and  tourism  in  Iran  and  to  encourage 
 moves to welcome foreign tourists. However, looking at the number of inbound tourists 
 to Iran as compared to other countries in the continent, it is clear that Iran is still some 
 way  behind  in  attracting  tourists.  Despite  all  the  strengths,  there  are  also  factors  that 
 weigh  down  Iran‟s  ability  to  harness  the  full  potential  of  its  tourism  resources.  The 
 weaknesses will be further discussed in the next section. 


2.3.3.2 Competitive Weaknesses 


The  failure  to  attract  tourists  reflects  weaknesses  which  may  be  due  to  a  number  of 
factors, namely laws and regulations, outdated databases, institutional structure and lack 
of  promotion.  It  is  important  to  address  these  weaknesses  by  undertaking  corrective 
measures in order to ensure the industry‟s success.  
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In Iran, there are various written and oral laws and regulations that control the tourism 
 sector  which  affect  those  involved  in  the  tourism  industry  including  the  tourists 
 themselves.  Many  existing  laws  and  regulations  are  outdated  and  these  obstruct  the 
 development  of  the  tourism  industry  in  the  country.  Some  laws  in  Iran  actively 
 discourage  the  development  of  appropriate  management  practices  and  professional 
 methods. The public sector needs to give attention to this matter as it could affect both 
 the  supply  (service  providers)  and  the  demand  (tourists).  Besides,  the  laws  and 
 regulations  governing  the  development  and  operation  of  tourist  facilities  overlap  and 
 lack  transparency.  In  some  cases,  regulations  have  never  been  promulgated,  thus 
 rendering  the  law  or  particular  provision  to  be  doubtful  (I  .R.  Iran's  Tourism 
 Development  Master  Plan,  2002).  The  government  should  publicize  the  laws  to  its 
 citizens so that they are aware of the existing laws and they will know what ought and 
 ought not to be done. Even the tourists are also subjected to the local laws.  


All the laws and regulations in the tourism industry are subjected to the Islamic code of 
the country and the inbound tourists, particularly those from western nations, are not in 
favour of the religious restrictions that are imposed on them. The tourists are advised to 
respect the local norms and abide by the rules. Women especially are expected to wear 
suitable  clothes  and  must  cover their  heads.  This  has  affected the  number  and  type  of 
tourists coming to Iran. The western tourists dislike the stringent  local  norms and this 
may have affected their decision to visit Iran. Currently, the existing tourism industry is 
heavily  dependent  on  tourists  from  the  neighbouring  countries  who  are  generally  low 
yield  markets  in  terms  of  per  capita  spending  with  the  exception  of  the  Persian  Gulf 
states.  If  the  government  continues  to  enforce  such  rules,  it  will  affect  the  number  of 
western  tourists  who  represent  the  high  yield  market.  It  is  difficult  to  state  the  exact 
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percentage  of  total  receipts  contributed  by  western  tourists  as  the  database  of  Iran‟s 
 tourism industry is not up to date/updated in a timely manner.  


Even though databases exist on Iran‟s natural and cultural resources, they are not fully 
 developed from the tourism perspective .The availability of data on tourism demand and 
 supply  is  limited,  unreliable,  and  incomplete  as  there  is  no  proper  system  to  gather 
 statistics  related  to  tourism  (ICHHTO  report,  2006).  Data  on  the  economic,  socio-
 cultural,  and  environmental  impact  of  tourism  is  also  limited  and  restricted  to  specific 
 sites  or  cases.  There  are  no  specific  indicators  outlined  which  could  be  used  to 
 determine how  sustainable current  tourism practices  are. This  creates problems  such  as 
 waste  management,  competition  for  scarce  resources  and  the  mismatch  of  supply  and 
 demand.  There  are  inconsistencies  in  the  data  collection  methods  as  they  differ  from 
 province  to  province,  making  it  impossible  to  compare  results  and  to  build  a  national 
 tourism profile (ICHHTO report, 2006). There is no up-to-date inventory and evaluation 
 of  Iran‟s  tourism  industry  and  this  causes  difficulties  in  further  developing  and 
 managing  the  available  resources.  Furthermore,  without  complete  information  the 
 service providers will not be able to identify their potential target markets and the means 
 to  attract  them.  There  is  a  need  for  systematic  data  collection  as  it  could  provide  a 
 profile  of  tourists  who  visit  Iran,  their  level  of  satisfaction,  feedback  or  comments  and 
 their  intention  to  recommend  and  to  return.  All  these  are  essential  to  further  develop 
 tourism facilities and infrastructure and also for promotional purposes.  


With  regard  to  infrastructure,  the  existing  air,  road  and  sea  transportation  owned  and 
 operated by Iran is generally aged, poorly maintained and in need of upgrading in order 
 to  attain  acceptable  standards  (I  .R.  Iran's  Tourism  Development  Master  Plan,  2002). 


The same deficiencies apply to other tourist facilities and services, especially  lodging. 
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Many of the newly developed hotels do not conform to the standards that have been set 
 by  the  national  tourism  organization  while  the  service  levels  are  generally  below  the 
 standards  as  compared  to  other  successful  tourist  destinations.  This  may  affect  the 
 tourists‟  satisfaction  and  the  possibility  of  repeat  visits.  There  is  a  need  to  improve 
 tourist  facilities  and  services  and  this  needs  to  be  conveyed  to  tourists  through 
 promotion as it could reflect Iran as an ideal tourist destination. 


Promotion is a tool to communicate the products and services offered to tourists and it 
 plays an important role in re-imaging the country. Being part of the Middle East region, 
 Iran is subjected to various negative allegations and the image of Iran remains a major 
 weakness.  Besides  external  factors  such  as  political  disputes  within  the  region, 
 erroneous  beliefs  and  perceptions  about  Iran  are  also  caused  by  weak  and  inadequate 
 tourism  marketing,  promotion  and  advertising  policies.  The  promotion  has  failed  to 
 convey  the  fact  that  Iran  is  a  safe  tourist  destination  and  it  welcomes  international 
 tourists. Consequently, people around the globe are not familiar with Iran and they lack 
 ideas  about  what  travelling  to  Iran  would  be  like.  Aggressive  promotion  needs  to  be 
 undertaken to revitalize the current image in order to attract more tourists to visit Iran. 


Another  weakness  concerns  the  institutional  structure  and  organization  of  the  tourism 
sector in Iran. Tourism in Iran is monitored by the Iran Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts, 
and  Tourism  Organization  (ICHHTO).  The  selection  of  top-level  managers  and  key 
figures of this organization is based on their religious devotion, political alliances, and 
gender  (preference  for  males).  The  qualification  and  skills  needed  in  managing  the 
organization  are  not  taken  into  account  (Zamani-Farahani  &  Henderson,  2010).  In 
addition to that, various tourist facilities are still controlled by the public sector or quasi-
public sector companies. These organizations lack management expertise and financial 
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capabilities (ICHHTO report, 2006).This results in inefficiency such as mismanagement 
 of resources and poor marketing strategy and will negatively affect the industry.   


2.3.3.3 Industry Opportunities 


There  are  various  opportunities  for  tourism  development  in  Iran  that  need  to  be 
 considered.  Firstly,  the  tourism  sector  could  take  advantage  of  the  diversity  of  tourist 
 attractions. Various attractions and more new tourism products could be developed. For 
 example,  with  regards  to  sports  tourism,  the  service  providers  can  offer  activities  such 
 as  skiing  and  rock  and  mountain  climbing.  Tour  operators  can  organize  various 
 pilgrimage  packages  (i.e.  Shia,  Christian,  and  Zoroastrian  pilgrimage).  The  products 
 offered  need  to  be  differentiated  from  the  competitors  in  order  to  create  competitive 
 advantage.  However,  merely  providing  the  core  products  is  not  adequate  as  support 
 services  such  as  tourism  infrastructure  are  also  essential.  All  these  facilities  need  to  be 
 upgraded  and  meet  international  standards.  If  Iran  can  provide  superior  products  and 
 services, it  will  be  an  added  value  for the  tourism  industry  as  tourists  will  be  delighted 
 and subsequently it will increase the intention to return and to recommend.  


Secondly, there is an urgent need to review the existing laws and regulations related to 
 tourism.  The  non-Muslim  tourists  should  be  given  exception  and  they  should  not  be 
 subjected to  the  local  norms  and  forced  to follow  local  ethics.  If  the  existing  rules  and 
 laws continue to be enforced, it could jeopardize the tourism industry in the long run.  


Thirdly, the opportunity lies in revising the existing structure, policies, and strategies of 
the public sector for tourism (ICHHTO) as it could enhance the industry as whole. For 
instance, the inefficiency of the management can be avoided by  appointing key people 
in public sector tourism who have suitable  skills  and characteristics. The  conventional 
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way, which is based on religious and political consciousness, should be abolished from 
 the  system.  By  having  knowledgeable  key  personnel,  the  organization  can  further 
 improve  the  industry.  Being  the  watchdog  of  public  sector  tourism  in  Iran,  ICHHTO 
 should concentrate on  its role of supervising the tourism  industry. It should also  focus 
 on  the  development  and  implementation  of  policies  in  order  to  promote  tourism 
 development  with  the  intervention  of  the  private  sector  and  the  local  community.  The 
 participation  of  local  communities  and  the  private  sector  is  essential  in  the  planning 
 phase and decision-making process. The input from the stakeholders within the tourism 
 industry  is  necessary  for  the  successful  operation  and  sustainability  of  tourism 
 development and in the implementation of marketing programmes.  


Fourthly,  the  existing  promotional  tools  should  be  reviewed  to  ensure  that  they  are 
 distinctive from those of competing countries. Promotional tools such as advertising and 
 public  promotion  can  be  used  to  enhance  the  positive  image  of  the  country.  As  the 
 promotional tool used is associated to cost, a proportion of the marketing budget should 
 be  allocated  for  promotion  purposes.  Tourism  marketing  and  planning  can  only  be 
 designed with comprehensive statistical data on tourism. Based on the information, one 
 can  lay  out  the  tourism  demand,  supply,  and  impacts.  This  indicates  the  need  for  a 
 tourism database, the information in which should be updated regularly as any tourism 
 planning and decision-making will be based on it.   


In conclusion, to enhance Iran‟s tourism industry, there is a need to focus on a revision 
of  the  laws  and  the  institutional  structure,  to  introduce  innovations  in  products  and 
services and to devise a proper marketing strategy. Iran can improve its tourism industry 
development  by  optimizing  the  opportunities  available.  The  country  could  then 
strengthen its position as a tourist destination within the region.  
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2.3.3.4 Industry Threats  


The  players  within  the  industry  are  unable  to  implement  and  monitor  tourism 
 development  in  Iran.  There  are  no  proper  management  principles  and  practices  in 
 relation  to  the  impacts  of  tourism  on  the  natural,  socio-cultural,  and  economic 
 environments.  If  this  persists,  tourism  in  Iran  will  be  at  stake  in  the  future.  Corrective 
 measures  should  be  taken  to  overcome  these  issues.  There  is  a  need  for  frequent  site 
 observation and  inspection of  the  natural, historical,  and cultural  sites  in Iran  to  ensure 
 their  compliancy  with  sustainable  management  practices.  Issues  related  to  sustainable 
 tourism can be resolved by proper planning and execution but it is not possible to exert 
 any control over threats such as political turbulence and natural disasters.  


Crises  and  disasters  such  as  wars,  political  turbulence,  natural  disasters,  and  conflicts 
 over religious matters can be classified as threats as they can dampen interest  in tourist 
 destinations. Such issues can have an impact on the tourism operations of the country or 
 a  region,  their  marketing  and  management  and  eventually  affect  economic  viability.  It 
 has  to  be  noted  that  Iran  is  located  in  a  seismic  area  and  it  is  prone  to  earthquakes. 


Besides, Iran's nuclear activities have raised tensions among other nations and portrayed 
a  negative  image  of  Iran  in  the  international  arena  (Schwartz,  2006;  Yaphe  &  Lutes, 
2005).  Thus,  this  has  led  to  economic,  political,  and  social  embargos  by  the  United 
Nations and the  country may  face an  economic downturn. This will  impact the  tourism 
industry  as  some  nations  may  restrict  the  number  of  inbound  tourists  to  Iran. With  the 
restrictions, Iran may have insufficient funds to provide tourism facilities to cater for the 
tourists. Apart  from  that,  the  outbreak  of  war  and  political  turbulence  in  neighbouring 
countries can also affect the tourism market, as it will deter the tourist from travelling to 
the  region.  In  addition  to  that,  the  latest  political  rallies  and  violent  clashes  during  the 
presidential elections in  June 2009  could pose  a credible  threat to  the tourism  industry. 
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Iran  faces  threats  not  only  due  to  its  internal  but  also  the  external  environment. 


Contingency plans cannot be made for all the events as some are unexpected. 


Besides,  Turkey  and  Dubai  pose  a  threat  to  Iran  as  they  are  the  main  tourism 
 competitors  within  the  region.  The  tourism  organization  in  Iran    must  be  able  to 
 differentiate itself from the competitors  by recognizing the unit-selling proposition.  The 
 marketers have failed to position Iran in the domestic and international markets, as there 
 is  no  effective  long-term  destination-marketing  programme.  Product  development, 
 market  penetration  and  market  development  are  among  the  strategies  that  can  be 
 implemented  by  Iranian  Cultural  Heritage,  Handicrafts  and  Tourism  Organization 
 (ICHHTO) and this would require an aggressive promotional campaign. ICHHTO needs 
 to advertise and to encourage more tourists from other parts of the world to visit Iran.  


In  summary,  there  are  internal  and  external  threats  that  may  have  an  impact  on  the 
 tourism  industry.  Some  of  the  threats  such  as  natural  disasters  and  political  turbulence 
 cannot be controlled but others can be overcome if they are well managed. The tourism 
 development  that  will  take  place  should  not  ignore  the  sustainability  considerations  as 
 they  can  affect  the  industry  in  the  long  run.  With  regard  to  tourist  facilities  and 
 marketing,  the  service  providers  should  offer  or  create  products  and  services  that  fulfil 
 the needs of tourists and the tourism industry. The existing products need to be revised 
 accordingly and an effective marketing effort is needed to boost the industry. 


2.3.4 Socio-Cultural Impacts of Tourism 3  


The  overall  social  and  cultural  impact  that  has  been  estimated  by  I.R.  Iran's  Tourism 
 Development  Master  Plan  (2002)  is  limited  as  the  development  of  tourism  in  Iran  is 


      


3This section, adapted from I .R. Iran's Tourism Development Master Plan (2002).
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relatively modest and tourism activity is primarily directed to hosting tourists who share 
 a similar culture and background.  


I.R.  Iran‟s  Tourism  Master  Plan  Report  (2002)  points  out  that  tourism  development 
 resulted  in positive socio-cultural  impacts on the local communities. It has contributed 
 to a stronger local economy (especially the towns and villages in the Caspian region) as 
 tourism  activities  have  generated  employment  opportunities  for  the  locals.  The  locals 
 are  able  to  earn  more  and  possess  greater  purchasing  power.  This  indicates  that  the 
 standard of living may rise, especially in the larger cities and towns. 


The  tourism  development  that  has  taken  place  has  raised  the  status  of  the  local 
 community and their culture due to the recognition they have been given nationally and 
 internationally. Revenues  from tourism  are reinvested in cultural  assets and efforts are 
 being  made  to  preserve  these  assets.  Tourism  has  also  strengthened  the  continuity  of 
 cultural traditions and can be used as a differentiation factor in promoting Iran. There is 
 an  increase  in  cross-cultural  understanding  and  tolerance  especially  through  musical 
 performances,  local  arts  and  crafts,  presentation  of  local  lifestyles,  houses,  and  other 
 village  experiences.  This  creates  interaction  between  tourists  and  hosts  who  can 
 exchange insights into their culture and way of living. Interaction with tourists enables 
 the locals to improve their English proficiency especially those who are trained as tour 
 guides.  Tourism  has  benefited  the  locals  in  various  ways.  However,  there  are  still 
 drawbacks that may cause dissatisfaction among the locals.    


The commercialization of tourism causes  harm to  local communities. Even though the 
locals gain  in terms of  income  from the  high  number of tourists,  it also contributes to 
other negative effects such as the scarcity of  resources and overcrowding. The issue of 
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the scarcity of resources arises parallel with the high number of tourists. The locals have 
 to  share  the  basic  utilities  such  as  drinking  water  and  electrical  energy.  The  rise  in 
 tourist  numbers  leads  to  overcrowding  especially  in  sensitive  cultural  assets  such  as 
 Persepolis  and  other  sites.  Over-exploitation  of  the  cultural  heritage  may  discourage 
 tourists  from  further  visiting  these  sites  in  the  future.  Even  the  locals  do  not  have  the 
 opportunity  to  utilize  some  of  the  amenities  during  the  peak  seasons.  For  instance, 
 Mashhad, Qom, and the Caspian Coast are full of tourists and the  locals  feel that they 
 are being displaced. They are not able to enjoy the facilities built by the public sector as 
 they are mainly used by tourists. The locals may tolerate this situation for a short period 
 but  if  it  continues,  it  may  cause  frustration  among  them  as  tourists  are  given  higher 
 priority.  The  public  sector  should  provide  more  facilities  and  infrastructure  to  resolve 
 this issue.  


More  facilities  are  being  built  to  cater  for  the  increasing  number  of  tourists  and  this 
leads  to  unplanned  development.  More  facilities  are  available  in  areas  with  high 
concentrations of tourists. Locals who  live  in that particular area will gain  in terms of 
employment  and  a  higher  living  standard.  This  accelerates  the  movement  of  people 
from rural to urban areas or into living spaces that are contemporary. Areas with more 
tourists  will  be  highly  developed  as  compared  to  other  areas.  Unbalanced  economic 
benefits will lead to social distress in the nearby communities. Unplanned development 
could also damage the environment and ecological system. When the environment is no 
longer appealing, the number of tourists will decline. Efforts need to be  made to create 
balanced expansion in order to protect the environment and the locals. Besides, it is also 
important to protect the cultural traditions and norms of Iran. 
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The inappropriate or culturally insensitive behaviour of tourists has caused anger among 
 locals as some non-Muslim tourists still enter holy places even though it is prohibited. 


The  scanty  attire  worn  by  female  tourists  has  caused  annoyance  among  locals.  Some 
 tourists  do  not  respect  and  devalue  the  local  culture  and  some  of  their  behaviour  runs 
 counter  to  the  local  norms.  The  presence  of  tourists  also  in  general  contributes  to 
 unhealthy activities such as the consumption of drugs and alcohol and the exploitation 
 of  women  and  children.  The  increasing  rate  of  social  problems  clearly  indicates  the 
 downside of tourism (I.R. Iran's Tourism Development Master Plan, 2002).  


To  conclude,  it  is  essential  to  have  balanced  development  throughout  the  country. 


Positive  impacts  can  be  reinforced  if  tourism  is  well  planned  and  the  impacts  are 
 continuously monitored. However, one must comprehend that tourism development will 
 have certain effects and the trade-offs must be tolerated as long they do not jeopardize 
 the interests of the locals, the environment, or Iran‟s cultural assets and heritage. 


2.4 GEOGRAPHICAL AREAS OF RESEARCH  


As  briefly  mentioned  in  the  introduction,  this  research  was  carried  out  in  two  small 
tourist centres  located  in the  North (Masooleh)  and North  West (Sare‟in) of Iran (see 
Figure 2.1  and  Appendix  F). This section presents some  information concerning these 
areas. 
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Figure 2.1: Map of Iran and the location of the Sare‟in and Masooleh 
 (Source: National Geographic Society, 2001) 


2.4.1 Masooleh4


Masooleh  has  a  land  area  of  160,000  m²  and  it  is  located  in  the  northern  part of  Iran, 
 1,050  metres  above  sea  level,  a  short  distance  away  from  the  Caspian  Sea  and  60 
 kilometres  south-west  of  Rasht  (the  center  of  Gilan  province).  It  is  surrounded  by 
 mountains  in the  north, west, and south. Masooleh  has a  moderate and humid summer 
 and a rather cold and humid winter. The climatic conditions and the beauty of nature in 
 all four seasons are distinctive features of the area (ICHHTO, 2001–2006). 


The town has a recorded history of more than 1,000 years (ICHHTO, 2004). Glancing at 
 its history, there were peasants who for unknown reasons migrated from different parts 
       


4 This section is adapted from several sources such as UNESCO (2002 & 2003), ICHTO (2001-2006) and the researcher‟s personal 
observations. 
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