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Introduction And Objectives

Tourism, as one of the most influential instruments of public diplomacy, not
only contributes economically by creating jobs and generating foreign exchange
revenue but also functions as a cultural bridge, fostering social solidarity, peace,
and regional integration. Religious tourism, particularly in the context of Iran—
Iraq relations due to their profound cultural, historical, and religious
commonalities, holds a distinguished position and can enhance political and
cultural cooperation between the two nations. Despite Iran’s vast potential in
natural resources, civilizational heritage, and religious centers, its share in
attracting global tourists remains limited. This shortfall stems from
infrastructural weaknesses, lack of comprehensive policymaking, managerial
inefficiencies, security restrictions, and inadequate promotion. Conversely, the
experiences of countries such as Turkey, the UAE, and China illustrate that
comprehensive planning and a strategic outlook on tourism can transform it into
a driver of economic growth and an effective tool of cultural diplomacy. Iran,
particularly in its relations with Iraq, enjoys a unique geo-cultural and religious
advantage. However, underutilization of these capacities has prevented the full
realization of economic and political opportunities. Therefore, it is imperative
for the government to adopt comprehensive policies, improve infrastructure,
facilitate administrative and security interactions, and employ tourism
diplomacy as an instrument of soft power to enhance Iran’s position in the
global tourism market and reduce its dependence on a mono-product economy.
Accordingly, this study seeks to answer the question: What is the relationship
between the tourism policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the increasing
presence of Iraqi tourists in Iran?

Methodology

This study is descriptive—analytical in nature and applied in purpose. The
statistical population consisted of experts, managers, and specialists in the fields
of cultural heritage, tourism, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. From this
group, 50 participants were selected using the snowball sampling method. Data
collection and analysis employed the Likert scale (1-5), descriptive statistical
indicators (frequency, percentage, mean), and inferential tests. Data were
analyzed using SPSS software.To evaluate the performance of Iran’s tourism
policies in increasing tourist inflows, mean tests and Friedman’s coefficient
were applied. For assessing the relationship between tourism policies and
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tourism development, the multi-criteria decision-making method (TOPSIS) was
used.

Results and discussion

Tourism, as one of the world’s most significant economic and social sectors,
faces serious challenges that can be categorized into three main dimensions:
Political and Geoeconomic Changes:

Political instability, sanctions, regional tensions, and economic fluctuations
(exchange rates, income levels, and global economic conditions) undermine
investor and tourist confidence, thereby reducing the attractiveness of tourist
destinations.

Weak Infrastructure:

A shortage of accommaodation facilities, inadequate transportation systems,
weak auxiliary services, and the absence of sustainable planning impede
tourism development.

Specific Challenges in Iran:

Despite its historical and natural capacities, Iran has struggled to attract tourists.
The main reasons include: lack of effective strategy and tourism diplomacy,
negative foreign propaganda, weak information dissemination, shortage of
skilled professionals, cultural and security concerns, and insufficient
cooperation between the government and the private sector.The government’s
role is crucial and must operate on national, local, and international levels
through coherent policymaking, legislation, cultural promotion, effective
advertising, and ensuring tourist safety. Moreover, public diplomacy and
tourism can improve Iran’s global image, enhancing both economic benefits
and the country’s political standing.

Negative Propaganda and Iranophobia:

Foreign media often present a distorted image of Iran. Addressing this requires
active public diplomacy, presenting an accurate image of the country, and
utilizing embassies as platforms for positive promotion.

Negative Domestic Perceptions:

Some groups perceive the presence of foreign tourists as conflicting with
cultural and religious values. Such attitudes hinder tourism development,
despite Iran’s vast capacities in scientific, medical, religious, and eco-tourism.
Infrastructure Deficiencies:

Low-quality —accommodations, inefficient transportation, insufficient
promotion and information, and security concerns reduce Iran’s appeal to
international tourists.

Weaknesses in Public Diplomacy and Tourism:

The absence of a coherent strategy, limited financial and human resources, poor
coordination among relevant institutions, weak international media presence,
and restrictions on visa facilitation remain major barriers to attracting tourists.
Based on interviews with geopolitical and tourism experts, the study evaluated
four policy criteria—economic-supportive, political-security, developmental-
marketing, and cultural—regarding their influence on different types of
tourism. The findings indicate:

Religious Tourism (0.66): The strongest impact of tourism policies, focused on
pilgrimage centers such as the shrines of Imam Reza (AS) and Hazrat
Masoumeh (SA).

Health Tourism (0.51): Significant potential due to Iran’s medical services and
natural facilities (hot springs and treatment centers in Shiraz, Mashhad, Yazd,
and Tehran).

Ecotourism (0.38): Moderate effect; requires stronger marketing and
infrastructure development. Cultural Tourism (0.37): Limited impact; despite
visits to museums and archaeological sites, weak cultural policies and




marketing reduce its effectiveness. Market Tourism (0.32): Minimal
attractiveness due to sanctions, low product quality, and lack of appealing
markets.

Historical Tourism (0.14): Weakest sector; very low visitation rates to historical
sites, calling for revision of economic and political strategies.

Conclusion

Tourism development in Iran and Iraq, despite vast historical, cultural, and
religious capacities, faces significant infrastructural, political, and
environmental challenges. Weaknesses in hospitality, transportation, and
auxiliary services reduce competitiveness compared with neighboring
countries. Alongside this, negative media portrayals, political and social
instability, and environmental and public health concerns—especially in Irag—
serve as additional barriers to attracting tourists.Improving this situation
requires targeted investment in infrastructure, effective media management,
strengthening cultural and tourism diplomacy, and adopting sustainable
environmental and healthcare policies. Research findings indicate that Iran’s
greatest potential lies in religious and health tourism, while areas such as
ecotourism, cultural tourism, and historical tourism require policy revision and
supportive measures.Ultimately, achieving sustainable tourism development is
unattainable without the collective collaboration of government, society, and
the private sector.

Highlight:
. The Impact of the Tourism Policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran on Increasing the Presence
of Iragi Tourists.
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