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ABSTRACT
The impact of the tourism industry on the economic, cultural, and political dimensions of a country is undeniable. Employment generation, the mobilization of economic capital, and increased demand for domestic and international travel are among the positive effects of tourism. In this context, institutions that influence tourism marketing, as an effective mechanism, can play a significant role in the country’s economic growth. Accordingly, the present study was conducted with the aim of developing an institutional map of tourism marketing in the Islamic Republic of Iran. This study employed a qualitative research design, and institutional mapping was used as an appropriate analytical framework for examining this domain. The study population consisted of experts from governmental and policymaking institutions, executive and sectoral institutions, trade and professional associations, scientific and cultural institutions, and social and local institutions. Based on the principle of theoretical saturation and using purposive and judgmental sampling, 20 experts were selected as the study sample. Data were collected through library research and semi-structured interviews. The library research method was used to establish and introduce the theoretical framework, while the interview method was employed for the practical application of the proposed framework. Qualitative data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software, while MICMAC software was employed to construct the graph of institutional interactions. Based on the findings, the institutions involved in tourism marketing were classified into five categories comprising 20 selected institutions. These categories included governmental and policymaking institutions, with five selected institutions; international marketing and advertising institutions, with three selected institutions; economic, service, and insurance institutions, with four selected institutions; infrastructure and transportation institutions, with four selected institutions; and scientific, cultural, and international institutions, with four selected institutions. The findings indicate that success in this field requires a comprehensive, systemic, and multilevel approach in which all key factors are addressed within a coordinated and forward-looking framework. These findings can provide an appropriate foundation for designing policies, programs, and executive interventions at both macro and micro levels and can facilitate the sustainable development of tourism marketing.
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Introduction
Tourism has increasingly become one of the strategic sectors through which countries pursue economic diversification, employment creation, regional development, cultural exchange, and international visibility. Beyond its direct contribution to income generation, tourism operates through extensive intersectoral linkages involving transportation, accommodation, financial services, cultural industries, media, urban management, information technology, local communities, and public administration. Consequently, the development of tourism cannot be understood solely as the expansion of tourist flows or investment in physical attractions; rather, it depends on the ability of multiple public, private, scientific, social, and cultural actors to coordinate their resources and activities within an integrated institutional system. From this perspective, tourism marketing is not merely an organizational promotional activity but an institutional process through which destinations identify markets, construct and communicate destination identities, coordinate stakeholders, facilitate visitor access, influence destination perceptions, and generate sustainable economic and social value. Recent developments in tourism have further strengthened this institutional dimension because destination competitiveness now depends increasingly on the coordination of policies, digital technologies, cultural narratives, market intelligence, investment mechanisms, and stakeholder relationships (1, 2).
Contemporary tourism marketing has moved considerably beyond traditional advertising and sales promotion. Destination marketing increasingly involves brand management, market segmentation, customer-experience design, digital communication, data analytics, destination governance, cultural diplomacy, and the strategic orchestration of relationships among numerous actors. The transition from competing primarily through prices toward competing through destination value and brand differentiation has placed greater importance on the ability of tourism systems to develop coherent and distinctive value propositions. Destination brand value is generated through combinations of perceived quality, authenticity, image, visitor experience, emotional associations, service accessibility, and trust rather than through price incentives alone (1). Therefore, a destination cannot establish a sustainable competitive position when the institutions responsible for its cultural representation, tourism infrastructure, international communications, market access, service regulation, and investment operate independently or communicate contradictory destination narratives.
The institutional foundations of tourism marketing are especially important because destination marketing is inherently a collective activity. Unlike conventional firm-level marketing, in which a single organization has considerable authority over its product, promotion, distribution, and pricing decisions, tourism destinations consist of multiple actors whose objectives and resources may differ substantially. Government ministries may seek national development and cultural diplomacy, municipal organizations may prioritize local economic development, businesses may emphasize profitability and market expansion, cultural institutions may seek heritage protection, and local communities may prioritize social participation and preservation of place identity. These objectives can reinforce one another, but they may also create institutional fragmentation, duplication, competition for resources, and inconsistencies in marketing messages. The effectiveness of tourism development therefore depends substantially on governance arrangements and on the capacity of institutions to formulate shared policies and coordinate their respective roles (3, 4).
Governmental institutions remain particularly influential in tourism systems because they establish legal frameworks, allocate public resources, regulate services, invest in infrastructure, facilitate international mobility, support destination promotion, and create the political and economic conditions within which tourism businesses operate. Research on government involvement in tourism development has demonstrated that economic policies, regulatory mechanisms, investment facilitation, and coordinated public-sector intervention can significantly affect the performance and sustainability of tourism destinations (4). Similarly, analyses of local-government relationships indicate that tourism development is strongly conditioned by institutional cooperation, policy coordination, and the distribution of responsibilities among different levels and units of government (3). These findings imply that the effectiveness of tourism marketing depends not only on the technical quality of marketing campaigns but also on the structure of authority and interaction among the institutions responsible for creating the conditions under which those campaigns operate.
Institutional coordination becomes even more important when tourism is connected with cultural identity and destination branding. Tourism marketing frequently transforms cultural heritage, historical narratives, traditions, festivals, artistic products, and social identities into symbolic resources through which destinations differentiate themselves in competitive markets. Cultural events and festivals, for example, can increase destination visibility, encourage tourist participation, generate distinctive experiences, and strengthen the cultural meaning associated with a destination (5). At a broader policy level, integration between culture and tourism may create synergies that support destination development by combining cultural resources with tourism infrastructure, market communication, and economic opportunities (6). However, such integration requires coordination among tourism organizations, cultural institutions, media actors, local communities, and governmental agencies. Without institutional alignment, the cultural image promoted to external markets may become fragmented, inconsistent, or disconnected from the lived identity of the destination.
This challenge is particularly relevant to sustainable tourism marketing. Sustainability has shifted from being an auxiliary environmental concern to becoming a core dimension of destination competitiveness, policy legitimacy, and long-term tourism development. Sustainable tourism marketing requires destinations to balance economic objectives with environmental protection, social inclusion, local participation, and cultural continuity. Tourism policies can significantly affect the sustainability of tourism growth by shaping investment, environmental conditions, market incentives, and institutional behavior (7). Accordingly, tourism marketing should not be evaluated only according to visitor numbers or short-term promotional outcomes. Quality tourism requires attention to the characteristics of tourists attracted, the distribution of economic benefits, destination resilience, visitor experience, environmental consequences, and the capacity of institutions to maintain long-term destination value (8). These requirements increase the importance of institutional structures capable of coordinating marketing objectives with broader sustainability goals.
Professional competence within tourism marketing is another important dimension of this institutional system. As tourism markets become more complex, marketing institutions and practitioners require expertise in strategic planning, digital communication, consumer analysis, destination branding, stakeholder coordination, sustainability, international relations, and emerging technologies. A futures-oriented perspective on tourism-marketing competence highlights the need to connect professional capabilities with sustainable development and changing market conditions (9). The institutional environment therefore determines not only who possesses authority but also how knowledge and expertise are produced, transferred, and utilized. Universities, research centers, professional associations, government agencies, and private firms may all contribute to tourism-marketing knowledge, yet weak relationships among these institutions can produce a gap between research and practice. Understanding institutional networks is therefore essential for determining whether scientific knowledge and professional expertise are effectively integrated into tourism-marketing decision-making.
Digital transformation has intensified these institutional interdependencies. Digital platforms, social media, artificial intelligence, immersive technologies, big data, and data-driven personalization are rapidly reshaping how destinations communicate with potential tourists and how consumers search for information, evaluate alternatives, make reservations, experience destinations, and share post-travel evaluations. Digital transformation can strengthen sustainable tourism marketing by supporting more accurate consumer analysis, improved targeting, more efficient allocation of promotional resources, and continuous interpretation of tourist behavior (2). The digital economy also affects tourism-development policy because destinations increasingly depend on digital infrastructures, online platforms, data access, technological capabilities, and institutional arrangements that support innovation (10). Consequently, responsibility for tourism marketing is increasingly distributed among traditional tourism institutions and organizations outside the conventional tourism sector, including technology providers, telecommunications actors, data platforms, media organizations, financial institutions, and regulatory bodies.
Artificial intelligence represents one of the most consequential elements of this transformation. AI applications can support tourism marketing through demand forecasting, consumer segmentation, recommendation systems, automated communication, personalized content, sentiment analysis, dynamic marketing, and data-driven destination management. Research indicates that artificial intelligence is becoming integral to tourism marketing and the evolution of smart tourist destinations because it enables destinations to process large volumes of information and tailor marketing and service decisions to changing consumer preferences (11). In the Iranian tourism context, the design of tourism-marketing models incorporating artificial intelligence similarly reflects the growing need to integrate technological intelligence with destination-management and marketing processes (12). Nevertheless, the effectiveness of AI is not purely technological. Its application requires appropriate institutional governance, data infrastructure, specialized human resources, financing, regulatory clarity, organizational readiness, and coordination between tourism and technology actors. Thus, AI reinforces the need to understand the institutional architecture within which tourism marketing is conducted.
Immersive technologies have also expanded the experiential boundaries of tourism marketing. Virtual reality can allow prospective tourists to experience attractions before travel, reduce uncertainty, strengthen emotional engagement, and increase the efficiency of tourism promotion (13). The development of metaverse-based tourism experiences further indicates that immersive environments may become increasingly important in destination communication and consumer engagement, combining experiential presence, interaction, digital content, and destination-brand storytelling (14). Such developments alter not only marketing tools but also institutional roles. Tourism authorities, technology companies, cultural organizations, creative industries, destination businesses, and digital platforms must increasingly collaborate to develop credible and engaging virtual representations of destinations. This means that the institutional map of tourism marketing must account for both traditional organizations and emerging actors connected to digital transformation.
The significance of institutional mapping in analyzing such environments lies in its capacity to make visible the configuration of actors, responsibilities, relationships, formal rules, informal norms, and power structures within a policy field. Institutional mapping goes beyond identifying organizations because it examines how institutional actors interact and how those relationships shape outcomes. In Iran, the value of institutional mapping has been demonstrated in other governance domains. For example, institutional mapping of the governance system for audiovisual media services has shown that analysis of high-level documents and institutional responsibilities can reveal the distribution of authority, regulatory relationships, and structural complexities within a multi-actor governance environment (15). This analytical perspective is highly relevant to tourism marketing, where national image formation, cultural communication, media governance, foreign relations, infrastructure, market regulation, and private-sector activities intersect.
Within Iran specifically, tourism marketing presents a complex institutional environment because the sector is influenced by numerous organizations operating across governmental, economic, cultural, scientific, local, and international domains. Existing research has begun to clarify parts of this environment. An institutional model of rural tourism marketing in Iran has demonstrated that effective tourism marketing requires the identification and organization of institutional actors and relationships rather than reliance on isolated promotional activities (16). Research on the driving and inhibiting factors of rural tourism marketing has also shown that tourism marketing outcomes are affected by interacting institutional, environmental, managerial, and structural conditions (17). These findings are important because they indicate that weaknesses in tourism marketing may not originate from a lack of attractions or promotional capacity alone but may result from deficiencies in coordination, governance, responsibility allocation, and institutional interaction.
Iran’s tourism marketing system is additionally influenced by uncertainty and changing external conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the vulnerability of tourism to major disruptions and accelerated the need for adaptive, technology-oriented, and future-oriented marketing strategies. Scenario-based research on the future of tourism marketing in the post-COVID period has emphasized that technological change, shifts in tourist behavior, uncertainty in international markets, and evolving strategic conditions require long-term and flexible approaches to tourism marketing (18). Such future-oriented conditions make static institutional arrangements increasingly inadequate. Institutions must be capable of learning, coordinating, reallocating resources, sharing information, and responding collectively to rapid environmental changes.
The development of effective tourism marketing in Iran therefore requires greater clarity regarding which institutions are involved, which objectives they pursue, which tools they control, which formal and informal rules structure their relationships, and where institutional overlaps, gaps, or asymmetries occur. Although previous Iranian studies have examined tourism development policy, rural tourism marketing, marketing drivers and barriers, future scenarios, artificial intelligence, and professional competencies, a comprehensive national-level mapping of the institutional architecture of tourism marketing remains insufficiently developed (4, 9, 12, 16, 17). This gap is important because improvements in tourism marketing cannot be designed effectively without understanding the institutional system responsible for implementation.
Moreover, international research suggests that successful destination marketing increasingly requires the integration of branding, sustainability, cultural resources, digital technologies, consumer experience, and public policy. Cultural-tourism integration can strengthen development outcomes (6), appropriate tourism policies can support sustainability (7), cultural events can enhance destination attractiveness (5), digital-economy policies can transform destination development (10), and emerging technologies can significantly reshape marketing effectiveness and tourist experience (2, 11, 13, 14). At the same time, quality-oriented tourism marketing requires the strategic assessment of whether promotional and governance structures actually generate sustainable and meaningful outcomes rather than merely increasing short-term demand (8). Taken together, these developments imply that tourism marketing should be conceptualized as a systemic institutional field rather than a discrete communication function.
Accordingly, the analytical focus should shift from asking only which marketing strategies are effective to examining which institutions possess the authority, resources, expertise, and relationships necessary to implement those strategies. A technically sophisticated marketing strategy may fail when financial institutions do not support tourism investment, transport systems restrict accessibility, foreign-policy conditions constrain tourism diplomacy, cultural and media institutions communicate inconsistent destination identities, or research institutions remain disconnected from executive decision-making. Conversely, an integrated institutional network can strengthen destination competitiveness by coordinating cultural narratives, improving information exchange, directing investment, supporting digital innovation, reducing regulatory ambiguity, and connecting national objectives with local implementation. Institutional mapping is therefore particularly appropriate for identifying both the visible formal structure of tourism marketing and the less visible patterns of influence, dependency, coordination, trust, and informal interaction that determine how the system functions in practice.
The importance of such an approach is amplified by the transition toward smart, data-intensive, experience-oriented tourism. The tourism-marketing system of the future will increasingly depend on the ability of institutions to combine cultural authenticity with technological innovation, national branding with local participation, economic growth with sustainability, and international promotion with credible visitor experiences. AI, immersive technologies, digital platforms, and big-data analytics provide powerful marketing capabilities, but their effectiveness depends on governance structures capable of integrating technology into broader institutional and policy systems (2, 11, 12). Similarly, the movement from price-based competition toward brand-value creation requires coordinated management of destination identity, service quality, cultural meaning, and visitor experience (1). These developments make institutional coordination a strategic prerequisite for tourism competitiveness rather than merely an administrative concern.
In this context, mapping the institutional system of tourism marketing in Iran can provide both theoretical and practical value. Theoretically, it can contribute to a more systemic understanding of tourism marketing by connecting institutional governance with destination branding, sustainability, market development, cultural policy, and digital transformation. Practically, it can identify the key institutions involved in tourism marketing, clarify their roles and functions, reveal areas of institutional overlap and fragmentation, determine the relationships between institutions and strategic objectives, and identify the principal drivers and dependencies within the system. Such evidence can support policymakers in designing more coherent governance arrangements, strengthening interinstitutional coordination, reducing duplication, improving allocation of resources, and establishing clearer mechanisms for collaborative destination marketing.
Therefore, the present study aimed to map the institutional structure of tourism marketing in the Islamic Republic of Iran by identifying its principal objectives, institutional actors, formal and informal rules, roles and functions, interinstitutional relationships, marketing tools, and patterns of influence and dependence within the tourism-marketing system.
Methods and Materials
The present study employed a qualitative research design to identify and analyze the institutional structure, regulatory arrangements, and patterns of interaction among organizations involved in tourism marketing in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Given the multidimensional nature of tourism marketing and the involvement of governmental, private, professional, academic, cultural, and community actors, institutional mapping was adopted as the principal analytical framework. Institutional mapping provides a systematic means of identifying relevant actors, determining their roles and functions, examining formal and informal institutional rules, and analyzing the nature and intensity of relationships among actors within a particular policy or governance system (Schiffer & Hauck, 2010). In the context of tourism governance, this approach is particularly useful because tourism development and destination marketing depend on interactions among multiple organizations operating at different administrative and functional levels (Hall, 2011). Accordingly, the institutional mapping framework was used to examine how institutional arrangements and interorganizational relationships influence destination image formation, tourism competitiveness, coordination, and the sustainability of tourism marketing activities in Iran.
The institutional mapping process was organized around several interconnected analytical stages. The first stage involved defining the objective and central question of the institutional map. Consistent with the institutional mapping approach proposed by Schiffer and Hauck (2010) and the tourism governance perspective described by Hall (2011), the map was designed to answer the central question of which institutions constitute the network of actors influencing inbound tourism marketing in Iran and how these institutions interact with one another. The second stage involved identifying and compiling a comprehensive inventory of actors and institutions with direct or indirect involvement in tourism marketing. This process included governmental ministries, public agencies, municipal and provincial institutions, professional and trade associations, private tourism enterprises, marketing and digital service providers, universities, research organizations, cultural institutions, international organizations, and local and community-based actors. The purpose of this stage was to ensure that the mapping process represented the institutional system as comprehensively as possible rather than focusing exclusively on formal governmental organizations.
The identified institutions were subsequently classified according to their institutional position and principal functions. Drawing on Hall's (2011) framework for tourism governance and Scott's (2013) institutional perspective, the actors were examined in relation to governmental and policymaking functions, economic and private-sector activities, scientific and research functions, sociocultural activities, infrastructure and service provision, and international engagement. Their specific functions were also considered, including policymaking, regulation, implementation, resource provision, market participation, destination promotion, knowledge production, cultural representation, and service delivery. Following the classification of institutions, interinstitutional relationships were identified. Particular attention was given to flows of information, financial and organizational resources, cooperation, coordination, supervision, authority, conflict, and institutional dependency. Institutional mapping conceptualizes institutions as nodes within a relational network and their interactions as connections among those nodes; therefore, the identification of these relationships constituted a central component of the research design (Schiffer & Hauck, 2010).
The research also examined the relative influence and power of each institutional actor within the tourism marketing system. Institutional influence was conceptualized in terms of an actor's capacity to affect decision-making processes, policy implementation, allocation of resources, coordination mechanisms, and tourism marketing outcomes. In addition to organizational relationships, the study examined the formal and informal rules governing institutional behavior. Formal rules included laws, regulations, administrative procedures, official mandates, and organizational responsibilities, whereas informal rules encompassed professional norms, conventions, routines, customary practices, and informal patterns of cooperation. This distinction was informed by institutional theory, particularly North's (1990) conceptualization of institutions as systems of formal constraints and informal rules that structure organizational and individual interactions. Hall's (2011) tourism governance framework was also applied to interpret how such institutional arrangements shape coordination and collective action within tourism systems.
The subsequent stage focused on analyzing the institutional network to identify patterns of power concentration, central actors, missing institutional links, coordination deficiencies, conflicts of interest, overlapping responsibilities, fragmented decision-making, and other institutional barriers affecting tourism marketing. Such issues are particularly important in complex governance systems in which multiple organizations possess partially overlapping mandates and unequal access to authority and resources (Hall, 2011; North, 1990; Schiffer & Hauck, 2010; Scott, 2013). The final institutional map was developed by integrating these findings into a network-based representation of institutional relationships. The resulting map was then interpreted to identify policy implications, including institutions requiring greater institutional capacity, relationships requiring strengthening or restructuring, areas characterized by institutional fragmentation, and organizational linkages that could improve the effectiveness of tourism marketing governance.
The study population consisted of experts with professional, managerial, policymaking, academic, executive, cultural, and community experience relevant to tourism marketing and institutional governance. Participants were selected using purposive and judgmental sampling, as these strategies enabled the researchers to recruit individuals possessing specialized knowledge and direct experience of the institutional environment under investigation. Sampling continued according to the principle of theoretical saturation, whereby recruitment was discontinued when additional interviews no longer generated substantively new concepts, institutional actors, relationships, or analytical categories. The final sample consisted of 20 experts representing a heterogeneous range of institutional and geographical backgrounds. This diversity was intentionally incorporated to capture different perspectives on tourism marketing governance and reduce the likelihood that the resulting institutional map would represent only one organizational sector or administrative level.
The participants included senior tourism policymakers and planning experts in Tehran; representatives of governmental cultural and social organizations; tourism managers working in municipal and provincial administrations; managers of travel agencies, tour-operating firms, tourism companies, digital booking platforms, and cultural-tourism event companies; members of professional and trade associations; representatives of handicraft organizations and local brands; university faculty members and tourism policy researchers; managers of cultural and artistic organizations; representatives of local destination communities; individuals engaged in cultural and charitable activities; local cultural actors; and digital tourism content producers. Participants represented different parts of the country, including Tehran, Mashhad, Isfahan, Shiraz, Tabriz, Rasht, Yazd, Kerman, Kermanshah, Qom, Sanandaj, and surrounding rural tourism destinations. Both male and female experts were included to provide a broader range of institutional and professional perspectives.
Eligibility criteria were established to ensure that participants had sufficient professional expertise and direct familiarity with tourism, marketing, destination development, or institutional policymaking. Eligible experts were required to have at least 10 years of relevant professional experience in tourism, marketing, or institutional policymaking. Participants were also expected to hold, or to have held, a managerial, advisory, professional, or policymaking position relevant to tourism. Research and academic experience was considered an additional indicator of expertise, with emphasis placed on individuals who had produced at least three peer-reviewed research articles or one scholarly book in tourism, marketing, governance, or related fields. Participation in national or provincial projects was also considered important; therefore, experts were expected to have been involved in at least two national or provincial projects related to tourism development, tourism marketing, or destination management. Geographical diversity constituted another selection consideration, and experts from multiple provinces were included to ensure that regional variations in institutional structures and tourism governance were adequately represented.
Data were collected through a combination of documentary and library-based investigation and in-depth semi-structured interviews. The documentary component was primarily used to establish the theoretical and conceptual foundations of the study, identify potentially relevant institutional actors, review existing organizational structures and regulatory arrangements, and support the development of the institutional mapping framework. Academic literature concerning institutional theory, institutional mapping, tourism governance, destination marketing, organizational relationships, and formal and informal institutional rules was reviewed. Relevant policy documents, organizational information, regulations, and other supplementary materials were also considered where appropriate. The documentary review provided the conceptual foundation for the empirical phase and enabled the researchers to develop an initial understanding of the organizational environment before conducting interviews.
Semi-structured interviews constituted the principal empirical data collection instrument and were employed to identify institutional objectives, actors, roles, relationships, rules, barriers, and functions associated with tourism marketing. The semi-structured format was selected because it provided sufficient consistency across interviews while allowing participants to elaborate on experiences, explain institution-specific relationships, identify previously unrecognized organizations, and discuss informal institutional processes that might not be visible in official documents. Interviews were conducted face-to-face and in depth with the selected experts. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 90 minutes, allowing adequate time for participants to explain the institutional arrangements within which tourism marketing policies and practices are formulated and implemented.
The interview protocol was designed around the main dimensions of the institutional mapping framework. Participants were initially asked to explain what they perceived to be the principal objectives of tourism marketing in Iran. They were subsequently asked to identify institutions involved in achieving these objectives and to describe the specific role, responsibility, and function of each institution. Particular attention was devoted to relationships and interactions among institutions, including cooperation, information exchange, coordination, resource transfer, oversight, authority, competition, and conflict. Participants were also asked to describe formal rules governing these interactions, including laws, regulations, administrative procedures, organizational mandates, and formal coordination mechanisms. In parallel, they were encouraged to discuss informal rules such as professional conventions, customary practices, interpersonal relationships, informal coordination arrangements, institutional routines, and unwritten expectations. Finally, participants were asked to identify institutional barriers, conflicts, overlapping responsibilities, duplicated activities, coordination failures, and other structural problems affecting tourism marketing.
During the interviews, institutional actors and their interrelationships were progressively identified and documented. Consistent with the logic of institutional mapping, participants' accounts were used not merely to compile a list of organizations but also to determine how those organizations were connected, the direction and type of their relationships, and their relative levels of influence. Information concerning institutional power was derived from participants' assessments of the extent to which different actors could affect tourism policymaking, resource allocation, implementation, destination promotion, market access, and interorganizational coordination. The qualitative interview data were complemented by documentary evidence to strengthen the interpretation of institutional roles and reduce reliance on a single source of information. This triangulated data collection strategy enabled the institutional map to incorporate both formally defined institutional structures and the actual patterns of interaction perceived by practitioners and experts within the tourism system.
The qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis with a combined deductive-inductive approach. This analytical strategy was selected because the study was guided by predefined theoretical concepts derived from institutional mapping and institutional theory while simultaneously seeking to identify context-specific themes, relationships, institutional barriers, and organizational dynamics emerging directly from participants' accounts. The deductive component of the analysis was informed by concepts such as institutional objectives, organizational roles, interinstitutional relationships, institutional influence, formal rules, informal rules, governance structures, coordination mechanisms, and institutional barriers. The inductive component allowed additional categories and relationships not specified in the initial conceptual framework to emerge from the empirical data.
Following completion of the interviews, the recorded material was transcribed in full. The interview transcripts were repeatedly read to achieve immersion in the data and develop a comprehensive understanding of participants' perspectives. During the initial coding phase, meaningful units of text were identified and assigned codes representing concepts related to institutional objectives, actor roles, policymaking responsibilities, implementation functions, resource provision, information flows, coordination, cooperation, supervision, institutional influence, formal regulations, informal practices, conflicts, duplication of responsibilities, fragmentation, and other characteristics of the tourism marketing system. Particular attention was paid to statements revealing relationships among organizations because these relationships formed the empirical basis of the institutional network.
The coding and thematic organization of the qualitative data were conducted using MAXQDA software. Codes expressing conceptually similar meanings were compared, consolidated, and organized into broader conceptual categories. Through iterative review, these categories were examined in relation to both the theoretical framework and the content of the interviews. Themes were subsequently reviewed, refined, defined, and named in a manner that represented the institutional characteristics of tourism marketing. This process enabled the researchers to move progressively from individual statements and initial codes toward higher-order themes representing institutional roles, actor categories, interaction patterns, governance rules, structural barriers, and organizational functions. The final thematic structure was then systematically integrated into the institutional mapping framework.
The analysis of institutional interactions extended beyond thematic categorization to include an examination of the intensity and direction of relationships among identified actors. MICMAC software was used to support the analysis and graphical representation of institutional interactions. The identified institutions were treated as nodes within the institutional network, while relationships among them reflected patterns of influence, dependence, coordination, information exchange, resource flows, regulatory authority, cooperation, or conflict. The use of MICMAC facilitated a structured assessment of the relative influence and dependence of institutional actors and supported the identification of highly influential institutions, dependent institutions, intermediary actors, and institutions occupying comparatively marginal positions within the tourism marketing system.
The interpretation of the resulting institutional network focused on patterns of institutional power and coordination. The researchers examined the concentration of influence, the presence of central institutional nodes, weak or missing connections, fragmented decision-making structures, overlapping organizational responsibilities, conflicts of interest, deficiencies in interorganizational coordination, and institutional bottlenecks affecting tourism marketing. Formal and informal institutional arrangements were interpreted in accordance with North's (1990) distinction between formal rules and informal constraints, while the governance implications of interorganizational relationships were considered in light of tourism governance theory (Hall, 2011). The roles and organizational positions of institutional actors were additionally interpreted through the institutional perspective described by Scott (2013), and the network-oriented logic of the analysis was informed by the institutional mapping approach of Schiffer and Hauck (2010).
In the final analytical stage, findings from the thematic analysis, documentary review, assessment of institutional influence, and analysis of interinstitutional interactions were integrated to construct the final institutional map of tourism marketing in Iran. The map provided a systematic representation of the major institutional actors, their functional positions, relationships, relative influence, and the formal and informal arrangements governing their interactions. The completed map was subsequently interpreted to derive policy and managerial implications, including the identification of institutions requiring capacity enhancement, institutional relationships requiring stronger coordination, areas characterized by excessive overlap or fragmentation, and institutional linkages that should be created, strengthened, modified, or streamlined. Through this combined deductive-inductive thematic analysis and institutional network assessment, the study sought to provide a comprehensive representation of the institutional architecture underlying tourism marketing and to identify structural conditions affecting the effectiveness, coordination, competitiveness, and sustainability of tourism marketing in Iran.
Findings and Results
The findings were organized in response to the main research question: “What is the institutional mapping of tourism marketing in the Islamic Republic of Iran?” The results are presented in terms of tourism marketing objectives, key institutions, formal and informal institutional rules, institutional roles and functions, institution–objective relationships, objective–tool relationships, institution–tool relationships, interinstitutional interactions, and the direct and indirect influence–dependence structure of the tourism marketing system.
Based on the analysis of the interviews and documentary sources, tourism marketing objectives in Iran were classified into four overarching dimensions: destination-brand cultural identity, sustainable development and social participation, increasing tourism market share, and enhancing the destination-brand experience. This classification was also conceptually consistent with the theoretical perspectives presented by Underwood et al. (2019), McFadden et al. (2010), and Bickar et al. (2006).
Table 1. Tourism Marketing Objectives
	Objective Dimension
	Indicators

	Destination-brand cultural identity
	Preserving cultural authenticity in marketing narratives; ensuring consistency among cultural, social, and media policies in representing the destination; increasing the visibility of the Iranian brand in global media; increasing the number and visibility of destinations inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List; systematic introduction and promotion of the country’s cultural and natural attractions

	Sustainable development and social participation
	Balancing economic, cultural, and environmental interests in destination marketing; strengthening the role of local communities in the design and implementation of marketing programs; promoting spatial and cultural equity in access to tourism opportunities; increasing local-community participation in marketing projects; strengthening the cultural and environmental sustainability of destinations; increasing the number of community-based tourism projects with sustainable socioeconomic effects; developing effective and targeted public–private participation

	Increasing tourism market share
	Creating economic value and sustainable employment through destination marketing; achieving a more balanced distribution of tourism marketing activities and investments; increasing the contribution of tourism services to national income through greater destination-marketing effectiveness; attracting target markets with higher value added

	Enhancing the destination-brand experience
	Strengthening positive tourism experiences and the affective image of destinations; improving tourists’ perceived experience before, during, and after travel; improving destination image, reducing perceived risk, and strengthening Iran’s national brand internationally; positioning Iran as a cultural-civilizational tourism destination in the global market; improving destination perceptions in international market evaluations



The findings indicate that the four objectives are mutually reinforcing rather than independent. Cultural identity provides the symbolic foundation of the destination brand, whereas sustainable development determines the social and environmental legitimacy of tourism marketing. Market-share expansion represents the economic dimension of the system, and destination-brand experience constitutes the experiential outcome through which tourists evaluate the effectiveness of the entire marketing system.
Based on the expert interviews, 20 institutions were identified as the principal actors influencing tourism marketing. Institutional selection was based on five criteria: direct involvement in tourism-marketing policymaking and destination-image formation, an executive role in promotion and tourist attraction, an economic role in investment or financial support for the national brand, an infrastructural role in transportation or accommodation-related services affecting the tourism experience, and a scientific, cultural, or technological role in market research and modern tourism-marketing practices.
The abbreviation P refers to an interview participant, with the accompanying number indicating the relevant participant.
Table 2. Principal Institutions Involved in Tourism Marketing
	Category
	Selected Institution
	Main Rationale for Selection
	Interview Sources

	Governmental and policymaking
	Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts
	Central authority for national tourism-marketing policy, destination-brand direction, market development, promotion, and interinstitutional coordination
	P07, P14, P02

	Governmental and policymaking
	Ministry of Health and Medical Education
	Important regulatory and policy actor in health tourism and destination safety and credibility
	P19, P05, P11

	Governmental and policymaking
	Ministry of Foreign Affairs
	Major actor in international relations, tourism diplomacy, and access to foreign target markets
	P01, P16, P09

	Governmental and policymaking
	Plan and Budget Organization
	Important source of financial planning, budgeting, and resource allocation for tourism programs
	P20, P04, P13

	Governmental and policymaking
	Islamic Consultative Assembly
	Provides the legislative framework supporting tourism development and marketing
	P08, P18, P03

	International marketing and promotion
	Trade Promotion Organization of Iran
	Operational role in campaigns, market research, promotion, and dissemination of destination-brand messages
	P10, P06, P15

	International marketing and promotion
	Iran Chamber of Commerce, Industries, Mines and Agriculture
	Facilitates private-sector engagement, investment, and market development
	P12, P17

	International marketing and promotion
	Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices
	Represents front-line tourism intermediaries and contributes directly to market access and promotional activities
	P06, P18, P03, P14

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran
	Influences tourism through foreign-exchange policy, financial transactions, and the financing environment
	P11, P01, P20, P09

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Central Insurance of Iran
	Contributes to risk reduction, travel security, and confidence in tourism services
	P05, P16, P08, P12

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Hospitals Association
	Supports the quality and coordination of health-tourism services
	P19, P02, P10

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Iranian National Tax Administration
	Influences tourism investment and marketing through taxation and fiscal incentives
	P04, P17, P15, P13

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Ministry of Roads and Urban Development
	Provides essential transport and accessibility infrastructure for tourism
	P13, P03, P17

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Iran Air
	Provides international air accessibility and contributes to destination-brand visibility
	P19, P03, P10, P07

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Private Transportation Companies
	Provide flexible and competitive transportation services that affect the tourist experience
	P12, P08, P07

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Metropolitan Municipalities
	Shape urban tourism spaces, destination events, public services, and city branding
	P08, P20, P05

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	Ministry of Science, Research and Technology
	Supports tourism through market research, knowledge production, innovation, and human-resource development
	P14, P01, P09

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting
	Major actor in national tourism communication, imagery, and promotional campaigns
	P06, P18, P11

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	World Tourism Organization representation related to Iran
	Provides international standards, expertise, and connections with the global tourism system
	P16, P02, P07

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	Iranian Embassies and Cultural Attachés Abroad
	Promote Iran’s cultural and tourism image in foreign target markets
	P19, P10, P04



The five categories therefore consisted of five governmental and policymaking institutions, three international marketing and promotion institutions, four economic, service, and insurance institutions, four infrastructure and transportation institutions, and four scientific, cultural, and international institutions.
The interviews indicated that relationships within tourism marketing are simultaneously governed by formal institutional arrangements and informal patterns of interaction. Formal rules included legislation, regulations, national policy documents, organizational mandates, administrative procedures, and official responsibilities. Informal rules included organizational culture, interpersonal trust, professional conventions, established routines, elite networks, social capital, customary patterns of cooperation, and long-standing relationships among actors.
At the national macro-policymaking level, the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution was identified as highly aligned with national cultural and identity policies and with strengthening the role of culture in national destination marketing. Its informal relationships were characterized by elite dialogue, mutual trust, and cultural social capital, which facilitated consensus-oriented decision-making. The Council of Ministers was described as fully aligned with national tourism-development policies, the resistance-economy framework, and cultural diplomacy. Political trust, cabinet cohesion, and interministerial relations were identified as important informal mechanisms supporting coordinated decision-making.
The Islamic Consultative Assembly was considered positively aligned with sustainable-development objectives and with the creation of an appropriate legal framework for destination marketing. Informal relationships between representatives from tourism-intensive regions and their local constituencies were seen as mechanisms through which field-level needs could enter legislative processes. The Plan and Budget Organization demonstrated strong formal alignment with balanced-development and economic-efficiency policies, whereas an expert-oriented organizational culture, institutional precision, and professional interaction among specialists supported evidence-informed decision-making.
The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Finance was described as being appropriately aligned with national policies for attracting investment and promoting private-sector participation in tourism. Its informal contribution was associated with gradually established relationships with economic actors and reciprocal confidence building. Similarly, the Ministry of Health and Medical Education was highly aligned with national policies for the development of health tourism and with the promotion of Iran as a safe destination; professional medical culture and relatively high levels of social trust were regarded as facilitating cooperation between the health and tourism sectors.
At the sectoral level, the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts exhibited very high alignment with national tourism-development, national-brand, and cultural-diplomacy policies. Its organizational culture of intersectoral interaction and networking was considered an important informal mechanism for facilitating institutional cooperation. The Tourism Marketing and Advertising Office was highly aligned with national tourism-branding and international-marketing strategies, while informal relationships with media professionals and private-sector actors increased flexibility and message effectiveness. Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting was similarly aligned with cultural policy and national tourism-brand objectives, and professional norms of content production, together with interpersonal relationships with cultural organizations, supported tourism communication. Iranian cultural and economic representations abroad showed very high formal alignment with public-diplomacy and national-brand policies; intercultural relationships, social capital, and personal trust enhanced the effectiveness of international interactions.
At the cross-sectoral level, the Ministry of Roads and Urban Development was fully aligned with tourism-infrastructure development and travel-facilitation programs. Operational relationships among contractors and transportation personnel, field-based working cultures, and long-term cooperation supported implementation. The Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance showed very high alignment with national cultural, identity, and media policies and played an important role in integrating Iran’s cultural narrative within tourism marketing. Professional networks connecting artists, media actors, cultural institutions, and executive managers, together with norms of cultural dialogue, facilitated the creation of authentic and locally grounded destination narratives.
The Ministry of Sports and Youth was positively aligned with social-health objectives, sports diplomacy, and event-based tourism. Youth participation, informal sports networks, and social relationships among youth organizations were identified as enabling factors in the creation of active, socially engaging, identity-building tourism experiences. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was aligned with national-brand development and intercultural engagement, while international trust, interpersonal relationships among diplomats and experts, and a culture of dialogue strengthened communication among diplomatic and cultural institutions.
The Department of Environment was positively aligned with national sustainability policies and natural-heritage conservation. Scientific cooperation and cultural sensitivity toward the natural environment increased tourism-sector confidence in sustainability initiatives. The Iran Chamber of Commerce, Industries, Mines and Agriculture was aligned with policies promoting private-sector participation and economic resilience; its extensive member networks and professional trust facilitated constructive interaction with governmental organizations.
Within the private and economic sectors, travel agencies and tourism-service companies were highly aligned with market-development policies, travel facilitation, diversification of tourism products, and improvement of domestic and international tourist satisfaction. Trust-based relationships among agencies, guides, hotels, and transportation companies, together with professional service norms and ethical commitment to travelers, created a flexible service network. Private destination management companies demonstrated particularly strong alignment with sustainable-tourism development, institutional efficiency, integrated destination management, and national and regional branding. Network-based cooperation involving the private sector, local communities, agencies, and public organizations, combined with professional trust and long-term destination-oriented relationships, supported more efficient decisions and resource allocation.
Domestic and international hotel chains were highly aligned with national service-standardization and branding strategies. Hospitality culture and sustained interpersonal relationships among hotel managers were regarded as beneficial to destination image. Ecotourism accommodations and rural tourism complexes were strongly aligned with sustainable tourism, local-community empowerment, spatial equity, and cultural and natural heritage preservation. Indigenous hospitality norms, social trust, kinship ties, and voluntary local participation directly contributed to visitor experience and long-term sustainability.
Airlines demonstrated full alignment with travel facilitation and service-quality policies. Informal relationships among managers, employees, tourists, and agencies contributed to traveler satisfaction. Passenger rail operators were highly aligned with sustainable tourism, reduced environmental impacts, domestic accessibility, and travel-experience improvement. Professional service norms, trust among operators and destination organizations, and operational coordination during peak travel periods increased system reliability. Road passenger transportation companies were highly aligned with spatial equity, balanced regional development, rural destination accessibility, and multimodal complementarity. Trust among drivers, companies, local communities, and tourism actors, combined with professional responsibility, improved route flexibility and continuity of services.
Banks and financial institutions were positively aligned with tourism financing and sustainable-employment strategies, while professional credibility and relationships between financial managers and tourism businesses supported economic trust. Tourism insurance companies were highly aligned with investment security, tourist protection, uncertainty reduction, and market confidence. Professional trust, long-term relationships, and flexible resolution of obligations supported continuity of tourism activity and contributed to an image of the destination as safe. Specialized tourism investment funds demonstrated very strong alignment with sustainable tourism development, greater private participation, reduced dependence on bank credit, and improved project-financing efficiency. Investor confidence, informal information transparency, and professional networks contributed to institutional learning and more informed investment decisions.
Destination advertising and digital-marketing companies were highly aligned with cultural diplomacy, the creative economy, domestic tourism development, and market competitiveness. Professional creativity, trust between tourism clients and content-production teams, and informal media networks were central to communication effectiveness. Online reservation and tourism-marketing platforms exhibited very high alignment with digital transformation, improved market governance, healthy competition, and customer-experience enhancement. User trust, platform-brand credibility, rapid-response norms, and informal relationships with tourism suppliers were important sources of institutional legitimacy.
Cultural-tourism event companies were positively aligned with event-based tourism, local-identity reinforcement, temporal and spatial distribution of travel, and longer tourist stays. Informal connections with artists, local communities, and urban managers supported social acceptance and event success. Professional associations also played a significant informal governance role. The Union of Tourism and Pilgrimage Service Offices was highly aligned with quality improvement, pilgrimage-tourism standardization, and public–private coordination; professional trust and sustained networking supported market stability. The Iranian Hoteliers Association was highly aligned with urban tourism development, accommodation investment, and destination branding, while professional conventions and informal experience-sharing networks helped maintain national and local hotel-brand identities. The Tour Guides Association contributed to professional service quality, human-resource development, and tourist satisfaction, with collegiality, interpersonal trust, and teamwork supporting culturally meaningful visitor experiences. The Union of Handicraft and Souvenir Sellers was highly aligned with local-community empowerment, intangible cultural-heritage preservation, and integration of the local economy into tourism value chains; traditional market norms and trust-based commercial relationships reinforced the authenticity of tourist purchasing experiences.
Among scientific, cultural, social, and artistic institutions, the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance was highly aligned with cultural diplomacy and Iranian-Islamic identity, while professional relationships among artists, publishers, media organizations, and cultural managers influenced destination narratives. Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting was strongly aligned with domestic-tourism promotion and national-image development; professional media norms and knowledge of audience preferences increased message effectiveness. The Ministry of Science, Research and Technology was highly aligned with human-capital development, innovation, and evidence-based tourism decisions. Academic networks, faculty–student relationships, and informal collaboration with executive organizations facilitated knowledge transfer.
The Ministry of Education was positively aligned with long-term tourism-culture development, national identity, and the development of tourism-friendly citizens. Teachers, educational norms, and school-based interactions were considered fundamental mechanisms for institutionalizing positive attitudes toward tourism. The Technical and Vocational Training Organization was aligned with employment creation, local empowerment, and service-quality improvement; skills-development culture and close relationships between instructors, trainees, and labor markets supported knowledge transfer. The aviation training center was positively aligned with aviation-tourism development, safety, and travel-experience improvement; professional aviation norms and organizational discipline contributed indirectly to tourists’ perceptions of the country.
At the international level, UNESCO exhibited very strong alignment with heritage protection, civilizational branding, and improvement of Iran’s cultural image internationally. Symbolic legitimacy, expert consensus, and international scientific-cultural networks strengthened global acceptance of Iran’s heritage narratives. The Organisation of Islamic Cooperation was aligned with pilgrimage tourism, cultural diplomacy, and regional interactions; shared cultural and religious contexts and informal relationships among cultural elites facilitated cooperation. The Economic Cooperation Organization was highly aligned with regional tourism development, economic integration, and facilitation of tourist flows, while geographical proximity, shared cultural knowledge, and informal agreements supported regional travel.
The 20 principal institutions were further analyzed in terms of their dominant roles and operational functions.
Table 3. Roles and Functions of the Principal Institutions in Tourism Marketing
	Category
	Institution
	Role
	Principal Function
	Sources

	Governmental and policymaking
	Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts
	National policymaking, direction, coordination, and integration of destination-brand actors
	Strategic direction of national tourism marketing
	P07, P14, P02

	Governmental and policymaking
	Ministry of Health and Medical Education
	Regulation, accreditation, and quality assurance in health tourism
	Regulation and quality assurance of health services
	P19, P05, P11

	Governmental and policymaking
	Ministry of Foreign Affairs
	Tourism diplomacy and facilitation of bilateral and multilateral relations
	Development of tourism diplomacy and international interaction
	P01, P16, P09

	Governmental and policymaking
	Plan and Budget Organization
	Allocation and direction of financial and credit resources
	Financing and resource management for tourism marketing
	P20, P04, P13

	Governmental and policymaking
	Islamic Consultative Assembly
	Legislation and establishment of stable legal frameworks
	Development and amendment of tourism legislation
	P08, P18, P03

	International marketing and promotion
	Trade Promotion Organization of Iran
	Integration of tourism marketing with service-export development
	Promotion of tourism capacities alongside service exports
	P10, P06, P15

	International marketing and promotion
	Iran Chamber of Commerce, Industries, Mines and Agriculture
	Facilitation of private-sector participation and investment
	Private investment and participation facilitation
	P12, P17

	International marketing and promotion
	Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices
	Organization and professional representation of front-line tourism firms
	Organization and improvement of tourism-office performance
	P06, P18, P03, P14

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran
	Foreign-exchange regulation and facilitation of international financial transactions
	Tourism-related foreign-exchange and financial policy
	P11, P01, P20, P09

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Central Insurance of Iran
	Regulation and expansion of tourism-related insurance coverage
	Development and supervision of tourism insurance
	P05, P16, P08, P12

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Hospitals Association
	Coordination and quality enhancement of health-tourism services
	Coordination and improvement of healthcare-service quality
	P19, P02, P10

	Economic, service, and insurance
	Iranian National Tax Administration
	Fiscal regulation and tourism-related tax incentives
	Tourism-related taxation policy
	P04, P17, P15, P13

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Ministry of Roads and Urban Development
	Development and management of tourism transportation infrastructure
	Development of transportation infrastructure
	P13, P03, P17

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Iran Air
	International accessibility and destination-brand exposure
	Development and stabilization of international air routes
	P19, P03, P10, P07

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Private Transportation Companies
	Flexible and competitive transport-service delivery
	Provision of diverse and competitive transport services
	P12, P08, P07

	Infrastructure and transportation
	Metropolitan Municipalities
	Management of urban tourism spaces, events, and destination services
	Management of urban tourism spaces, events, and services
	P08, P20, P05

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	Ministry of Science, Research and Technology
	Knowledge production and human-resource development
	Tourism research and professional education
	P14, P01, P09

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting
	Production and dissemination of tourism-related media content
	Tourism media production and broadcasting
	P06, P18, P11

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	World Tourism Organization representation related to Iran
	Transfer of international standards and experiences
	Transfer of international tourism standards and practices
	P16, P02, P07

	Scientific, cultural, and international
	Iranian Embassies and Cultural Attachés Abroad
	Promotion of Iran’s cultural-tourism image abroad
	Cultural and tourism promotion in foreign markets
	P19, P10, P04



Analysis of the broader institution–function structure showed that most institutions had one dominant direct function and a set of secondary or supporting functions. The Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts was directly responsible for macro-level policymaking and tourism promotion and also supported financing, quality regulation, tourism diplomacy, private-sector participation, market organization, transport infrastructure, urban management, education and research, media and image formation, global-standard alignment, and international cultural promotion. The Ministry of Health and Medical Education had its strongest direct functions in health-service quality and quality regulation, with supporting roles in promotion, research, and international standards. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had direct responsibilities for tourism diplomacy and external cultural promotion and supporting roles in destination promotion, media, international air connectivity, and global standards.
The Plan and Budget Organization had a direct financing function and supporting roles in macro policymaking, private-sector participation, transportation infrastructure, and urban development. The Islamic Consultative Assembly had legislation as its sole dominant direct institutional function. The Trade Promotion Organization had a direct promotion and marketing function and supporting roles in tourism diplomacy, private-sector participation, media and image formation, and foreign cultural promotion. The Chamber of Commerce had a direct role in private-sector participation and supporting functions in market organization and promotion. The Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices had a direct market-organization function and supportive roles in private-sector engagement and promotion.
The Central Bank’s direct institutional function was tourism-related foreign-exchange policy. Central Insurance’s direct function was tourism insurance coverage, whereas the Hospitals Association’s direct function was healthcare quality, supplemented by a supporting quality-regulation role. The National Tax Administration’s direct function was tourism-related taxation. The Ministry of Roads and Urban Development had a direct transport-infrastructure function and supporting roles in competitive transportation and urban management. Iran Air had a direct role in international air-route development and supportive contributions to promotion, tourism diplomacy, media exposure, and international cultural representation. Private transportation companies had competitive transportation as their principal function and supported private-sector participation. Metropolitan municipalities had a direct urban-management function and supporting roles in destination marketing and media-related destination imagery.
The Ministry of Science, Research and Technology had education and research as its central direct function and a supporting relationship with international standards. Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting had direct functions in media/image formation and tourism promotion. The World Tourism Organization representation had global tourism standards as its central direct function and provided supporting contributions to tourism promotion, quality regulation, education, and international cultural engagement. Iranian embassies and cultural attachés had direct responsibility for foreign cultural promotion and supporting functions in tourism diplomacy, destination promotion, and media-based image formation.
The institution–objective matrix indicates which institutions contribute to each of the four tourism-marketing objectives and the intensity of their involvement.
Table 4. Institution–Objective Matrix in Tourism Marketing
	Institution
	Destination-Brand Cultural Identity
	Sustainable Development and Social Participation
	Increasing Tourism Market Share
	Enhancing Destination-Brand Experience

	Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts
	✅
	✅
	✅
	✅

	Ministry of Health and Medical Education
	◐
	✅
	✅
	✅

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs
	✅
	◐
	✅
	◐

	Plan and Budget Organization
	◐
	✅
	◐
	◐

	Islamic Consultative Assembly
	◐
	✅
	◐
	—

	Trade Promotion Organization of Iran
	◐
	◐
	✅
	◐

	Iran Chamber of Commerce, Industries, Mines and Agriculture
	◐
	✅
	✅
	◐

	Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices
	◐
	◐
	✅
	✅

	Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran
	—
	◐
	✅
	◐

	Central Insurance of Iran
	—
	✅
	✅
	✅

	Hospitals Association
	—
	✅
	✅
	✅

	Iranian National Tax Administration
	—
	✅
	◐
	—

	Ministry of Roads and Urban Development
	—
	✅
	✅
	✅

	Iran Air
	◐
	◐
	✅
	✅

	Private Transportation Companies
	—
	◐
	✅
	✅

	Metropolitan Municipalities
	✅
	✅
	◐
	✅

	Ministry of Science, Research and Technology
	◐
	✅
	◐
	◐

	Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting
	✅
	◐
	✅
	✅

	World Tourism Organization representation related to Iran
	✅
	✅
	✅
	◐

	Iranian Embassies and Cultural Attachés Abroad
	✅
	◐
	✅
	◐


Note. ✅ = direct and key role; ◐ = supporting role; — = limited or indirect role.

The institution–objective matrix revealed three important patterns. First, a high degree of institutional concentration was observed around the objectives of destination-brand cultural identity and destination-brand experience. A large number of institutions considered themselves directly or indirectly responsible for preserving destination identity and shaping tourism imagery. Although such concentration demonstrates broad institutional involvement, the interviews suggested that insufficient coordination can result in duplication and inconsistent destination narratives.
Participant 14, a university faculty member specializing in tourism, described this fragmentation as follows: “We have at least five institutions, each producing its own promotional film about Iran: the broadcasting organization presents one narrative, the Ministry of Cultural Heritage another, the Trade Promotion Organization a third, and even some provinces produce separate films. As a result, a foreign tourist encounters five different images of Iran, none of which is coordinated with the others.”
The second pattern concerned the objective of increasing tourism market share. This objective was strongly connected with economic actors such as the Central Bank, Central Insurance, and the Trade Promotion Organization, as well as internationally oriented actors such as the World Tourism Organization representation and embassies. The results suggest a structural division between tourism policymaking and operational market-development functions.
The third pattern involved the relatively limited operational involvement of scientific institutions. The Ministry of Science, Research and Technology was primarily positioned as a supporting actor rather than as a direct operational participant in marketing objectives. The resulting gap between knowledge production and practical application was identified as an important impediment to institutionalizing evidence-based and scientifically informed tourism-marketing campaigns.
The objective–tool matrix identifies which marketing mechanisms are used to pursue each major tourism-marketing objective and therefore reveals the relationship between intended strategic outcomes and the instruments used to achieve them.
Table 5. Objective–Tool Matrix in Tourism Marketing
	Objective
	Cultural Events
	Digital Platforms
	Media Campaigns
	Tourism Diplomacy

	Destination-brand cultural identity
	✅
	◐
	✅
	✅

	Sustainable development and social participation
	✅
	✅
	—
	◐

	Increasing tourism market share
	◐
	✅
	✅
	◐

	Enhancing destination-brand experience
	✅
	✅
	◐
	—


Note. ✅ = direct and key role; ◐ = supporting role; — = limited or indirect role.

The matrix demonstrates that tourism-marketing instruments contribute differently to strategic objectives. Tourism diplomacy and cultural events had the strongest direct association with destination-brand cultural identity. Digital and data-oriented platforms constituted the most versatile instrument because they were directly related to sustainable development and social participation, tourism market-share expansion, and destination-brand experience. Media campaigns were particularly relevant to cultural identity and market development.
The institution–tool matrix was used to compare the extent to which individual institutions deploy or support four key tourism-marketing mechanisms: cultural events, digital platforms, media campaigns, and tourism diplomacy.



Table 6. Institution–Tool Matrix in Tourism Marketing
	Institution
	Cultural Events
	Digital Platforms
	Media Campaigns
	Tourism Diplomacy

	Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts
	✅
	✅
	✅
	✅

	Ministry of Health and Medical Education
	◐
	◐
	◐
	◐

	Ministry of Foreign Affairs
	◐
	—
	◐
	✅

	Plan and Budget Organization
	—
	◐
	—
	—

	Islamic Consultative Assembly
	—
	—
	—
	—

	Trade Promotion Organization of Iran
	◐
	✅
	◐
	◐

	Iran Chamber of Commerce, Industries, Mines and Agriculture
	◐
	✅
	◐
	◐

	Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices
	◐
	✅
	✅
	—

	Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran
	—
	◐
	—
	—

	Central Insurance of Iran
	—
	◐
	—
	—

	Hospitals Association
	◐
	✅
	◐
	—

	Iranian National Tax Administration
	—
	◐
	—
	—

	Ministry of Roads and Urban Development
	—
	◐
	—
	—

	Iran Air
	—
	✅
	✅
	◐

	Private Transportation Companies
	—
	✅
	◐
	—

	Metropolitan Municipalities
	✅
	◐
	◐
	◐

	Ministry of Science, Research and Technology
	◐
	◐
	—
	—

	Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting
	—
	◐
	✅
	—

	World Tourism Organization representation related to Iran
	◐
	—
	◐
	✅

	Iranian Embassies and Cultural Attachés Abroad
	✅
	—
	◐
	✅



The institution–tool findings indicate that tourism-marketing instruments are distributed unevenly across institutional actors. Tourism diplomacy was concentrated primarily among cross-sectoral governmental and internationally oriented institutions, particularly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts, the World Tourism Organization representation, and Iranian embassies and cultural attachés. Digital platforms and media campaigns depended more strongly on executive bodies, professional organizations, and market-based actors. The fragmentation of authority over different instruments represents an important structural source of institutional discontinuity in Iran’s tourism-marketing system.
In accordance with the institutional mapping approach of Schiffer and Hauck (2010), institutional relationships were conceptualized in terms of nodes and directional connections representing information flows, resources, cooperation, facilitation, supervision, conflict, and other forms of influence. The qualitative evidence was converted into an interaction matrix and subsequently analyzed using MICMAC.
For compact presentation, the following abbreviations are used in Table 7: MCHTH = Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts; MHME = Ministry of Health and Medical Education; MFA = Ministry of Foreign Affairs; PBO = Plan and Budget Organization; ICA = Islamic Consultative Assembly; TPO = Trade Promotion Organization; ICCIMA = Iran Chamber of Commerce, Industries, Mines and Agriculture; ATTSO = Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices; CBI = Central Bank of Iran; CII = Central Insurance of Iran; HA = Hospitals Association; INTA = Iranian National Tax Administration; MRUD = Ministry of Roads and Urban Development; IA = Iran Air; PTC = Private Transportation Companies; MM = Metropolitan Municipalities; MSRT = Ministry of Science, Research and Technology; IRIB = Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting; WTO = World Tourism Organization representation; and ECA = Iranian Embassies and Cultural Attachés Abroad.

Table 7. Interinstitutional Interaction Matrix in Tourism Marketing
	Influencing Institution ↓ / Affected Institution →
	MCHTH
	MHME
	MFA
	PBO
	ICA
	TPO
	ICCIMA
	ATTSO
	CBI
	CII
	HA
	INTA
	MRUD
	IA
	PTC
	MM
	MSRT
	IRIB
	WTO
	ECA

	MCHTH
	—
	◐
	◐
	✅
	◐
	✅
	◐
	✅
	◐
	◐
	◐
	◐
	✅
	✅
	◐
	✅
	◐
	✅
	◐
	✅

	MHME
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	—

	MFA
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	✅

	PBO
	✅
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	◐
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	◐
	✅
	◐
	◐
	✅
	◐
	—
	—
	—

	ICA
	◐
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	TPO
	✅
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	✅
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	◐

	ICCIMA
	◐
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	✅
	—
	✅
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐

	ATTSO
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	CBI
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	CII
	◐
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	HA
	◐
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	INTA
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	MRUD
	✅
	—
	—
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	✅
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—

	IA
	◐
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐

	PTC
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—

	MM
	✅
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—

	MSRT
	◐
	◐
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—

	IRIB
	✅
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—

	WTO
	◐
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	◐

	ECA
	✅
	—
	✅
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	—
	—
	—
	◐
	◐
	—


Note. ✅ = direct, formal, and influential interaction; ◐ = supportive or facilitating interaction; — = limited or indirect interaction. Row = influencing institution; column = affected institution.

The interaction matrix demonstrates that the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts occupies the broadest interinstitutional position in the network and interacts directly or supportively with most major actors. Strong direct connections were particularly observed with the Plan and Budget Organization, Trade Promotion Organization, Association of Travel and Tourism Service Offices, Ministry of Roads and Urban Development, Iran Air, metropolitan municipalities, Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting, and Iranian embassies and cultural attachés. Other important clusters included health tourism, centered on the Ministry of Health and the Hospitals Association; transport and accessibility, centered on the Ministry of Roads and Urban Development, Iran Air, and private transportation companies; and international promotion, centered on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, international tourism organizations, and Iranian representations abroad.
The MICMAC analysis was subsequently applied to identify the structural position of the major factors shaping tourism marketing. The direct-influence matrix contained 20 dimensions in the institutional mapping stage and was generated after two iterations. The reported matrix contained 71 zero entries and 185 non-zero direct relationships, with a reported filling rate of 72.26%. The direct influence–dependence map was generated from this matrix.
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Figure 1. Direct Influence–Dependence Map
The direct analysis of the substantive tourism-marketing factors included institutional structure, executive transparency, institutional coordination, regulations, financial resources, investment, brand identity, pilgrimage tourism, social attitudes, media, digital platforms, data-driven marketing, tourist experience, artificial intelligence, tourism diplomacy, and political restrictions.
The subsequent MICMAC iterations were used to capture indirect, chain-based, and cumulative effects that were not necessarily visible in immediate direct relationships. The indirect influence–dependence map was therefore generated from the iterated matrix.
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Figure 2. Indirect Influence–Dependence Map
The indirect interaction structure was additionally represented as an influence–dependence graph.
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Figure 3. Indirect Influence–Dependence Graph
To permit direct comparison between short-range and cumulative systemic relationships, the direct and indirect MICMAC scores are presented together in Table 8.
Table 8. Direct and Indirect Influence–Dependence Scores of Factors Affecting Tourism Marketing
	Factor
	Direct Influence
	Direct Dependence
	Indirect Influence
	Indirect Dependence

	Institutional structure
	9
	9
	1,382
	1,324

	Executive transparency
	9
	9
	1,382
	1,324

	Institutional coordination
	11
	12
	1,608
	1,737

	Regulations
	10
	11
	1,486
	1,604

	Financial resources
	14
	14
	1,982
	1,979

	Investment
	11
	12
	1,612
	1,771

	Brand identity
	11
	12
	1,569
	1,722

	Pilgrimage tourism
	9
	10
	1,371
	1,544

	Social attitudes
	12
	13
	1,685
	1,847

	Media
	10
	11
	1,444
	1,547

	Digital platforms
	15
	15
	2,055
	2,055

	Data-driven marketing
	15
	15
	2,055
	2,055

	Tourist experience
	6
	6
	905
	941

	Artificial intelligence
	15
	15
	2,055
	2,055

	Tourism diplomacy
	14
	11
	2,055
	2,055

	Political restrictions
	14
	10
	1,982
	1,454

	Reported direct total
	185
	185
	—
	—



The direct influence–dependence results indicate that digital platforms, data-driven marketing, and artificial intelligence obtained the highest direct influence scores, each with a value of 15. Tourism diplomacy and political restrictions followed with direct influence values of 14. These factors can therefore be interpreted as major drivers of systemic change in tourism marketing. The prominence of artificial intelligence and digitally mediated marketing indicates a structural transition toward technology-intensive and data-driven tourism marketing. Tourism diplomacy and political restrictions simultaneously function as major external and institutional forces capable of facilitating or constraining international interaction and tourist flows.
Institutional structure, executive transparency, institutional coordination, regulations, financial resources, investment, and brand identity displayed relatively balanced influence and dependence scores, generally ranging between 9 and 14. These factors therefore function as interconnected or linkage variables: changes in them affect other components of the system while they are themselves responsive to changes elsewhere. Their balanced systemic position indicates that they require coordinated rather than isolated intervention.
Tourist experience had the lowest direct influence and dependence score, with values of 6 and 6, respectively. Pilgrimage tourism also occupied a comparatively lower influence position. These variables can be interpreted primarily as downstream manifestations of system performance. In practical terms, tourist experience is strongly conditioned by upstream decisions related to political conditions, investment, media, institutional coordination, infrastructure, and technology.
The combination of digital platforms, data-driven marketing, and artificial intelligence was particularly noteworthy because all three factors recorded maximum direct scores of 15 for both influence and dependence. Their position indicates that digital transformation is neither an isolated technological input nor merely a communication tool. Rather, technology functions simultaneously as a driver and as a highly interconnected component dependent on institutional, financial, regulatory, and political conditions.
The indirect results further clarified the long-term structural relationships. Unlike direct effects, which capture immediate and relatively short-range interactions, indirect influence and dependence reflect cumulative, chain-based relationships across the system and therefore reveal the deeper structural position of individual variables.
Digital platforms, data-driven marketing, artificial intelligence, and tourism diplomacy occupied the central region of the indirect network, each recording an indirect influence and dependence value of 2,055 in the MICMAC output. For the three technological variables in particular, these identical maximum values indicate that they generate widespread chain effects throughout the tourism-marketing system while also remaining highly sensitive to institutional, economic, social, and political change. Their position can therefore be characterized as one of systemic centrality rather than unilateral causal dominance.
Financial resources also demonstrated exceptionally high structural importance, with an indirect influence score of 1,982 and an indirect dependence score of 1,979. Financial resources therefore operate as a durable structural driver connecting policymaking and implementation. Their indirect effects extend to investment, media activity, digital technologies, tourist experience, and destination-brand identity, while financial resources themselves remain dependent on institutional arrangements, political conditions, and macro-level policy decisions.
Political restrictions also had a high indirect influence score of 1,982 but a substantially lower indirect dependence score of 1,454. This asymmetrical pattern indicates a stronger driver position: political restrictions can shape numerous components of the tourism-marketing system while being comparatively less responsive to changes within the tourism-marketing network itself. Tourism diplomacy, by contrast, exhibited very high scores on both dimensions, indicating that it is simultaneously influential and structurally embedded in wider institutional relations.
Among the intermediate institutional variables, institutional coordination, regulations, institutional structure, and executive transparency had substantial indirect influence and dependence scores. Institutional coordination recorded an indirect influence of 1,608 and dependence of 1,737, while regulations recorded 1,486 and 1,604, respectively. Institutional structure and executive transparency each recorded an indirect influence of 1,382 and dependence of 1,324. These patterns confirm that institutional arrangements affect tourism marketing cumulatively through formal and informal relational chains rather than exclusively through immediate direct interventions.
Investment, brand identity, social attitudes, and media also occupied important intermediate positions. Investment showed an indirect influence of 1,612 and dependence of 1,771; brand identity recorded 1,569 and 1,722; social attitudes recorded 1,685 and 1,847; and media recorded 1,444 and 1,547. These variables therefore both transmit and absorb systemic effects. In particular, social attitudes and brand identity exhibited relatively high dependence, suggesting that their development is contingent upon coordinated changes in policy, institutional performance, communication systems, finance, and technology.
In contrast, tourist experience recorded the lowest indirect influence and dependence scores, at 905 and 941, respectively. Pilgrimage tourism also remained comparatively less influential, with an indirect influence score of 1,371 and dependence score of 1,544. These findings reinforce the interpretation of tourist experience and, to a lesser extent, specific tourism-market segments as performance outcomes of the broader institutional system. Improvements in these variables are therefore more likely to result from upstream institutional, financial, technological, diplomatic, and policy reforms than from isolated intervention at the outcome level.
Overall, the institutional mapping results reveal a tourism-marketing system characterized by multiple centers of authority, uneven distribution of marketing instruments, substantial interdependence among institutions, and a particularly important emerging role for digital transformation. The Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts occupies the most comprehensive formal position in the institutional network, yet a considerable share of market-development, financial, infrastructural, diplomatic, and communication capacities lies outside that ministry. Consequently, achievement of the four strategic objectives requires coordination across governmental, economic, infrastructural, scientific, cultural, professional, and international actors.
The findings further demonstrate that the institutional architecture of tourism marketing cannot be improved exclusively through organizational restructuring. Formal rules, informal trust relationships, interorganizational coordination, financial-resource allocation, digital infrastructure, data-driven decision-making, artificial intelligence, tourism diplomacy, and the broader political environment collectively determine system performance. The institutional map therefore indicates that effective tourism marketing in Iran requires a comprehensive, systemic, multilevel, and forward-looking governance approach in which institutional responsibilities, policy instruments, resources, technologies, and interorganizational relationships are managed as components of an integrated system.
Discussion and Conclusion
The present study sought to map the institutional structure of tourism marketing in the Islamic Republic of Iran by identifying the principal objectives, actors, formal and informal rules, institutional functions, marketing tools, and patterns of direct and indirect influence within the tourism marketing system. The findings showed that tourism marketing in Iran is characterized by a complex and highly interdependent institutional architecture rather than by a single dominant organization. Four strategic objectives emerged from the analysis: strengthening destination-brand cultural identity, promoting sustainable development and social participation, increasing tourism market share, and enhancing the destination-brand experience. Twenty principal institutions were identified across five major categories, namely governmental and policymaking bodies, international marketing and promotion institutions, economic-service and insurance organizations, infrastructure and transportation actors, and scientific-cultural and international institutions. The findings further revealed that formal rules, informal relationships, overlapping responsibilities, uneven access to marketing tools, and differing levels of institutional influence jointly shape the effectiveness of tourism marketing. The MICMAC analysis showed that digital platforms, data-driven marketing, artificial intelligence, tourism diplomacy, financial resources, and political restrictions occupy particularly influential positions within the system.
The identification of destination-brand cultural identity as one of the core objectives indicates that tourism marketing in Iran is not merely concerned with increasing visitor numbers but also with constructing and communicating a coherent representation of the country. This finding is consistent with the growing international emphasis on destination value, brand meaning, and differentiation. Contemporary tourism destinations increasingly compete through symbolic and experiential value rather than price alone, making the coherence of destination narratives particularly important (1). The present findings showed that many institutions contribute either directly or indirectly to cultural identity formation, including the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, metropolitan municipalities, national media, international tourism organizations, and Iranian diplomatic and cultural representations abroad. Although broad participation may potentially enrich destination narratives, the interviews suggested that weak coordination can lead to inconsistent representations of Iran. This result supports the view that destination branding is institutionally produced and that fragmented communication may weaken the development of a recognizable national tourism identity.
The findings regarding cultural identity are also aligned with studies emphasizing the strategic importance of integrating cultural resources into tourism development. Cultural events and festivals can increase destination attractiveness, reinforce local identity, and generate differentiated tourism experiences (5). Similarly, integration between cultural and tourism policy can strengthen tourism development when cultural assets are strategically connected with destination planning and promotion (6). In the present study, the roles assigned to cultural institutions, municipalities, media organizations, local actors, and international cultural organizations demonstrate that destination identity depends on institutional collaboration across tourism and non-tourism sectors. This suggests that cultural marketing should not be treated as an isolated promotional activity but as a coordinated governance function connecting heritage management, local culture, media production, diplomacy, and destination management.
Sustainable development and social participation constituted another major objective. This finding demonstrates that institutional effectiveness in tourism marketing should be evaluated not only according to market growth but also according to the distribution of benefits, cultural sustainability, environmental protection, and local participation. Previous research has similarly shown that tourism policies have significant effects on the long-term sustainability of tourism growth because economic, environmental, and institutional factors interact in determining development trajectories (7). The emphasis placed by participants on local-community participation, spatial equity, community-based tourism, and environmental sustainability further supports quality-oriented approaches to tourism development. Evaluation of tourism marketing in other national contexts has likewise emphasized that tourism quality involves more than visitor volume and requires consideration of sustainable value creation and destination performance (8).
The role of local and regional participation also corresponds with findings concerning tourism governance and institutional relations. Tourism development depends heavily on coordination among national, regional, and local government institutions because tourism resources and visitor experiences are territorially distributed (3). In the present study, metropolitan municipalities, local communities, private destination management organizations, rural accommodations, professional associations, and cultural groups were identified as actors contributing to sustainable tourism development. This finding highlights the importance of multilevel governance. National institutions may establish policies and allocate resources, but the practical sustainability of tourism marketing depends on local participation and the ability of institutions to translate national strategies into destination-level activities.
The institution–objective matrix revealed considerable institutional concentration around several strategic objectives. In particular, destination-brand cultural identity and destination-brand experience involved a large number of institutions. This pattern indicates broad recognition of the importance of branding and tourist experience, but it also creates the possibility of parallel activities and fragmented responsibility. The interview evidence concerning the production of multiple, uncoordinated promotional narratives illustrates this challenge. Institutional fragmentation has been observed in previous Iranian tourism research, especially where multiple actors participate in policymaking and implementation without sufficiently integrated governance mechanisms. Research on rural tourism marketing in Iran has emphasized the importance of an institutional model capable of clarifying the position and relationships of different actors (16). Similarly, research on the driving and inhibiting factors of rural tourism marketing has shown that structural and managerial barriers can constrain marketing effectiveness even when tourism resources are available (17). The present findings extend this argument to the broader national tourism-marketing system.
The central position of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts was another important finding. The ministry exhibited the broadest range of direct and supporting relationships and was involved in almost all major objectives and marketing tools. Nevertheless, the institutional map demonstrated that many critical tourism-marketing functions remain outside the direct authority of this ministry. Financial resources are influenced by budgetary and banking institutions, international market access depends on foreign-policy actors, transportation accessibility depends on infrastructure organizations, tourism imagery is strongly influenced by media institutions, and private-sector market activity is shaped by chambers, associations, travel companies, and digital platforms. This confirms that tourism marketing is fundamentally a cross-sectoral governance issue. Previous research has similarly highlighted the importance of governmental economic policies in tourism development, particularly in creating enabling conditions for investment, infrastructure, and sectoral growth (4). Consequently, the centrality of a tourism ministry does not eliminate the need for coordinated interministerial governance.
The findings regarding formal and informal institutional rules further demonstrate that organizational charts alone cannot explain tourism-marketing performance. Participants repeatedly emphasized the role of trust, professional networks, interpersonal relationships, organizational culture, customary practices, and informal coordination. The distinction between formal mandates and actual institutional practices is therefore crucial. The institutional mapping of audiovisual media governance in Iran has similarly demonstrated that formal responsibilities embedded in high-level documents do not necessarily capture the entire structure of institutional interaction (15). In the present study, informal professional relationships often facilitated coordination where formal mechanisms were limited. At the same time, excessive reliance on informal arrangements may make coordination dependent on individuals rather than institutionalized procedures. This suggests that effective tourism governance requires both formal clarity and relational capacity.
A particularly significant result concerned the unequal distribution of marketing tools across institutions. Tourism diplomacy was concentrated primarily among the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, international tourism institutions, and embassies, whereas digital platforms and media campaigns were more closely associated with executive institutions, private-sector organizations, airlines, travel-service organizations, and media actors. This fragmentation indicates that different tools are controlled by different institutional centers. Such a structure can create gaps between strategy and implementation if mechanisms for coordination are weak. Tourism diplomacy may generate international opportunities, for example, but those opportunities may not translate into tourist arrivals unless digital communication, transportation, service provision, investment, and market intelligence are simultaneously aligned.
The strong role of digital platforms in the findings is consistent with international evidence regarding the transformation of tourism through the digital economy. Digital infrastructures increasingly influence tourism development by reshaping access to information, distribution channels, communication, consumer behavior, and destination competitiveness (10). The current study found that digital platforms were directly associated with several strategic objectives, including sustainable development, market-share expansion, and destination-brand experience. This suggests that digital platforms have become institutional infrastructures rather than merely promotional channels. Their effectiveness depends on coordination among tourism authorities, technology providers, private firms, financial systems, transportation organizations, and consumers.
The MICMAC results provide further evidence for the growing importance of technological transformation. Digital platforms, data-driven marketing, and artificial intelligence had the highest direct influence and dependence scores and also occupied central positions in the indirect analysis. These findings strongly correspond with recent tourism-marketing research. Digital transformation is increasingly associated with sustainable marketing, improved understanding of consumer behavior, more efficient market targeting, and the integration of big data into tourism decision-making (2). Artificial intelligence is similarly reshaping tourism marketing through personalization, prediction, automation, intelligent recommendations, and the development of smart tourist destinations (11). Iranian research has also emphasized the need to develop tourism-marketing models that incorporate artificial intelligence into destination analysis and marketing processes (12).
The dual high influence and dependence of AI, data-driven marketing, and digital platforms is particularly important. These variables should not be interpreted simply as independent technological drivers. Their strong dependence indicates that technological effectiveness is itself shaped by regulations, institutional capacity, financial resources, political conditions, infrastructure, and organizational readiness. This explains why the adoption of advanced technologies does not automatically generate tourism-marketing success. The institutional environment must support data access, digital capability, professional knowledge, investment, and interorganizational coordination. In this respect, the results support a systemic rather than technology-deterministic interpretation of tourism digitalization.
The importance of immersive technologies also reinforces this interpretation. Virtual reality can improve tourism-marketing efficiency, reduce uncertainty, and strengthen consumer experience by allowing potential tourists to interact with destinations before travel (13). Similarly, metaverse environments can combine immersion, interaction, and destination storytelling in ways that reshape consumer engagement (14). However, implementation of these tools requires collaboration among destination authorities, private technology firms, creative industries, media actors, and cultural institutions. The institutional map developed in this study indicates that the fragmented distribution of technological, cultural, and promotional responsibilities could either facilitate innovation through specialization or impede it through coordination failures.
Financial resources also emerged as a structurally important variable in both direct and indirect analyses. This finding is consistent with the broader literature emphasizing the role of economic policy and financial support in tourism development (4). Tourism marketing requires sustained financing for international promotion, market research, digital infrastructure, destination development, transportation, cultural events, and brand-management activities. The high influence and dependence of financial resources indicates that finance functions as a connection between strategy and execution. Without stable funding, institutional objectives may remain symbolic rather than operational. Conversely, inefficient allocation of financial resources can reinforce institutional duplication if several organizations implement overlapping marketing programs without coordination.
Tourism diplomacy and political restrictions also occupied influential positions. The high influence of tourism diplomacy demonstrates that international tourism marketing is inseparable from foreign relations, visa conditions, destination reputation, cross-border cooperation, and cultural diplomacy. Political restrictions, meanwhile, showed substantial influence but relatively lower dependence, indicating that they operate partly as exogenous constraints on the tourism system. This finding is particularly relevant for a country whose inbound tourism development is sensitive to international political conditions. Future-oriented research on tourism marketing has emphasized the need for flexible strategies capable of responding to uncertain environments and rapidly changing external conditions (18). The present results support this perspective by showing that external political conditions can influence multiple dimensions of tourism marketing simultaneously.
Another noteworthy result was the relatively limited operational position of scientific institutions. Although the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology had a clear role in education and research, it had fewer direct links with operational tourism-marketing objectives. This gap may restrict the transfer of market research, consumer analytics, digital innovation, and evidence-based planning into practice. A futures-oriented approach to tourism-marketing competence emphasizes that professional capabilities must evolve in line with sustainability, technological transformation, and emerging market requirements (9). Therefore, stronger institutional relationships between universities, research centers, tourism authorities, digital firms, and professional organizations may be necessary to improve the scientific basis of tourism marketing.
Finally, the findings suggest that Iran’s tourism-marketing system is transitioning from a traditional promotional model toward a networked, data-driven, experience-oriented model. The prominence of destination-brand experience, digital platforms, AI, cultural identity, sustainability, and tourism diplomacy indicates that effective tourism marketing increasingly depends on integrating technological, cultural, economic, and institutional capacities. This transition corresponds with the broader movement from price-oriented competition toward destination-brand value (1). It also reflects the increasing need to evaluate tourism marketing according to long-term quality, sustainability, institutional coherence, and consumer experience rather than short-term promotional outputs alone (8). Overall, the findings confirm that tourism marketing should be regarded as a multilevel institutional system in which performance is determined by the alignment of actors, rules, resources, technologies, and strategic objectives.
The present study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the research employed a qualitative design and purposive sampling of 20 experts; therefore, the resulting institutional map represents informed expert perceptions rather than a statistically representative description of all tourism actors in Iran. Although theoretical saturation was achieved and participants represented different institutional and geographical backgrounds, some organizations, local communities, private-sector actors, and emerging digital businesses may not have been fully represented. Second, institutional relationships are dynamic and may change in response to administrative restructuring, political developments, technological innovation, or shifts in tourism policy. Accordingly, the institutional map should be regarded as a representation of the system during the period of data collection rather than a permanently fixed structure. Third, the assessment of institutional influence, interaction, and dependency was partly based on expert judgments and therefore may be affected by participants’ professional experiences, institutional positions, and perceptions. Finally, the study focused on the national institutional system and did not separately examine variations among provinces or different tourism segments such as cultural, health, religious, rural, nature-based, and event tourism.
Future studies should extend the institutional map by incorporating larger and more diverse groups of stakeholders and by quantitatively validating the relationships identified in this research. Comparative studies across provinces could determine whether the institutional structure of tourism marketing differs between mature tourism destinations and less-developed regions. Longitudinal research would also be valuable for examining how institutional relationships change over time, particularly in response to digital transformation, administrative reforms, political developments, and changing international tourism markets. Researchers could further examine specific tourism segments, including health tourism, pilgrimage tourism, rural tourism, cultural tourism, and ecotourism, to determine whether each has a distinct institutional network. Future studies may also integrate social network analysis, structural equation modeling, Delphi techniques, scenario analysis, and system dynamics to test the relative importance of institutions and simulate the consequences of policy changes. Additional research should investigate the institutional requirements for artificial intelligence, big-data governance, digital platforms, and immersive technologies in tourism marketing.
For practice, tourism policymakers should establish a permanent interinstitutional coordination mechanism that clearly defines responsibilities for destination branding, international promotion, market intelligence, digital marketing, tourism diplomacy, infrastructure, and visitor-experience management. A unified national destination-brand framework should be developed to reduce contradictory promotional narratives while allowing regional destinations to retain distinctive cultural identities. Governmental organizations should create formal mechanisms for sharing data, coordinating campaigns, evaluating marketing performance, and aligning budget allocations with common tourism objectives. Universities and research institutions should be integrated more directly into destination-marketing planning through joint research centers, market-intelligence units, and continuous professional-development programs. Greater investment should be directed toward digital platforms, artificial intelligence, data analytics, virtual and immersive marketing technologies, while regulatory frameworks should ensure data quality, interoperability, and responsible use. Local communities, professional associations, private-sector firms, municipalities, airlines, cultural organizations, and diplomatic institutions should participate systematically in marketing decisions. Finally, performance evaluation should move beyond tourist-arrival numbers and include destination-brand consistency, tourist experience, market value, community participation, sustainability, digital engagement, and the quality of institutional coordination.
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