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1. Introduction

Despite Iran's diverse assets and competitive
advantages in tourism, its share of the global
market remains well below its true potential. A
key factor contributing to this is the erosion of the
country's cognitive image, which has led to a
decline in the intention to. Over recent decades,
international media have portrayed Iran as a risky
and unsafe destination; this negative portrayal has
contributed to the phenomenon of Iran-phobia, a
fear-driven metanarrative that predominantly
depicts Iran as threatening and unsafe,
significantly distorting tourists' decision-making.
Specialist social media platforms, particularly
TripAdvisor, serve as arenas for exchanging
travel experiences, thereby shaping or reshaping
destination images. User-generated content
(UGC) on platforms like TripAdvisor- which
reportedly enjoys over 90% user trust and hosts
over 830 million review- exerts substantial
influence on destination choices. Drawing on
Social Representation Theory, this study shifts
the analytical focus from risk per se to Iran-
phobia, demonstrating that perceived risks are not
context-free; rather, they are shaped within fear-
based narrative mechanisms created by the media
and formal institutions. Pre-travel perceptions are
primarily influenced by media framing and
institutional validation (e.g., official travel
advisories), whereas post-travel experiences and
credible UGC can re-anchor and correct these
initial cognitive frames.

2. Research Methodology

We employed reflexive thematic analysis to
examine discussions in the TripAdvisor Travel
Forum related to travel to Iran (2018-2025). The
texts were segmented into 131 analyzable units
that met the inclusion criteria: direct relevance to
pre- or post-travel experiences in Iran; written in
English; and published between 2018 and 2025.
Search terms included “safe,” “dangerous,”
“American,” “British,” “dress code,” “terrorism,”
“visa,” and the query “What do tourists consider
before traveling to Iran?”. Codes and themes
were iteratively developed through bidirectional
movement between the data and the literature,
organized into integrated theme maps with an
emphasis on researcher reflexivity and
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transparent reporting. Credibility strategies
included: (1) dependability through multiple
direct quotations and active searching for
disconfirming cases; (ii) reliability via audit trail
creation and time-lag  recoding;  (iii)
confirmability through explicit code— theme
pathways; and (iv) transferability through rich
contextual descriptions that enable cautious
application to comparable contexts.

3. Research Findings
Four primary thematic domains emerged:
1. Perceived Risk: Six subdimensions:

o Functional risk: Pre-travel uncertainty
about service quality was confirmed post-
travel by positive service experiences.

o Destination security risk: Pre-travel
concerns about safety were mitigated by
post-travel reports of calm, friendly, and
safe environments.

o Informational risk: Pre-travel
ambiguity about digital tools was
resolved with stable infrastructure and
easy access post-travel.

o Financial risk: Financial risk was shaped
by cash payments, card issues, currency
fluctuations, and exchange difficulties.

o Psychological risk: Pre-travel anxiety
turned into confidence and joy through
positive travel encounters.

o Political risk: Visa issues and political
tensions affected intentions, but positive
experiences led to neutral or positive
post-travel evaluations.

2. Destination Experience Landscape:

Five key dimensions:

o Social interactions/hospitality:
Respectful  encounters and local
assistance  reduced  anxieties and

increased positive intentions.

o Accessibility & mobility: Smooth
transport and wayfinding enhanced
perceived security and control.

o Legibility & wayfinding: Clear signage
and diverse environmental cues reduced
ambiguity and improved navigation.
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o Lodging service landscape: Quality,
cleanliness, safety, and helpful staff
created frictionless experiences.

o Authentic food experiences: Local
cuisine's quality and authenticity
improved  destination image and
satisfaction.

3. Emotional Dynamics of Travel, Three
phases: anticipatory anxiety (pre-travel),
situational reassurance (during travel),
and post-reflective confidence. Positive
emotions at encounter points mediated
satisfaction and behavioral intentions.

4. Behavioral Intentions, three
subdimensions: destination
recommendation, return intention, and
minimal non-recommendation.
Satisfying  experiences,  perceived
control, and  memorable  value
strengthened both recommendation and
revisit intentions, while non-
recommendation was rare.

Conceptual Model: A three-layer media—
institution—experience model emerged: media
establish the initial framing; institutions
authenticate/validate (warnings/policies); and
embodied encounters—amplified by credible
UGC—restructure initial frames. Within this
model, positive social interactions,
environmental legibility, lodging quality, and
authentic food operate as re-anchoring levers that
mitigate perceived risk and activate positive
affect, culminating in recommendation and
revisit intention.

4. Conclusion

The study’s contribution is threefold.
Theoretically, it situates perceived risks within
the Iran-phobia metanarrative through Social
Representation Theory and explicates how lived
experiences and UGC re-anchor pre-travel
cognitions.  Methodologically, it employs
reflexive thematic analysis to separate pre- and
post-travel data from TripAdvisor, articulating a
conceptual shift from “fear” to “manageable
experience.” Practically, it introduces an
integrated media—institution—experience
framework and identifies three actionable levers

linking lran-phobia, perceived risk, and travel
behavior.

Implications: Evidence-based pre-travel
communication, systematic design of the
destination experience landscape (legibility,
mobility, hospitality standards), and
amplification of authentic, credible narratives can
progressively mitigate Iran-phobia and enhance
destination competitiveness. These pathways
align resource allocation with points of maximum
leverage  across  the  pre-/in-/post-travel
continuum.

Limitations: The study relies on online UGC,
which introduces self-selection and
platform/language biases, potentially limiting
generalizability. Forum narratives often lack
detailed metadata (e.g., age, nationality, trip
type), constraining systematic control for
background variables. Temporal political and
media dynamics from 2018 to 2025 may have
influenced the intensity and direction of
perceived risk in ways not fully isolatable in
qualitative analysis. Reflexive thematic analysis
is interpretive by nature; although credibility
strategies were implemented, researcher bias
cannot be entirely ruled out. Finally, reliance on
a single platform (TripAdvisor) raises the risk of
platform-specific bias. Future research should
adopt multi-platform, multilingual sampling,
combine qualitative insights with quantitative
modeling of behavioral intentions, and conduct
semi-structured interviews to deepen testing of
underlying mechanisms.
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