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Extended Abstract

Introduction

As one of the most dynamic and influential sectors of the global economy, the tourism industry plays a key
role in creating jobs, transferring technology, boosting foreign exchange earnings, and developing local
infrastructure. The industry is not only recognized as a driving force for economic growth in many
countries, but also as a factor in facilitating cultural interactions, strengthening national and regional
identities, and enhancing the country's image in the international arena (Brida et al., 2025).

According to the World Tourism Organization, the Asia-Pacific region experienced the fastest global
growth in tourism in 2018, with South Asia leading the way with a 19 percent increase in tourist arrivals
and a 10 percent increase in tourism receipts. However, Iran’s share of the global tourism market remains
very limited (less than 0.3%) and its performance is weak compared to regional competitors such as the
UAE or Turkey. (Emami & Ranjbarian, 2019) This backwardness, despite the country’s rich cultural,
historical and natural assets, indicates a deep gap between the inherent potential and actual performance of
Iranian tourism. Challenges such as inappropriate portrayal in international media, lack of identity-based
marketing strategies and failure to adapt competitiveness models to local characteristics have prevented
Iran from exploiting growth opportunities in this sector (Siyamiyan Gorji et al., 2023). In such
circumstances, strategic promotion of the country through sustainable policymaking and the creation of an
attractive place identity are considered as essential prerequisites for attracting diverse tourism markets. In
this regard, resource-based theory is proposed as a suitable explanatory framework; Because this theory is
based on the principle that sustainable competitive advantage is formed when an institution or destination
can employ a unique and inimitable combination of internal resources. From this perspective, sustainability
in tourism is not merely a moral imperative, but also a strategic resource for creating differentiation and
establishing competitiveness in the long term. The main question of this research is, what is the pattern of
sustainable competitive advantage in tourism destinations?

Research Methodology

This applied research with a qualitative approach seeks to answer the main question: "What is the
sustainable competitive advantage model of tourism destinations?" Using the thematic analysis method
according to the framework of Brown and Clark (2006), this study seeks to discover concepts, categories,
and ultimately design a local model in an inductive and data-driven manner. Data were collected through
literature review, research background, database review, and semi-structured interviews. Interviews were
conducted with 13 experts, including faculty members specializing in tourism and managers of tourism
organizations in Tehran. The inclusion criteria for the sample were having at least seven years of executive
or managerial experience in related fields and using purposeful judgmental sampling. To ensure the validity
of the findings, a summary of the extracted codes and themes was presented to four participants and their
comments were included in the final review. Also, two independent experts in the field of thematic analysis
evaluated the coding, conceptualization, and presentation of the themes. To assess reliability, two
interviews were randomly selected and recoded after one month; the results showed that coding consistency
was 87%, which exceeded the acceptable threshold (60%) and indicated reliable data reliability.

Research Findings

In this research, the sustainable competitive advantage model of tourism destinations was identified with 7
main themes and 18 sub-themes: environmental factors (green value, attachment to green products,
environmental knowledge), social factors (green image, social value, social norms), economic factors
(economic value, economic awareness), marketing factors (social media, green marketing, sustainable
tourism brand), cultural factors (cultural values, sustainable lifestyle), individual factors (tourist attitudes,
tourist motivation), and tourism destination factors (shopping environment, natural landscapes, tourism
services).
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Conclusion

nvironmental factors such as "green value”, "attachment to green product” and "environmental knowledge"
are considered fundamental dimensions of the formation of sustainable competitive advantage in the
tourism industry. The findings of this study indicate that today's tourists pay attention to the degree of
commitment of the destination or accommodation to the principles of environmental sustainability beyond
the quality of services; such that satisfaction with participation in hotel recycling programs and a sense of
personal responsibility in accepting services without daily towel change (attachment to green product),
along with prioritizing environmental suppliers in purchasing hygiene products and designing plastic-free
packaging (green value), indicate a profound transformation in the role of the tourist. Social factors such as
"green image", "social value" and "social norms™ indicate that tourists' decision-making is not only based
on individual preferences, but is explained in a context of reference group expectations, collective attitudes
and social identity. The findings of this study suggest that today’s tourists prefer hotels that clearly
demonstrate the impact of green certifications on hotel selection and the guest’s perception of the hotel as
an environmentally responsible destination (green image), while also prioritizing staying in hotels that
support employee rights and feel part of a collective movement to reduce environmental damage (social
value).

Economic factors, particularly “economic value” and “economic awareness,” play a central role in the
decisions of both tourists and destination managers, and are considered an essential pillar for operational
sustainability. The findings of this study suggest that tourists in the post-COVID era expect to receive a
value-for-money experience and value financial flexibility as part of their personal risk management. This
behavior is a rational response to budget sensitivity in the context of the economic crisis, which has
intensified in Iran under the influence of currency fluctuations and recession. In contrast, successful
managers are those who understand the relationship between investment in technology and long-term profit
returns and see sustainability not as an additional cost, but as a strategic investment in inimitable resources.
Marketing factors include “green marketing”, “social media” and “sustainable tourism branding”. Today,
beyond communication tools, they act as place identity builders in a global competitive system. The
findings of this research indicate that in the digital world, providing sustainable services alone is not
enough; rather, it is the way in which those services are narrated that determines the attractiveness of a
destination. Tourists respond positively to content that presents authenticity, responsibility, and
sustainability in an integrated and believable format, whether through developing storytelling about the
hotel’s commitment to environmental sustainability, collaborating with local artists, introducing recycling
and plastic reduction programs on the online booking page (green marketing), or through designing visual
content of hotel spaces, actively engaging with guest opinions on social platforms, and using guest feedback
on Instagram to improve services (social media).

Cultural factors, especially “cultural values” and “sustainable lifestyle,” play a fundamental role in the
formation of sustainable competitive advantage as elements that give identity, differentiate, and ultimately,
are inimitable. The findings of this research show that in a world where many destinations have converged
in terms of infrastructure and services, cultural authenticity is the one asset that cannot be copied or bought.
Tourists today are looking for experiences that go beyond superficial entertainment; They tend to stay in
hotels decorated with local products and regional handicrafts, have easy access to local shops and art
markets, and even in luxury environments, show a willingness to participate in smart consumption programs
and a reluctance to consume disposable items.

Individual factors, especially “attitude” and “tourist motivation”, in the destination selection process are no
longer considered merely behavioral variables, but act as cognitive and identity resources that directly
influence the formation of sustainable competitive advantage. The findings of this research show that
tourists’ preferences in the post-COVID-19 era have undergone a fundamental transformation: they are no
longer just looking for entertainment or hedonism, but have shifted towards personalized, health-oriented
and low-stress experiences. These tendencies manifest themselves in the form of positive thinking towards
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face-to-face check-in processes, a desire to travel to restore mental health, seeking new and less frequented
eXperiences in urban destinations, and even a negative attitude towards not respecting one’s own hygiene.
Destination factors include “shopping environment”, “natural landscapes” and “tourism services”. They
are no longer considered merely as supporting infrastructure, but act as components of the tourism
experience itself, playing a decisive role in shaping satisfaction, retention and intention to return. The
findings of this research show that today’s tourists are looking for a holistic experience: they want to have
easy access to local art markets and shops from their accommodation, stay in hotels with views of green
spaces or rivers, and have services such as smart guides, personalized tours by local providers and
multilingual support around the clock.
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