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redefining migration—tourism policies. Design/methodology/approach: The study employs a
descriptive—analytical and qualitative design within an interdisciplinary framework combining
tourism and political science. Data were collected from library sources, official statistics, and
international studies, and analyzed through the conceptual lenses of sustainable tourism and
diaspora tourism to identify both the potentials and challenges in the migration—tourism nexus
in Iran. Findings: Results indicate that Afghan immigrants, owing to their linguistic, cultural,
and religious affinities with Iranian society, possess significant potential to strengthen
sustainable tourism. They can act not only as consumers of tourism services but also as cultural
agents, local entrepreneurs, and social connectors contributing to Iran’s tourism development.
However, insufficient policy attention has limited the effective utilization of these capacities.
Conclusion: The study emphasizes the need for coherent policymaking between Iran’s
migration and tourism sectors. Developing joint educational and cultural programs, supporting
migrant-led entrepreneurship, and expanding religious and medical tourism are among the key
practical recommendations for achieving migration-based  sustainable tourism.
Originality/value: This research provides a systematic analysis of the Afghan migration
tourism nexus, introducing an innovative interdisciplinary synthesis of sustainable tourism and
diaspora theory as a novel framework for understanding migrant-driven tourism in Iran and
the broader region.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The interconnection between migration and tourism
has become a significant interdisciplinary field,
revealing how human mobility reshapes cultural
and economic landscapes. Traditionally viewed as
separate  phenomena—migration  driven by
necessity and tourism by leisure—contemporary
global dynamics show their growing convergence.
Iran exemplifies this duality as both a major host of
Afghan migrants and a regional tourism hub.
Afghan communities, residing in Iran for over four
decades, form a vital demographic and a cultural
bridge fostering transnational exchange. This study
examines how Afghan migrants contribute to Iran’s
sustainable tourism through cultural, religious,
medical, commercial, and academic engagements,
linking  diaspora theory  with sustainable
development and policy innovation.

2. Research Methodology

This study employs a descriptive—analytical and
qualitative method within a multidisciplinary
framework integrating political science and tourism
studies. Drawing on academic literature, official
statistics, and international reports (2000-2025), it
uses qualitative content analysis and comparative
interpretation to explore links between migration
and tourism across cultural, religious, health,
commercial, and academic domains. Grounded in
UN sustainable tourism principles and diaspora
mobility models, methodological validity was
ensured through data triangulation and expert cross-
review.

3. Research Findings

The findings highlight Afghan migrants’ pivotal
role in advancing Iran’s sustainable tourism
through cultural, religious, health, commercial, and
academic dimensions. Their linguistic and cultural
proximity enables them to act as both consumers
and producers of tourism experiences, enriching
Iran’s cultural diversity and social sustainability. In
cultural tourism, Afghan artisans, restaurateurs, and
cultural centers in cities like Mashhad and Tehran
preserve shared Persian heritage and attract visitors,
enhancing Iran’s soft power. Religious tourism
thrives through annual pilgrimages to Mashhad and
Qom and the Arbaeen route, though it remains
constrained by limited infrastructure and policy

support. Health tourism is bolstered by Iran’s
affordable, high-quality medical services—half of
all foreign patients in 2019 were Afghans—<creating
mutual economic benefits. Commercial tourism has
expanded as Afghan entrepreneurs, following the
2021 political shifts, invested over $2 billion in Iran
by 2023, stimulating cross-border trade and local
development. Academic tourism represents another
strong linkage, with over 60,000 Afghan students in
Iranian universities, especially women excluded
from Afghan higher education, fostering human
capital and scientific diplomacy. Overall, Afghan
migrants serve as a socio-economic and cultural
bridge, deepening regional integration and
promoting sustainable urban growth. However,
fragmented governance and policy gaps hinder full
realization of this potential, underscoring the need
for coordinated national strategies to integrate
migration within Iran’s tourism development
agenda.

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the intersection of
migration and tourism can convert social challenges
into strategic opportunities for  sustainable
development. Afghan migrants in Iran exemplify
how diasporic communities actively enhance
tourism through cultural, religious, economic, and
academic engagement. Recognizing migrants as
development agents reframes immigration as an
asset, requiring integrated policies linking
migration and tourism, supportive
entrepreneurship, and intercultural cooperation.
Politically, such interaction strengthens Iran’s
regional diplomacy and cultural ties; economically,
it diversifies and revitalizes tourism. The study thus
calls for a paradigm shift from “migration
management” to “migration-driven sustainable
development,” positioning Afghan migrants as key
contributors to Iran’s tourism ecosystem.
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