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Abstract | Digital tourism represents a novel approach to destination management, particularly in

the less developed provinces of Iran, necessitating a systematic identification of essential drivers for
strategic planning and the efficient allocation of scarce resources. This study seeks to identify and
analyze the critical drivers of digital tourism development in West Azerbaijan Province through a
foresight methodology. It is applied in nature regarding its objectives and employs a mixed sequential
exploratory design in terms of methodology. In the qualitative phase, a systematic literature review
revealed 40 initial variables categorized into five dimensions: technological, economic, socio-
cultural, institutional-political, and environmental, which were organized within an integrated
conceptual framework encompassing the digital tourism ecosystem, foresight, and Rogerss
theory of diffusion of innovation. During the quantitative phase, a 40x40 cross-effects matrix was
completed by 20 experts in tourism and information technology within the province, and the data
were analyzed using MICMAC software through structural analysis. The results indicated that out
of the initial variables, eight were classified as drivers, with a notable predominance of institutional-
political drivers (four out of eight), marking a significant finding of the research. The most critical
drivers identified include inter-institutional cooperation within the digital tourism ecosystem,
data governance and cybersecurity, regulations concerning personal data and privacy, and the
infrastructure for high-speed internet. Furthermore, the complete absence of the environmental
dimension among the key drivers highlights a concerning gap in the provinces digital tourism
narrative. The findings suggest that the primary obstacle to the advancement of digital tourism
in West Azerbaijan Province is not a deficiency in technology, but rather inadequate institutional
frameworks, legal deficiencies, and insufficient inter-organizational collaboration. This research
provides valuable insights for policymakers and tourism activists in the province by providing a
roadmap based on prioritization of drivers.

Keywords: Digital tourism, future research, key drivers, structural analysis, MICMAC,
diftusion of innovation theory

Introduction| The tourism industry in the contemporary
world is one of the main pillars of economic and
social development, contributing significantly to GDP,
employment generation, and cultural exchanges.
At the same time, the rapid developments in digital
technologies in the last two decades have transformed
all aspects of this industry, from marketing and
service distribution to consumer behavior and tourist
experience (Filipiak et al., 2023), to the point that
experts speak of the emergence of the “digital tourism”
paradigm; a paradigm in which technology is the main
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axis of value creation and competitive advantage of
tourism destinations (Kayumovich, 2020). However,
many tourism destinations, especially in developing
countries, have not yet been able to systematically
exploit these capacities. West Azerbaijan Province,
with its rich heritage of historical, cultural and natural
attractions (Takht-e Suleiman, Qara-Kalisa, Lake Urmia
and traditional markets) and geostrategic location on the
border with Turkey, Iraq and the Republic of Azerbaijan,
is considered one of the potential tourism destinations
in Iran. However, the province’s share of the country’s
tourism market does not match its actual and potential
capacities, one of the main reasons for which is the



lag in the digitalization of tourism services and the
lack of smart infrastructure for introducing, marketing
and managing the tourist experience. The importance
of focusing on digital tourism in this province goes
beyond mere marketing considerations and has broader
economic, social and environmental dimensions. The
digitalization of tourism helps local businesses thrive
by increasing information transparency, reducing
transaction costs, and facilitating tourists’ access to
services (Surya et al., 2022), and digital technologies
can reduce excessive pressure on sensitive natural
and historical sites in the province, including the
fragile ecosystem of Lake Urmia, by intelligently
managing tourist flows (El Archi et al., 2023). The
pace of technological developments and changing
tourist behavior patterns is such that traditional and
static planning is no longer responsive; technologies
such as artificial intelligence, virtual and augmented
reality, the Internet of Things, and blockchain are
rapidly penetrating the industry, and destinations
that are not ready to accept them will be eliminated
from the competitive cycle (Suanpang et al., 2022).
Futures research, as a scientific approach to exploring
possible, probable, and desirable futures, is an essential
tool for tourism planners to chart a clear path for
development amidst the multitude of trends and
uncertainties (Miller & Torres-Delgado, 2023),
because without a forward-looking perspective, today’s
investments may quickly become ineffective with the
emergence of new technologies. In such a context,
it is crucial to identify the key drivers that have the
greatest impact on the future of a destination’s digital
tourism; drivers are variables with the least uncertainty
and the greatest impact, and their identification allows
decision-makers to allocate their limited resources to
real priorities (Scott, 2021). Among the wide range of
influential factors—from technical infrastructure and
digital literacy to regulatory policies and the digital
culture of the host society—the fundamental question
is which factors have the most power to shape the
future of digital tourism in West Azerbaijan Province.

Areview of the existing literature shows that despite the
relative richness of digital tourism marketing research
in Iran, few studies have systematically identified the
drivers of tourism digitalization with a futures-oriented
approach. Most domestic research is either limited to
the impact of a specific technology (Abbasi, 2014)
or has stopped at the level of describing challenges
(Qasemnezhad et al., 2013) and lacks a holistic and
future-oriented perspective. At the international level,
although numerous studies have addressed the future
of smart tourism (Elkhwesky et al., 2024), their
findings are mainly based on the context of developed
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countries and cannot be directly generalized to
provincial contexts. Another theoretical gap is the lack
of application of established social science theories
in analyzing the dynamics of digital tourism in Iran.
Rogers’s theory of diffusion of innovation, which
provides a powerful framework for understanding
how new technologies are adopted in a social system
(Acikgoz et al. 2023), explains why some technologies
spread rapidly and others face resistance by identifying
perceived characteristics of innovation—relative
advantage, adaptability, complexity, testability, and
observability (Manzelli et al., 2022); however, its
application at the level of destination analysis and with
a futures approach has been almost neglected, even in
international research that has often been limited to
the adoption of a technology from the perspective of
tourists (Shaw et al., 2022).

The methodological gap is also notable: most studies
with descriptive or correlational approaches have
only measured the current situation and have not
used structured futures research methods such as
structural analysis and cross-effects matrices, while
the complexity of the tourism system and the multiple
interactions of technological, economic, social and
institutional factors require the use of such methods
(Rahmadian et al., 2022). The structural analysis
method with the MICMAC software, which analyzes
the cross-effects matrix based on expert opinions, is
designed precisely to fill this gap and allows those
with both high influence and low dependence to be
identified as key drivers from a comprehensive list
of variables. From a policy perspective, this research
also has an undeniable need. West Azerbaijan province
faces limited financial and technical resources to
invest simultaneously in all aspects of tourism
digitalization, and provincial decision-makers need to
prioritize the factors that will yield the highest return
on limited investment; otherwise, there is a high risk
of wasting resources and missing the opportunity
to attract domestic and international tourists—
especially from neighboring countries—while digital
capabilities can overcome the province’s geographical
and infrastructural limitations and take it to a market
beyond physical borders (Oncioiu & Priescu, 2022).
Accordingly, the main issue of the present study is
the lack of a clear, systematic, and evidence-based
understanding of the key drivers of digital tourism
development in West Azerbaijan province. Relying
on the diffusion of innovation theory as a theoretical
framework and utilizing the structural analysis method,
this study seeks to answer the following questions:
What are the main variables influencing the future
of digital tourism in the province? What are the
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interrelationships between these variables? And which,
as key drivers, have the most power to shape the future
of this system?

Theoretical foundations

The digital transformation in the tourism industry
is a multidimensional phenomenon that goes
beyond the mere application of technological tools
in marketing. Digital tourism can be considered an
integrated ecosystem in which interactions between
tourists, businesses, destinations, and governments are
redefined through digital platforms, big data analytics,
artificial intelligence, and immersive technologies such
as virtual and augmented reality (El Archi et al., 2023).
In this ecosystem, every stage of the tourist journey,
from dreaming and searching for information before
traveling to sharing the experience after returning,
is influenced by digital touchpoints (Kayumovich,
2020). This transformation has blurred traditional
boundaries between industry sectors and has created
opportunities for mass personalization, intelligent
management of visitor flows, and the creation of
memorable experiences; However, the transition to
digital tourism requires fundamental changes in the
mindset of managers, workforce skills, and institutional
frameworks, not just the purchase of technology
(Filipiak et al., 2023). In this regard, the concept of
“digital maturity” has been proposed as a framework
for measuring the comprehensive readiness of tourism
destinations, which encompasses dimensions beyond
technical infrastructure, including organizational
culture, digital skills, and strategic integration. Research
shows that many tourism destinations, especially in
developing countries, are still in the early stages of
digital maturity and the gap between investment in
technology and its effective exploitation is due to
weaknesses in the software and institutional dimensions
(Kosomastotti et al., 2024). In addition, contemporary
literature emphasizes the concept of a “smart tourism
ecosystem” in which value is not created solely through
a single platform, but rather through co-creation
among multiple actors, including startups, government
agencies, universities, local communities, and tourists
themselves, in the context of multi-platform digital
networks (Suanpang et al., 2022). From here, the
concept of digital tourism is linked to sustainability,
and researchers speak of the necessity of a “digital and
green twin” for the future of destinations; meaning that
digital transformation and sustainable transformation
must proceed simultaneously and intertwined so that
tourism destinations can both benefit from the benefits
of technology and manage their environmental footprint
(Mio et al., 2022). In the meantime, data governance
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has become one of the main pillars of the digital
tourism ecosystem because the trust of tourists and
businesses in digital platforms is directly dependent on
how personal data is collected, stored, processed, and
shared, and the lack of transparent legal and security
frameworks can lead to a collapse of trust in the entire
ecosystem (Saputra and Paranoan, 2024).

If we consider digital tourism as a desirable
destination for transformation, futures studies provide
a methodological framework for mapping the paths
leading to it. Unlike forecasting, which seeks to discover
a definitive future, futures studies focus on exploring
possible, probable, and desirable futures through
the systematic identification of trends, uncertainties,
and surprises (Miller & Torres-Delgado, 2023). The
complexity of interactions between environmental,
economic, sociocultural, and technological factors
in tourism is such that linear and static approaches
are unable to explain future developments
(Rahmadian et al., 2022). Futures studies, with tools
such as trend analysis, cross-effects analysis, scenario
planning, and road mapping, move policymakers from
a reactive to a proactive mode; For example, scenario-
building on the impact of climate change has shown that
destinations that have previously imagined alternative
scenarios are more resilient in real crises (Scott, 2021).
Therefore, linking futures studies with tourism planning
is a strategic necessity for the long-term sustainability
of destinations in a world full of uncertainty. At the
heart of futures studies, the concept of “drivers” holds
a central place; the fundamental forces that determine
the path of evolution of a system and without which a
different future would emerge (Suanpang et al., 2022).
What distinguishes a driver from other variables is the
combination of high influence and low dependence on
other variables in the system; therefore, intervention in
a driver has a cascading reflection on the entire system,
and its identification is the first step of any futures
studies project (Elkhwesky et al., 2024). In the field
of digital tourism, previous studies have shown that
drivers are not limited to technological factors alone and
that in many destinations, institutional and legal factors
have greater weight; for example, research in emerging
smart tourism destinations suggests that regulatory
frameworks, government support, and investment in
communication infrastructure are key prerequisites for
the exploitation of advanced technologies such as big
data, the Internet of Things, and artificial intelligence
(ibid., 2024). In digital tourism, drivers can include
technological factors such as the maturity of broadband
infrastructure and smartphone penetration, economic
factors such as venture capital in startups, socio-cultural
factors such as trust in online transactions and digital



literacy, and institutional-political factors such as data
protection laws and tax incentives, and their accurate
identification requires a holistic view that goes beyond
technological reductionism (Kusumastuti et al., 2024).
Furthermore, digital resilience has been proposed as an
emerging concept in tourism futures literature, which
refers to the ability of the tourism system to absorb
external shocks such as health crises, natural disasters,
or cyber-attacks through digital redundancy, back-up
systems, and platform flexibility (Talwar et al., 2023).

To explain the penetration of digital innovations in such
a complex ecosystem, Rogers’s Diffusion of Innovation
Theory is a unique framework that defines the diffusion
process as the spread of an innovation through
communication channels, over time, and among
members of a social system (Acikgoz et al. 2023).
The core of this theory is based on five perceived
characteristics: relative advantage, which refers to the
degree of perceived superiority of the innovation over
existing alternatives; compatibility, which measures
the degree to which the innovation is consistent with
existing values and needs; complexity, which refers to
the perceived difficulty of understanding and using the
innovation, trialability, which indicates the possibility of
limited experimentation with the innovation before full
adoption; and observability, which refers to the degree
to which the results of the innovation are visible to
others (Manzelli et al., 2022). These five characteristics
explain why innovations such as online hotel booking,
which have a clear comparative advantage, high
adaptability, low complexity and observable results,
have become widespread rapidly, but technologies such
as blockchain, which have high perceived complexity
and whose results are less observable to the general
public, have encountered resistance. An important point
in applying this theory to digital tourism is that the
perceived characteristics of innovation are not formed
in a vacuum, but in the context of a social system with
specific norms, values , and institutional structures;
therefore, a digital innovation may have desirable
perceived characteristics and spread rapidly in one
tourism destination, while in another destination with
a different institutional structure, the same innovation
may be considered complex and incompatible
(Pino & Gomez, 2024). This theory has also shown
its flexibility in contemporary research. Its integration
with technology adoption models has provided
frameworks for measuring Al adoption in educational
and organizational settings (Almaya et al., 2022). In
the analysis of mobile wallet adoption, institutional
trust and cultural norms have been shown to moderate
the impact of innovation characteristics (Shaw et
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al., 2022). In the tourism domain in particular, recent
research has shown that the adoption of digital
technologies by tourism SMEs is strongly influenced
by the observability of successful outcomes by other
businesses, as well as the low-cost testability of the
technology before full investment (Acikgoz et al. 2023).
Longitudinal studies have also shown that the factors
influencing initial adoption are not the same as those
influencing the persistence and institutionalization of
innovation, and this difference is of critical importance,
especially in digital tourism, which is facing a high rate
of technological change (Zhou et al., 2024). This finding
emphasizes the multi-stage and context-specific nature
of the diffusion of digital innovations in tourism and
suggests that policymakers should not focus solely on
the initial adoption of the technology, but should design
mechanisms to sustain, deepen, and institutionalize
its application throughout the destination ecosystem
(Frei-Landau et al., 2022). In the field of education,
this theory has also been applied to the adoption of
mobile learning, identifying digital self-efficacy and
perceived organizational support as key factors in the
transition from awareness to sustainable application
of the innovation (ibid., 2022). In summary, Rogers’s
theory of diffusion of innovation, by emphasizing
the perceived characteristics of innovation and the
determining role of social and institutional context,
provides a coherent framework for analyzing why and
how digital technologies diffuse (or not diffuse) in the
tourism system of a specific destination such as West
Azerbaijan Province, and the present study analyzes
the key drivers precisely by relying on this explanatory

capacity.

Conceptual Framework of Research

The conceptual framework of this research is designed
based on the combination of three fundamental
theoretical pillars: digital tourism as a technological
ecosystem and an institution that is the final destination
of the transformation of the province, future studies as
a methodological approach to explore alternative future
paths, and Rogers’ innovation diffusion theory as an
explanatory lens to analyze how digital technologies
penetrate and expand in the destination system. In
this framework, the term “destination biosphere of
transformation” means that digital tourism is not only
a technical tool or a new marketing channel, but is
the ideal situation and the final goal that all planning
and policies of the province should be directed
towards: a situation in which all components of the
province’s tourism system (institutions, businesses,
local community and tourists) interact with each other
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in the form of an integrated digital ecosystem and
create sustainable added value. In this framework,
digital tourism is defined not as a marketing tool, but
as a multi-layered phenomenon that redefines the
interactions between tourists, businesses, government
institutions, and the host community through digital
platforms (El Archie et al., 2023). In addition to
the technological layer (including communication
infrastructure, digital platforms and smart tools), this
ecosystem also has an institutional layer (including
laws, regulations, coordination structures and data
governance) and a social layer (including digital trust,
technological literacy, culture of innovation and local
community participation).

Future research also plays the role of the driving
engine of the research and through structural
analysis with Micmac software, it explores the
interrelationships between the identified variables
and introduces those variables that have the most
influence and the least dependence as key drivers
(Miller & Torres-Delgado, 2023). Structural analysis
allows the researcher to reduce the complexity of
the interactions between dozens of variables to a
strategic map and identify which variables are the
main levers of change and which are merely the
consequences and results of the system (Rahmadiyan
et al.,, 2022). Meanwhile, Rogers’ (2003) innovation
diffusion theory provides a conceptual framework to
categorize and analyze drivers based on five perceived
characteristics of innovation, i.e., comparative
advantage, adaptability, complexity, testability, and
observability (Acikgozet al., 2023) and explains
why some digital technologies penetrate the tourism
system faster than others and some face obstacles
(Mengzeli et al., 2022). The innovation of this research
is that it advances Rogers’ theory from the level of
individual analysis (acceptance of a technology by the
user) to the level of systemic and destination analysis
(acceptance and diffusion of digital innovation in the
entire tourism ecosystem of the province) and shows
that the perceived characteristics of innovation not
only affect the decision-making of individuals, but also
affect the macro-system dynamics and power relations
between institutions (Palazzo et al., 2022). This three-
dimensional framework enables the research to explain,
beyond the static listing of factors, the dynamics of
diffusion and acceptance of digital drivers in the specific
context of West Azerbaijan province, and to avoid
the two harms of technological reductionism (which
reduces everything to the purchase of technology) and
futuristic superficiality (which, without a theoretical
understanding of innovation diffusion mechanisms,
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simply ranks variables). In other words, this framework
shows that the path of digital transformation of the
province’s tourism is not a straight technological line,
but a complex process of interaction between technical
capabilities (digital ecosystem), alternative paths ahead
(future research), and social and perceptual mechanisms
of acceptance (Rogers’ theory). In the following,
the primary drivers identified from the theoretical
and empirical literature of the research, which will
be the basis for entering the structural analysis stage,
are presented in a comprehensive table format. This
table links each variable to one of the pillars of the
conceptual framework and is documented by reliable
sources (Table 1).

Methodology

The present study is applied in terms of purpose and
descriptive-survey in terms of data collection, which is
implemented within the framework of the pragmatism
paradigm and with a sequential exploratory mixed
design (qualitative-quantitative). In the qualitative
stage, through a systematic review of domestic and
international theoretical and empirical literature, 40 key
variables in technological, economic, socio-cultural,
institutional-political and environmental dimensions
were identified and categorized within the conceptual
framework of the research (integrating digital tourism
ecosystem, futures studies and innovation diffusion
theory). These variables were the basis for designing
the research tool in the quantitative stage, in which the
structural analysis method was used to identify key
drivers. The statistical population consists of experts
in the fields of tourism and information technology
in West Azerbaijan province who have theoretical
knowledge and practical experience in the digitalization
of tourism services, destination management,
or technology policymaking. The sampling was
purposeful and snowball-based, based on the principle
of theoretical adequacy and expert saturation; based
on the background of similar studies (sample size
15 to 25 people for structural analysis), 20 experts,
including senior managers of the Provincial Cultural
Heritage and Tourism Organization, entrepreneurs
and managers of digital tourism startups, university
faculty members, and experienced consultants from
the private sector, were selected as an expert panel.
The data collection tool was the Cross-Effects Matrix
Questionnaire (40x40) that measures the direct impact
of each variable on other variables on a four-point
Likert scale (0: no impact, 1: low, 2: moderate, 3:
high, P: potential). Content validity was confirmed by
five tourism and futures experts and their proposed
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Table 1. Primary drivers affecting the development of digital tourism in West Azerbaijan province. Source: Authors.

No. Leading vzfrlable Summary Description Link to Conceptual Framework Main Sources
(Categorized)
Sustainable access to high-
Digital connectivity speed internet, penetration Filipiak et al. (2023)
1 infrastructure (Internet, of smart devices and Digital tourism ecosystem Shaw et al. (2022)
smartphone, IoT, e-payment) ~ payment systems/smart EL. Archie et al. (2023)
destination management
Application of immersive
Emerging technologies (VR/  and analytical technologies Kachgrka etal. (2021)
. . . . Pranita et al. (2023)
2 AR, blockchain, metaverse, for personalization Digital tourism ecosystem
big data/artificial intelligence) and virtual destination Suanpang et al. (2022)
& 8 . Rahmadian et al. (2022)
experience
Online reservations,
soc1a1.r}1ed1a presence, Surya etal. (2022)
. multilingual content, .
Platforms, content marketing o Pt o . . Tahmasppour and Abbasi
3 L . destination digital identity Digital tourism ecosystem
and digital branding . (2024)
and the role of influencers Mahmoudi et al. (2023)
Abbasi (1403); Shea (2023); )
Mahmoudi et al. (2023)
4 Digital literacy and human Sekr:rl11 lliveiezfar;lzrzgifl/ Perceived feature: Complexi Alghamdi (2024)
resource training poY! &l ' plexity Ghassemnejad et al. (2021)
empowerment programs
Tourists’ confidence in
Trust, testability and open online transactions and . ) TH Saputra and Paranoan (2024)
J innovation their participation in digital GEES Sy Alal-Sharif et al. (2023)
co-creation
Cultural readiness of the
Culture of innovation and host community and . ) - Frei-Landau et al. (2022);
6 adaptation to local values compatibility of technology Perceived feature: adaptability Pinho and Gomez (2024)
with local norms)
7 Comparative advantage and i:)afl‘;z}é?llidezgi};;ft:i?ithz ¢ Other objectives Perceived feature: Acikgoz et al. (2023)
observability of digitalization P oLty ty comparative advantage/observability Menzli et al. (2022)
digital successes
Data governance, cyber Legal frameworks for data
8 security and privacy protection and countering ~ Institutional and policy ecosystem) ~ Saputra and Paranoan (2024)
regulations cyber threats
Coordination of
Inter-institutional government, private Wagenseil et al. (2024);
9 collaboration and sector, academiaandlocal ~ Institutional and policy ecosystem) Martin et al. (2023)
participatory governance community in decision- Almeida et al. (2023)
making)
Risk financing and
Investment and economic government incentives . .
10 incentives digitalization (tax/loan) for tourism Eco-economy Almeida and Wasim (2023)
businesses
Involving residents in
Community participation and the. creation o d1g1t.al . Kaur et al. (2022)
1 indigenous knowledge S Beopes Hamimabh et al. (2022)
8 8 traditional knowledge with )
technology
emitonmna monot Tevar ctal. (2023);
Sustainability, resilience and . .. & . . Elkhwesky et al. (2023)
12 dii . resilience to crisis and Eco-sustainable tourism
igital monitoring of measuring sustainabili Scott (2021)
g ty Mio et al. (2022)
indicators
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amendments; reliability was also verified by examining
the stability and consistency of the experts’ opinions in
supplementary sessions.

Data analysis was performed using the structural
analysis method and MICMAC software. By
calculating the row sum (impact) and column sum
(impact) of each variable, this software determines its
position in the scatter plot and classifies the variables
into five categories: drivers (high impact, low impact),
bimodals (high impact and high effectiveness),
independents (both low), dependents (high impact, low
impact), and moderators (intermediate variables). The
research was organized in five steps: (1) identifying
40 initial variables through a literature review; (2)
designing a cross-effects matrix and completing it with
an expert panel; (3) analyzing the direct relationships
of the variables with MICMAC; (4) drawing and
interpreting an influence/dependance scatter plot; and
(5) ultimately identifying the key drivers of digital
tourism development in the province. This systematic
approach ensures the validity of the findings and
provides the basis for providing evidence-based policy
recommendations.

Research Findings

The first step in the structural analysis was to identify
and comprehensively enumerate the primary variables
affecting the development of digital tourism in West
Azerbaijan Province. Based on a systematic review
of theoretical and empirical literature and using an
integrated conceptual framework of the research that
combines digital tourism ecosystem, futures studies,
and the theory of diffusion of innovation, a total of
40 key variables were identified and extracted. These
variables were categorized into five main dimensions,
including the technological dimension (10 variables),
the economic dimension (6 variables), the socio-cultural
dimension (8 wvariables), the institutional-political
dimension (9 variables), and the environmental and
sustainability dimension (7 variables. The distribution
of variables across these five dimensions is shown in
Table 2.

An examination of the initial distribution of variables
shows that the institutional-political and technological
dimensions have the largest share in shaping the
province’s digital tourism system, accounting for 47.5%
of all variables. This indicates that the development
of digital tourism in West Azerbaijan Province is
not a purely technical phenomenon, but is equally
dependent on institutional, political, and regulatory
frameworks. In contrast, the relatively lower share of
the economic dimension (15%) may seem surprising at
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first glance, but it should be noted that many economic
mechanisms are indirectly present in the institutional
and technological variables, and this distinction is
made solely for analytical clarity. Also, the presence
of 7 variables in the environmental and sustainability
dimension (17.5%) indicates that sustainability and
environmental responsibility concerns have been
seriously raised in the digital tourism literature and
cannot be ignored in provincial planning.

After identifying the initial variables, a 40 x 40 cross-
effects matrix was designed and provided to a panel of
20 experts. The experts rated the direct impact of each
variable on other variables on a four-point scale (O:
no impact, 1: low impact, 2: medium impact, 3: high
impact), and the average of the opinions was used as the
basis for analysis in the MICMAC software. Initial results
showed that out of a total of 1,560 possible relationships
in the matrix, 847 relationships have non-zero values,
indicating a completion rate of 54.3%. This relatively
high rate of saturation indicates that the province’s digital
tourism system is a highly interconnected and complex
system, and its variables interact extensively with
each other. In other words, any intervention or change
in one variable can create unforeseen chain reactions
throughout the system, highlighting the need for a
holistic and systems-thinking approach in the province’s
digital tourism policymaking. Table 3 shows the top 10
variables in terms of the strength of their direct influence
on other variables.

A very striking point in the ranking of impact is the
clear dominance of institutional-political variables at
the top of the table. The first three variables, namely
inter-institutional cooperation, data governance, and
privacy laws, are all institutional in nature, indicating
that, from the experts’ perspective, the biggest
bottleneck in the development of digital tourism in West
Azerbaijan Province lies not in the lack of technology
or financial resources, but in the weakness of inter-
organizational coordination and the void of legal-
regulatory frameworks. On the other hand, the presence
of high-speed Internet infrastructure in fourth place
reminds us that despite the importance of institutional
factors, technical infrastructure is still a necessary and
inevitable condition for any digital transformation. It
is also noteworthy that digital literacy of managers,
despite its relatively high impact (45), still has a
significant influence (71), and this duality turns it into
a strategic variable that can both drive transformation
and, if neglected, become a major obstacle.

After calculating the sum of the influence and
influence of each variable, the MICMAC software
determines the position of each in the two-



dimensional influence-influence coordinate system
and classifies it into five distinct zones. This
scatterplot, which is the beating heart of structural
analysis, allows the researcher to separate variables
based on their systemic nature and identify those
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distribution of the 40 research variables in these five
zones is presented in the Table 4.

Fig. 1. the horizontal axis represents impact and the
vertical axis represents impact. The two dotted lines
of the mean divide the screen into five zones. The

that have the greatest leverage for change. The

Table 2. Distribution of primary variables in the five dimensions of the research. Source: Authors.

Dimension hill;?;:sfegf Percentage Sample variables
Technological 10 25% High-speed internet infrastructure, virtual and augmented reality; online
s ’ booking platforms, metaverse, big data analytics
Feonomic 6 15% Venture capital, government incentives, electronic payment systems,
’ startup financing
Socio-cultural 8 20% Digital literacy of managers, digital trust of tourists, innovation culture,
? digital reference groups
Institutional-olitical 9 22.5% Privacy laws, interagency cooperation, participatory governance, data
P 27 governance and cyber security
Environmental and 7 17.5% Sustainability through technology, sustainability indicators, digital life
sustainability 27 cycle assessment, digital resilience
Total 40 100

Table 3. Ranking of the top 10 variables based on direct impact. Source: Authors.

Rank Variable Total influence d Total Net Impact
ependence
" Inter-institutional collaboration in the digital tourism 87 a4 +53
ecosystem
2 Data governance and cyber security in tourism 82 29 +53
3 Laws and regulations governing personal data and privacy 79 31 +48
4 High-speed and broadband internet infrastructure 76 42 +34
5 Venture capital and financing of digital tourism startups 73 38 +35
6 Digital literacy of tourism managers and employees 71 45 +26
; Economic mcentlves.apd government incentives for 68 n 27
digitalization
8 Participatory governance and local. communities in digital 65 36 +29
tourism planning
9 Digital education and empowerment of local workforce 63 47 +16
0 Local community participation in the design and delivery of 61 39 2
digital services
Table 4. Distribution of variables in the five zones of the influence-dependence map. Source: Authors.
Area Title Number of variables Percentage Key feature
1 Drivers 8 20% High impact, low impact: main levers of change
) Bimodal 10 259% High impact and High effectiveness: unstable catalysts of the
variables ’ system
Dependent N Bk . .
3 variables 11 27.5% High impact, low impact: results and outputs of the system
4 Indegendent 7 17.5% Low impact and impact: marginal variables
variables
5 Regul ating 4 10% Middle position: moderating variables
variables s
Total 40 100
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Fig. 1. Scattermap of 40 variables affecting digital tourism in West Azerbaijan Province in the influence-dependence coordinate

system (output of MICMAC). Source: Authors.

variables in the upper left zone (high impact-low
impact) are the key drivers.

Reflecting on the distribution of variables in these five
zones provides valuable insights into the dynamics
of the province’s digital tourism system. The
identification of 8 variables in the drivers zone (20%)
indicates that the system under study is structurally
dependent on several key variables, which is both an
opportunity for focused policymaking and a warning
about the potential risks arising from the instability
of these variables. On the other hand, the abundance
of bimodal variables (10 variables, equivalent to
25%) indicates that a large part of the system is in a
state of transition and instability; these variables both
affect and are affected by the system, thus facilitating
the transmission of change messages throughout the
system. Of concern is the presence of 11 variables
(27.5%) in the dependent area, which indicates that a
significant part of the system is passive and outcome-
oriented, with little ability to actively shape its future.
Also, 7 independent variables (17.5%), which mainly
include very emerging technologies such as block
chain and metaverse, as well as concepts such as
nomad tourism, indicate that these concepts have not
yet reached maturity in the context of the province and
do not have a significant impact on the main dynamics
of the system. In the following, the variables of each
area are examined separately. Table 5 introduces the
eight variables located in the drivers area, which are the
most important outputs of this research.

| 32 Towvism 0% Cultive RERARLE

Interpreting this pivotal finding requires careful
consideration of several key points. First, out of the
eight key drivers, four (50%) belong to the institutional-
political dimension, and this dominance sends a
clear message to provincial policymakers: the main
bottleneck in the development of digital tourism is not
the lack of technological tools, but rather weaknesses
in coordination structures, legal gaps, and the absence
of trust-building frameworks for data protection.
Second, Internet infrastructure is the only technological
driver on this list, which shows that other technologies
(virtual reality, block chain, metaverse, etc.), although
important, play a prerequisite and platform-building
role, and until institutional bottlenecks are removed,
investment in them will not be fully profitable. Third,
the presence of two economic drivers (venture capital
and government incentives) alongside institutional
drivers indicates that institutional reforms alone are
not enough and must be accompanied by financial
and incentive tools. Fourth, and perhaps most
importantly, as shown in Table 6, the presence of two
variables related to the local community (participatory
governance and participation in service design) shows
that experts have well understood that digital tourism
will fail without the acceptance and support of the host
community. The dichotomous variables located in the
second zone play the role of catalysts of the system and
deserve special attention.

The defining characteristic of dichotomous variables
is their two-way and volatile nature; they both
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Table 5. Final key drivers (variables of the first area). Source: Authors.

Net

Rank Driver Influence Dependence Dimension
Impact
Inter-institutional collaboration in the digital Institutional-
1 . 87 34 +53 -
tourism ecosystem political
- . Institutional-
2 Data governance and cyber security in tourism 82 2 +
8 4 ty o >3 political
Laws and regulations governing personal data Institutional-
3 s 79 31 +48 e
and privacy political
B ngh—speeq and broadband internet 76 ” +34 Technological
infrastructure
- Venture capital and financing of digital tourism 75 38 e Economic
startups
6 Economic 1ncent1ves.apd government incentives 71 45 +26 Economic
for digitalization
Participatory governance and local communities Institutional-
7 T g . 68 41 +27 f
in digital tourism planning political
8 Local community participation 1n.the design and 65 36 +29 Socio-cultural
delivery of digital services
Table 6. Key dichotomous variables (second zone variables). Source: Authors.
Variable Influence  Dependence Dimensions
Digital literacy of tourism managers and staff 71 45 Socio-cultural
Digital training and empowerment of local human resources 63 47 Socio-cultural
Digital trust of tourists in online transactions 59 52 Socio-cultural
Virtual reality and augmented reality in introducing destinations 57 50 Technological
Culture of innovation and technology acceptance in the host society 55 51 Socio-cultural
The role of digital reference groups and tourism influencers 54 49 Socio-cultural
The perceived comparative advantage of digitalization for businesses 52 46 Economic
Electronic payment systems and digital currencies 51 48 Economic
Open innovation and digital co-creation with tourists 49 44 Technological
Big data analysis and tourism business intelligence 48 53 Technological

affect and are affected by the system, and therefore
act as a double-edged sword. For example, digital
literacy of managers, with an impact of 71 and an
impact of 45, can act as both an accelerator of digital
transformation and, if ignored, a major bottleneck.
The strong presence of socio-cultural variables in
this area (5 out of 10 variables) indicates that soft
factors such as trust, culture and skills play a decisive
role in the success or failure of digital strategies.
Interestingly, the presence of the digital trust of
tourists variable with a high impact (52) indicates
that this variable is strongly influenced by other
system developments and that tourist trust will not
be achieved until institutional drivers such as data
governance and privacy laws are strengthened. In the
third zone, dependent variables are located, which
are mainly the consequences and outcomes of system
developments rather than the factors shaping them.
Dependent variables are the mirror of the success or

failure of digital strategies. According to Table 7, for
example, the memorable digital tourist experience
model with the highest impact (62) shows that this
variable is, above all, the outcome and end product of
the quality of other system variables and that until the
key drivers are activated, we cannot expect to create
desirable digital experiences for tourists. Destination
digital identity and online branding, which are
ranked second in impact, emphasize that the digital
brand of a destination is not a starting point, but
the final fruit of a healthy and dynamic digital
ecosystem. Also, the placement of technological
variables such as the metaverse and the Internet of
Things among the dependent variables is a warning
to policymakers not to be attracted to attractive but
premature technologies; because these technologies,
in the current conditions of the province, require the
maturity of other dimensions of the system rather
than being drivers. Finally, the variables located in the
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fourth and fifth zones, which include the independent
and control variables, respectively, are presented in
the Table 8.

The placement of variables such as blockchain,
metaverse, and nomad tourism in the independent
variables area indicates that these concepts have not yet
reached the point of impact in the province’s planning
horizon. This may be due to the newness of these
technologies, the lack of the necessary infrastructure,
or the province’s market maturity to accept them.
However, these variables should not be completely
ignored, as they may become powerful drivers in the
longer term. Regulatory variables, which are located
at the border between different regions, also play a
moderating and facilitating role, and although they do
not have the power to create fundamental change on
their own, they can facilitate or disrupt the functioning
of other variables.

Fig. 2. shows the distribution of the net impact power

of the extracted drivers, which shows a significant
difference in their role in the future of digital
tourism in the province. According to this chart,
drivers such as “government support policies” and
“quality of telecommunications infrastructure,” with
the highest net impact power, play a decisive role as
“key variables and drivers” that any policymaking
in the field of digital tourism should focus its first
priority on. In contrast, the placement of concepts
such as blockchain, metaverse, and nomad tourism
in the lowest ranks of the chart indicates that these
technologies have not yet reached the stage of
structural impact in the current context of West
Azerbaijan province; a situation that is mainly
due to the “emergence of technologies”, “lack of
technological infrastructure”, or “immaturity of
the market and social acceptance”. However, the
analysis of the nature of this diagram indicates that
although these variables currently have low impact,

Table 7. Main dependent variables (third zone variables). Source: Authors.

Dimensions Influence Dependence Variable
Digital Tourist Experience Model 62 22 Socio-cultural
Digital Destination Identity and Online Branding 58 25 Technological

Digital Tools for Content Marketing and Social Networks 56 28 Technological

Integrated Digital Marketing Model for Sustainable Urban Tourism 54 24 Economic

Digital Marketing Based on Agritourism and Local Products 51 21 Economic
Multilingual Digital Content and Accessibility for Foreign Tourists 49 23 Technological
Machine Learning and Intelligent Personalization of Tourist Experience 47 20 Technological
Smart Destination Management and the Internet of Things 45 30 Technological
Virtual Tourism Metaverses and Experiences 44 18 Technological
Tourism Sustainability Indicators and Digital Reporting 42 26 Environmental
Digital Lifecycle Assessment of Tourism Services 40 17 Environmental

Table 8. Independent and Control Variables (Fourth and Fifth Zones). Source: Authors.

Area Variable Influence Dependence
Independent Penetration of Smartphones and Mobile Devices 28 21
Independent Blockchain Technology and Transaction Security 26 24
Independent Compatibility of Digital Technologies with Indigenous Values 2 27
Independent Observability of Successful Results of Digitalization 21 26
Independent Digital Resilience Against Crises and External Shocks 20 29
Independent Development of Digital Tourism for Nomads and Remote 18 22

Workers
Independent Digital Supply Chain Management in Tourism 16 20
Regulative Online Service Reservation and Distribution Platforms 35 33
Regulative Environmental Sustainability through Digital Technologies 32 34
Regulative Sustainable Development Based on Indigenous Knowledge 30 31
and Digital Technologies
Regulative Measuring and Monitoring Sustainable Performance with 28 30

Digital Tools
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their future-oriented nature requires that they be
considered in long-term planning as “emerging
drivers” so that in future horizons, they can be
transformed from a neglected threat or opportunity
into transformative tools. Other variables, which are
in the middle of this spectrum, act as facilitators and
their main function is not to fundamentally change,
but to regulate and strengthen the performance of
other powerful drivers.

According to Fig. 3, the dimensional distribution of
the drivers indicates the absolute dominance of the

Government support policies
Quality of telecommunications infrastructure

Inter-institutional collaboration
in the digital tourism ecosystem

Data governance and cyber security in tourism

Laws and regulations governing
personal data and privacy

High-speed and broadband intemet infrastructure
Venture capital and financing of digital tourism startups

Economic incentives and government incentives
for digitalization
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“Institutional-political dimension” with a 50% share
in the digital tourism structure of West Azerbaijan
province. This high concentration, rather than
indicating structural capability, indicates a kind of
“institutional rigidity or stuckness” in the system;
meaning that the transformation of the province’s
digital tourism, rather than being a function of
technological innovations or market pull (economic
dimension), is strongly dependent on governance
decisions, upstream laws, and administrative
bureaucracy. In other words, until the legal and

Net Impact

Fig. 2. Bar chart comparing the net impact of eight key drivers of digital tourism in West Azerbaijan Province. Source: Authors.

X

B Neutral (High) (23.5%)

B Agree (Very high) (25.0%)

[ Neutral (Medium) (21.5%)

B Disagree (Low) (21.5%) [ Strongly disagree (Very low) (7.5%)

Fig. 3. Pixel diagram of the dimensional distribution of the eight key drivers. Source: Authors.
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institutional knots are untied, the potential of other
dimensions (technological and economic) will not be
able to manifest.

On the other hand, the insignificant share of the
technological dimension (12.5%) and the complete
absence of the environmental dimension among the
key drivers is a sobering finding that shows that the
view of digital tourism in the province has not yet
passed from the stage of “official policymaking”
to the stage of “sustainability and technological
penetration”. This situation is alarming because
it makes the system vulnerable to rapid global
technological changes and shows that sustainability
and environmental considerations are not yet
considered as a serious “driver of change” in the
future research horizon of managers and experts
in the region. Therefore, breaking away from this
institutional dependence and balancing the drivers by
relying on economic and environmental dimensions
is an undeniable necessity for the transition to smart
tourism in the province.

The findings of the structural analysis draw a clear
picture of the anatomy of the digital tourism system
of West Azerbaijan province. Out of the initial 40
variables, 8 variables were identified as key drivers,
which, in order of priority, are: inter-institutional
cooperation in the digital tourism ecosystem, data
governance and cyber security, laws and regulations
governing personal data and privacy, high-speed and
broadband internet infrastructure, venture capital
and financing of digital tourism startups, economic
incentives and government incentives, participatory
governance and local communities, and finally,
local community participation in the design and
delivery of digital services. The clear dominance
of institutional-political drivers (50%) over other
dimensions reveals the strategic message of the
research: the path to digital tourism development
in the province requires deep institutional surgery,
redefining inter-agency coordination mechanisms,
and creating trust-building legal frameworks, rather
than requiring technological leaps or large financial
injections. The absence of environmental and
sustainability dimensions among the key drivers is
also a warning that sustainability concerns have not
yet reached the core of the province’s digital tourism
discourse.

To further explain these findings, the lens of Rogers’s
diffusion of innovation theory was used to determine
why these drivers have found such a central place in
the specific context of West Azerbaijan province. At
the top of the list is “inter-institutional collaboration,”
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which, from Rogers’s perspective, is a tangible
manifestation of two key features of “adaptation”
and “comparative advantage.” The fragmentation
and insular functioning of the governing institutions
are considered the greatest incompatibility of
the existing system with any integrated digital
innovation, and experts, by placing this variable
at the top, have declared that until the institutional
structure is “adapted” to the requirements of a digital
ecosystem (which requires free flow of data and
shared decision-making), no advanced technology
will be able to penetrate. Also, the formation of this
cooperation itself brings a significant “comparative
advantage” for the province, as it greatly reduces the
costs of exchange and coordination and increases
the speed of adoption of subsequent innovations.
The next two drivers, “data governance and cyber
security” and “privacy laws”, directly affect
the “perceived complexity” and “testability” of
innovation. In an environment where there is no
clear legal framework for the protection of personal
data, digital technologies appear “complex” and
risky to tourists and businesses, and the possibility
of their carefree “testing” is denied. For this reason,
experts have prioritized these two variables not as a
mere technical requirement, but as a psychological
and social prerequisite for building trust and,
consequently, the diffusion of innovation.

Further, the “high-speed internet infrastructure”
as the only technological driver plays the role of
“observability infrastructure”. According to Rogers’
theory, an innovation whose results are not visible to
others has a very low chance of diffusion. In West
Azerbaijan province, without sustainable broadband
coverage, even the most successful examples of
digital tourism will not be “observable” to the
mass of stakeholders, and as a result, there will be
no incentive to adopt the technology among small
businesses and local communities. Two economic
drivers, namely “venture capital” and “government
incentives”, are also directly tied to the characteristic
of “comparative advantage”; these financial
instruments, by reducing costs and increasing
perceived profitability, make the comparative
advantage of digitalization tangible and tangible for
the province’s traditional tourism operators, who
often operate with small profit margins. Finally, the
two drivers of “participatory governance” and “local
community involvement” are manifestations of the
“compatibility” of innovation with local values and
norms. Digital tourism is accepted in a province if
the host community perceives it not as an external



imposition, but as a tool that is consistent with its
local culture and interests. Direct participation of
people in the design of digital services creates this
sense of ownership and compatibility and reduces
resistance to change.

In summary, the theoretical analysis of the drivers
shows that the main reason why these eight variables
have become key drivers is the role that each of them
plays in reducing “perceived complexity”, increasing
“compatibility” and “comparative advantage”, and
enhancing the “observability” and “testability” of
digital innovations in the specific context of the
province. In other words, the main bottleneck for the
development of digital tourism in West Azerbaijan
is not in the technology itself, but in the perceptual
and institutional characteristics that Rogers’ theory
considers as essential prerequisites for the diffusion
of any innovation. The absence of the environmental
dimension can also be interpreted from this perspective:
sustainability concerns have not yet reached a level
of perceived “comparative advantage” among the
province’s stakeholders that can become a driving force
for change.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to identify and analyze
the key drivers of digital tourism development
in West Azerbaijan province with a futures
research approach, and its findings provided a
clear picture of the strategic priorities of this area.
The most important achievement of the study is
the identification of the decisive dominance of
institutional-political drivers over other dimensions;
A finding that shows that, contrary to popular belief,
the main bottleneck in the digitalization of tourism
in underdeveloped provinces of Iran is not a lack
of technology or financial resources, but rather
weaknesses in coordination frameworks, legal
gaps, and the absence of trust-building systems.
This result is in line with previous studies such as
the study by Ghassemnejad et al. (2000), which
emphasized the institutional challenges of digital
marketing in Iranian tourism; with its future-oriented
and quantitative approach, it goes beyond the level
of describing the challenges and provides a precise
prioritization of these obstacles. Also, the findings
are in line with the study by Elkhwesky et al. (2003),
which emphasizes the importance of data governance
in smart tourism, with the difference that the present
study has grounded this necessity in the context of
a border province with specific infrastructural and
institutional constraints.
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From a theoretical perspective, this study, by
integrating the three pillars of the digital tourism
ecosystem, futures studies, and Rogers’s diffusion
of innovation theory, demonstrated the extent to
which classical social science frameworks can be
useful in explaining the dynamics of digital tourism
in less developed contexts. Applying Rogers’ theory
to the analysis of drivers revealed that each of the
eight key drivers somehow targets one of the five
perceived characteristics of innovation (comparative
advantage, adaptability, complexity, testability,
and observability) and, in this way, determines
the speed and direction of the diffusion of digital
technologies in the destination system. This finding
is in line with the research of Acikgoz, Elkhwesky
& Oncioiu (2023), which emphasizes the importance
of perceived characteristics in the adoption of
tourism technologies, and elevates it from the level
of individual adoption to the level of systemic and
destination analysis. The complete absence of the
environmental dimension among the key drivers,
although alarming, is consistent with the findings
of Mio, Kusumastuti, and Pranita (2022) on the gap
between the “digital and green twin” discourse and
the implementation realities in tourism destinations,
and suggests that this gap is even deeper in Iranian
provinces.

From a policy perspective, the main message of this
study for managers in West Azerbaijan Province
is that the investment priority should shift from
purchasing hardware and launching technological
platforms to institutional reforms, developing
transparent legal frameworks, and creating inter-
agency coordination mechanisms. Establishing the
provincial Digital Tourism Steering Council, not
merely as a ceremonial body, but as a decision-
making authority with clear executive powers, is
the first and most immediate practical step. Also,
the legal vacuum in the area of privacy and data
security should be filled by developing provincial
regulations (within the framework of national
laws) and setting up a Tourism Cybersecurity
Operations Center. This will directly reduce the
“perceived complexity” and increase the “trust”
of tourists, especially international tourists from
neighboring countries. In this regard, economic
incentive packages should be designed to make the
“comparative advantage” of digitalization tangible
and tangible for the province’s small and medium-
sized businesses (such as traditional hoteliers, local
guides, and handicraft vendors). Ultimately, any
digital strategy without genuine participation from
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the local community is doomed to failure, and the
creation of people-centered digital tourism villages
is the best way to ensure that this innovation is
“compatible” with the province’s indigenous and
cultural values. At the policy and institutional level,
the most important measure is the establishment of
a “Provincial Digital Tourism Steering Council”
chaired directly by the governor and with the
membership of the general directors of cultural
heritage, information technology, economy, and
finance, mayors of city centers, and representatives
of the chamber of commerce, universities, and
the local community. However, simply issuing
a resolution is not enough to form this council;
Rather, it is necessary to establish a permanent
secretariat for this council in the Cultural Heritage
Organization and develop a five-year roadmap
with specific quantitative goals (for example, a
30% increase in the share of online reservations
for tourism services in the province) and monitor
it quarterly. In the second step, this secretariat will
be required to conclude a multilateral cooperation
agreement between the Cultural Heritage
Organization, the provincial telecommunications
department, Urmia University, and the Science
and Technology Park within the first six months
to form a digital tourism innovation ecosystem.
To implement this agreement, it is necessary to
form a “joint technical working group” with the
presence of authorized representatives of each
institution, whose meetings are held monthly and
whose progress report is submitted to the Steering
Council. In the area of data governance and trust-
building, it is proposed to develop a “Tourist
Digital Rights Charter” modeled after international
examples but tailored to the province’s domestic
laws and local requirements. The responsibility
for implementing this can be assigned to a
working group consisting of legal experts from the
Cultural Heritage Organization, FATA Police, and
law professors from Urmia University, who will
prepare a draft within four months and submit it
to the Steering Council for approval. At the same
time, a “Tourism Cybersecurity Operations Center”
should be established by allocating a physical space
in the Cultural Heritage Organization and providing
specialized personnel through cooperation with
FATA Police and hiring network security experts.
To create an “Integrated Tourism Data Management
System,” instead of developing it from scratch,
it is better to use existing open-source platforms
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and have a technical team from the Science and
Technology Park responsible for its localization
and deployment within a one-year period.

In the economic aspect, the establishment of a
“Digital Tourism Venture Fund” requires the
approval of its statute by the provincial planning
council and the provision of initial capital
through the allocation of a portion of provincial
development credits, the participation of operating
banks, and the attraction of private sector investors.
The operational mechanism of this fund could be
such that digital tourism start-up businesses submit
their plans to the fund’s investment committee
and, after technical and economic evaluation,
receive low-interest facilities or direct investment.
The proposed incentive package, including tax
exemptions and low-interest facilities, should also
be approved by the steering council in the form
of an “Executive Regulation on Digitalization
Incentives,” and the provincial General Department
of Economy and Finance should be responsible
for its implementation. For faster implementation,
50 tourism businesses (including hotels, travel
agencies, and handicraft stores) could be selected
on a trial basis in the first year to implement
electronic reservation and payment systems and
provide them with comprehensive technical and
financial support. The “Annual Provincial Digital
Tourism Award” can also be awarded every year
during Tourism Week, with the participation of the
Chamber of Commerce and the private sector, and
create an incentive for healthy competition among
the activists in this field.

In the field of empowering human capital and
attracting the participation of the local community,
the “Digital Empowerment Program for Tourism
Activists” should be designed in cooperation with the
technical and vocational organization and universities
in the form of short-term skills courses (including
digital marketing, data analysis, and cyber security)
and held in the technical and vocational training
centers of the cities of Urmia, Khoy, Mahabad, and
Maku. To encourage tourism activists to participate
in these courses, a certificate of completion of the
course can be considered as one of the conditions for
renewing the license for travel service offices and
tourism facilities. Creating “digital tourism villages”
in targeted rural areas such as Rabat, Bastam,
and Qatour requires a step-by-step, participatory
approach: first, facilitating teams of tourism and IT
experts identify local needs and capacities during a



few-day stay in the village; then, by holding training
workshops, they teach rural youth the skills of digital
content production, professional mobile photography,
and managing virtual pages; and finally, by providing
internet infrastructure and basic equipment, they
provide the platform for digital marketing of local
attractions and products by the residents themselves.
A “digital tourism ambassador campaign” could
also be implemented by calling on students from
the province, especially those majoring in tourism,
management, and IT, and after an intensive training
course, these ambassadors would be deployed at the
province’s entry points and historical sites during
peak travel times and help tourists use digital tools.

Despite using a systematic methodology, the present
study faces several limitations that also indicate
directions for future research. The first limitation
is the perceptual and subjective nature of the data
collected from the expert panel; although the experts
were carefully selected, the expert composition of
the panel, which consisted mainly of executives,
technology entrepreneurs, and academics, with a
smaller proportion of environmental experts, may
have influenced the absence of the environmental
dimension among the drivers; hence, future research
can investigate this gap by expanding the expert
panel to include environmental and sustainability
experts. The second limitation is related to the static
nature of structural analysis, which is unable to
display temporal dynamics and delayed feedbacks;
To compensate for this shortcoming, it is strongly
recommended to use a systems dynamics approach
to simulate system behavior over time, as well as to
conduct scenario-based research based on eight key
drivers identified by methods such as intuitive logic
or morphological analysis to develop alternative
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scenarios for the future of digital tourism in the
province over a ten-year horizon. The third limitation
is the deep context-based nature of the findings and
their connection to the unique characteristics of West
Azerbaijan Province, including its border location,
ethnic composition, and level of infrastructure
development, which makes direct generalization of
the results to other provinces cautious; therefore,
conducting an inter-provincial comparative study with
comparable provinces such as Kurdistan, Lorestan, or
Sistan and Baluchestan seems necessary to identify
general and specific patterns. The fourth limitation is
the theoretical focus on Rogers’s innovation diffusion
framework and the neglect of other complementary
frameworks such as innovation systems theory or
digital maturity models. Future research could fill
this theoretical gap by empirically testing the precise
weight of each of the five perceived innovation
characteristics in the adoption of digital technologies
by the province’s stakeholders, as well as conducting
in-depth qualitative studies of institutional barriers
using a grounded theory approach. Finally, assessing
stakeholders’ digital readiness through a large-scale
survey among the province’s tourism businesses and
conducting an intergenerational comparative study
to compare the attitudes of traditional managers
and young entrepreneurs towards digital tourism
technologies are other valuable research directions
that can reveal existing generational and operational
gaps and provide more precise strategies for managing
change in the province’s tourism ecosystem.
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