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development in Ferdows County, Iran, with a future-oriented perspective toward the 1414
Horizon (2035).

Methods: The research is applied in purpose and employs a mixed-methods design. The
study population consisted of tourism experts, managers, and stakeholders in Ferdows
County. Using snowball sampling and the principle of theoretical saturation, 30 experts
were selected for the qualitative phase. Data were collected through structured interviews
and a futures studies cross-impact questionnaire. The identified drivers were analyzed
using the MICMAC structural analysis model.

Results: The results revealed fifteen local drivers affecting tourism development. Among
these, the most influential drivers were social security and safety in tourism destinations
and attractions (+15), promotion and preservation of indigenous handicrafts (+11),
development of local tourism infrastructure (+7), branding and marketing of local tourism
products (+7), preservation of historical assets and cultural heritage (+5), and tourism
investment and financial support (+1).

Conclusions: By adopting a futures studies approach, this research provides a
comprehensive assessment of both local and extra-local factors affecting tourism
development. The findings offer strategic insights for policymakers and tourism planners
seeking to enhance the long-term competitiveness and sustainability of tourism in
Ferdows County.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Tourism has become one of the most important pathways for promoting socio-economic
development in both urban and rural areas worldwide. Beyond its economic contributions,
tourism generates social, cultural, and environmental benefits that can enhance the overall
quality of life in destination communities. The competitiveness and sustainable development of
tourism destinations largely depend on understanding the key drivers and forces shaping future
development trajectories.

Identifying influential tourism drivers not only improves destination attractiveness and
competitiveness but also enables policymakers and planners to anticipate future opportunities
and challenges. Within this context, futures studies provide a systematic framework for
exploring potential development pathways and identifying strategic factors that are likely to
shape future outcomes.

Ferdows County, located in South Khorasan Province, Iran, possesses a rich historical legacy,
unique cultural assets, and diverse natural attractions. Despite its significant tourism potential,
the long-term development of tourism in the region requires a deeper understanding of the local
drivers that influence future growth. Therefore, the central question of this study is: What are
the most significant local (internal) drivers affecting tourism development in Ferdows County
by the 1414 Horizon (2035)?

Methods

This study is applied in nature and employs a mixed-methods research design integrating
qualitative and quantitative approaches within a futures studies framework.

Initially, key drivers influencing tourism development were identified through content analysis
of expert opinions and previous studies. The identified variables were subsequently localized
to reflect the specific socio-economic, cultural, and environmental conditions of Ferdows
County.

The study population consisted of tourism experts, destination managers, and tourism
stakeholders operating in Ferdows County. In the qualitative phase, 30 participants were
selected using snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data collection was conducted through structured interviews and a futures studies cross-impact
matrix questionnaire. The relationships among identified drivers were analyzed using the
MICMAC (Matrix of Cross-Impact Multiplications Applied to Classification) structural
analysis model. The software enabled the evaluation of direct and indirect influences among
variables and facilitated the identification of key strategic drivers shaping the future of tourism
development.

Results

The structural analysis identified fifteen local drivers influencing tourism development in
Ferdows County. The initial cross-impact matrix demonstrated a very high level of
interdependence among variables, with a matrix fill rate of 94%, indicating strong interactions
among the identified drivers. Out of 210 possible relationships, no zero-value relationships
were observed, highlighting the interconnected nature of tourism development factors in the
region. Analysis of direct influence revealed that the following variables possessed the highest
levels of influence on other drivers:

Tourism investment and financial resource provision (40);

Promotion and preservation of indigenous handicrafts (40);

Branding and marketing of local tourism products (38);

Social security and safety in tourism destinations and attractions (38);
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Strengthening tourism-friendly culture and local hospitality values (37);

Development of local tourism infrastructure (37).

These variables exhibited high influence and relatively low dependence, indicating their
strategic importance within the tourism development system.

Furthermore, net direct influence analysis showed that the most influential local drivers were:
1. Social security and safety in tourism destinations and attractions (+15);

2. Promotion and preservation of indigenous handicrafts (+11);

3. Branding and marketing of local tourism products (+7);

4. Development of local tourism infrastructure (+7);

5. Preservation of historical assets and cultural heritage (+5);

6. Tourism investment and financial support (+1).

These factors were identified as the principal strategic drivers capable of shaping the future
trajectory of tourism development in Ferdows County.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that tourism has substantial potential to become a major development
strategy for Ferdows County by promoting economic diversification, enhancing local
livelihoods, and strengthening the relationship between communities and their cultural and
natural environments.

The county possesses numerous tourism assets, including the ancient city of Tun, Seyedi
Mosque, historic water reservoirs, Baghestan highland village, the UNESCO-recognized
Baladeh Qanat system, Plvand Desert, Sang-Sourakh geological formations, Mount Qal'eh, and
the renowned Ferdows mineral hot springs. These attractions provide a strong foundation for
expanding tourism activities and creating sustainable employment opportunities beyond
traditional sectors such as agriculture and livestock production.

The study concludes that achieving sustainable tourism development in Ferdows County
requires a strategic focus on a limited number of highly influential local drivers. Among these,
ensuring safety and security in tourism destinations, preserving indigenous handicrafts,
improving tourism infrastructure, strengthening destination branding and marketing, protecting
historical and cultural heritage assets, and expanding tourism investment mechanisms represent
the most critical priorities.

The results offer valuable guidance for regional planners, destination management
organizations, and tourism policymakers seeking to formulate evidence-based strategies for the
sustainable development of tourism in Ferdows County and similar destinations.

Keywords: Bonab County, Kebab Bonab, Gastronomic Tourism, Tourism.
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