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1. UNWTO Silk Road Strategy Challenge 

The Strategy Challenge is to analyze the Islamic Republic of Iran’s (henceforth referred to 

as “Iran”) tourism sector and propose a five-year “National Silk Road Action Plan” strategy 

that will successfully promote sustainable development as well as contribute to the UN 

Millennium Goals. The strategy developed consists of the creation of a cooperative 

consortium of current local tour operators, the “Silk Road Adventure Alliance Iran” (SRAAI), 

that would oversee a common online distribution and communication platform specifically 

focusing on Silk Road adventure tourism. The main target market will be European soft 

adventure travelers from both Generation X1  and Baby Boomers2 , seeking experience in 

guided tours. The objective is to improve the access to assembled information as well as to 

optimize website usage for adventure travelers. 

2. Reasoning 

2.1. Iran Tourism: Competitive Analysis 

The Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Report, compiled by the World Economic Forum, 

aims at comparing countries globally based on the situation of their tourism industry. Iran 

ranked 114th out of 139 countries in 2011. This low ranking is mainly due to the lack of 

tourism infrastructure as well as poor safety and security, whereas the country scored higher 

in the categories of natural and cultural resources (Blanke & Chiesa, 2011). 

2.2. Trend 1: Domestic Travel 

Situation: Domestic travel with 7 million trips taken by Iranians in 2010 plays a 

significant role in Iran’s tourism market. However, the average spending for domestic 

travelers is low, which is shown by the IRR 15.6 trillion (€ 1 billion) in revenue contributed 

by the 7 million trips by Iranian, while two million trips taken by international tourists 

generated IRR 15.4 trillion (€ 996 million) in 2010 (Euromonitor B, 2011).  

Outlook: Domestic travel is projected to grow to 8.3 million trips by 2015. However, the 

tourism spending by domestic travelers is not expected to grow in the near future due to the 

high unemployment rate (15% in 2011), which is expected to increase to 21% in 2017 

(International Monetary Fund, 2012) combined with a high saving ratio among Iranian 

citizens (18.2% of disposable income in 2011) (Euromonitor A, 2012). 

                                                 
1
 Born between 1965 and 1979 (Muirden, 2012) 

2 Born between 1946 and 1964 (Muirden, 2012) 
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Impact: Focusing on this market will not have considerable positive influence on the 

Iranian economy, due to low tourism spending. Furthermore, concentrating solely on 

domestic tourism would not help Iran to promote its brand globally. 

2.3. Trend 2: Religious Travel 

Situation: Another tourist segment arriving to Iran are religious travelers from countries 

such as Saudi Arabia, Syria, Kuwait, Pakistan and Lebanon. However, the economy does not 

benefit from religious tourists as they do not combine religious with leisure activities 

(restaurants, shopping and local activities) and also have a short length of stay (less than 5 

days), which keeps their spending low. Moreover, they travel often in large family groups 

who favor accommodation in furnished apartments that are much cheaper than hotel rooms 

(Euromonitor B, 2011). 

Outlook: The religious tourists’ spending will not grow majorly in the near future unless 

major investments are made in the local infrastructure. Without these investments Iran would 

neither be able to retain religious tourists longer in the country nor encourage them to expand 

their reasons for visiting to leisure purposes. Therefore, receipts from religious tourists will 

remain low (Euromonitor B, 2011). 

Impact: Given the time necessary to develop infrastructure, the Iranian economy would 

not be able to majorly benefit from revenue generated through religious tourism in the short 

term.  

2.4. Trend 3: Adventure Travel 

Situation: Given the amount of natural and cultural resources available (top ten in 

number of world heritage cultural sites (Amirtahmaseb, 2008)) due to Iran’s rich historical 

past, adventure tourism was identified as a high potential market for Iran. These types of 

travelers are last to leave, first to return after a natural or political crisis, appreciate and 

respect the nature, spend money on local products and services, are eager to learn about the 

local culture and they require little infrastructure (Lamoureux, et al., 2010).  

Adventure tourism has been a new traveling trend in the past years with an ever 

increasing growth rate of 17% annually (2010) and it represents at least one-fifth of the global 

tourism industry. The international adventure tourism market accounts for IRR 1’089 trillion 

Adventure tourism is defined as a trip outside someone’s usual environment with a 

duration of at least 24 hours to less than one year and it needs to fulfill at least two 

of the three points: interaction with nature, interaction with culture and physical 

activities (Adventure Tourism Trade Association, 2010). 
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(€ 71 billion) compared to IRR 329 trillion (€ 21.4 billion) for the world cruise line market 

(Xola Consulting Services, 2010).  

Adventure tourism has proven in many undeveloped countries to be a catalyst that can 

create new opportunities and project a positive image of the country (Adventure Travel Trade 

Association et al., 2008). 

Adventurers have an average spending per trip (excluding plane costs) of IRR 7.7 million 

(€ 503). They use 57.5% on local activities, the vast majority of which is spent on the tours, 

while 42.5% are spent on equipment. Their average length of stay is 8 days (Lamoureux, et 

al., 2010).  

Outlook: Firstly, the average length of stay of adventure travelers is forecasted to increase 

to 9.5 days in the near future (Lamoureux, et al., 2010). Therefore, it is likely that this will 

also bring an increase in average spending per trip. Secondly, a potential market increase in 

adventure tourism in the future could originate from the Baby Boomers generation. They 

perceive themselves to be younger in age and therefore they demand new experiences that are 

often adventure based. By 2050, 22% of the world population will be aged 50 and over and 

this segment is expected to take two billion trips annually by 2050, which bears huge potential 

for the adventure tourism industry, especially based on visiting cultural and heritage sites 

(Patterson & Pan, 2007). However, the ageing target market for adventure tourism needs 

certain prerequisites; the older generation of adventure travelers places greater emphasis on 

safety precautions and also demands to enjoy a high range of landscapes and experiences for 

each tour. These two requirements both emphasize the importance of offering adventure 

travelers tours that are both professional and guided (Patterson & Pan, 2007). 

The Adventure Travel Development Index (ATDI) has created a ranking system, based on 

principles of sustainable adventure tourism to classify the adventure tourism destinations 

according to their potential. Iran’s position in 2010 in the “undeveloped countries” ranking 

was 94 out of 163 (Adventure Tourism Trade Association, 2010). In order to best analyze 

Iran’s competitiveness in adventure tourism, it is necessary to compare it to a country with 

similar characteristics. For that purpose, it was found that Kyrgyz Republic, which is ranked 

26th (in the top 31st “best category” adventure tourism countries) is the most suitable country 

(economic situation is comparable, country typography is similar and it is located close to 

Iran) (Federal Department of Economic Affairs et al., 2010). Due to these similar 

characteristics it can be determined that Iran has the potential to reach a comparable ranking. 
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Impact: Adventure travel market has been identified as the highest potential market for 

Iran, which would support strengthening the Iranian brand image. Furthermore, this market, 

with its higher expenditure pattern will positively contribute to the Iranian economy and 

hence support the creation of employment both directly and indirectly. It was decided to 

concentrate on the soft adventure traveling market as it bears more potential (for more details 

please refer to Appendix 1). 

2.5. Adventure Traveler Demand Profile 

Soft adventure travelers are both Generations X and Baby Boomers. 63% of them have a post-

secondary education and are therefore, well-educated and have a high disposable income 

(Chesak, Chris; Heyniger, Christina, 2011). By benchmarking adventure tourism with Kyrgyz 

Republic, the main targets for this type of vacation were identified as wealthy European 

citizens, namely from Germany, Netherlands, United Kingdom and France (Euromonitor C, 

2012). 

2.6. Issue: Fragmented and weak online presence of tour operators 

Given that 48% of consumers read reviews by other travelers on the internet before 

booking a holiday clearly demonstrates the importance of offering a tool to obtain accurate 

and reliable information online (Deloitte, 2011). Moreover, adventure travelers most often 

prepare for their trips by researching online (23.2%), followed by consulting friends and 

family (17.8%) and booking airfare/hotels online (11.4%) (Lamoureux, et al., 2010). 

A study published in the Journal of Hospitality Marketing and Management concluded 

that websites of Iranian tourism and hospitality organizations have a lot of room for 

improvement. They lack interactivity, visibility and the content is often presented in only the 

Persian language. Additionally, the websites generally do not offer online booking 

possibilities as there is a lack of online payment options with credit cards (Albadvi & Saddad, 

2012). 

All of the above mentioned was reconfirmed, while researching Iranian Tour Operators on 

various search engines. It was found that the amount of Tour Operators proposing similar 

offers is tremendous. Furthermore, their visibility on search engines is not optimized. 

In consequence, adventure travelers have difficulties finding trustworthy information. 

They prioritize security and the local experience, which is why being able to find Tour 

Operators that provide guided tours with a security guard and interpreter is important. 
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3. Implementation Plan 

3.1. Strategy 

The scope of the newly created consortium will be mainly focused on improving and 

centralizing the communication and distribution channels for the benefit of its members. The 

central piece is the creation of a review and booking website, similar in concept to a 

specialized TripAdvisor or Expedia on adventure travel but with booking functionalities3. The 

website should provide reliable information and also be visible on the web, which could be 

achieved through search engine optimization. This would allow foreign travelers to plan their 

trip, get information on the country and book an adventure tour with one of the members 

directly from the same platform. The interactive forum would help gather precious feedback 

information whilst enhancing customer communication.  

3.2. Business Model 

The project is to be initiated by a UNWTO representative who would act as the project 

manager on an interim basis. He will receive the mandate of starting the dialogue with the 

largest present actors in the market to discuss the objectives, benefits and structure of the 

organization and arrive to a common agreement. The early involvement of the tour operators 

in a project that will eventually be theirs is a key success element. Once consensus has been 

reached, a small office with a permanent team of five to ten local employees will be opened in 

Tehran to manage the marketing activities and the creation of the website. After the website is 

launched, the office will be responsible for managing invoicing, website maintenance, 

information updates and will continue with marketing activities. 

Involvement in the project will be voluntary but subject to the fulfillment of certain 

criteria such as image coherence and the empowerment of women through, for example, 

flexible hours for working mothers (Millennium Goal n°3) (UNWTO, 2010) (please refer to 

Appendix 2 for an example of a more complete list). In addition, to allow for quality control, the 

project would also serve as an incentive towards adopting best social practices.  

Bookings made through the platform will be directly placed with the tour operator. The 

collective’s revenue will be generated by small sales commissions, the details of which would 

                                                 
3
 Because of present credit card transactions limitations, bookings would however have to be limited to wire 

transfers upon invoicing. Yet, this is already a common practice in the country and should not be a hindering 
factor. 

Members of the cooperative will benefit from a greater visibility, increased bookings and will 

become safer and more trustworthy in the eyes of consumers. 
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have to come out the members’ consensus. This revenue is not intended towards profit and 

should only provide funding for the administration of the cooperative and its marketing 

campaigns. An important objective here is that the initiative will not be dependent upon 

subsidies or exterior funding in the future.  

Management of the consortium will eventually be fully handed over to the members once 

the project acquires sufficient momentum and attains a self-sustainable level. A rotating 

president or an elected council are possible systems that may be set up. The Tour Operators’ 

participation before this transition occurs is particularly critical to ensure the emotional 

involvement of the members, which is a clear success driver. 

3.3. Marketing Plan 

It is necessary for the SRAAI to be fully available online through a dynamic and 

interactive website. Therefore, videos and virtual environments should be added.  

When researching online, adventure travelers most often type the destination or activity 

into the Google search engine (41.1%) or visit the destination’s official website (41.1%) 

(Lamoureux, et al., 2010). It is therefore essential that the SRAAI website be optimized for 

search engines so that they appear on the first search page, for searches such as “Adventure 

Travel” or “Silk Road Adventure,” in order to generate the most traffic. This would help 

capture not only the primary target market but also other markets, such as The Americas and 

Asia. The official Iran tourism website (ITTO, 2012) should also have a clear link to the 

SRAAI site in order to promote visits for adventure purposes.  

Social Media is important for the adventure travelers, the most often used are Facebook 

(34.3%), followed by MySpace (11.9%) and Twitter (8.6%) (Lamoureux, et al., 2010). The 

Alliance should create pages on these sites in order to increase presence, as seen on the tour 

operator’s Iran Travel Service Facebook page (Iran Travel Service, 2012). 

In order to reach a wider part of the adventure travelers across Europe, the SRAAI should 

launch some offline marketing campaigns in addition to the online campaign. The SRAAI 

could undertake a yearly magazine campaign in two different adventurers’ magazines: 

Wanderlust and the Adventure Travel Magazine, which are UK based magazines available 

throughout Europe (Lamoureux, et al., 2010).  

The Alliance should aim to exhibit at important tourism fairs and specialized adventure 

fairs in the target countries. Examples include the ITB Berlin, Germany (ITB Berlin, 2012), 

the Dutch Tourism Expo in Utrecht, Netherlands (Bize Trade Shows, 2012), the World Travel 

Market in London, United Kingdom (World Travel Market, 2012) and the Salon Mondial du 
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Tourisme in Paris, France (Salon Mondial du Tourisme, n/a). This would allow for increased 

visibility for the Alliance. Benchmarking with Kyrgyz Republic demonstrated the 

effectiveness of presence at adventure fairs in order to increase awareness of the destination 

(Euromonitor C, 2012) (for a timeline of the marketing plan, please refer to Appendix 3). 

4. Value Creation 

Demand for adventure tourism in Iran is very attractive and quickly growing. Leisure 

arrivals are expected to grow at an average of 2.75% in the next 5 years (Euromonitor B, 

2011) and the share of adventure tourism worldwide has been continuously increasing in the 

past few years to attain 16% in 2010 (Adventure Tourism Trade Association, 2010). Our 

estimations show that the size of the adventure travel market in Iran should be over IRR 1’500 

billion (€ 100 million) in present value by 2017 (please refer to Appendix 4). 

The project’s requirement for capital is very limited and this constitutes one of its key 

advantages. A relatively minimal investment of the order of IRR 860 million (€ 56’500) 

would be required to fund the development of the website, the UN project manager’s 

compensation and to cover part of the initial marketing costs (highest in the first year). In fact, 

it is expected that the cooperative will be financially independent starting the second year of 

operations. Critical mass for the SRAAI website is estimated to be 9’000 bookings or 12% of 

forecasted adventure tourism in Iran. We believe this figure is definitely attainable, even on 

the short term. The project would be dependent on governmental subsidies but its potential 

from both economic and social perspectives fits properly with national interests. Funds could 

be provided as an extension of the current participation of the country in the Silk Road 

program. 

Very similar projects have been carried out in other countries and have been a success. 

For example, in response to a very fragmented adventure travel offer across multiple 

suppliers, the tourism organization of Scotland launched a new official consortium website 

early 2011. Despite its short history, the Active Scotland cooperation program, involving the 

many activity providers, has already helped increase cost efficiency and enhance visibility and 

distribution, which has resulted in a significant greater profitability in the sector (Easto & 

Warburton, 2010), (Scotland's Official National Tourism Organisation, 2012). 

In order to measure the success of the cooperative, indicators for both financial and 

non-financial results achieved are suggested (please refer to Appendix 5).  
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6. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Demand Profile Comparison 

 Soft Adventure Hard Adventure 

Activities (1) 

Examples are: 

 Camping 

 Walking 

 Biking 

 Hiking 

Examples are: 

 Climbing 

 Caving 

 Mountaineering 

 Rafting 

Number of Trips (2) 

 25% of total 

international outbound 

vacations 

 Increasing interest, 43% 

of Europeans indicate 

that next trip will be soft 

adventure 

 Small percentage 

 Number of trips decreased by 

2% over the past years 

Average Spending per 

Trip (2) 

 IRR 7.7 million (€ 503) 

(excluding plane) 

 42.5% spending on 

equipment 

 57.5% spending on local 

activities 

 IRR 3.8 million (€ 250) 

(excluding plane) 

 87% spending on equipment 

 13% spending on local activities 

Average Length of stay 

(2) 

 8 days 

 Expected increase to 9.5 

days 

 7 days 

 Expected increase to 8 days 

 

(1) (OTAGO Polytechnic, 2009) 

(2) (Lamoureux, et al., 2010) 
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Appendix 2: Criteria List for Members of Cooperative 

Criteria to Join Silk Road Adventure Alliance Iran Completed 

Yes No 

1 Linked to Silk 

Road trade  

Tours available that follows Northern Silk Road 
route and cultural heritage 

  

2 Adventure 

activities 

Tours must incorporate one of the following 
activities (see below) 

  

3 Personnel  

 

At least one security guard for tours: trained for 
adventure tourism (which areas allowed to go), 
medical kit 

  

 Equality and empowerment for women. Hire 
20% female employees minimum (UNWTO, 
2010) 

  

 Translator guide on tours   
  Local Iranian guides   
  Member of Iran Tourist Guides 

Association (ITGA) (WFTGA, 2012) 
  

  English Certificate such as TOEFL 
(ETS TOEFL, 2012) 

  

4 Environment 

 

Tours: Tents pitched on non-preserved areas, 
trash bags available and monitored by guard 

  

5 Lodging 

conditions 

(depending on 

tour) 

Tours: Two nights in hotel (arrival & 
departure), three nights in local communities’ 
home, three nights in camping 

  

6 Booklet 

 

Provided by government. Lists rules in regard 
to tourism in Iran (e.g. taking photos) 

  

7 Food Tours include 3 meals per day, local food (no 
imports) refrigerated in ice chest if necessary 

  

*Subject to change depending on type of tour 

Activities authorized by Silk Road Adventure Alliance Iran 

Type Activities 

Culture 

 

 

Marine 

 

Land-based 

 

Cultural activities, Archeological expeditions, Attending local 
festivals/fairs, Backpacking, Getting to know the locals, Learning a new 
language 

Sailing, Scuba Diving, Kayaking/sea/whitewater, Snorkeling, Rafting, 
Cruise, Surfing, Canoeing 

Camping, Bird watching Hiking, Horseback riding, Hunting, Cycling, 
Eco-tourism, Educational programs, Environmentally sustainable 
activities, Fishing/fly-fishing, Research expeditions, Safaris, 
Skiing/snowboarding, Walking tours, Visiting historical sites, Volunteer 
Tourism 
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Appendix 3: Marketing Plan Timeline 
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Appendix 4: Financial Analysis 

 
(1)  Based on an average from Indexmundi and Bloomberg (Indexmundi, 2011), (Bloomberg, 2012) 

(2)  Based on WebpageFX (WebpageFX, 2012) 

(3)  Based on information from the World Bank and the International Finance Cooperation 

  (The World Bank, 2012) 
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Appendix 5: Business Indicators 

Finance 

Objectives Indicators 

Increase revenue of cooperative - Average price paid per tour 

Increase booking through alliance - Number of bookings through the alliance 

Reinvestment of profits - Amount of money reinvested 

 

Marketing 

Objectives Indicators 

Increase traffic to website - Number of visitors on the website (daily, 
monthly, yearly) 

- Number of clicks on the website / average 
time spent on the site 

- Natural Google ranking 
Increase newsletter subscriptions - Number of Newsletter subscriptions 

Increase activity and positive comments online  - Number of followers / likers / comments  
- Number of positive comments on website and 

social media 
 

Social Impact 

Objectives Indicators 

Empower Women in local economy  - Percentage of employees being women  

Increase local people’s employment - Percentage growth of employees per year 

Integrate more youth in tourism (15-24 years 

old) 

- Percentage of employees being youth 
- Average age of workforce 

 

 


