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The potential of UNESCO sites to serve as platforms for education and
dialogue makes them ideal environments for promoting peace education
through tourism. Research on peace education within the context of
UNESCO sites is gradually expanding; however, a systematic analysis of
how peace education is integrated into tourism experiences at these sites
has yet to be explored. Limited research examines the effectiveness of
specific peace education initiatives at UNESCO sites or explores the
nuances of visitors’ experiences in these contexts. Furthermore, there is
a lack of studies focusing on UNESCO sites in specific regions, further
emphasizing the need for a comprehensive review to inform future
research efforts. The aim of the present study was to rethink tourism
planning for Iran’s World Heritage: a regional approach to management
challenges. This research used traditional triangulation of qualitative
methods such as archival analysis, semi-structured interviews and
fieldwork to examine managers’ perceptions of their responsibilities to
promote peace education through tourism at World Heritage sites. Key
findings from interviews with UNESCO site managers revealed a
disconnect that, although UNESCO sites ostensibly act as conduits for
peace promotion, was confirmed by UNESCO’s overall objectives and
by existing literature that demonstrates the pivotal role of World Heritage
sites in peace education. Iranian UNESCO sites show limited proactive
measures in this area.
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Introduction

While UNESCO World Heritage Sites are
increasingly recognized as ideal platforms for
fostering peace through tourism and
education, a significant gap exists between
this theoretical potential and its practical
implementation. Research on integrating
peace education into tourism experiences at
these sites is nascent, with limited systematic
analysis of managerial perceptions and
actions, particularly within specific regional
contexts like Iran. Despite possessing 27
World Heritage Sites and a mandate from the
national UNESCO commission to cultivate a
culture of peace, the actual role of these sites
in promoting peace through tourism remains
unclear. Preliminary findings suggest that
while managers acknowledge the sites'
potential, their efforts are often limited to
cultural promotion and basic visitor
education. They face considerable challenges,
including a lack of dedicated financial
resources, insufficient prioritization of peace
education, and a focus on immediate
operational concerns, leading to a disconnect
from UNESCO's broader peace-building
mission. This study addresses this knowledge
gap by investigating how site managers in Iran
perceive and fulfill their responsibilities for
promoting peace through tourism, and the
obstacles that hinder such efforts.

Methodology

This qualitative case study employed semi-
structured interviews with 11 managers of
UNESCO World Heritage Sites in Iran,
selected through purposive sampling. Data
collection included fieldwork, archival
analysis, and observations conducted from
November 2023 to January 2024. Inductive
and deductive coding were applied for
thematic data analysis.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal a significant disconnect
between the theoretical potential of UNESCO
sites as vehicles for peace and their practical
implementation in Iran. While all managers
acknowledged their sites' role in promoting
culture, their peace-related initiatives remain
fragmented and reactive rather than strategic.

Most managers focus on cultural preservation,
visitor education, and local community
engagement, but peace education is rarely an
explicit priority. Key results indicate limited
use of technology, with only basic social
media presence and no virtual tours. Managers
cited  severe  resource  constraints—
insufficient financial budgets, understaffing,
and logistical challenges—as primary
obstacles. Community participation exists
primarily through local councils and tourism
associations, yet benefits are largely economic
rather than educational. International
collaborations are minimal, with only a few
sites maintaining academic partnerships. The
study identified that managers operate at the
"base of Maslow's hierarchy," preoccupied
with maintenance, staffing, and operational
survival, leaving little capacity for higher-
order peace-building initiatives. Despite some
educational programs for children and
students, systematic peace education is absent.
Managers expressed awareness of UNESCO's
peace mandate but admitted lack of training
and prioritization. Cultural and political
sensitivities  further  complicate  peace
promotion efforts. Ultimately, while Iranian
UNESCO sites contribute indirectly to
cultural exchange and local economic
development, they fall short of actively
fostering peace education, revealing a critical
gap between UNESCO's global vision and on-
the-ground realities in Iran.

Conclusion

This study reveals that while UNESCO World
Heritage Sites in Iran theoretically serve as
conduits for peace through tourism, their
practical efforts remain limited and
uncoordinated. Managers acknowledge their
cultural promotion role but lack explicit peace
education  strategies due to resource
constraints, operational priorities, and
insufficient  training. ~ Despite =~ some
educational initiatives and international
collaborations, systematic peace-building
programs are absent. The research highlights
a critical gap between UNESCO's global
peace mandate and on-ground implementation
in Iran. It underscores the need for targeted
educational interventions, adequate funding,
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and managerial capacity-building to harness
the transformative potential of heritage sites
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