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1. Introduction

The relationship between tourism and poverty has consistently been regarded as one of the most significant and yet
complex issues in the literature on development economics and regional studies. Despite the considerable expansion
of research on the economic impacts of tourism, studies that deeply explain the underlying reasons for the persistence
of poverty in tourism-receiving regions remain limited. This research gap is particularly evident in developing
countries, and especially in Iran, where despite the substantial tourism potential of certain cities, a significant
proportion of the population continues to experience poverty and socio-economic inequalities. Therefore, it is
essential to analyze the relationship between tourism development and poverty structures not merely in terms of
income growth, but also in relation to the distribution of benefits and their spatial implications.

In this context, the present study aims to examine the impact of tourism development on poverty conditions in the
city of Mashhad and its surrounding and peripheral settlements. The main focus of this research is the simultaneous
analysis of two key components, namely “income growth” and “income distribution,” within the framework of the
growth—distribution approach, in order to provide a more precise understanding of the mechanisms through which
tourism affects poverty. Mashhad, as one of the most important religious tourism destinations in Iran, annually hosts
a massive number of pilgrims and visitors, which makes it a suitable case study for investigating the economic and
social consequences of tourism development. This study seeks to demonstrate how tourism development can
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simultaneously generate economic opportunities while, in the case of an unequal distribution of its benefits,
contribute to the persistence or even intensification of inequality and poverty across different urban and peripheral
areas.

2. Materials and Methods

This study is an applied research with a descriptive—analytical design aimed at examining the impact of tourism
development on poverty dynamics in Mashhad and its surrounding peri-urban areas, with particular emphasis on the
growth—distribution framework. The main objective is to analyze how tourism-induced income growth and its
distribution among different socio-economic groups jointly shape poverty outcomes in both urban and marginal
contexts. Data were collected through a field survey using a structured, researcher-designed questionnaire. The
statistical population consisted of households living in Mashhad city and its adjacent informal and peri-urban
settlements. A total of 600 households were selected, including 300 urban and 300 peri-urban households, using a
stratified sampling technique to ensure adequate representation of social, economic, and spatial diversity.

The questionnaire’s validity was assessed through expert review in the fields of tourism studies, urban economics,
and regional planning, and necessary revisions were applied accordingly. Its reliability was confirmed using
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, indicating acceptable internal consistency. Following data collection, responses were
coded and analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistical methods. The Lorenz curve and related indicators
were employed to examine income inequality and distributional patterns. In addition, a growth—distribution
decomposition approach was used to separate and evaluate the respective effects of income growth and income
distribution on changes in poverty levels. This analytical framework enabled a more comprehensive understanding of
tourism’s role in poverty dynamics, capturing both aggregate income effects and underlying distributional
mechanisms across urban and peri-urban households.

3. Results and Discussion

The findings of the study indicate that the city of Mashhad, as one of Iran’s most important religious tourism
destinations, has consistently exhibited a higher level of absolute poverty compared to the national average over the
study period (1389-1397 / 2010-2018). Based on the extracted data, the proportion of the population living below
the poverty line in Mashhad is estimated at approximately 28.8%, placing it in a mid-range position among
provincial cities; however, this figure still reflects the persistence of structural poverty in this major tourism-oriented
metropolis. In contrast, relative poverty has followed a declining trajectory during the same period, fluctuating
between approximately 15% and 21%, depending on whether the 30% or 50% income threshold is applied. This
divergence suggests that although tourism development has contributed to an overall increase in nominal household
income and improved certain welfare indicators, it has not been fully effective in reducing absolute poverty. The
decomposition of results based on the growth—distribution framework reveals that the effects of tourism-induced
income growth on poverty reduction are relatively limited and, in some periods, have contributed to marginal
changes in poverty (approximately between —1 and —3 percentage points). In contrast, the distributional component
has played a substantially more decisive role, accounting in certain periods for changes in poverty of more than 10 to
14 percentage points. In other words, during periods of poverty reduction—particularly between 1393 and 1395
(2014-2016)—the contribution of income distribution to poverty alleviation was significantly greater than that of
income growth. In some estimations, the distributional effect was found to be approximately 1.5 to 3 times stronger
than the growth effect in reducing poverty.

Furthermore, the comparison between urban and peri-urban (marginal) areas reveals pronounced disparities.
Absolute poverty in peripheral districts reached levels as high as 16% to 18% in certain periods, whereas the
corresponding figure in the urban core ranged between approximately 5% and 9%. Similarly, income inequality,
measured by the Gini coefficient, reached values as high as 0.45 in some surrounding districts, indicating a
considerably more unequal income distribution compared to the central urban areas. These results suggest that a
significant portion of tourism-generated benefits in Mashhad has been distributed unevenly, predominantly accruing
to more advantaged socio-economic groups.

Overall, the results demonstrate that although tourism growth has contributed to an increase in nominal household
incomes and has partially prevented deeper impoverishment, its effectiveness in achieving sustained reductions in
absolute poverty remains limited. In contrast, income distribution emerges as the key determining factor in shaping
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poverty dynamics within the region. In periods where distributional mechanisms improved, their impact on poverty
reduction was estimated to be up to 60% greater than that of income growth. Therefore, it can be concluded that
without a more equitable distribution of tourism-derived income, even continued expansion of the tourism sector will
not lead to meaningful and sustained poverty reduction in Mashhad and its surrounding marginal areas, and spatial
inequalities are likely to persist or even intensify.

4. Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the effects of tourism development on poverty in the city
of Mashhad and its peri-urban areas are neither uniform nor linear, but are strongly shaped by the distributional
pattern of economic benefits from the sector as well as the socio-spatial structures of the region. The results indicate
that although tourism in Mashhad, as one of Iran’s most significant religious destinations, has played an important
role in generating employment opportunities, increasing the incomes of certain groups, and stimulating economic
activities, this growth alone has not been sufficient to bring about a sustained reduction in absolute poverty. In
contrast, relative poverty has declined during certain periods, reflecting a limited yet meaningful contribution of
tourism to the improvement of some welfare indicators.

Analyses based on the growth—distribution approach reveal that tourism-induced economic growth primarily
contributes to preventing the deepening of poverty and providing a minimum level of income stability among
households. However, the income distribution component plays a far more decisive role in reducing inequality and
improving the livelihood conditions of low-income groups. In other words, although increases in tourist inflows and
the expansion of related infrastructure can raise the overall income level of the region, in the absence of equitable
distribution mechanisms, these benefits tend to be concentrated in more advantaged groups, while peripheral and
marginalized communities receive only a limited share. This situation may ultimately lead to the persistence or even
exacerbation of social and spatial disparities.

The findings further indicate that in marginalized areas, economic vulnerability is higher, and reliance on informal
and low-income employment structures has constrained the ability of these populations to fully benefit from tourism
development. In contrast, central urban areas and groups with better access to resources, infrastructure, and economic
networks have secured a disproportionately larger share of tourism-generated benefits. Such unequal distribution is
identified as one of the main factors limiting the positive impact of tourism on absolute poverty reduction in
Mashhad.

Accordingly, it can be concluded that a sole emphasis on the quantitative expansion of tourism, without due attention
to its distributional dimensions, cannot achieve the goals of social equity and poverty alleviation. Rather, what can
enhance the positive impacts of tourism is the design and implementation of policies that improve the access of low-
income groups to the economic opportunities generated by this sector. In this regard, tourism planning must be
aligned with local characteristics, the social structure of regions, and the economic capacities of marginalized
populations.

Ultimately, it can be argued that a more equitable distribution of tourism-derived income not only improves the
living conditions of the poor, but also enhances the economic efficiency of the sector itself, while significantly
reducing its negative externalities such as rising inequality, wealth concentration, and spatial dualism. Therefore, the
future of tourism development in cities such as Mashhad depends on the simultaneous consideration of economic
growth and distributive justice-two interrelated dimensions that, when integrated, can pave the way toward more
sustainable and inclusive development.

Keywords: Garbage collection, Policies, Strategies, Demand-oriented approaches, Mashhad.
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