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Background and Objectives: Tourism serves as a strategic driver of urban
economic development and resilience, particularly along international
corridors such as the Silk Road. Semnan, positioned as an intermediate node
within this historic corridor, possesses significant historical, cultural, and
climatic capacities. Despite these assets, a comprehensive model for
analyzing and operationalizing the strategic tourism value chain remains
underdeveloped. This study aims to design and empirically test a strategic
tourism value chain model for Semnan within the Silk Road corridor, with
the primary objective of identifying the mechanisms that generate urban
economic value. The model integrates Porter’s value chain framework with
principles of sustainable destination management, conceptualizing
supporting activities (smart governance, technology and innovation, and
human capital development) as enablers of primary activities (heritage
infrastructure, destination experience, and integrated marketing), which in
turn drive strategic outcomes including urban economic value creation, local
employment, and urban sustainability.

Materials and Methods: An exploratory sequential mixed-methods design
was employed. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 18 experts (senior urban managers, tourism practitioners, and
academic specialists) to identify initial components of the tourism value
chain. These components were refined through a three-round fuzzy Delphi
process involving a panel of 15 experts (100% response rate across all
rounds). The first round evaluated 40 initial indicators and identified
overlaps; the second round refined and reduced the set to 30 indicators based
on importance and dispersion; the third round applied content validity ratios
(CVR > 0.49) and content validity indices (CVI > 0.79), resulting in a final
set of 25 operational indicators. Kendall’s W coefficient confirmed
satisfactory expert consensus.
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In the quantitative phase, data were collected via 180 valid questionnaires
administered to tourism stakeholders (business operators, public-sector
experts, and tourists). Sample adequacy was verified using the Kaiser—
Meyer—Olkin (KMO) measure and Bartlett’s test of sphericity. Structural
equation modeling (SEM) was performed using maximum likelihood
estimation in AMOS version 24. Construct reliability and validity were
assessed through Cronbach’s alpha (all constructs > 0.70), confirmatory
factor analysis (factor loadings > 0.50 and statistically significant), average
variance extracted (AVE ranging from 0.52 to 0.68), and the Fornell-Larcker
criterion for discriminant validity. Model fit was evaluated against
established thresholds: ?/df < 3, CFI > 0.90, GFI = 0.90 or higher, TLI >
0.90, and RMSEA < 0.08.

Results: Descriptive statistics indicated that 57% of respondents were male
and 43% female; 62% held a bachelor’s degree or higher; and the mean
professional experience in tourism was 8.3 years. All measurement constructs
demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency and convergent validity.

The structural model exhibited acceptable fit: y2/df = 2.41, RMSEA = 0.067,
CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91, and GFI = 0.90. All hypothesized paths were
statistically significant (p < 0.01). Smart governance exerted the strongest
effect on heritage infrastructure (f = 0.41, C.R. = 4.82). Destination
experience showed the strongest direct influence on urban economic value
creation ( = 0.43, C.R. = 5.12). Additional significant paths included: ICT
and innovation — destination experience (f = 0.34) and marketing and
distribution ( = 0.38); human capital development — destination experience
(B = 0.32) and marketing and distribution (§ = 0.27); heritage infrastructure
— destination experience (B = 0.36); marketing and distribution — urban
economic value (f = 0.31); urban economic value — local employment (f =
0.52); and urban economic value — urban sustainability (B = 0.47). Urban
economic value creation functioned as a strong mediating variable linking
primary value-chain activities to downstream developmental outcomes.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrate that urban economic value in tourism
destinations emerges from the synergistic interaction of supporting and
primary activities within the value chain. Smart governance and destination
experience constitute the most influential levers for value creation in the
Semnan context. The validated model provides a practical analytical
framework for urban policymakers to prioritize resource allocation,
strengthen Semnan’s competitive position along the Silk Road corridor, and
foster sustainable local economic benefits. The study underscores the
necessity of integrated governance, experiential quality, and technological
enablement for converting heritage assets into measurable economic and
social outcomes.
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