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Abstract  

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states—Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, 

Bahrain, Kuwait, and Oman—have pursued ambitious tourism development strategies as part of 

broader economic diversification initiatives to reduce dependence on hydrocarbon revenues. 

However, these efforts have been significantly challenged by persistent geopolitical instability, 

including the Yemen conflict, the 2017 Qatar blockade, regional terrorism, and the compounding 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. This article provides a comprehensive economic analysis of 

tourism development in the conflict-ridden GCC region, examining revenue disruptions, 

employment impacts, and foreign direct investment patterns across the six member states. 

Employing a systematic review of 60 peer-reviewed studies and utilizing panel data analysis 

frameworks, this research reveals that while geopolitical risks have created substantial short-term 

disruptions to tourist arrivals and revenues, GCC states have demonstrated remarkable resilience 
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through strategic diversification of source markets, mega-project investments, and policy 

innovations. The Qatar blockade (2017-2021) paradoxically accelerated tourism market 

diversification, with Qatar achieving 98% growth in 2019 through strategic pivoting to Asian, 

European, and American markets. Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 has catalyzed unprecedented 

tourism infrastructure investments, targeting 100 million annual visitors by 2030. The UAE has 

successfully leveraged its political stability and world-class infrastructure to maintain tourism 

growth despite regional turbulence. This study contributes to tourism economics literature by 

developing a comprehensive resilience framework for conflict-affected destinations and provides 

evidence-based policy recommendations for sustainable tourism development in geopolitically 

volatile regions. Key findings indicate that tourism market diversification, strategic mega-

investments, regional cooperation, and adaptive crisis management are critical determinants of 

tourism resilience in the GCC context. 

 

Keywords: GCC tourism economics, geopolitical instability, Qatar blockade, Yemen conflict, 

Saudi Vision 2030, tourism resilience, economic diversification, revenue disruptions, crisis 

management, sustainable tourism development 

 

1. Introduction 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), established in 1981, comprises six Arab states—Saudi 

Arabia, United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, and Oman—that collectively 

control approximately 45% of the world's proven oil reserves and supply roughly 20% of global 

crude oil production (Kühnhardt, 2008). Despite this extraordinary hydrocarbon wealth, GCC 

economies have increasingly recognized the imperative of economic diversification to mitigate 

vulnerabilities associated with oil price volatility and ensure sustainable long-term development. 

Tourism has emerged as a strategic priority sector in this diversification agenda, offering 

potential for employment generation, foreign exchange earnings, infrastructure development, and 

enhanced global connectivity (Hilal, 2020; Alhowaish, 2016). 

 

However, the GCC region's tourism development trajectory has been profoundly shaped by 

persistent geopolitical instability and security challenges. The Yemen conflict, which escalated 

dramatically following the 2015 Saudi-led military intervention, has created sustained regional 

security concerns and humanitarian crises that reverberate across the Arabian Peninsula (Al-

Hajjri, 2007; Krasnov, 2024). The 2017 diplomatic crisis, wherein Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain, 

and Egypt imposed a comprehensive blockade on Qatar, disrupted regional travel patterns and 

forced fundamental restructuring of tourism markets (Yap et al., 2022; Bouoiyour et al., 2019). 

Additionally, the broader context of Middle Eastern instability—including the Syrian civil war, 

the rise and fall of ISIS, ongoing Israeli-Palestinian tensions, and sporadic terrorist incidents—

has created a complex security environment that influences tourist perceptions and travel 

decisions (Naeem et al., 2023; Akamavi et al., 2022). 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic further compounded these challenges, creating unprecedented 

disruptions to global tourism flows and exposing vulnerabilities in tourism-dependent 

economies. International tourist arrivals declined by approximately 74% globally in 2020, with 
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the Middle East experiencing particularly severe contractions (UNWTO, 2021). This confluence 

of geopolitical instability and pandemic-related disruptions has created a uniquely challenging 

environment for GCC tourism development, necessitating innovative resilience strategies and 

adaptive policy responses. 

 

Despite these formidable challenges, GCC states have demonstrated remarkable commitment to 

tourism development through ambitious national visions and mega-project investments. Saudi 

Arabia's Vision 2030, launched in 2016, positions tourism as a cornerstone of economic 

transformation, targeting 100 million annual visitors and aiming to increase tourism's 

contribution to GDP from 3% to 10% (Kılıç, 2025). The UAE has consolidated its position as the 

region's leading tourism destination through continuous infrastructure enhancement, mega-events 

hosting, and strategic marketing. Qatar has leveraged the FIFA World Cup 2022 as a catalyst for 

tourism infrastructure development and global brand positioning (Al-Muhannadi, n.d.). Even 

smaller GCC states like Oman and Bahrain have developed niche tourism strategies emphasizing 

cultural heritage, natural landscapes, and experiential tourism. 

 

This article provides a comprehensive economic analysis of tourism development in the conflict-

ridden GCC region, addressing several critical research questions: How have geopolitical 

conflicts affected tourism revenues, employment, and foreign direct investment across GCC 

states? What resilience strategies have proven effective in mitigating conflict-related disruptions? 

How do country-level responses differ based on resource endowments, political positioning, and 

strategic priorities? What policy frameworks can enhance tourism sustainability and resilience in 

geopolitically volatile contexts? 

 

The analysis contributes to tourism economics literature in several ways. First, it provides 

systematic empirical evidence on the economic impacts of specific geopolitical conflicts on GCC 

tourism, filling a gap in region-specific research. Second, it develops a comprehensive resilience 

framework applicable to conflict-affected destinations globally. Third, it offers comparative 

country-level analysis that illuminates diverse strategic responses to common challenges. Fourth, 

it generates evidence-based policy recommendations for sustainable tourism development in 

geopolitically volatile regions. The findings have significant implications for policymakers, 

tourism industry stakeholders, and international development organizations engaged with Middle 

Eastern tourism development. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Tourism and Economic Development in the GCC 

The relationship between tourism development and economic growth in GCC countries has 

received increasing scholarly attention over the past two decades. Alhowaish (2016) examined 

whether tourism development constitutes a sustainable economic growth strategy in the long run 

for GCC countries, employing panel data analysis to assess tourism's contribution to GDP 

growth, employment generation, and economic diversification. The study found positive long-

term relationships between tourism development and economic growth indicators, though with 
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significant heterogeneity across member states. Similarly, Alnafisah (2025) investigated 

tourism's role in promoting income equality across GCC countries, finding that tourism 

development can contribute to more equitable income distribution through employment creation 

in service sectors and regional development initiatives. 

 

Hilal (2020) positioned tourism as a priority for economic prospects and diversification in GCC 

countries, arguing that the sector offers unique advantages for rentier economies seeking to 

reduce hydrocarbon dependence. The analysis highlighted tourism's multiplier effects across 

construction, hospitality, transportation, and retail sectors, as well as its potential for human 

capital development and cultural exchange. However, Paris et al. (2017) provided a more 

nuanced perspective through their examination of tourism development challenges in Kuwait, 

revealing how political-economic structures in rentier economies can constrain tourism 

development through bureaucratic inefficiencies, limited private sector autonomy, and cultural 

conservatism. 

 

The theoretical debate regarding tourism-led growth versus growth-led tourism in the GCC 

context remains unresolved. Ozturk et al. (n.d.) examined the contribution of tourism to 

economic growth in Qatar, finding bidirectional causality between tourism receipts and GDP 

growth, suggesting mutually reinforcing dynamics. Elgzoli (2024) analyzed the impact of 

tourism sector variables on economic growth in Saudi Arabia during 2010-2020, identifying 

significant positive relationships between tourism investment, employment, and GDP growth, 

though noting substantial volatility during crisis periods. 

 

2.2 Geopolitical Risk and Tourism Demand 

A substantial body of literature has examined the relationship between geopolitical risk and 

tourism demand across various contexts. Lee et al. (2021) employed dynamic heterogeneous 

panel models to analyze geopolitical risk effects on tourism, finding that elevated geopolitical 

risk indices consistently reduce international tourist arrivals, though with significant temporal 

and spatial heterogeneity. Papagianni et al. (2023) developed a novel Bayesian heterogeneous 

panel vector autoregressive model to quantify geopolitical risk shocks on tourism demand in 14 

emerging market and developing economies, revealing persistent negative effects that vary 

substantially across destinations based on proximity to conflict zones, media coverage intensity, 

and pre-existing destination images. 

 

Hailemariam et al. (2021) examined the impact of geopolitical risk on tourism using structural 

VAR models and U.S. monthly data from 1999-2020, finding that geopolitical risk shocks create 

significant short-term disruptions to tourism service exports, though effects dissipate relatively 

quickly in stable destinations. Demir et al. (2019) investigated whether geopolitical risks matter 

for inbound tourism across multiple destinations, concluding that while geopolitical risks 

consistently reduce tourism demand, the magnitude of effects depends critically on destination-

specific factors including political stability, security infrastructure, and crisis communication 

effectiveness. 



    International Journal of Economics, Business and Management Research 

Vol. 10, No.06; 2026 

ISSN: 2456-7760 

www.ijebmr.com Page 89 

 

Kim et al. (2022) analyzed the effect of geopolitical risks on tourism demand using panel data 

from 14 countries (1997-2019) and CS-ARDL estimation techniques, finding positive long-term 

relationships between geopolitical risk mitigation and tourism demand. This counterintuitive 

finding suggests that destinations successfully managing geopolitical risks may actually benefit 

from tourist displacement from higher-risk alternatives. Savaş (2024) examined geopolitical risks 

and economic growth in advanced countries, finding that tourism sectors in politically stable 

destinations can benefit from "safe haven" effects during periods of elevated global geopolitical 

risk. 

 

2.3 Conflict, Instability, and Tourism in the Middle East 

The Middle East's unique geopolitical context has generated substantial research on conflict-

tourism relationships. Hazbun (2006) addressed the "Arab Middle East tourism paradox," 

investigating how tourism flows expanded across the region despite post-9/11 security concerns, 

terrorist attacks against tourists, and the Iraq War. The analysis attributed this paradox to 

increased petrodollar circulation, new regional travel patterns, shifting development strategies, 

and Dubai's emergence as a global tourism hub. This work challenged conventional assumptions 

about tourism vulnerability to regional instability, suggesting more complex spatial and temporal 

dynamics. 

 

Mansfeld et al. (2015) assessed the impact of the Arab Spring on the Arab tourism industry, 

documenting catastrophic disruptions in directly affected countries while noting resilience and 

even growth in GCC destinations. Egypt's tourism receipts collapsed from $11.591 billion 

(FY2009/10) to $5.073 billion (FY2013/14), with tourist arrivals dropping from 13.758 million 

to 7.968 million. Tunisia experienced similar devastation, with tourist visits falling from over 7 

million to 3 million in 2011. Syria's tourism industry, contributing 12% of GDP and 11% of 

employment in 2010, completely collapsed. In contrast, Dubai's hotel guest nights increased 

from 20.5 million (2007) to 41.6 million (2013), Qatar's tourism expanded by 12% by 2012, and 

Oman's hotel guests increased by nearly 10% in 2012 compared to 2011 (Mansfeld et al., 2015). 

Groizard et al. (2021) exploited the Arab Spring as a natural experiment to study political 

upheavals' effects on international travel, finding complex patterns of tourism flight and 

spillovers. The research revealed that while directly affected destinations experienced severe 

contractions, neighboring stable destinations often benefited from tourist displacement, though 

this effect was moderated by regional proximity and perceived security contagion. Bayramov et 

al. (2018) analyzed spillover effects of crises in conflict-ridden regions on top tourism 

destinations, developing spatial econometric models that quantified how regional instability 

creates negative externalities for neighboring tourism markets through media coverage, travel 

advisory effects, and generalized risk perceptions. 

 

Theocharous et al. (2020) examined tourism, instability, and regional interdependency in the 

Eastern Mediterranean, finding strong evidence of tourism demand interdependencies across the 

region. Political instability in one destination creates significant negative spillovers to 

neighboring markets, even when those markets remain objectively secure. This finding has 

important implications for GCC tourism, suggesting that Yemen conflict spillovers may affect 
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perceptions of the entire Arabian Peninsula despite significant geographic and security distances 

between conflict zones and tourism destinations. 

 

2.4 The Qatar Blockade and Tourism Market Diversification 

The 2017 Qatar blockade has generated important research on tourism resilience and market 

diversification strategies. Yap et al. (2022) provided the most comprehensive analysis, 

employing a tourism-demand model augmented with a Herfindahl index, blockade dummy 

variables, and interaction terms, estimated via panel-based differenced system-generalized 

method-of-moments using data from 46 source countries (2006-2019). The study found that 

tourism market diversification (TMD) had significant positive individual effects on inbound 

tourism. During the blockade, Qatar experienced growing tourist inflows from Asia and 

Australasia, the Americas, and Europe, though flows from Middle Eastern and African countries 

were severely constrained. Critically, while TMD positively impacted tourism growth, it could 

not completely mitigate the blockade's harmful effects due to its severity (Yap et al., 2022). 

 

Al-Muhannadi (n.d.) examined tourism in Qatar between crises and opportunities from the 

blockade through the FIFA World Cup (2017-2025), documenting proactive tourism crisis 

management initiatives including enhanced safety protocols, accelerated infrastructure 

development, and strategic marketing campaigns. The analysis revealed that Qatar achieved 

remarkable 98% tourism growth in 2019, demonstrating effective crisis response and post-

blockade recovery. Bouoiyour et al. (2019) analyzed the changing geopolitics in the Arab world 

and implications of the 2017 Gulf Crisis for business, comparing stock market performances and 

financial interconnectedness across Qatar, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt. The study 

found that while the crisis created adverse impacts across all involved states, Qatar demonstrated 

successful resilience against the economic and political embargo through strategic diversification 

and enhanced regional partnerships beyond the GCC. 

 

2.5 Saudi Vision 2030 and Tourism Transformation 

Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 has attracted significant scholarly attention as one of the most 

ambitious national transformation programs globally. Kılıç (2025) examined the geopolitical 

transformation in Saudi Arabia with Vision 2030, analyzing flagship projects including NEOM 

and the Red Sea Project as case studies. The research argued that tourism-led development is 

central to Saudi Arabia's strategy for reducing oil dependence and redefining its global image 

and geopolitical influence. The analysis highlighted how mega-tourism projects serve multiple 

strategic objectives including economic diversification, employment generation for a young 

population, enhanced global connectivity, and soft power projection. 

 

 et al. (n.d.) investigated community resilience as a foundation for sustainable tourism in الرشيدي

Al Ula, Saudi Arabia, examining how local frameworks contribute to tourism growth, economic 

development, and environmental sustainability. This research highlighted the importance of 

community engagement and cultural heritage preservation in Saudi Arabia's tourism 

development model, contrasting with earlier top-down development approaches. Elgzoli (2024) 
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analyzed the impact of tourism sector variables on economic growth in Saudi Arabia during 

2010-2020, finding significant positive relationships between tourism investment, employment, 

and GDP growth, though noting substantial volatility during crisis periods including regional 

conflicts and the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

2.6 UAE Tourism Diversification and Resilience 

The UAE, particularly Dubai, has been extensively studied as a model of successful tourism 

development in a challenging regional context. Hazbun (2006) highlighted Dubai's extraordinary 

success in tourism development driven by increased petrodollars, new regional travel patterns, 

and shifting business and tourism strategies. The UAE's approach has emphasized world-class 

infrastructure, mega-events hosting (including Expo 2020), strategic airline development through 

Emirates and Etihad, and continuous product innovation across luxury, business, and experiential 

tourism segments. 

 

Stephenson et al. (2017) provided comprehensive analysis of international tourism development 

in GCC states, with particular attention to UAE strategies for managing challenges and 

opportunities. The research documented how the UAE has successfully leveraged political 

stability, strategic geographic positioning, and aggressive marketing to maintain tourism growth 

despite regional turbulence. The UAE's tourism model emphasizes continuous infrastructure 

enhancement, regulatory efficiency, safety and security, and strategic partnerships with global 

tourism brands. 

 

2.7 Tourism Resilience and Crisis Management Frameworks 

The broader tourism resilience literature provides important theoretical and empirical 

foundations for understanding GCC tourism dynamics. Wang et al. (2022) examined the tourism-

growth nexus in the presence of instability using robust Granger causality tests within VAR 

frameworks, analyzing Hong Kong data from 1973-2021. The study found that political events 

have long-term effects on tourism-economic growth relationships, creating psychological 

burdens on tourists that persist beyond immediate crisis periods. This finding suggests that GCC 

destinations must address not only objective security conditions but also subjective risk 

perceptions shaped by media coverage and historical memory. 

 

Saha et al. (2014) conducted cross-country panel analysis of political instability and terrorism's 

moderation effects on tourism development using data from 139 countries (1999-2009). The 

research found that political instability's effects on tourism are more severe than one-off terrorist 

attacks, and that high political risk countries experience significant reductions in tourism 

businesses when political volatility and terrorism combine. However, the study also revealed that 

terrorist attacks surprisingly increased tourism demand for low- to moderate-political-risk 

countries, suggesting complex substitution effects in global tourism markets. 

 

Akamavi et al. (2022) examined effects of security threats on global travel and tourism industry 

performance using rigorous non-spatial and spatial panel-data analyses. The research found that 
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security threat indices have significant negative impacts on tourist receipts, though paradoxically 

contribute positively to employment, leisure expenditure, and tourist arrivals in some contexts. 

This counterintuitive finding suggests that security threats may stimulate domestic and regional 

tourism while reducing long-haul international arrivals, creating complex net effects on tourism 

economies. 

 

2.8 Research Gaps and Contributions 

Despite this substantial literature, several important gaps remain. First, comprehensive economic 

analysis of specific GCC conflicts' impacts on tourism—particularly the Yemen war and Qatar 

blockade—remains limited. Second, comparative country-level analysis across all six GCC states 

is rare, with most research focusing on UAE, Saudi Arabia, or Qatar individually. Third, 

systematic examination of resilience strategies' effectiveness in the GCC context is 

underdeveloped. Fourth, integration of COVID-19 pandemic effects with pre-existing 

geopolitical challenges has received insufficient attention. This article addresses these gaps 

through comprehensive analysis of tourism economics in the conflict-ridden GCC, providing 

evidence-based insights for policy and practice. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

This study employs an integrated theoretical framework drawing on three complementary bodies 

of theory: tourism demand theory, resilience theory, and economic diversification theory. This 

multi-theoretical approach is necessary given the complex interplay of economic, political, 

security, and strategic factors shaping GCC tourism development in conflict contexts. 

 

3.1 Tourism Demand Theory in Conflict Contexts 

Tourism demand theory posits that tourist flows are determined by a combination of economic 

factors (income, prices, exchange rates), destination attributes (attractions, infrastructure, service 

quality), and contextual factors (distance, cultural affinity, visa policies). In conflict-affected 

regions, security perceptions and geopolitical risk become critical additional determinants. The 

standard tourism demand function can be expressed as: 

 

TD = f(Y, P, ER, A, D, S, GPR) 

Where TD represents tourism demand, Y is tourist origin income, P is relative prices, ER is 

exchange rate, A represents destination attributes, D is distance, S is security perceptions, and 

GPR is geopolitical risk. In the GCC context, geopolitical risk (GPR) and security perceptions 

(S) assume heightened importance given regional instability (Lee et al., 2021; Papagianni et al., 

2023). 

 

The tourism demand framework is augmented by substitution effects theory, which suggests that 

tourists facing elevated risk perceptions in preferred destinations will substitute toward safer 

alternatives. This creates potential for "safe haven" effects wherein politically stable destinations 

benefit from tourist displacement from higher-risk locations (Groizard et al., 2021). The GCC's 
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internal heterogeneity—with UAE and Oman generally perceived as more stable than Yemen-

proximate Saudi regions—creates opportunities for intra-regional substitution effects. 

 

3.2 Resilience Theory and Adaptive Capacity 

Resilience theory, originating in ecological systems research but increasingly applied to socio-

economic systems, provides a framework for understanding how tourism destinations absorb, 

adapt to, and recover from shocks and stresses. Tourism resilience can be conceptualized across 

four dimensions: resistance (capacity to withstand shocks), recovery (speed of return to pre-

shock conditions), adaptation (ability to modify structures and strategies), and transformation 

(fundamental system reorganization) (Wang et al., 2022). 

 

In the GCC context, resilience is shaped by several factors: economic resources (hydrocarbon 

wealth enabling counter-cyclical investment), institutional capacity (government effectiveness in 

crisis response), market diversification (reducing dependence on vulnerable source markets), 

infrastructure quality (enabling rapid adaptation), and strategic positioning (leveraging 

comparative advantages). The Qatar blockade case exemplifies transformation-level resilience, 

wherein crisis catalyzed fundamental restructuring of tourism markets and accelerated 

diversification strategies (Yap et al., 2022). 

 

Adaptive capacity—the ability to adjust to changing conditions, moderate potential damages, and 

take advantage of opportunities—is central to resilience in conflict contexts. GCC states' 

substantial financial resources, strong state capacity, and strategic flexibility provide high 

adaptive capacity relative to resource-constrained destinations. However, rentier economy 

characteristics—including limited private sector autonomy, bureaucratic rigidities, and cultural 

conservatism—may constrain adaptive responses (Paris et al., 2017). 

 

3.3 Economic Diversification Theory and Tourism's Role 

Economic diversification theory addresses how resource-dependent economies can reduce 

vulnerability to commodity price volatility through sectoral diversification. Tourism is frequently 

identified as a promising diversification sector for oil-dependent economies due to its labor 

intensity, foreign exchange generation, infrastructure development stimulus, and potential for 

leveraging existing assets (geographic location, cultural heritage, climate) (Hilal, 2020). 

 

However, diversification theory also highlights challenges. The "resource curse" literature 

suggests that hydrocarbon wealth can undermine diversification through Dutch disease effects 

(currency appreciation reducing non-oil sector competitiveness), reduced incentives for 

productivity enhancement, and institutional weaknesses. In the GCC tourism context, these 

dynamics manifest through high labor costs, limited service culture, dependence on expatriate 

labor, and challenges in developing competitive tourism products beyond luxury segments. 

 

The "diversification paradox" is particularly relevant: tourism development requires substantial 

upfront investment in infrastructure, human capital, and marketing, yet faces significant demand 
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volatility from geopolitical risks and economic cycles. This creates tension between long-term 

diversification objectives and short-term revenue pressures, particularly during oil price 

downturns when diversification is most urgent but resources most constrained (Winckler, 2010). 

 

3.4 Integrated Framework for GCC Tourism Analysis 

This study integrates these theoretical perspectives into a comprehensive framework for 

analyzing GCC tourism economics in conflict contexts. The framework posits that tourism 

outcomes (arrivals, revenues, employment, investment) are determined by the interaction of: 

1. Structural factors: Resource endowments, geographic location, population size, existing 

infrastructure 

2. Strategic factors: National vision and policy frameworks, investment priorities, marketing 

strategies 

3. Contextual factors: Geopolitical risk levels, regional stability, global economic conditions 

4. Resilience factors: Market diversification, adaptive capacity, crisis management 

effectiveness 

 

The framework recognizes that GCC states operate within a common regional context of 

elevated geopolitical risk, but exhibit significant heterogeneity in structural endowments, 

strategic priorities, and resilience capacities. This heterogeneity creates diverse tourism 

development trajectories and differential vulnerability to specific conflicts and crises. The 

framework guides empirical analysis by identifying key variables, relationships, and mechanisms 

requiring investigation. 

 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Research Design 

This study employs a systematic literature review methodology combined with comparative case 

analysis to examine tourism economics in the conflict-ridden GCC. The research design 

integrates quantitative evidence from existing empirical studies with qualitative analysis of 

policy frameworks, strategic initiatives, and institutional responses. This mixed-methods 

approach is appropriate given the complexity of the research questions, the diversity of available 

evidence, and the need to generate both generalizable insights and context-specific 

understanding. 

 

The systematic review follows PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-Analyses) guidelines adapted for tourism economics research. The review encompasses 

peer-reviewed journal articles, working papers, policy reports, and statistical publications 

addressing tourism development, geopolitical conflicts, economic impacts, and resilience 

strategies in the GCC context. The comparative case analysis examines each GCC member state 

individually, identifying common patterns and distinctive features in tourism development 

trajectories, conflict impacts, and resilience strategies. 
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4.2 Literature Search and Selection 

The literature search was conducted across multiple academic databases including SciSpace, 

Google Scholar, Web of Science, and Scopus. Search terms included combinations of: "GCC 

tourism," "Gulf Cooperation Council," "Saudi Arabia tourism," "UAE tourism," "Qatar tourism," 

"Bahrain tourism," "Kuwait tourism," "Oman tourism," "geopolitical risk," "conflict impact," 

"tourism economics," "economic diversification," "Vision 2030," "Qatar blockade," "Yemen 

war," "Arab Spring," "tourism resilience," "crisis management," and related terms. 

 

The initial search yielded approximately 240 unique papers across two comprehensive search 

strategies. Search 1 focused on "Economic analysis of tourism in GCC during conflicts, impact 

of geopolitical tensions on GCC tourism revenue, tourism economics GCC countries," retrieving 

75 unique papers. Search 2 employed broader terms including "Saudi Arabia UAE Qatar tourism 

economic impact conflict, tourism industry resilience GCC geopolitical crisis, GCC tourism 

statistics and economic growth 2020-2026, Yemen war impact Gulf tourism, regional instability 

Middle East tourism sector," retrieving 165 unique papers. 

 

Inclusion criteria required that papers: (1) address tourism development in at least one GCC 

state, (2) provide empirical evidence or theoretical analysis relevant to tourism economics, 

geopolitical impacts, or resilience strategies, (3) be published in peer-reviewed outlets or by 

reputable international organizations, and (4) be available in English or Arabic with English 

abstracts. Exclusion criteria eliminated papers focused exclusively on non-GCC Middle Eastern 

countries without comparative GCC analysis, purely descriptive travel guides without analytical 

content, and papers lacking sufficient methodological rigor. 

 

The final corpus for detailed analysis comprised 60 papers representing the most relevant and 

methodologically rigorous contributions to understanding GCC tourism economics in conflict 

contexts. These papers were systematically coded for research methodology, data sources, key 

findings, economic impacts, policy recommendations, and country-specific insights. 

 

4.3 Data Extraction and Synthesis 

Data extraction employed a structured coding framework capturing: (1) bibliographic 

information, (2) research methodology and analytical techniques, (3) data sources and time 

periods, (4) key economic findings including quantitative indicators, (5) geopolitical conflicts 

examined and their impacts, (6) country-specific analysis and strategic initiatives, (7) resilience 

strategies and policy recommendations, and (8) theoretical frameworks and contributions. 

 

For papers reporting quantitative economic impacts, specific statistics were extracted including 

tourist arrival numbers, tourism receipts, GDP contributions, employment figures, foreign direct 

investment flows, and growth rates. For papers analyzing specific conflicts, information was 

extracted on conflict types, duration, geographic scope, transmission mechanisms to tourism, and 

magnitude of impacts. For papers examining resilience strategies, information was extracted on 
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policy interventions, institutional responses, market diversification approaches, and effectiveness 

indicators. 

 

Synthesis employed both narrative and thematic approaches. Narrative synthesis organized 

findings chronologically and thematically, tracing the evolution of GCC tourism development, 

the emergence of specific conflicts and crises, and the evolution of resilience strategies. 

Thematic synthesis identified recurring patterns, contradictions, and gaps across the literature, 

organizing findings around key themes including economic impacts, country-level variations, 

resilience mechanisms, and policy implications. 

 

4.4 Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework integrates evidence across multiple levels: regional (GCC-wide 

patterns), country-specific (individual member state analysis), and temporal (evolution over 

time). Regional analysis identifies common challenges, shared opportunities, and collective 

responses. Country-specific analysis examines how structural factors (resource endowments, 

population size, geographic location), strategic priorities (national visions, investment patterns), 

and contextual factors (proximity to conflicts, diplomatic positioning) shape distinctive tourism 

development trajectories. 

 

Temporal analysis traces the evolution of GCC tourism through several distinct phases: (1) early 

development (pre-2010), characterized by UAE leadership and gradual emergence of tourism in 

other states; (2) Arab Spring period (2011-2014), marked by regional instability but GCC 

resilience; (3) oil price collapse and Vision 2030 launch (2015-2016), catalyzing intensified 

diversification efforts; (4) Qatar blockade period (2017-2021), creating intra-GCC tensions but 

also innovation; (5) COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2021), generating unprecedented global 

disruptions; and (6) recovery and transformation (2022-present), characterized by mega-events, 

mega-projects, and accelerated development. 

 

Comparative analysis examines variations in conflict impacts and resilience strategies across 

GCC states, identifying factors associated with greater vulnerability or resilience. This analysis 

considers both quantitative indicators (where available) and qualitative assessments of policy 

effectiveness, institutional capacity, and strategic positioning. 

 

4.5 Limitations 

Several methodological limitations should be acknowledged. First, data availability and quality 

vary significantly across GCC states, with UAE and Saudi Arabia having more comprehensive 

tourism statistics than smaller states. Second, the proprietary nature of some tourism data limits 

access to detailed revenue, investment, and employment figures. Third, the rapidly evolving 

nature of GCC tourism development means that some recent initiatives lack sufficient evaluation 

evidence. Fourth, the systematic review methodology relies on published research, potentially 

missing important grey literature, policy documents, and practitioner knowledge. Fifth, the 
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complexity of causal relationships between geopolitical conflicts and tourism outcomes makes 

definitive attribution challenging, particularly given multiple simultaneous influences. 

 

Despite these limitations, the systematic review and comparative case analysis methodology 

provides robust evidence for understanding tourism economics in the conflict-ridden GCC, 

identifying effective resilience strategies, and generating policy-relevant recommendations. The 

integration of multiple evidence sources, theoretical perspectives, and analytical approaches 

enhances the validity and reliability of findings. 

 

5. The GCC Tourism Landscape: An Overview 

5.1 Historical Development and Current Status 

The GCC tourism landscape has undergone dramatic transformation over the past two decades, 

evolving from a region largely dependent on religious tourism (Saudi Arabia) and business travel 

(UAE) to an increasingly diversified tourism economy encompassing leisure, cultural, sports, 

medical, and MICE (meetings, incentives, conferences, exhibitions) segments. This 

transformation reflects both push factors (oil price volatility and diversification imperatives) and 

pull factors (growing global tourism demand, particularly from emerging Asian markets). 

 

The UAE, particularly Dubai, emerged as the regional tourism leader during the 2000s through 

aggressive infrastructure investment, strategic airline development, mega-event hosting, and 

innovative marketing. Dubai's hotel guest nights increased from 20.5 million in 2007 to 41.6 

million in 2013, with hotel revenues reaching $5.96 billion in 2013 (Mansfeld et al., 2015). This 

success established a development model subsequently adapted by other GCC states, 

emphasizing world-class infrastructure, regulatory efficiency, safety and security, and strategic 

global positioning. 

 

Qatar's tourism sector expanded significantly during the 2010s, achieving 12% growth by 2012 

and reaching 1.3 million tourists by 2013 (Mansfeld et al., 2015). This growth was driven by 

strategic investments in aviation infrastructure (Hamad International Airport), hospitality 

development, cultural institutions (Museum of Islamic Art, National Museum of Qatar), and 

mega-event hosting culminating in the FIFA World Cup 2022. Despite the 2017-2021 blockade, 

Qatar achieved remarkable 98% tourism growth in 2019 through market diversification and crisis 

management strategies (Al-Muhannadi, n.d.). 

 

Saudi Arabia's tourism sector historically focused on religious tourism, with Hajj and Umrah 

pilgrimages generating substantial revenues and supporting extensive hospitality infrastructure in 

Mecca and Medina. Hajj religious tourism visas increased by 9.3% in 2010 compared to 2009, 

and the country experienced an 8.6% increase in visitors purchasing tourism products/services 

online (Alrashid, 2012). However, Vision 2030's launch in 2016 marked a fundamental strategic 

shift, positioning leisure and cultural tourism as core diversification priorities. The introduction 

of tourist visas in 2019 and massive investments in mega-projects including NEOM, Red Sea 

Project, and Qiddiya represent unprecedented tourism development ambitions (Kılıç, 2025). 
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Oman has pursued a distinctive tourism development model emphasizing natural landscapes, 

cultural heritage, and sustainable tourism principles. Hotel guests increased by nearly 10% in 

2012 compared to 2011, reflecting steady growth in adventure tourism, cultural tourism, and 

regional leisure travel (Mansfeld et al., 2015). Oman's tourism strategy leverages comparative 

advantages in authentic cultural experiences, dramatic landscapes (mountains, deserts, 

coastlines), and relative political stability. 

 

Bahrain and Kuwait represent smaller-scale tourism markets with distinctive characteristics. 

Bahrain has developed niche positioning in regional leisure travel, cultural tourism, and 

motorsports (Formula 1), while managing challenges related to limited land area and regional 

competition. Kuwait's tourism development has been constrained by political-economic 

challenges in its rentier economy, including bureaucratic inefficiencies, limited private sector 

autonomy, and cultural conservatism (Paris et al., 2017). 

 

5.2 Economic Significance and Contribution 

Tourism's economic significance varies substantially across GCC states, reflecting different 

development stages, strategic priorities, and structural characteristics. For the UAE, tourism 

represents a major economic pillar, contributing significantly to GDP, employment, and foreign 

exchange earnings. The sector's multiplier effects extend across construction, retail, 

transportation, hospitality, and entertainment, making tourism central to Dubai's economic model 

and increasingly important for Abu Dhabi's diversification strategy. 

 

In Saudi Arabia, tourism's current economic contribution remains modest relative to the 

economy's size, but Vision 2030 targets dramatic expansion. The plan aims to increase tourism's 

GDP contribution from approximately 3% to 10%, create one million tourism jobs, and attract 

100 million annual visitors by 2030 (Kılıç, 2025). These ambitious targets reflect recognition of 

tourism's potential for employment generation, particularly for Saudi Arabia's young and 

growing population, and its role in economic diversification. 

 

Qatar's tourism sector, while smaller in absolute terms, has become strategically important for 

economic diversification and global positioning. The FIFA World Cup 2022 catalyzed massive 

infrastructure investments with lasting tourism benefits, including expanded aviation capacity, 

world-class hotels, cultural institutions, and transportation infrastructure. Tourism's contribution 

to Qatar's economy is expected to grow substantially in the post-World Cup period as the country 

leverages enhanced infrastructure and global visibility. 

 

For Oman, tourism represents a critical diversification sector given more limited hydrocarbon 

reserves relative to other GCC states. The government has prioritized tourism development 

through strategic planning, infrastructure investment, and marketing initiatives, recognizing the 

sector's potential for sustainable economic development and employment generation. Tourism's 

contribution to Oman's GDP and employment has grown steadily, though challenges remain in 

scaling up while maintaining sustainability principles. 
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Across the GCC, tourism's economic significance extends beyond direct contributions to 

encompass broader development objectives including: (1) employment generation, particularly 

for nationals in service sectors; (2) foreign exchange earnings, reducing dependence on 

hydrocarbon exports; (3) infrastructure development with spillover benefits for residents; (4) 

human capital development through hospitality education and training; (5) cultural exchange and 

soft power projection; and (6) enhanced global connectivity through aviation development. 

 

5.3 Structural Characteristics and Challenges 

The GCC tourism landscape exhibits several distinctive structural characteristics that shape 

development trajectories and resilience capacities. First, the region benefits from substantial 

financial resources enabling counter-cyclical investment during downturns, a critical advantage 

relative to resource-constrained destinations. Hydrocarbon wealth has financed massive 

infrastructure investments, marketing campaigns, and mega-projects that would be impossible 

for most developing countries. 

 

Second, GCC tourism development is characterized by strong state leadership and strategic 

planning, reflecting broader governance models emphasizing centralized decision-making and 

long-term visioning. National tourism strategies, mega-project development, and regulatory 

frameworks are typically government-led, with private sector participation occurring within 

state-defined parameters. This model enables rapid mobilization of resources and coordinated 

development, though it may constrain entrepreneurship and innovation. 

 

Third, the region faces significant labor market challenges including limited national 

participation in tourism employment, heavy dependence on expatriate labor, and skills gaps in 

hospitality and service sectors. Cultural factors, wage expectations, and educational systems have 

historically limited national interest in tourism careers, creating dependence on foreign workers 

and constraining the sector's contribution to national employment objectives. 

 

Fourth, GCC tourism faces infrastructure and capacity constraints despite massive investments. 

Aviation capacity, hotel supply, attraction development, and transportation infrastructure require 

continuous expansion to meet ambitious growth targets. The concentration of tourism in specific 

cities (Dubai, Doha, Riyadh) creates congestion challenges and limits regional development 

benefits. 

 

Fifth, the region confronts persistent image and perception challenges related to regional 

instability, cultural conservatism, climate extremes, and limited awareness of tourism products 

beyond business travel and religious tourism. Overcoming these perceptions requires sustained 

marketing investments, product development, and positive visitor experiences that generate 

word-of-mouth recommendations. 
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6. Geopolitical Conflicts and Their Economic Impact on GCC Tourism 

6.1 The Yemen Conflict and Regional Security Perceptions 

The Yemen conflict, which escalated dramatically following the 2015 Saudi-led military 

intervention, has created sustained regional security concerns with significant implications for 

GCC tourism. The conflict's origins in Yemen's 2011 Arab Spring protests, subsequent political 

transitions, and Houthi rebellion have evolved into a complex multi-party war involving regional 

powers, creating one of the world's worst humanitarian crises (Krasnov, 2024). For GCC 

tourism, the Yemen conflict operates through several transmission mechanisms: direct security 

threats (cross-border attacks, drone strikes on Saudi infrastructure), regional instability 

perceptions affecting tourist risk assessments, media coverage emphasizing regional conflict, and 

travel advisory effects. 

 

Al-Hajjri (2007) documented Yemen's role as a security threat to the GCC even before the 

current conflict's escalation, noting border disputes with Saudi Arabia, terrorism, arms 

smuggling, and drug trafficking through borders with GCC neighbors. These pre-existing 

security challenges were dramatically amplified by the post-2015 conflict, with Houthi drone and 

missile attacks on Saudi territory creating direct security incidents affecting tourism perceptions. 

Attacks on Saudi oil facilities, airports, and border regions generated international media 

coverage emphasizing regional instability, potentially deterring risk-averse tourists. 

 

However, empirical evidence on the Yemen conflict's specific economic impact on GCC tourism 

remains limited. The conflict's geographic concentration in Yemen and Saudi Arabia's southern 

border regions has limited direct impacts on major GCC tourism destinations. Dubai, Abu Dhabi, 

Doha, and Muscat remain geographically distant from conflict zones, and sophisticated air 

defense systems have largely prevented successful attacks on tourism infrastructure. 

Nevertheless, the conflict contributes to generalized regional instability perceptions that may 

affect long-haul tourist decision-making, particularly from risk-averse Western markets. 

 

The spatial heterogeneity of conflict impacts is evident in differential effects across GCC states. 

Saudi Arabia, as the conflict's primary external participant and target of Houthi attacks, faces 

more direct tourism impacts than other GCC states. However, even within Saudi Arabia, impacts 

are geographically concentrated, with Riyadh, Jeddah, and Red Sea tourism development areas 

remaining largely insulated from direct conflict effects. The UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, and 

Oman have experienced minimal direct impacts, though they may face indirect effects through 

regional perception spillovers. 

 

6.2 The 2017 Qatar Blockade: Economic Disruptions and Adaptive Responses 

The 2017 Qatar blockade represents the most significant intra-GCC conflict with direct, 

measurable impacts on tourism. On June 5, 2017, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt 

severed diplomatic relations with Qatar and imposed a comprehensive blockade including 

airspace closure, land border closure, and maritime restrictions. The blockade was justified by 

allegations of Qatar's support for terrorism and close relations with Iran, though underlying 
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tensions reflected broader regional power dynamics and media competition (Bouoiyour et al., 

2019). 

 

The blockade's immediate tourism impacts were severe and multifaceted. Airspace closures 

forced Qatar Airways to reroute flights, increasing travel times and costs for many routes. Land 

border closure with Saudi Arabia eliminated a significant source of regional tourists, particularly 

for weekend leisure travel and shopping. The diplomatic crisis created uncertainty about Qatar's 

regional positioning and potential escalation, affecting tourist confidence. Media coverage 

emphasized regional tensions, potentially deterring risk-averse tourists. 

 

However, Yap et al. (2022) provided rigorous empirical analysis revealing complex and 

ultimately resilient outcomes. Using panel data from 46 source countries (2006-2019) and 

differenced system-generalized method-of-moments estimation, the study found that while the 

blockade severely constrained tourist flows from Middle Eastern and African countries, Qatar 

experienced growing tourist inflows from Asia and Australasia, the Americas, and Europe. 

Tourism market diversification (TMD) had significant positive individual effects on inbound 

tourism, though it could not completely mitigate the blockade's harmful effects due to its 

severity. 

 

The blockade paradoxically accelerated Qatar's tourism transformation and market 

diversification. Facing loss of traditional regional markets, Qatar aggressively pursued 

alternative source markets through visa liberalization (visa-free entry for 80+ nationalities), 

enhanced marketing in Asian and European markets, new airline routes, and leveraging FIFA 

World Cup 2022 preparations for global visibility. These strategic responses generated 

remarkable results: Qatar achieved 98% tourism growth in 2019, demonstrating effective crisis 

management and adaptive capacity (Al-Muhannadi, n.d.). 

 

Bouoiyour et al. (2019) analyzed the blockade's broader business impacts through stock market 

performance and financial interconnectedness analysis. The study found adverse impacts on 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and UAE, with Bahrain also harmfully affected. However, shocks to 

volatility had short-lasting effects, and Qatar demonstrated successful resilience against the 

economic and political embargo through strategic diversification and enhanced partnerships 

beyond the GCC. The blockade's resolution in January 2021 removed immediate constraints, 

though longer-term effects on intra-GCC tourism patterns and regional cooperation remain 

uncertain. 

 

6.3 The Arab Spring and Regional Instability Spillovers 

The Arab Spring uprisings beginning in 2011 created unprecedented regional instability with 

significant implications for Middle Eastern tourism. While GCC states were largely spared the 

revolutionary upheavals that devastated tourism in Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, Libya, and Yemen, 

they experienced important spillover effects through regional perception contagion, tourist 

displacement, and strategic responses to regional instability (Mansfeld et al., 2015). 
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Mansfeld et al. (2015) documented catastrophic tourism impacts in directly affected Arab 

countries. Egypt's tourism receipts collapsed from $11.591 billion (FY2009/10) to $5.073 billion 

(FY2013/14), with tourist arrivals dropping from 13.758 million to 7.968 million. Tourism 

constituted 10% of Egypt's workforce, making these disruptions economically devastating. 

Tunisia's tourism receipts declined by one-third in 2011, with tourist visits falling from over 7 

million to 3 million. Syria's tourism industry, contributing 12% of GDP and 11% of employment 

in 2010, completely collapsed. Jordan's tourism receipts declined by 16.3% in 2011, with tourist 

arrivals falling by 22%. 

 

In stark contrast, GCC states demonstrated remarkable resilience and even growth during this 

period. Dubai's hotel guest nights increased from 20.5 million (2007) to 41.6 million (2013), 

with hotel revenues reaching $5.96 billion in 2013. Qatar's tourism expanded by 12% by 2012, 

reaching 1.3 million tourists by 2013. Oman's hotel guests increased by nearly 10% in 2012 

compared to 2011 (Mansfeld et al., 2015). This divergence reflected several factors: GCC 

political stability relative to revolutionary contexts, substantial security investments, geographic 

distance from primary conflict zones, and potential tourist displacement from affected 

destinations to stable GCC alternatives. 

 

Groizard et al. (2021) exploited the Arab Spring as a natural experiment to study political 

upheavals' effects on international travel, finding complex patterns of tourism flight and 

spillovers. The research revealed that while directly affected destinations experienced severe 

contractions, neighboring stable destinations often benefited from tourist displacement, though 

this effect was moderated by regional proximity and perceived security contagion. For the GCC, 

this suggests potential benefits from "safe haven" effects, wherein tourists seeking Middle 

Eastern experiences substitute GCC destinations for higher-risk alternatives. 

 

However, Hazbun (2006) had earlier identified the "Arab Middle East tourism paradox"—rapid 

tourism expansion despite post-9/11 security concerns, terrorist attacks, and the Iraq War. This 

paradox was explained by increased petrodollar circulation, new regional travel patterns, shifting 

development strategies, and Dubai's emergence as a global hub. The Arab Spring period 

reinforced this paradox, with GCC tourism continuing to expand despite unprecedented regional 

instability, suggesting that destination-specific factors (security, infrastructure, marketing) matter 

more than regional context for tourist decision-making. 

 

6.4 Terrorism, Security Incidents, and Tourism Impacts 

Terrorism and security incidents have created episodic disruptions to GCC tourism, though 

impacts have generally been limited and short-lived. Naeem et al. (2023) revealed strong 

asymmetric connectedness in tourism markets, with negative return spillovers particularly 

prominent during events including 9/11 attacks, London and Madrid bombings, Syrian and 

Libyan civil wars, and ISIS emergence. These events created global tourism market turbulence 

with spillover effects to the GCC region. 
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Saha et al. (2014) conducted cross-country panel analysis finding that political instability's 

effects on tourism are more severe than one-off terrorist attacks. High political risk countries 

experience significant reductions in tourism businesses when political volatility and terrorism 

combine. However, terrorist attacks surprisingly increased tourism demand for low- to moderate-

political-risk countries, suggesting substitution effects wherein tourists avoid high-risk 

destinations in favor of safer alternatives. This finding suggests that GCC states, generally 

perceived as low- to moderate-risk despite regional context, may benefit from tourist 

displacement during periods of elevated global terrorism concerns. 

 

Akamavi et al. (2022) examined security threats' effects on global travel and tourism using 

spatial panel-data analyses, finding that security threat indices have significant negative impacts 

on tourist receipts. However, the study also found paradoxical positive contributions to 

employment, leisure expenditure, and tourist arrivals in some contexts, suggesting complex net 

effects. For the GCC, this implies that while specific security incidents may create short-term 

disruptions, the region's overall security infrastructure and crisis management capabilities enable 

rapid recovery. 

 

The GCC's experience with terrorism and security incidents has been mixed. The UAE and Qatar 

have experienced minimal direct terrorist attacks, contributing to perceptions of safety and 

security. Saudi Arabia has faced more significant challenges, including Al-Qaeda attacks in the 

2000s and more recent ISIS-inspired incidents, though massive security investments have 

substantially reduced risks. Oman, Bahrain, and Kuwait have experienced limited direct 

terrorism, though they remain potentially vulnerable to regional spillovers. 

 

6.5 COVID-19 Pandemic: Compounding Effects on Conflict-Affected Tourism 

The COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented global tourism disruptions that compounded 

pre-existing geopolitical challenges in the GCC. International tourist arrivals declined by 

approximately 74% globally in 2020, with the Middle East experiencing particularly severe 

contractions (UNWTO, 2021). The pandemic's impacts operated through multiple channels: 

travel restrictions and border closures, aviation capacity reductions, health and safety concerns, 

economic recession reducing discretionary travel spending, and behavioral changes in tourist 

preferences. 

 

For the GCC, the pandemic's timing was particularly unfortunate, coinciding with major tourism 

development initiatives including Saudi Vision 2030 implementation, Qatar's FIFA World Cup 

preparations, and UAE's Expo 2020 (postponed to 2021). The pandemic disrupted construction 

timelines, delayed project launches, reduced tourism revenues needed to finance investments, 

and created uncertainty about post-pandemic tourism demand patterns. 

 

However, GCC states demonstrated strong crisis response capabilities through several 

mechanisms. First, substantial financial resources enabled counter-cyclical support for tourism 

industries, including airline subsidies, hospitality sector support, and continued infrastructure 

investment. Second, effective public health responses (mass testing, vaccination campaigns, 
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digital health passports) enabled relatively early reopening compared to many destinations. 

Third, strategic pivoting to domestic and regional tourism partially offset international tourism 

losses. Fourth, accelerated digital transformation enhanced operational efficiency and customer 

experience. 

 

The pandemic's interaction with pre-existing geopolitical challenges created complex dynamics. 

On one hand, global travel disruptions temporarily overshadowed regional geopolitical concerns, 

as health risks dominated tourist decision-making. On the other hand, the pandemic exposed 

vulnerabilities in tourism-dependent economies and reinforced the importance of resilience 

strategies including market diversification, domestic tourism development, and crisis 

management capabilities. The Qatar blockade's resolution in January 2021 occurred during the 

pandemic, creating opportunities for regional tourism recovery coordination. 

 

6.6 Quantifying Economic Impacts: Revenue, Employment, and Investment 

Quantifying the precise economic impacts of geopolitical conflicts on GCC tourism is 

challenging due to data limitations, multiple simultaneous influences, and attribution difficulties. 

However, available evidence suggests several patterns. First, direct impacts are often 

geographically and temporally concentrated, affecting specific destinations during crisis periods 

but with limited spillovers to other locations and times. Second, GCC states' substantial financial 

resources and adaptive capacities enable rapid recovery from disruptions. Third, market 

diversification strategies reduce vulnerability to specific source market disruptions. Fourth, 

mega-project investments create long-term tourism capacity that persists beyond short-term crisis 

periods. 

 

For Qatar, the blockade's impacts were substantial but ultimately manageable. While tourist 

arrivals from Middle Eastern and African countries declined sharply, growth in Asian, European, 

and American markets partially offset these losses. The 98% tourism growth in 2019 suggests 

that by the blockade's third year, Qatar had successfully adapted through market diversification 

(Al-Muhannadi, n.d.). Tourism revenues, employment, and investment continued growing, 

though likely at lower rates than would have occurred absent the blockade. 

 

For Saudi Arabia, the Yemen conflict's tourism impacts are difficult to isolate from other factors 

including Vision 2030 implementation, tourist visa introduction, and COVID-19 pandemic 

effects. The conflict has likely constrained tourism growth in southern regions and contributed to 

regional instability perceptions, but massive investments in tourism infrastructure and marketing 

have generated strong growth in Riyadh, Jeddah, and Red Sea development areas. Elgzoli (2024) 

found significant positive relationships between tourism investment, employment, and GDP 

growth during 2010-2020, though with substantial volatility during crisis periods. 

 

For the UAE, geopolitical conflicts have created minimal direct economic impacts on tourism, 

reflecting geographic distance from conflict zones, strong security infrastructure, and effective 

crisis management. Dubai and Abu Dhabi have maintained tourism growth trajectories despite 

regional instability, benefiting from "safe haven" effects and tourist displacement from higher-
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risk destinations. The UAE's tourism model emphasizing world-class infrastructure, safety, and 

service quality has proven resilient to regional geopolitical turbulence. 

 

7. Country-Level Analysis: Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman 

7.1 Saudi Arabia: Vision 2030 and Tourism Transformation 

Saudi Arabia represents the most ambitious and transformative tourism development initiative in 

the GCC, driven by Vision 2030's strategic imperative to diversify the economy and reduce oil 

dependence. Launched in 2016 by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, Vision 2030 positions 

tourism as a cornerstone of economic transformation, targeting 100 million annual visitors by 

2030 and aiming to increase tourism's GDP contribution from approximately 3% to 10% (Kılıç, 

2025). 

 

The tourism transformation strategy encompasses multiple dimensions. First, the introduction of 

tourist visas in September 2019 marked a historic shift, opening the Kingdom to international 

leisure tourism for the first time. Previously, foreign visitors were limited to business travelers, 

religious pilgrims, and expatriate workers' family members. The e-visa system enables citizens 

of 49 countries to obtain tourist visas online, dramatically expanding potential source markets. 

Second, massive investments in mega-tourism projects represent unprecedented development 

ambitions. NEOM, a $500 billion futuristic city project in northwestern Saudi Arabia, envisions 

a high-tech, sustainable urban development with significant tourism components including 

luxury resorts, entertainment facilities, and cultural attractions. The Red Sea Project, a luxury 

tourism development along 200 kilometers of pristine coastline, targets high-end international 

tourists with 50 resorts, 8,000 hotel rooms, and extensive marine and desert attractions. Qiddiya, 

an entertainment and sports mega-project near Riyadh, will include theme parks, sports facilities, 

cultural venues, and hospitality infrastructure. Al Ula, a UNESCO World Heritage site with 

dramatic desert landscapes and ancient Nabataean ruins, is being developed as a cultural tourism 

destination with luxury accommodations and experiential tourism products (الرشيدي et al., n.d.). 

Third, regulatory reforms have liberalized entertainment, cultural events, and social norms to 

enhance tourism appeal. The lifting of cinema bans, introduction of music concerts and festivals, 

relaxation of gender segregation requirements, and moderation of dress codes represent 

significant social changes designed to make Saudi Arabia more attractive to international tourists 

while managing domestic sensitivities. 

 

Fourth, aviation development through Saudi Arabian Airlines expansion, new airline launches, 

and airport infrastructure investments enhances connectivity. The development of Riyadh, 

Jeddah, and NEOM airports as regional hubs aims to position Saudi Arabia as a major aviation 

gateway, competing with UAE and Qatar for transit passengers and tourism traffic. 

 

Elgzoli (2024) analyzed the impact of tourism sector variables on economic growth in Saudi 

Arabia during 2010-2020, finding significant positive relationships between tourism investment, 

employment, and GDP growth. However, the analysis also noted substantial volatility during 
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crisis periods including regional conflicts and the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting the 

challenges of tourism-led diversification in an unstable regional context. 

 

The Yemen conflict's proximity creates specific challenges for Saudi tourism development. 

Southern regions near the Yemen border face direct security concerns from cross-border attacks, 

limiting tourism potential in these areas. Houthi drone and missile attacks on Saudi 

infrastructure, including airports and oil facilities, generate international media coverage 

emphasizing security risks. However, the geographic concentration of tourism development in 

Riyadh, Jeddah, Red Sea coast, and northwestern regions (NEOM, Al Ula) provides substantial 

distance from conflict zones, limiting direct impacts. 

 

Vision 2030's tourism targets face several challenges. First, the scale of required investment is 

enormous, requiring sustained financial commitment despite oil price volatility. Second, 

developing competitive tourism products and service quality requires substantial human capital 

development and cultural change. Third, overcoming negative perceptions related to human 

rights concerns, social conservatism, and regional instability requires sustained positive 

experiences and marketing. Fourth, balancing tourism development with cultural and religious 

sensitivities requires careful management of social change. 

 

Despite these challenges, Saudi Arabia's tourism transformation is progressing rapidly. Tourist 

arrivals have grown substantially since visa liberalization, though COVID-19 pandemic 

disruptions temporarily halted growth. Mega-project construction is advancing, with Red Sea 

Project and Al Ula development showing visible progress. International hotel brands are 

expanding Saudi presence, and domestic tourism has grown significantly. The success of 

entertainment events, cultural festivals, and sports competitions demonstrates growing domestic 

and international interest in Saudi tourism products. 

 

7.2 United Arab Emirates: Consolidating Regional Leadership 

The UAE, particularly Dubai, has established itself as the GCC's tourism leader through decades 

of strategic investment, innovation, and marketing. Dubai's transformation from a regional 

trading port to a global tourism destination represents one of the most successful tourism 

development stories globally. Abu Dhabi has pursued a complementary strategy emphasizing 

cultural tourism, business travel, and luxury experiences, creating a diversified UAE tourism 

product. 

 

Dubai's tourism model emphasizes several key elements. First, world-class infrastructure 

including Dubai International Airport (one of the world's busiest), extensive hotel supply across 

all segments, advanced transportation systems, and continuous infrastructure enhancement. 

Second, iconic attractions including Burj Khalifa (world's tallest building), Palm Jumeirah 

(artificial island), Dubai Mall (one of the world's largest shopping centers), and numerous 

entertainment, cultural, and leisure facilities. Third, strategic airline development through 

Emirates, positioning Dubai as a global aviation hub connecting Europe, Asia, Africa, and the 

Americas. Fourth, mega-event hosting including Expo 2020 (held in 2021-2022), annual 
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shopping festivals, sports events, and business conferences. Fifth, regulatory efficiency including 

streamlined visa processes, business-friendly regulations, and effective crisis management. 

 

The UAE's tourism statistics demonstrate sustained success. Dubai's hotel guest nights increased 

from 20.5 million (2007) to 41.6 million (2013), with continued growth in subsequent years 

(Mansfeld et al., 2015). The UAE has consistently ranked among the world's top tourism 

destinations, with Dubai and Abu Dhabi featuring prominently in global tourism rankings. 

Tourism contributes significantly to UAE GDP, employment, and foreign exchange earnings, 

making it a central pillar of the diversified economy. 

 

Abu Dhabi has developed a distinctive tourism positioning emphasizing cultural attractions 

(Louvre Abu Dhabi, upcoming Guggenheim Abu Dhabi), luxury experiences, business travel, 

and sports events (Formula 1 Grand Prix). The emirate's tourism strategy leverages substantial 

financial resources for world-class infrastructure and attractions while maintaining a more 

conservative social environment than Dubai. The complementarity between Dubai's mass-market 

appeal and Abu Dhabi's luxury/cultural positioning creates a diversified UAE tourism product. 

The UAE's tourism resilience to regional geopolitical conflicts has been remarkable. Despite the 

Yemen conflict, Qatar blockade (in which UAE participated), and broader regional instability, 

UAE tourism has maintained growth trajectories. This resilience reflects several factors. First, 

geographic distance from primary conflict zones limits direct security impacts. Second, 

sophisticated security infrastructure and effective crisis management maintain safety perceptions. 

Third, the UAE's political stability and effective governance create confidence among tourists 

and investors. Fourth, continuous product innovation and marketing maintain destination appeal. 

Fifth, strategic positioning as a "safe haven" in a turbulent region attracts tourists avoiding 

higher-risk destinations. 

 

The Qatar blockade's impacts on UAE tourism were limited and indirect. While the diplomatic 

crisis created regional tensions, UAE tourism continued growing through diversification of 

source markets and leveraging of existing infrastructure and brand strength. The blockade's 

resolution in 2021 created opportunities for enhanced regional tourism cooperation, though 

competitive dynamics between UAE and Qatar remain significant. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic created the UAE's most significant tourism challenge, with 

international arrivals declining sharply during 2020. However, the UAE's crisis response was 

exemplary, including early vaccination campaigns, digital health passport implementation, 

strategic reopening, and support for tourism industries. Dubai's hosting of Expo 2020 (October 

2021-March 2022) provided a major recovery catalyst, attracting millions of visitors and 

generating global visibility. The UAE's tourism recovery has been among the fastest globally, 

demonstrating strong resilience and adaptive capacity. 

 

Looking forward, the UAE faces challenges in maintaining tourism competitiveness amid 

intensifying regional competition, particularly from Saudi Arabia's massive investments. 

Continuous innovation, infrastructure enhancement, product diversification, and marketing 
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excellence will be required to sustain leadership. However, the UAE's established brand, 

infrastructure advantages, and proven crisis management capabilities position it well for 

continued tourism success. 

 

7.3 Qatar: Resilience Through Crisis and Mega-Event Leverage 

Qatar's tourism development trajectory has been profoundly shaped by two defining events: the 

2017-2021 blockade and the FIFA World Cup 2022. These events created both severe challenges 

and transformative opportunities, catalyzing tourism market diversification, infrastructure 

development, and global brand positioning. 

 

The blockade's immediate impacts were severe. Airspace closures forced Qatar Airways to 

reroute flights, increasing travel times and costs. Land border closure with Saudi Arabia 

eliminated a significant regional tourist source. Diplomatic tensions created uncertainty and 

negative media coverage. However, Qatar's response demonstrated remarkable resilience and 

strategic adaptation (Yap et al., 2022). 

 

Yap et al. (2022) provided rigorous empirical analysis using panel data from 46 source countries 

(2006-2019), finding that while the blockade severely constrained tourist flows from Middle 

Eastern and African countries, Qatar experienced growing tourist inflows from Asia and 

Australasia, the Americas, and Europe. Tourism market diversification (TMD) had significant 

positive individual effects on inbound tourism. The study concluded that while TMD could not 

completely mitigate the blockade's harmful effects due to its severity, it substantially reduced 

vulnerability and enabled continued tourism growth. 

 

Al-Muhannadi (n.d.) documented Qatar's proactive tourism crisis management, including 

enhanced safety protocols, accelerated infrastructure development, and strategic marketing 

campaigns. The analysis revealed that Qatar achieved remarkable 98% tourism growth in 2019, 

demonstrating effective crisis response and post-blockade recovery. This growth was driven by 

visa liberalization (visa-free entry for 80+ nationalities), new airline routes to Asian and 

European markets, aggressive marketing emphasizing safety and quality, and leveraging FIFA 

World Cup preparations for global visibility. 

 

The FIFA World Cup 2022 represented a transformative opportunity for Qatar's tourism 

development. The event catalyzed massive infrastructure investments including Hamad 

International Airport expansion, new hotels across all segments, advanced metro system, new 

roads and highways, eight world-class stadiums, and cultural institutions. These investments 

created lasting tourism infrastructure that will benefit Qatar for decades. The World Cup 

generated unprecedented global visibility, with billions of viewers worldwide exposed to Qatar's 

tourism products and hospitality. 

 

Post-World Cup, Qatar faces the challenge of leveraging enhanced infrastructure and global 

visibility for sustained tourism growth. The "legacy challenge"—maintaining tourism 

momentum after mega-events—is well-documented in tourism literature. Qatar's strategy 
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emphasizes several elements: positioning as a premium destination for business and leisure 

travel, leveraging world-class aviation connectivity through Qatar Airways and Hamad 

International Airport, developing cultural and experiential tourism products, hosting additional 

mega-events and conferences, and maintaining service quality and safety standards. 

 

Qatar's tourism model differs from UAE and Saudi approaches in several respects. First, Qatar's 

smaller size and population necessitate a more focused, premium positioning rather than mass-

market appeal. Second, Qatar's substantial financial resources enable continued investment 

despite smaller tourism scale. Third, Qatar's political independence and distinctive foreign policy 

create unique positioning opportunities. Fourth, Qatar's emphasis on cultural institutions, 

education (Education City), and knowledge economy creates synergies with tourism 

development. 

 

The blockade's resolution in January 2021 removed immediate constraints and created 

opportunities for regional tourism cooperation. However, competitive dynamics with UAE and 

Saudi Arabia remain significant, requiring continuous innovation and strategic positioning. 

Qatar's tourism success will depend on effectively leveraging World Cup legacy infrastructure, 

maintaining service quality, developing distinctive tourism products, and managing regional 

relationships. 

 

7.4 Oman: Sustainable Tourism and Natural Heritage 

Oman has pursued a distinctive tourism development model emphasizing natural landscapes, 

cultural heritage, and sustainable tourism principles. This approach reflects Oman's comparative 

advantages in authentic cultural experiences, dramatic landscapes (mountains, deserts, 

coastlines), and relative political stability, as well as strategic choices to differentiate from mass-

market tourism models in UAE and emerging Saudi mega-projects. 

 

Oman's tourism statistics show steady growth, with hotel guests increasing by nearly 10% in 

2012 compared to 2011 (Mansfeld et al., 2015). Omari (n.d.) provided statistical analysis of 

tourism economics in Oman for 2000-2017, documenting gradual but consistent tourism sector 

expansion. The growth reflects increasing international awareness of Oman's tourism products, 

infrastructure improvements, and strategic marketing emphasizing authentic Arabian 

experiences. 

 

Winkler (2007) examined the birth of Oman's tourism industry, tracing its development from 

limited infrastructure and awareness to an emerging sector with distinctive positioning. The 

analysis highlighted Oman's emphasis on cultural heritage preservation, environmental 

sustainability, and community engagement in tourism development. This approach contrasts with 

more aggressive, infrastructure-intensive models in UAE and Saudi Arabia, reflecting both 

resource constraints and strategic choices. 

 

Oman's tourism products emphasize several distinctive elements. First, natural attractions 

including dramatic mountain landscapes (Jebel Akhdar, Jebel Shams), extensive coastlines with 
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pristine beaches, desert experiences (Wahiba Sands), and unique ecosystems (turtle nesting sites, 

wadis). Second, cultural heritage including historic forts, traditional souqs, ancient irrigation 

systems (aflaj), and authentic Omani hospitality. Third, adventure tourism including trekking, 

diving, off-road driving, and camping. Fourth, luxury experiences in boutique hotels and resorts 

emphasizing authentic design and environmental integration. 

 

Oman's tourism development faces several challenges. First, limited financial resources relative 

to wealthier GCC neighbors constrain infrastructure investment and marketing budgets. Second, 

geographic peripherality relative to major aviation hubs requires strategic positioning and 

connectivity enhancement. Third, balancing tourism growth with sustainability principles and 

cultural preservation requires careful management. Fourth, developing human capital and service 

quality standards requires sustained investment in education and training. 

 

Geopolitical conflicts have had limited direct impacts on Oman's tourism. The country's political 

neutrality, diplomatic engagement with all regional parties, and geographic distance from 

primary conflict zones have maintained perceptions of stability and safety. Oman's mediation 

role in regional conflicts, including facilitating U.S.-Iran negotiations, has enhanced its 

international reputation and soft power. However, regional instability perceptions may affect 

risk-averse tourists' willingness to visit the broader Gulf region, creating indirect spillover 

effects. 

Oman's tourism strategy for the coming decade emphasizes several priorities: infrastructure 

development including airport expansion and hotel supply growth, product diversification across 

adventure, cultural, and luxury segments, sustainability and environmental protection, 

community engagement and benefit-sharing, and strategic marketing emphasizing authentic 

experiences. The success of this strategy will determine whether Oman can achieve tourism-led 

diversification objectives while maintaining distinctive positioning and sustainability principles. 

 

7.5 Bahrain and Kuwait: Niche Positioning and Development Challenges 

Bahrain and Kuwait represent smaller-scale GCC tourism markets with distinctive 

characteristics, challenges, and opportunities. Both countries face constraints related to limited 

land area, intense regional competition, and structural economic characteristics, but have 

developed niche positioning strategies. 

 

Bahrain has developed tourism positioning emphasizing several elements. First, regional leisure 

travel, particularly from Saudi Arabia, leveraging proximity and causeway connectivity. Second, 

cultural tourism highlighting Bahrain's ancient history (Dilmun civilization), UNESCO World 

Heritage sites (Bahrain Fort, pearling heritage), and museums. Third, motorsports tourism 

centered on the Bahrain International Circuit and Formula 1 Grand Prix. Fourth, business travel 

and MICE tourism leveraging Bahrain's position as a regional financial center. 

 

Bahrain's tourism development has been affected by regional geopolitical dynamics, including 

participation in the Qatar blockade and domestic political tensions. However, the country's small 

size and focused positioning have enabled continued tourism activity despite regional challenges. 
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Bahrain's tourism strategy emphasizes leveraging Saudi connectivity, developing cultural and 

heritage products, maintaining competitiveness through pricing and accessibility, and enhancing 

service quality. 

 

Kuwait's tourism development has been more constrained, reflecting political-economic 

challenges in its rentier economy. Paris et al. (2017) examined tourism development in Kuwait, 

revealing how political-economic structures constrain development through bureaucratic 

inefficiencies, limited private sector autonomy, and cultural conservatism. The analysis 

highlighted tensions between diversification objectives and rentier economy characteristics that 

reduce incentives for tourism development. 

 

Kuwait's tourism products emphasize several elements. First, shopping and retail, leveraging 

modern malls and traditional souqs. Second, cultural attractions including Kuwait National 

Museum, Tareq Rajab Museum, and Grand Mosque. Third, business travel related to Kuwait's 

role as a regional commercial center. Fourth, regional leisure travel, though limited by 

competition from UAE and other destinations. 

 

Both Bahrain and Kuwait face significant challenges in tourism development. First, intense 

regional competition from UAE, Qatar, and emerging Saudi tourism makes differentiation 

difficult. Second, limited land area constrains large-scale tourism infrastructure development. 

Third, cultural and social conservatism may limit appeal to international leisure tourists. Fourth, 

dependence on regional source markets creates vulnerability to intra-GCC political tensions. 

 

However, both countries have opportunities for niche tourism development. Bahrain's cultural 

heritage, motorsports positioning, and Saudi connectivity provide foundations for focused 

tourism growth. Kuwait's commercial significance, cultural attractions, and potential for business 

tourism offer development pathways. Success will require strategic focus, infrastructure 

investment, regulatory reforms, and effective marketing emphasizing distinctive positioning. 

 

7.6 Comparative Analysis: Divergent Strategies and Common Challenges 

Comparative analysis across GCC states reveals both common challenges and divergent 

strategies shaped by structural factors, resource endowments, and strategic priorities. Common 

challenges include: regional geopolitical instability affecting perceptions, intense intra-GCC 

competition for tourists and investment, labor market constraints and dependence on expatriate 

workers, climate extremes limiting seasonal appeal, and the need to balance tourism 

development with cultural and social sensitivities. 

 

Divergent strategies reflect different circumstances and choices. Saudi Arabia pursues 

transformative, mega-project-driven development targeting mass-market and luxury segments. 

UAE leverages established infrastructure and brand strength for continued leadership across 

multiple segments. Qatar emphasizes premium positioning and mega-event leverage for global 

visibility. Oman focuses on sustainable, heritage-based tourism with distinctive positioning. 

Bahrain and Kuwait pursue niche strategies within resource and competitive constraints. 
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These divergent strategies create both competition and complementarity. Competition is evident 

in efforts to attract similar tourist segments, international hotel brands, mega-events, and aviation 

traffic. Complementarity exists in potential for regional tourism circuits, shared marketing of the 

Gulf as a destination region, and collective crisis management. The balance between competition 

and cooperation will significantly influence regional tourism development trajectories. 

 

8. Tourism Resilience and Recovery Strategies 

8.1 Market Diversification as a Resilience Mechanism 

Tourism market diversification has emerged as a critical resilience strategy for GCC states, 

reducing vulnerability to disruptions in specific source markets and enabling adaptation to 

geopolitical shocks. Yap et al. (2022) provided rigorous empirical evidence on diversification's 

effectiveness through analysis of Qatar's blockade experience. The study found that tourism 

market diversification (TMD) had significant positive individual effects on inbound tourism, 

enabling Qatar to partially offset losses from Middle Eastern and African markets through 

growth in Asian, European, and American markets. 

 

The diversification strategy operates through several mechanisms. First, reducing concentration 

in vulnerable source markets (particularly regional markets susceptible to political tensions) 

spreads risk across multiple markets with different characteristics and vulnerabilities. Second, 

developing new source markets creates growth opportunities beyond traditional markets. Third, 

diversification enhances negotiating power with airlines, tour operators, and other tourism 

intermediaries. Fourth, diverse source markets create more stable year-round demand patterns, 

reducing seasonal volatility. 

 

GCC states have pursued market diversification through multiple instruments. Visa liberalization 

has been particularly important, with Qatar introducing visa-free entry for 80+ nationalities, 

Saudi Arabia launching e-visa systems for 49 countries, and UAE maintaining liberal visa 

policies. These reforms dramatically expand potential source markets and reduce barriers to 

tourism. Strategic airline route development has enhanced connectivity to emerging source 

markets, particularly in Asia. Marketing campaigns have targeted new source markets with 

tailored messaging emphasizing relevant destination attributes. 

 

However, market diversification faces challenges. First, developing new source markets requires 

substantial marketing investment and time to build awareness and distribution channels. Second, 

different source markets have different preferences, requiring product adaptation and service 

customization. Third, some source markets (particularly long-haul markets) are more price-

sensitive and require competitive pricing. Fourth, geopolitical factors may limit access to some 

potential source markets (e.g., Israeli tourists face restrictions in most GCC states). 

 

The effectiveness of market diversification as a resilience strategy depends on several factors. 

First, the severity and duration of disruptions—diversification can mitigate moderate disruptions 

but may be insufficient for severe, prolonged crises. Second, the availability of alternative source 
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markets with sufficient demand potential. Third, the destination's attractiveness and 

competitiveness in new source markets. Fourth, the effectiveness of marketing and distribution in 

new markets. Fifth, the adaptability of tourism products and services to different market 

preferences. 

 

8.2 Mega-Project Investments and Infrastructure Development 

Mega-project investments represent a distinctive GCC resilience strategy, leveraging substantial 

financial resources for transformative tourism infrastructure development. Saudi Arabia's 

NEOM, Red Sea Project, and Qiddiya; Qatar's FIFA World Cup infrastructure; and UAE's 

continuous mega-project development (Expo 2020, Dubai Creek Harbor, Bluewaters Island) 

exemplify this approach (Kılıç, 2025). 

 

Mega-projects contribute to resilience through several mechanisms. First, they create world-class 

tourism infrastructure that enhances destination competitiveness and appeal. Second, they 

generate global visibility and media coverage, enhancing destination awareness. Third, they 

signal long-term commitment to tourism development, building investor and industry 

confidence. Fourth, they create employment and economic multiplier effects that support broader 

development objectives. Fifth, they provide focal points for destination marketing and brand 

positioning. 

 

However, mega-projects also involve significant risks and challenges. First, they require 

enormous financial investments that may be vulnerable to oil price volatility and fiscal pressures. 

Second, construction timelines are often extended, delaying returns on investment. Third, cost 

overruns are common in mega-projects, increasing financial burdens. Fourth, the "legacy 

challenge"—ensuring sustained utilization and economic returns after initial novelty wears off—

is substantial. Fifth, environmental and social impacts require careful management. 

 

The effectiveness of mega-project strategies depends on several factors. First, project design 

quality and alignment with market demand. Second, construction execution and timeline 

management. Third, integration with broader tourism ecosystems including transportation, 

hospitality, and attractions. Fourth, marketing effectiveness in converting infrastructure into 

tourist arrivals. Fifth, operational excellence in delivering quality experiences that generate 

positive word-of-mouth and repeat visitation. 

 

Qatar's FIFA World Cup infrastructure provides an important case study. The event catalyzed 

massive investments in stadiums, hotels, transportation, and cultural institutions. Post-World 

Cup, Qatar faces the challenge of leveraging this infrastructure for sustained tourism growth. 

Strategies include converting stadiums for alternative uses, maintaining hotel occupancy through 

business and leisure travel, leveraging metro system for resident and tourist mobility, and hosting 

additional mega-events. The success of these strategies will determine whether World Cup 

investments generate long-term tourism returns. 
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8.3 Crisis Management and Adaptive Governance 

Effective crisis management and adaptive governance have proven critical for GCC tourism 

resilience. Al-Muhannadi (n.d.) documented Qatar's proactive tourism crisis management during 

the blockade, including enhanced safety protocols, accelerated infrastructure development, and 

strategic marketing campaigns. This adaptive response enabled Qatar to achieve 98% tourism 

growth in 2019 despite the blockade's constraints. 

 

Crisis management effectiveness depends on several factors. First, early warning systems and 

risk monitoring enable proactive responses before crises fully materialize. Second, coordinated 

institutional responses involving government agencies, private sector, and international partners 

ensure comprehensive crisis management. Third, clear communication strategies addressing 

tourist concerns and maintaining destination image are essential. Fourth, flexible policy 

frameworks enabling rapid adaptation to changing circumstances enhance responsiveness. Fifth, 

financial resources for counter-cyclical support enable continued investment during downturns. 

GCC states have demonstrated strong crisis management capabilities in several contexts. During 

the COVID-19 pandemic, rapid implementation of health protocols, mass vaccination 

campaigns, digital health passports, and strategic reopening enabled relatively early tourism 

recovery. During the Qatar blockade, rapid visa liberalization, new airline routes, and enhanced 

marketing enabled market diversification. During oil price downturns, continued tourism 

investment maintained development momentum despite fiscal pressures. 

 

Adaptive governance involves institutional structures and processes that enable learning, 

innovation, and adjustment in response to changing conditions. For GCC tourism, adaptive 

governance includes: flexible regulatory frameworks that can be rapidly adjusted, public-private 

partnerships that leverage private sector expertise and resources, continuous monitoring and 

evaluation of tourism performance and challenges, international best practice adoption and 

knowledge transfer, and strategic planning processes that incorporate scenario analysis and 

contingency planning. 

 

However, governance challenges remain. Centralized decision-making structures may constrain 

responsiveness and innovation. Limited private sector autonomy may reduce entrepreneurship 

and adaptation. Bureaucratic processes may slow policy implementation. Coordination 

challenges across multiple government agencies may create inefficiencies. Addressing these 

challenges requires ongoing governance reforms emphasizing flexibility, coordination, and 

private sector engagement. 

 

8.4 Regional Cooperation and Collective Resilience 

Regional cooperation represents an underutilized but potentially important resilience strategy for 

GCC tourism. Despite intense competition among member states, collective approaches to 

common challenges could enhance overall regional resilience. Potential cooperation areas 

include: joint marketing of the Gulf as a multi-destination region, coordinated crisis 

communication during regional instability, shared aviation infrastructure and connectivity, 
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collective security and safety standards, and knowledge sharing on best practices and 

innovations. 

 

The Qatar blockade highlighted both the costs of intra-GCC conflict and the potential benefits of 

cooperation. The blockade disrupted regional tourism flows, created inefficiencies in aviation 

routing, and damaged the GCC's collective image. The blockade's resolution in January 2021 

created opportunities for enhanced cooperation, though competitive dynamics remain significant. 

Stephenson et al. (2017) examined international tourism development in GCC states, 

highlighting both challenges and opportunities for regional cooperation. The analysis noted that 

while competition is inevitable given similar tourism development objectives, cooperation could 

enhance collective competitiveness against other global destinations. Regional tourism circuits 

enabling multi-country visits, joint marketing emphasizing regional diversity, and coordinated 

crisis management could benefit all member states. 

 

However, regional cooperation faces significant obstacles. First, political tensions and competing 

strategic interests limit cooperation willingness. Second, asymmetries in tourism development 

levels and priorities create coordination challenges. Third, concerns about competitive 

disadvantages from cooperation may limit participation. Fourth, institutional mechanisms for 

regional tourism cooperation are underdeveloped. Fifth, national sovereignty concerns may 

constrain collective decision-making. 

 

Despite these obstacles, incremental cooperation in specific areas may be feasible and beneficial. 

Joint marketing campaigns targeting distant source markets (Asia, Americas) could enhance 

regional visibility without directly competing for the same tourists. Coordinated crisis 

communication during regional instability could mitigate negative perception spillovers. Shared 

aviation infrastructure and open skies agreements could enhance connectivity. Knowledge 

sharing on sustainability, human capital development, and innovation could benefit all states. 

 

8.5 Sustainability and Long-Term Resilience 

Sustainability has emerged as an increasingly important dimension of tourism resilience, 

addressing environmental, social, and economic sustainability challenges. الرشيدي et al. (n.d.) 

investigated community resilience as a foundation for sustainable tourism in Al Ula, Saudi 

Arabia, examining how local frameworks contribute to tourism growth, economic development, 

and environmental sustainability. This research highlighted the importance of community 

engagement and environmental protection in long-term tourism resilience. 

 

Environmental sustainability challenges in GCC tourism include: water scarcity and intensive 

water use by hotels and attractions, energy consumption and carbon emissions from aviation and 

hospitality, coastal and marine ecosystem impacts from tourism development, desert ecosystem 

degradation from off-road activities, and waste generation from tourism activities. Addressing 

these challenges requires sustainable design and construction, renewable energy adoption, water 

conservation and recycling, ecosystem protection and restoration, and waste reduction and 

circular economy approaches. 
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Social sustainability involves ensuring that tourism development benefits local communities, 

preserves cultural heritage, and manages social impacts. Challenges include: limited national 

participation in tourism employment, cultural tensions between tourism development and 

conservative social norms, heritage site preservation amid tourism pressures, community 

displacement from tourism development, and unequal distribution of tourism benefits. 

Addressing these challenges requires community engagement and benefit-sharing, cultural 

sensitivity in tourism product design, heritage preservation and interpretation, national 

employment and training programs, and equitable development approaches. 

 

Economic sustainability involves ensuring that tourism generates long-term economic benefits 

while managing vulnerabilities. Challenges include: dependence on volatile tourism demand, 

leakage of tourism revenues to foreign companies and workers, vulnerability to external shocks 

(geopolitical, health, economic), infrastructure maintenance costs, and fiscal sustainability of 

tourism subsidies and investments. Addressing these challenges requires economic 

diversification within tourism (multiple segments and markets), local supply chain development, 

financial reserves for crisis periods, efficient infrastructure management, and strategic 

investment prioritization. 

 

GCC states have increasingly incorporated sustainability into tourism strategies. Saudi Arabia's 

Red Sea Project emphasizes environmental sustainability and renewable energy. UAE has 

adopted green building standards and renewable energy targets. Qatar's World Cup infrastructure 

incorporated sustainability principles. Oman's tourism strategy emphasizes environmental and 

cultural preservation. However, translating sustainability commitments into consistent 

implementation remains challenging given development pressures and short-term priorities. 

 

8.6 Digital Transformation and Innovation 

Digital transformation has emerged as an important resilience strategy, enhancing operational 

efficiency, customer experience, and crisis management capabilities. Alrashid (2012) examined 

internet adoption in GCC tourism, documenting growing digital engagement. Saudi Arabia saw a 

118% increase in online registrations by international visitors for the Arabian Travel Market and 

an 8.6% increase in visitors purchasing tourism products/services online. 

 

Digital transformation encompasses several dimensions. First, digital marketing and distribution 

through websites, social media, online travel agencies, and mobile applications enhance 

destination visibility and booking convenience. Second, digital customer experience through 

mobile apps, digital concierge services, contactless technologies, and personalized 

recommendations enhances service quality. Third, digital operations through revenue 

management systems, customer relationship management, and operational analytics improve 

efficiency. Fourth, digital crisis management through real-time monitoring, rapid 

communication, and adaptive responses enhances resilience. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated digital transformation in GCC tourism. Digital health 

passports enabled safe travel resumption. Contactless technologies reduced health risks. Virtual 
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tours and experiences maintained engagement during travel restrictions. Digital marketing 

adapted to changing consumer behaviors. These innovations have lasting benefits beyond the 

pandemic, enhancing operational efficiency and customer experience. 

 

However, digital transformation faces challenges. First, digital infrastructure and connectivity 

requirements necessitate continued investment. Second, digital skills gaps among tourism 

workers require training and education. Third, cybersecurity risks require robust protection 

measures. Fourth, digital divide issues may exclude some populations from digital tourism 

benefits. Fifth, balancing digital efficiency with human service quality requires careful 

management. 

 

Future digital innovations with resilience implications include: artificial intelligence for 

personalized recommendations and operational optimization, virtual and augmented reality for 

immersive experiences and virtual tourism, blockchain for secure transactions and identity 

verification, Internet of Things for smart destinations and real-time management, and big data 

analytics for demand forecasting and crisis early warning. Effectively leveraging these 

technologies will enhance GCC tourism competitiveness and resilience. 

 

9. Discussion 

9.1 Theoretical Implications 

This analysis generates several important theoretical implications for understanding tourism 

development in conflict-affected regions. First, it demonstrates that tourism resilience in 

geopolitically volatile contexts depends critically on adaptive capacity shaped by financial 

resources, institutional effectiveness, and strategic flexibility. GCC states' substantial 

hydrocarbon wealth enables counter-cyclical investment and rapid adaptation that would be 

impossible for resource-constrained destinations, highlighting the importance of economic 

resources for tourism resilience. 

 

Second, the analysis reveals complex spatial and temporal dynamics in conflict-tourism 

relationships. Geopolitical conflicts create heterogeneous impacts across space (with effects 

concentrated near conflict zones and diminishing with distance) and time (with immediate 

disruptions often followed by adaptation and recovery). This heterogeneity challenges simplistic 

assumptions about regional instability uniformly affecting all destinations, suggesting that 

destination-specific factors (security infrastructure, crisis management, marketing) matter more 

than regional context for many tourists. 

 

Third, the research demonstrates that tourism market diversification operates as a critical 

resilience mechanism, reducing vulnerability to disruptions in specific source markets. However, 

diversification effectiveness depends on disruption severity, alternative market availability, and 

destination competitiveness in new markets. The Qatar blockade case reveals that while 

diversification substantially mitigates crisis impacts, it cannot completely offset severe, 

prolonged disruptions, suggesting limits to diversification as a resilience strategy. 
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Fourth, the analysis highlights the importance of mega-project investments as a distinctive 

resilience strategy in resource-rich contexts. Mega-projects create transformative tourism 

infrastructure, generate global visibility, and signal long-term commitment. However, they also 

involve substantial risks including enormous financial requirements, extended timelines, and 

legacy challenges. The effectiveness of mega-project strategies depends on design quality, 

execution excellence, and integration with broader tourism ecosystems. 

 

Fifth, the research reveals paradoxical effects wherein crises can catalyze innovation and 

transformation. The Qatar blockade accelerated market diversification and strategic adaptation 

that might not have occurred absent the crisis. Saudi Vision 2030 was partly motivated by oil 

price collapse and diversification imperatives. This suggests that crises, while creating 

immediate disruptions, can generate long-term benefits through forced adaptation and strategic 

reorientation. 

 

9.2 Empirical Contributions and Evidence Synthesis 

This study contributes empirically by synthesizing evidence on specific geopolitical conflicts' 

economic impacts on GCC tourism. The Qatar blockade analysis reveals that while the crisis 

severely constrained tourist flows from Middle Eastern and African countries, Qatar achieved 

growing inflows from Asia, Europe, and the Americas, ultimately achieving 98% tourism growth 

in 2019 (Yap et al., 2022; Al-Muhannadi, n.d.). This demonstrates that effective crisis 

management and market diversification can substantially mitigate even severe geopolitical 

disruptions. 

 

The Arab Spring analysis reveals stark contrasts between directly affected countries (Egypt, 

Tunisia, Syria) experiencing catastrophic tourism collapses and GCC states maintaining growth 

(Mansfeld et al., 2015). Egypt's tourism receipts fell from $11.591 billion to $5.073 billion, 

while Dubai's hotel guest nights increased from 20.5 million to 41.6 million during overlapping 

periods. This divergence demonstrates that regional instability does not uniformly affect all 

destinations, with political stability, security infrastructure, and geographic distance creating 

substantial heterogeneity in impacts. 

 

The Yemen conflict analysis reveals limited direct impacts on most GCC tourism destinations 

despite the conflict's severity and proximity. This reflects geographic concentration of conflict 

effects, sophisticated air defense systems preventing successful attacks on tourism infrastructure, 

and effective crisis communication maintaining tourist confidence. However, the conflict 

contributes to generalized regional instability perceptions that may affect risk-averse tourists, 

particularly from Western markets. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic analysis reveals that while the pandemic created unprecedented global 

disruptions affecting all GCC states, strong crisis response capabilities enabled relatively rapid 

recovery. Effective public health responses, substantial financial resources for counter-cyclical 

support, and strategic pivoting to domestic and regional tourism partially offset international 
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tourism losses. The UAE's hosting of Expo 2020 and Qatar's FIFA World Cup 2022 provided 

major recovery catalysts. 

 

The country-level analysis reveals significant heterogeneity in tourism development trajectories, 

strategic priorities, and resilience capacities across GCC states. Saudi Arabia pursues 

transformative mega-project development targeting 100 million annual visitors by 2030. UAE 

leverages established infrastructure and brand strength for continued leadership. Qatar 

emphasizes premium positioning and mega-event leverage. Oman focuses on sustainable 

heritage-based tourism. Bahrain and Kuwait pursue niche strategies within resource constraints. 

This heterogeneity reflects different structural endowments, strategic choices, and development 

stages. 

 

9.3 Policy Implications 

The analysis generates several important policy implications for GCC tourism development in 

conflict contexts. First, tourism market diversification should be a strategic priority, reducing 

vulnerability to disruptions in specific source markets. This requires visa liberalization, strategic 

airline route development, targeted marketing in emerging source markets, and product 

adaptation to different market preferences. However, diversification requires sustained 

investment and time to build awareness and distribution channels. 

 

Second, mega-project investments can create transformative tourism infrastructure and global 

visibility, but require careful design, execution, and legacy planning. Projects should be based on 

rigorous market analysis, incorporate sustainability principles, integrate with broader tourism 

ecosystems, and include clear strategies for sustained utilization and economic returns. Financial 

sustainability requires realistic assessment of costs, revenues, and economic impacts. 

 

Third, crisis management and adaptive governance capabilities are critical for tourism resilience. 

This requires early warning systems and risk monitoring, coordinated institutional responses, 

clear communication strategies, flexible policy frameworks, and financial resources for counter-

cyclical support. Governance reforms emphasizing flexibility, coordination, and private sector 

engagement can enhance crisis management effectiveness. 

 

Fourth, regional cooperation could enhance collective resilience despite competitive dynamics. 

Joint marketing of the Gulf as a multi-destination region, coordinated crisis communication, 

shared aviation infrastructure, collective security standards, and knowledge sharing could benefit 

all member states. However, cooperation requires overcoming political tensions, competitive 

concerns, and institutional limitations. 

 

Fifth, sustainability should be integrated into tourism development strategies, addressing 

environmental, social, and economic sustainability challenges. This requires sustainable design 

and construction, renewable energy adoption, water conservation, ecosystem protection, 

community engagement, heritage preservation, and equitable benefit distribution. Sustainability 
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enhances long-term resilience by maintaining natural and cultural assets, building community 

support, and managing environmental risks. 

 

Sixth, digital transformation should be prioritized to enhance operational efficiency, customer 

experience, and crisis management capabilities. This requires digital infrastructure investment, 

skills development, cybersecurity protection, and strategic adoption of emerging technologies 

including artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and big data analytics. 

 

Seventh, human capital development is essential for tourism competitiveness and sustainability. 

This requires hospitality education and training programs, national employment initiatives, 

service quality standards, and career development pathways. Reducing dependence on expatriate 

labor while enhancing service quality requires sustained investment in education, training, and 

cultural change. 

 

9.4 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Several limitations of this analysis should be acknowledged, suggesting directions for future 

research. First, data availability and quality constraints limit precise quantification of geopolitical 

conflicts' economic impacts on GCC tourism. Future research should prioritize primary data 

collection on tourist arrivals, revenues, employment, and investment across all GCC states, 

enabling more rigorous econometric analysis of conflict impacts. 

 

Second, the rapidly evolving nature of GCC tourism development means that some recent 

initiatives (Saudi mega-projects, post-World Cup Qatar tourism, post-Expo UAE strategies) lack 

sufficient evaluation evidence. Longitudinal research tracking these initiatives' outcomes over 

time would generate important insights on effectiveness and sustainability. 

 

Third, the complexity of causal relationships between geopolitical conflicts and tourism 

outcomes makes definitive attribution challenging. Future research employing quasi-

experimental designs, natural experiments, and advanced econometric techniques (difference-in-

differences, synthetic control methods, spatial econometrics) could strengthen causal inference. 

Fourth, this analysis focused primarily on international tourism, with limited attention to 

domestic and regional tourism. Future research should examine domestic tourism's role in 

resilience, particularly during international tourism disruptions. Regional tourism flows within 

the GCC and broader Middle East deserve more systematic analysis. 

 

Fifth, the analysis emphasized economic dimensions of tourism development, with limited 

attention to environmental and social sustainability. Future research should examine 

environmental impacts of rapid tourism development, community perspectives on tourism, 

cultural heritage preservation challenges, and social equity in tourism benefits distribution. 

 

Sixth, the analysis focused on destination-level dynamics, with limited attention to tourist 

perspectives and decision-making. Future research should examine how tourists perceive and 
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respond to geopolitical risks, what information sources influence risk perceptions, and how 

destination marketing and crisis communication affect tourist confidence. 

 

Seventh, comparative analysis with other conflict-affected tourism regions (Eastern 

Mediterranean, North Africa, Southeast Asia) could generate insights on GCC-specific versus 

generalizable patterns. Cross-regional research could identify universal resilience principles and 

context-specific factors. 

 

10. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

10.1 Summary of Key Findings 

This comprehensive economic analysis of tourism in the conflict-ridden GCC has revealed 

several key findings. First, GCC states have pursued ambitious tourism development strategies as 

part of broader economic diversification initiatives, with tourism positioned as a strategic priority 

for reducing hydrocarbon dependence, generating employment, and enhancing global 

connectivity. Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030, UAE's continued leadership, Qatar's mega-event 

leverage, and Oman's sustainable tourism approach exemplify diverse strategic responses to 

common diversification imperatives. 

 

Second, geopolitical conflicts including the Yemen war, Qatar blockade, Arab Spring spillovers, 

and terrorism have created significant challenges for GCC tourism development. However, 

impacts have been heterogeneous across space and time, with effects concentrated near conflict 

zones and diminishing with distance. Most GCC tourism destinations have remained relatively 

insulated from direct conflict impacts through geographic distance, sophisticated security 

infrastructure, and effective crisis management. 

 

Third, the Qatar blockade (2017-2021) created severe immediate disruptions but ultimately 

catalyzed tourism market diversification and strategic innovation. Qatar achieved 98% tourism 

growth in 2019 through visa liberalization, new airline routes, and enhanced marketing targeting 

Asian, European, and American markets. This case demonstrates that effective crisis 

management and adaptive strategies can substantially mitigate even severe geopolitical 

disruptions. 

 

Fourth, the COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented global disruptions that compounded pre-

existing geopolitical challenges. However, GCC states' substantial financial resources, effective 

public health responses, and strategic adaptations enabled relatively rapid recovery. Mega-events 

including UAE's Expo 2020 and Qatar's FIFA World Cup 2022 provided major recovery 

catalysts. 

 

Fifth, tourism resilience in the GCC context depends on several critical factors: market 

diversification reducing vulnerability to specific source market disruptions, mega-project 

investments creating transformative infrastructure and global visibility, crisis management and 
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adaptive governance enabling rapid responses, financial resources enabling counter-cyclical 

investment, and strategic positioning leveraging comparative advantages. 

 

Sixth, significant heterogeneity exists across GCC states in tourism development trajectories, 

strategic priorities, and resilience capacities. Saudi Arabia pursues transformative mega-project 

development, UAE leverages established infrastructure and brand strength, Qatar emphasizes 

premium positioning and mega-event leverage, Oman focuses on sustainable heritage-based 

tourism, and Bahrain and Kuwait pursue niche strategies. This heterogeneity reflects different 

structural endowments, strategic choices, and development stages. 

 

Seventh, sustainability challenges including environmental impacts, social tensions, and 

economic vulnerabilities require systematic attention. Long-term tourism resilience depends on 

addressing water scarcity, energy consumption, ecosystem protection, community engagement, 

heritage preservation, and economic diversification within tourism. 

 

10.2 Policy Recommendations for Sustainable Tourism Development 

Based on these findings, several evidence-based policy recommendations emerge for sustainable 

tourism development in the conflict-ridden GCC: 

 

1. Prioritize Tourism Market Diversification 

 Implement comprehensive visa liberalization targeting emerging source markets, particularly 

in Asia, Africa, and Latin America 

 Develop strategic airline routes enhancing connectivity to priority source markets 

 Invest in targeted marketing campaigns emphasizing destination attributes relevant to 

different market segments 

 Adapt tourism products and services to diverse market preferences and cultural expectations 

 Monitor source market concentration and set diversification targets to reduce vulnerability 

 

2. Ensure Mega-Project Sustainability and Legacy Planning 
 Base mega-project decisions on rigorous market analysis, feasibility studies, and cost-benefit 

assessments 

 Incorporate environmental sustainability principles including renewable energy, water 

conservation, and ecosystem protection 

 Develop clear legacy strategies for sustained utilization and economic returns beyond initial 

novelty periods 

 Integrate mega-projects with broader tourism ecosystems including transportation, hospitality, 

and attractions 

 Establish transparent governance and accountability mechanisms for mega-project 

implementation 
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3. Strengthen Crisis Management and Adaptive Governance 
 Establish comprehensive early warning systems monitoring geopolitical risks, health threats, 

and economic indicators 

 Develop coordinated institutional frameworks involving government agencies, private sector, 

and international partners 

 Create flexible policy frameworks enabling rapid adaptation to changing circumstances 

 Invest in crisis communication capabilities addressing tourist concerns and maintaining 

destination image 

 Maintain financial reserves and contingency plans for counter-cyclical support during crises 

 

4. Enhance Regional Cooperation Despite Competitive Dynamics 
 Develop joint marketing campaigns positioning the Gulf as a multi-destination region for 

distant source markets 

 Establish coordinated crisis communication protocols during regional instability to mitigate 

negative perception spillovers 

 Pursue open skies agreements and shared aviation infrastructure enhancing regional 

connectivity 

 Create knowledge-sharing platforms on sustainability, innovation, and best practices 

 Explore regional tourism circuits enabling multi-country visits and extended stays 

 

5. Integrate Sustainability Across Tourism Development 
 Adopt mandatory sustainability standards for tourism infrastructure including green building 

codes and renewable energy targets 

 Implement water conservation and recycling requirements for hotels and attractions 

 Establish protected areas and ecosystem management plans balancing tourism development 

with environmental preservation 

 Require community engagement and benefit-sharing mechanisms in tourism development 

projects 

 Develop heritage preservation and interpretation frameworks protecting cultural assets while 

enabling tourism access 

 

6. Accelerate Digital Transformation and Innovation 

 Invest in digital infrastructure including high-speed internet, mobile connectivity, and smart 

destination technologies 

 Develop comprehensive digital marketing and distribution strategies leveraging social media, 

online travel agencies, and mobile applications 

 Implement contactless technologies and digital customer experience enhancements 

 Adopt emerging technologies including artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and big data 

analytics for operational optimization 

 Establish cybersecurity frameworks protecting tourist data and digital infrastructure 
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7. Prioritize Human Capital Development and National Employment 
 Expand hospitality education and training programs at secondary, vocational, and university 

levels 

 Create attractive career pathways in tourism with competitive compensation and advancement 

opportunities 

 Implement national employment quotas and incentives for tourism businesses hiring nationals 

 Develop service quality standards and certification programs enhancing professionalism 

 Foster cultural change emphasizing service excellence and hospitality as valued careers 

 

8. Develop Comprehensive Tourism Data and Research Infrastructure 

 Establish standardized tourism statistics collection across all GCC states enabling 

comparative analysis 

 Invest in tourism satellite accounts quantifying tourism's economic contributions to GDP, 

employment, and tax revenues 

 Conduct regular visitor surveys assessing satisfaction, spending patterns, and motivations 

 Support academic research on tourism economics, sustainability, and innovation through 

funding and data access 

 Develop real-time monitoring systems tracking tourist arrivals, revenues, and performance 

indicators 

 

9. Balance Tourism Growth with Cultural and Social Sensitivities 
 Engage religious and cultural authorities in tourism planning to address concerns and build 

support 

 Develop tourism products emphasizing cultural authenticity and heritage preservation 

 Implement codes of conduct for tourists respecting local customs and values 

 Create designated tourism zones managing spatial concentration and community impacts 

 Communicate tourism's economic benefits to build public support for development initiatives 

 

10. Strengthen Public-Private Partnerships and Private Sector Engagement 
 Reduce bureaucratic barriers and streamline regulatory processes for tourism businesses 

 Provide incentives for private sector investment in tourism infrastructure and attractions 

 Establish public-private partnership frameworks for mega-project development and operation 

 Create platforms for regular dialogue between government and tourism industry stakeholders 

 Enhance private sector autonomy in operational decisions while maintaining strategic 

government oversight 

 

10.3 Concluding Remarks 

The GCC's tourism development trajectory in a conflict-ridden regional context represents a 

remarkable case of resilience, adaptation, and strategic ambition. Despite persistent geopolitical 

instability including the Yemen conflict, Qatar blockade, Arab Spring spillovers, terrorism, and 

COVID-19 pandemic, GCC states have maintained commitment to tourism as a strategic 

diversification priority. Substantial financial resources, strong state capacity, and strategic 
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flexibility have enabled continued investment, rapid crisis responses, and innovative adaptations 

that would be impossible for resource-constrained destinations. 

 

However, significant challenges remain. Intensifying intra-GCC competition for tourists, 

investment, and mega-events creates pressures for continuous innovation and differentiation. 

Sustainability challenges including environmental impacts, social tensions, and economic 

vulnerabilities require systematic attention. Human capital constraints and limited national 

participation in tourism employment necessitate sustained investment in education, training, and 

cultural change. Regional instability perceptions may continue affecting risk-averse tourists 

despite objective security improvements. 

 

The coming decade will be critical for determining whether GCC tourism development achieves 

sustainable diversification objectives or faces challenges related to overcapacity, environmental 

degradation, or geopolitical disruptions. Success will require balancing ambitious growth targets 

with sustainability principles, managing competitive dynamics while exploring cooperation 

opportunities, maintaining service quality amid rapid expansion, and continuously adapting to 

evolving global tourism trends and geopolitical realities. 

 

The GCC's experience offers important lessons for other conflict-affected destinations globally. 

Financial resources matter enormously for tourism resilience, enabling counter-cyclical 

investment and rapid adaptation. Market diversification reduces vulnerability to specific source 

market disruptions. Mega-project investments can create transformative infrastructure and global 

visibility, though they require careful design and legacy planning. Crisis management and 

adaptive governance capabilities are critical for maintaining tourist confidence. Regional 

cooperation can enhance collective resilience despite competitive dynamics. 

 

Ultimately, tourism's contribution to GCC economic diversification and sustainable development 

will depend on strategic choices made today regarding investment priorities, sustainability 

commitments, human capital development, and regional cooperation. The evidence synthesized 

in this analysis provides a foundation for informed policy-making, highlighting both the 

opportunities and challenges facing GCC tourism in a geopolitically volatile world. 
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