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Cultural ecosystem services (CES) represent a complex and subjective component influencing
quality of life, social cohesion, and the preservation of cultural diversity. However, the evaluation
of CES in arid and desert regions is often biased toward criteria developed for temperate and urban
ecosystems. This study aimed to identify, analyze, and prioritize evaluation criteria for cultural
ecosystem services tailored to the natural and cultural characteristics of desert areas, with a particular
focus on the Iranian context. Relevant sources were selected using a systematic review method and
the PRISMA protocol, resulting in 80 ISI-indexed articles retrieved from the Web of Science and
Scopus databases, which were analyzed through MAXQDA software. Additionally, 500 articles
were subjected to bibliometric analysis using VOSviewer. The selected 80 ISI articles (2000-2025)
were qualitatively analyzed with MAXQDA 2024, and the bibliometric analysis was conducted
using VOSviewer 1.6.18. The developed model was further refined through expert judgment using
the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP). The MAXQDA analysis revealed that “aesthetic values”
(29.3%) and “tourism” (14.9%) were the most frequently cited criteria in global studies, but their
importance diminishes in desert contexts. Based on AHP results and expert evaluations, the
developed model emphasized “cultural heritage” (weight = 0.405), “sense of place and identity”
(0.283), and “symbolic and religious values” (0.198) as the main criteria. The consistency ratio (CR
=0.0228) confirmed the high reliability of expert judgments. The proposed model, by focusing on
local and intangible criteria, provides a fair and practical framework for evaluating cultural
ecosystem services in desert regions and can serve as an effective tool in sustainable planning and
management of these areas.
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