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With the rapid advancement of information and communication technologies, the
concept of smart tourism has emerged as a contemporary approach to urban
development and a means of enhancing the quality of visitor experiences. In this
context, urban management—particularly municipalities—plays a pivotal role in
policy formulation, planning, and the delivery of smart services. This study aimed to
explore the role of urban management in fostering smart tourism development in
Tehran, the capital of Iran. A qualitative research design was employed, utilizing
semi-structured interviews with 15 participants, including municipal managers,
tourism experts, and specialists in urban information technology, who were selected
through purposive and snowball sampling. The data were analyzed using thematic
analysis. The findings revealed four overarching dimensions shaping the role of urban
management in smart tourism: (1) macro-level policymaking and governance, (2) the
creation of technological and data-driven infrastructures, (3) the provision of smart
tourism services across the city, and (4) the management of challenges and
opportunities. Results further indicated that, despite promising capacities such as
skilled human resources, a growing tourism market, and the presence of technology-
oriented start-ups, Tehran’s municipality continues to face obstacles including
limited financial resources, weak inter-sectoral coordination, fragmented information
systems, and organizational resistance to innovation. The study highlights that
strengthening digital infrastructure, developing user-centered tourism applications,
integrating urban data systems, and expanding partnerships with the private sector are
essential steps toward advancing sustainable smart tourism in Tehran. By proposing
a conceptual model of the municipality’s role in this process, this research contributes
to the literature through its contextual focus on Tehran and its reliance on qualitative
field data, and while offering concrete managerial and policy implications for urban
governance in tourism.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In today's rapidly evolving technological
landscape, the concept of "smart tourism" has
emerged as a crucial and innovative approach
to urban development and enhancing the
quality of the tourist experience. This concept
extends beyond the mere application of
technology, encompassing the full integration
of urban infrastructure, data, and services to
create a dynamic and responsive tourism
ecosystem. In this context, urban management
bodies, particularly municipalities, play a
pivotal role in leading and implementing this
transformation. As  policy-making and
executive entities, they are responsible for
establishing the necessary frameworks,
providing infrastructure, and coordinating
various stakeholders. Given the increasing
importance of tourism to urban economies and
the need to improve resource and service
management, examining the role of urban
management in this process is of paramount
importance. This research was conducted to
address a gap in existing studies on the role of
municipalities in smart tourism development,
specifically within a metropolis like Tehran.
With its unique challenges and opportunities,
Tehran requires a comprehensive approach to
leverage technology's potential for sustainable
tourism development. This study aims to
provide a clear picture of the responsibilities
and actions required from urban management
in this field.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research
approach to gain an in-depth understanding of
the phenomenon. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews, which allowed the
researcher to follow a specific framework
while flexibly exploring new topics as they
emerged during the interviews. The study
population included managers, experts, and
specialists who were directly or indirectly
active in urban management, tourism, and
information technology in Tehran. From this
group, 15 individuals were selected using
purposive sampling to ensure the inclusion of
participants with relevant knowledge and
experience. Additionally, snowball sampling

was employed to access a broader network of
experts. After data collection, the interviews
were transcribed and analyzed using thematic
analysis. This process involved coding the
transcripts to systematically identify and
extract recurring themes and patterns from the
participants’ responses. This method enabled
the researcher to categorize and explain the key
roles of urban management in the development
of smart tourism in a structured manner.

Results

The analysis of the data collected from the
interviews revealed that the role of urban
management in Tehran's smart tourism
development can be explained through four
main dimensions. The first dimension is
"macro-level policy-making and leadership,"
which emphasizes the necessity of developing
a comprehensive, long-term strategy for smart
tourism, setting a vision, and ensuring
coordination among various public and private
organizations. This dimension highlights the
municipality's leadership role in defining
priorities and allocating resources. The second
dimension is "establishing technological and
data-driven infrastructure,” which refers to the
importance of providing essential
infrastructure such as high-speed
communication networks, open urban data
platforms, and smart systems. These
infrastructures form the foundation for
delivering smart services. The third dimension
is "providing smart tourism services,” which
focuses on practical measures like developing
mobile applications for tourist guides, online
reservation systems, smart payments, and
providing real-time information on attractions
and events. The fourth dimension is "managing
challenges and  opportunities,”  which
demonstrates that urban management must be
able to identify and address challenges like
data security issues, organizational resistance
to change, and a lack of financial resources. At
the same time, it must seize the opportunities
presented by new technologies for innovation
and attracting investment.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this research suggest that a
comprehensive and multi-faceted approach by
urban management is essential for the
development of smart tourism in Tehran. The
results clearly show that the Tehran
Municipality can play a catalytic role through
strategic and practical actions. Strengthening
communication  infrastructure, such as
expanding public Wi-Fi coverage, and
developing comprehensive tourism service
applications that integrate urban data are
among the key priorities. Moreover, the
integration of urban data can facilitate
evidence-based decision-making and the
provision of  personalized services.
Collaboration with the private sector was also
identified as a critical factor for securing
financial resources and leveraging
technological expertise. However, the study
also  identified significant  challenges,
including  limited financial  resources,
organizational resistance to innovation, which
slows down the adoption of changes, and weak
inter-sectoral coordination among various
urban and tourism organizations. In
conclusion, this paper provides a conceptual
model that offers a framework for the role of
urban management in smart tourism
development, which can serve as a guide for
policymakers and urban managers. Future
studies are recommended to focus on practical
solutions to overcome the identified challenges
and to examine the roles of other stakeholders,
such as the private sector and local
communities.
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2. Informed Consent
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