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tourists and preserving cultural identityahis study aimed to identify and introduce
the components of a sustainable cultural tourism development model in Isfahan
using the grounded theory method. The research followed a qualitative approach
based on the systematic paradigm of“Strauss and Corbin. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 16\experts and specialists in the field of
cultural tourism in Isfahan, using,purposeful and snowball sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data analysis through open, axial, and selective coding
resulted in 77 initial codes.and’the formation of a final paradigmatic model. The
model includes the core“phenomenon of "managing a sustainable balance between
attracting cultural tourisQ and preserving identity authenticity," causal conditions
(macro-environmental pressures and opportunities, structural changes in the market
and host community, economic and governance necessities), contextual conditions
(physical and'service infrastructure, richness of cultural capital, institutional support
and soeial participation), intervening conditions (governance challenges, external
ecoriemicythreats, social and marketing barriers, infrastructural shortcomings),
strategigs (participatory institutionalization, innovation in cultural experience
delivefy, local community empowerment, development of historically-aligned
infrastructure), and outcomes (economic prosperity, social cohesion, environmental
preservation, international credibility). The findings indicate that achieving
sustainable cultural tourism development in Isfahan requires balance-oriented
management and the implementation of integrated strategies with the participation
of all stakeholders.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sustainable cultural tourism development has
emerged as a critical field of study, seeking to
harmonize economic growth with the
preservation of cultural heritage and
community well-being. Historical cities like
Isfahan, with their profound cultural assets,
face unique challenges in balancing
increasing tourist demand with the imperative
to safeguard intangible heritage and local
identity. Isfahan, as one of Iran’s premier
cultural destinations, embodies this tension,
experiencing pressures from international
tourism  trends, = competitive  regional
destinations, and shifting tourist preferences
toward authentic, immersive experiences.
While prior studies have addressed general
factors of cultural tourism, there remains a
significant research gap in developing a
holistic,  context-sensitive ~ model  that
integrates causal, contextual, intervening,
strategic, and outcome dimensions
specifically for heritage-rich urban settings.
This study aims to fill thaty gap, by
constructing a comprehensive sustainable
development model for cultural tourism in
Isfahan using a grounded theorysapproach,
thereby offering both“theoretical insight and
practical  pathways: fer. “\policymakers,

planners, and lacal stakeholders.
S

Methodology

This research adopts” a qualitative design
based on the, systematic grounded theory
methodology: as‘aroposed by Strauss and
Corbin. The study was conducted in three
main phases. First, data were collected
through in-depth; semi-structured interviews
with 16 key informants, including university
professors, tourism  managers, cultural
heritage experts, and local artisans, all
selected through purposive and snowball
sampling  techniques until  theoretical
saturation was achieved. Second, the
interview transcripts underwent a rigorous
three-stage coding process: open coding
(which generated 77 distinct conceptual codes
from initial raw data), axial coding (where
codes were organized into categories and

N

subcategories around a central phenomenon),
and selective coding (integrating categories
into a coherent theoretical model). Third, to
ensure methodological rigor and
trustworthiness, the study applied Lincoln and
Guba’s criteria: credibility (through member
checking and peer debriefing), dependability
(via an audit trail of analytical decisions),
transferability (rich®™contextual description),
and confirmability (reflexivity and researcher
neutrality). This systematic anroach allowed
the model to emerge\directly from empirical
data while maintaining academic robustness.

Results

The_research led to the development of a
paradigmatic model consisting of six main
categories:

1. Core = Phenomenon: "Managing a
sustainable balance between cultural tourism
attraction and identity authenticity
preservation."

2. Causal Conditions: Including international
tourism demand growth, competitive pressure
from other heritage cities, shifting tourist
preferences toward authentic experiences, and
economic necessities.

3. Contextual Conditions: Isfahan’s strong
handicraft infrastructure, dense cultural
attractions, institutional investments, and
academic collaborations.

4. Intervening  Conditions:  Institutional
conflicts, weak international branding, influx

of  foreign products, infrastructural
limitations, and social resistance.
5. Strategies:  Participatory  governance,

digital innovation in tourism experiences,
community empowerment programs, and
sustainable infrastructure development.

6. Outcomes: Projected improvements in
economic indicators (longer tourist stays,
handicraft export growth), social indicators
(youth participation, reduced elite migration),
environmental indicators (reduced heritage
degradation), and international reputation.

Discussion and Conclusion
The developed model underscores that
sustainable cultural tourism is not a trade-off
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between preservation and development, but a
dynamic, integrative process requiring
balanced management of multiple interacting
factors. The study contributes to theory by
offering a refined, contextually-grounded
paradigm that extends beyond generic
sustainability frameworks, particularly in its
simultaneous emphasis on digital innovation
and cultural authenticity. Practically, it
provides actionable strategies for
policymakers in Isfahan and comparable
heritage cities, stressing the need for
coordinated institutional action, community
empowerment, and smart tourism integration.
Limitations include the study’s qualitative
scope and its primary reliance on expert \
perspectives, suggesting avenues for future
quantitative  validation and broader >
stakeholder  inclusion.  Ultimately, the
research affirms that with participatory
planning, strategic investment, and respect for
cultural integrity, Isfahan can achieve a
sustainable tourism model that benefits both
its people and its priceless heritage.
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