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This study aims to develop a rural development model based ongthe formation of
creative tourism clusters in selected villages of Taft,County, lran.he research adopts
a qualitative approach and is conducted using grounded theary methodology based
on the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbimwithin an interpretive paradigm.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structuféd interviews with 24 key
informants, including tourism managers, and experts, village leaders, eco-lodge
operators, local guides, and university faculty members. Snowball sampling was
employed, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data analysis followed the three stages of open, axial, and selective coding, resulting
in the identification of 31 coneeptual categories organized within a paradigmatic
model. The findings indicate that local creative assets, human capital, physical
readiness, market demand, socialﬁarticipation, and supportive structures function as
key causal conditions in the formation of creative tourism clusters. The identified

];??m,:l'ov 2024 strategies include managérial and /institutional actions, local capacity building and
empowerment, creative product development, branding and marketing, and
Accepted: participatory gowernance. Implementation of these strategies leads to positive
?? Dec 2024 outcomesysuch as improved livelihoods, strengthened local identity, increased
pp.? -? employment) reduced out-migration, and enhanced competitiveness of rural areas.
The spowglty of this study lies in proposing a context-specific and integrated
patadigmatic model for creative tourism cluster development in rural areas of Iran’s
central arid regions, which integrates asset-based, participatory, and innovation-
) driven approaches and offers practical implications for rural development planning

and policymaking.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Despite its rich cultural and natural heritage,
Taft County faces structural barriers such as
inadequate infrastructure, weak tourism
management, and climate-induced droughts
that have marginalized traditional agriculture.
These challenges have led to negative
population growth, an aging demographic, and
the mass migration of the youth, threatening
the region’s socio-economic sustainability.
While the area possesses significant potential
in intangible heritage and rural lifestyles, these
assets remain fragmented and lack a coherent,
cluster-based organization. Nationally, the
concept of creative tourism clusters remains
under-theorized and poorly implemented in
rural contexts. Consequently, there is a critical
gap in localized models for creative tourism
development in Taft. This research shifts the
focus from merely identifying potentials to
systematically explaining the mechanisms of
creative tourism clusters within the region's

socio-institutional ~ framework. Using an|

"inside-out” approach, the study aims to
develop a paradigmatic model by identifying
causal, contextual, and intervening conditions.
Ultimately, the central question asks: what are
the dimensions and components of a strategic
paradigm for rural development in Taft County
centered on creative tourism clusters?

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative approach
based on Grounded Theory, specifically
following the systematic framework of Strauss
and Corbin (2008) within an interpretive
paradigm to inductively explain the
phenomenon through the lived experiences of
social actors. Data were collected via semi-
structured in-depth interviews with 24 key
informants—including tourism experts, local
managers, and academics—selected through
snowball sampling until reaching theoretical
saturation. The analysis was conducted

through open, axial, and selective coding,
leading to the development of a final
paradigmatic model. To ensure rigor and
trustworthiness, the findings were validated
using Lincoln and Guba’s criteria (credibility,
transferability, dependability, and
confirmability) alongside expert feedback and
inter-coder ~ agreement,  ensuring  the
methodological consistency and reliability of
the research.

Results

The results indicate that the core phenomenon
of the study is the "formulation of a rural
development model centered on creative
tourism clusters in Taft County.” Based on
open and axial coding, causal conditions—
including indigenous capacities (local artists
and skills), tourism motivations, and existing
infrastructure drive the cluster's formation.

4 Contextual conditions, such as physical-

geographical features, demographic structures,
and cultural identity, provide the necessary
platform  for implementing  strategies.
Intervening conditions, ranging from macro-
policies and economic environments to the role
of elites and technological networks, act as
either facilitators or inhibitors. To realize the
core phenomenon, several strategies were
identified: management and
institutionalization, education and
empowerment, product innovation, branding,
and environmental sustainability. Finally, the
consequences encompass economic and social
development, cultural preservation, improved
governance, and enhanced competitive
positioning. This selective coding structure
integrates all components into a coherent
paradigmatic framework, offering a practical
operational model for local managers,
policymakers, and tourism stakeholders to
achieve sustainable rural development.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The objective of this research was to provide a
paradigmatic model for explaining and
achieving rural development by prioritizing
creative tourism clusters in selected villages of
Taft County. This model integrates five core
categories: causal conditions, contextual
conditions, intervening conditions, strategies,
and consequences. The findings indicate that
the formation and development of these
clusters are primarily dependent on a set of
fundamental causal conditions. Core creative
assets—including intangible heritage,
indigenous handicrafts, artistic talents, and
natural attractions—serve as the "raw
materials” and the foundational nucleus of the
clusters. Alongside these assets, physical
readiness  (transportation infrastructure,
welfare  services, and communication)
provides the necessary platform for tourism
activities, while teachable and creative human
capital acts as the driving force for
operationalizing innovative ideas.
Furthermore, market demand, social trust,

community participation, and supportive

structures ensure the economic viability and
sustainability of these clusters.

The findings further suggest that the core
phenomenon of rural development through
creative tourism clusters emerges through the
simultaneous interaction of several key
components. Local networking and synergy
form the organizational heart of the cluster,
facilitating collaboration, resource sharing,
and collective management. Creative economy
and innovation serve as the engine of
development by transforming indigenous
capacities into high-value-added products and
services. Moreover, developing human
capacity with a specific focus on empowering
women and youth, enhancing skills, and
creating sustainable job opportunities—
guarantees the continuity of creative activities.
Supplementing these factors, participatory
governance, the preservation of indigenous
heritage and identity, and the enhancement of

the visitor experience collectively strengthen
the cultural sustainability and attractiveness of
the destination.
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1. Causal Conditions
2. Contextual Conditions
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