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a date. Context and Purpose: Cultural tourism, as one of the important axes of sustainable
Accepted: development in provinces with historical background and climatic diversity such as

Mazandaran, requires a deep connection with local governance, vernacular architecture,

Click or tap to enter and the use of climate-compatible materials. In this regard, the present study aims to

a date. examine the role of sustainable governance in developing cultural tourism, with an
Available online: emphasis on vernacular architectural elements and climatic-responsive materials in
November 11. 2025 Mazandaran province. Design/methodology/approach: The present study was conducted

using a qualitative approach and Grounded Theory method. Research data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 27 experts in the fields of architecture, tourism,
urban planning, and cultural policy. Data analysis was performed using MAXQDA software,
and coding was carried out in three stages: open, axial, and selective. Findings: Data
analysis led to the identification of six key categories: “participatory and transparent
governance,” “revival of vernacular architecture in tourism construction,” “climate-
oriented policymaking,” “empowerment of local communities,” “cultural attachment in
tourism development plans,” and “the supervisory role of local institutions”. The resulting
conceptual model showed that sustainable governance can provide the basis for balanced
development of cultural tourism by strengthening local mechanisms, smart regulation, and
utilizing indigenous knowledge. Conclusion: Based on the findings, the development of
cultural tourism in Mazandaran requires the formation of a multi-level governance system
in which policymakers, local communities, architects, and tourism stakeholders interact
with each other. Additionally, the use of local materials—such as wood, thatch, and
pottery—that are compatible with the region’s temperate and humid climate should be
prioritized in the tourism architectural designs. It is suggested that policymakers
strengthen the cultural-environmental sustainability of tourism by developing incentive
frameworks, encouraging the use of local architecture and climate-responsive materials.
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vernacular architecture, Originality /value: By presenting a localized model of sustainable governance in the field of

cultural tourism, this research analyzes the link between governance, architecture, and

climate-friendly climate-responsive materials for the first time within the climatic and cultural context of
materials, Mazandaran Mazandaran Province, and introduces an interdisciplinary, data-driven approach to
province theorizing.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Cultural tourism, a rapidly growing branch
of the tourism industry, centers on
experiencing and appreciating the cultural
heritage, art, architecture, traditions, and
lifestyles of local communities. In
Mazandaran province, northern Iran,
diverse climates, natural landscapes,
historical cities, and vernacular
architecture—built with locally sourced,
climate-adapted materials—create
significant potential for sustainable
cultural tourism. However, modernization,
the use of incompatible industrial
materials, and weak cultural policies pose
threats to its authenticity. Sustainable
governance, based on transparency,
accountability, stakeholder participation,
and local capacity, can help preserve
traditional architecture and enhance
tourism. This study explores the link
between sustainable governance,
vernacular architecture, and climate-
responsive  materials, identifies key
challenges, and proposes strategies to
support authentic and sustainable cultural
tourism in Mazandaran.

Sustainable governance serves as a
collaborative framework that integrates
policymaking, social cooperation, and
resource  management, emphasizing
transparency, participation, and
coordination among the government, the
private sector, and civil society. In cultural
tourism, it enhances policy quality,
minimizes stakeholder conflicts, and
improves management efficiency.
Vernacular architecture, which relied on
local climate-adapted materials, not only
preserves cultural identity but also
reduces environmental impacts, making
destinations more attractive. Integrating
sustainable governance, cultural tourism

development, and climate-responsive
architecture  creates a  strategic
framework for balancing heritage
preservation, community welfare, and
environmental protection.

Previous studies highlight that
participatory and transparent governance
mechanisms play a key role in balancing
cultural heritage preservation with
economic development in cultural
tourism, particularly in culturally rich
regions like Mazandaran. Vernacular
architecture, with its reliance on local
materials and traditional techniques,
demonstrates strong climate adaptability,
energy efficiency, and cultural appeal.
Research on northern Iran shows that
combining  sustainable governance
policies with climate-responsive
architectural practices strengthens local
economies, reduces environmental
impacts, and supports sustainable
development of cultural tourism.

2. Research Methodology

This study is qualitative in nature and
applied in purpose, employing the
grounded theory approach to develop a
context-specific conceptual framework
for sustainable cultural tourism in
Mazandaran. Due to the complex interplay
between sustainable governance, cultural
tourism, and vernacular architecture, and
the lack of a comprehensive theory, data
were collected from 27 experts in urban
governance, vernacular architecture,
tourism planning, climatology, and
cultural policy through purposive and
theoretical sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The diversity of
participants’ professional and academic
backgrounds enhanced the theoretical
validity of the findings.
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3. Research Findings

This study, employing a grounded theory
approach and using MAXQDA 2022,
reveals that sustainable development of
cultural tourism in Mazandaran is shaped
by complex institutional, structural, and
cultural factors. Open, axial, and selective
coding of 27 semi-structured interviews
identified key challenges, including weak
governance, lack of coordinated policy-
making, neglect of  indigenous
architecture, inappropriate use of modern
materials, limited local community
participation, and insufficient strategic
planning. The analysis highlighted two
main categories of obstacles: institutional -
governance deficiencies and economic-
infrastructural limitations. The core
phenomenon emerging from the data is
“sustainable, participatory, and climate-
oriented governance as a prerequisite for
cultural tourism development.” The
conceptual model developed illustrates
that effective governance, creative
utilization of climate-adapted local
architecture, and strengthening cultural
identity and local capacities are essential.
The implementation of integrated policies,
community-centered education, and
locally informed design guidelines can
enhance heritage preservation, increase
the attractiveness of cultural tourism, and

promote Socio-economic and
environmental sustainability in
Mazandaran.

4. Conclusion
This  study  examines
governance in cultural

sustainable
tourism

development in Mazandaran, focusing on
indigenous architecture and climate-
adapted materials. The findings reveal that
effective development requires
participatory, multi-level governance that
integrates local communities, expert
stakeholders, and cultural-climatic
considerations. Key challenges include
weak inter-institutional coordination,
neglect of local architecture, and
inappropriate use of modern materials.
Promoting traditional, climate-adapted
architecture and materials can enhance
cultural identity, tourist experiences, and
sustainability. The research emphasizes
that participatory governance, locally
informed policies, and cultural integration
are essential for balanced, authentic, and
sustainable cultural tourism, providing a
model applicable to other regions with
rich local heritage.
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