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Introduction

Tourism has emerged as one of the world’s largest eco-
nomic sectors following World War II, delivering significant 
benefits such as job creation, infrastructure development, 
and economic growth for governments [1]. Among the var-
ious branches of tourism, cultural heritage tourism has be-
come increasingly important, especially at UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites, which are recognized for their outstanding  

 
historical and cultural Universal value [2]. Iran ranks among 
the leading countries in this field, with 28 UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites and 26 elements inscribed on the Intangible 
cultural heritage list. [3]. The Fin Garden in Kashan, which 
was added to the World Heritage List in 2011, serves as an 
illustrative example of Iran’s rich cultural heritage with its 
Authentic Persian Garden design and historical significance 
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from the Safavid era. However, despite its considerable his-
torical value, the fin garden faces challenges including the 
pressures from increasing tourist visitation and the need 
for more effective management strategies [4].

According to UNESCO “Cultural heritage is shared 
wealth with outstanding universal value, the precious 
wealth left by human ancestors to future generations, and 
non-renewable precious resources”. The presence of tour-
ists as advertisers is advantageous for destinations and 
businesses, as there is no more compelling promotion than 
that done by tourists themselves [5].

The growing global interest in cultural landmarks and 
ancient relics has highlighted the essential role of heritage 
tourism in preserving historical identities [6]. However, the 
extensive presence of tourists can often lead to the physi-
cal deterioration of heritage sites and cultural disruption, 
emphasizing the importance of well-planned management 
and sustainable tourism practices [7]. The Fin Garden, with 
its symmetrical layout and traditional irrigation systems, 
reflects not only a significant tourist attraction but also 
an essential part of historical human-environment inter-
actions, requiring a structured and thoughtful approach 
to tourism development [8]. As cultural heritage tourism 
continues to gain global attention, effective management 
strategies become increasingly crucial for preserving these 
Irreplaceable assets [9].

Recent studies have explored various methodologies 
and frameworks to promote heritage tourism development. 
For instance, SWOT analysis has been employed in several 
studies to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats associated with heritage tourism. Studies con- 
ducted in regions like Siva’s agar, Assam, have highlighted 
strengths such as community involvement and identified 
infrastructure limitations as key challenges [10].

Tourism is defined as the experience of the world 
and its living cultures. Travel without visiting the cultur-
al heritage attractions of a destination will not be very 
thought-provoking. Considering that over 60 percent of 
all World Heritage Sites (both natural and cultural) are lo-
cated in developing countries, the significance of cultural 
heritage tourism for this group of countries is emphasized 
[11]. The World Heritage Committee of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

publishes an annual list of World Heritage Site (WHS) and 
classifies WHS into natural, cultural mixed elements. Even 
though the main objective of these listings is to conserve 
and preserve these sites, it also leads to an increase in the 
number of visitors and an increase in awareness of the 
site. Thus, there is a direct cause-and-effect link between 
the granting of WHS status and tourism activity Although 
cultural heritage tourism is a maturing field [12], there are 
still some gaps to address. The World Heritage Listing and 
the World Heritage Convention strengthen the conserva-
tion, identification and transmission to future generations 
of monuments or places. it helps to maintain and protect 
those heritage sites through the financial and technological 
aid from UNESCO. Some studies indicate [13].‏

 that more than 80 percent of all trips involve elements 
of cultural heritage [12]. Therefore, the necessity of de-
veloping this type of tourism is clearly evident. However, 
previous studies have mostly focused on the formulation 
of heritage tourism development strategies [14], strategic 
development for managing the quality of the heritage tour-
ism supply chain [15], and the development of tourism at 
World Heritage Sites through three strategic dimensions 
(governance and marketing, attraction development and 
activation, and community synergy) [16]. Nevertheless, 
few empirical studies have actually addressed the question 
of what the principles of cultural heritage tourism devel-
opment in World Heritage Sites are. The word “Heritage’ is 
related to inheritance; a transferable mode from generation 
to generation. It is dominant with historical values. Heri-
tage tourism is a way to get in touch with the histories of a 
particular area [9].

 Cultural heritage is fragile. Flows of thousands of tour-
ists, without the necessary protection measures, can kill 
the hen with the golden eggs. Once heritage is destroyed. 
There is no way back, the damage is irreversible [17].‏ Heri-
tage tourism, by involving the local community, serves as a 
supporter of the history, culture, and people in cities [18].

 The development of heritage tourism not only pre-
serves historical areas but also enhances the quality of life 
for both residents and visitors [14] cited by the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation.

In some cases, the economic utilization of heritage can 
serve as the sole financial resource for its preservation [19]. 
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A wide range of cultural, social, and even political objectives 
can be outlined for the development of heritage tourism 
[20]. Heritage preservation and cultural tourism emerge as 
critical components of long-term tourism growth. Cultural 
heritage conservation refers to steps taken to extend the 
life of cultural heritage while increasing the transmission 
of its essential historical messages and values.it is essen-
tial to approach the development of heritage as a tourism 
attraction with a sustainable and responsible mindset [21]. 

Heritage tourism, characterized by its dual functions 
of preserving heritage and fostering tourism growth. The 
approach to developing cultural heritage tourism is consis-
tent with the principles of heritage conservation [22]. Sus-
taining cultural heritage has emerged as a pressing global 
issue amid the rapid expansion of tourism. Although heri-
tage sites attract visitors with unique cultural experiences, 
excessive tourism can cause environmental degradation, 
social disruption, and the erosion of their defining values 
[23]. For this reason, scholars in land, heritage, tourism, and 
sustainability stress the importance of adopting a compre-
hensive and holistic management approach to ensure long-
term preservation [24,25]. conducted a study titled Lever-
aging Cultural Heritage for Sustainable Tourism Growth: 
Contemporary Strategies for Conservation and Promotion. 
This research, using the modal generalization method, 
helped identify successful strategies for integrating heri-
tage into tourism activities at both local and international 
levels. The findings of the study indicated that tourist mo-
tivation parameters, available time, financial capabilities, 
and the infrastructural capacities of destinations are key 
factors in shaping tourist demand. The results emphasize 
the need to develop innovative approaches for promoting 
heritage through interactive media, educational initiatives, 
and improved logistics. Furthermore, enhancing infrastruc-
ture, creating accessible tourism products, and optimizing 
routes are important for attracting more tourists to cultural 
heritage sites.

[26] conducted a study entitled Identification and Anal-
ysis of the Social Drivers Governing the Tourism Develop-
ment Policy of Iranian Cities. In this study, 17 initial factors 
were identified using the Delphi technique. The findings 
revealed that among the identified drivers, the key ones 
included: cultural and social policies of the government 

such as mandatory hijab for foreign tourists and certain 
restrictions on social freedoms like the prohibition of al-
cohol consumption; enhancing the knowledge of residents 
in tourism-attracting areas regarding the region’s tourism 
potential; development of local and traditional games; the 
destination’s mental image; strengthening local institu-
tions to invest in tourism; raising awareness among the 
local community about how to interact with tourists; pro-
moting a tourism-friendly culture; integration of tourism 
chain components; availability of accommodation facilities 
and services; and giving weight to local residents’ opinions 
in public consultation sessions and media discussions be-
tween citizens and officials.

[27] conducted a study entitled Current challenges and 
opportunities in cultural heritage preservation through 
sustainable tourism practices. This research investigates 
the impact of sustainable tourism on the preservation of 
cultural heritage in China, focusing on iconic heritage sites 
such as the Great Wall and the Forbidden City. The study 
highlights the significant role of sustainable tourism in en-
hancing the preservation of cultural heritage and provides 
empirical insights into its effects. Its innovation lies in its 
emphasis on diverse communities and its in-depth analy-
sis of the complex interaction between sustainable tourism 
and cultural heritage preservation within the Chinese con-
text.

[28] conducted a study titled Synergistic development 
of intangible cultural heritage and tourism industry: Em-
pirical experiences from Jilin, China. This study focuses on 
the Jilin region of China and provides a multidimensional 
assessment of the current state of synergistic development 
between intangible cultural heritage and the tourism in-
dustry in the region. The results of the analysis indicate that 
from 2008 to 2022, the systems of intangible cultural heri-
tage and tourism in the Jilin area have shown a trend of co-
ordinated development. The study confirms the synergistic 
relationship between intangible cultural heritage and the 
tourism industry. [9] examined heritage tourism develop-
ment in Sivasagar, Assam, using SWOT analysis, identifying 
community involvement as a strength and infrastructure 
limitations as a key challenge [8]. Their findings highlight 
the necessity of strategic planning to enhance local tourism 
potential while preserving cultural integrity.
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Figure 1: Photo of the area and location of the Fin Garden of Kashan Research Methodology.

Figure 2: Phases of Thematic Analysis [62].
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Figure 3: Maxqda Output Research Model Principles of Cultural Heritage Tourism Development.

Figure 4: Estimation of the research model with standard coefficients.
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Figure 5: Estimation of the research model with non-standard coefficients.

Figure 6: Original model with non-standard output.
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Figure 7: Original model with standard output.

In addition, [10] investigated strategies for balanc-
ing the preservation of cultural heritage with economic 
growth. They emphasized the importance of community 
engagement, sustainable tourism policies, and investments 
in educational programs to strengthen cultural preserva-
tion efforts [9]. Their research reinforces the concept that 
successful heritage tourism requires multi-stakeholder in-
volvement and responsible tourism policies. Moreover, [29] 
provided valuable insights into the economic and cultural 
aspects of heritage tourism, discussing how power dynam-
ics and economic interests influence the management of 
heritage sites [10]. Their analysis supports the for main-
taining the authenticity of heritage sites.

This research contributes to the global understanding 
of cultural heritage tourism development principles, of-
fering a practical framework for managers and policymak-
ers, particularly in Iran’s World Heritage Sites, such as the 
fin garden. While previous studies have explored various 
facets of heritage tourism, few have empirically identified 
and prioritized development principles at such sites [29]. 
By addressing this gap, this study offers valuable insights 
not only for the Fin Garden but also for other heritage sites 
worldwide. In general, although heritage tourism is a well-

known sector, it is still a developing phenomenon in many 
destinations. One of the important topics and issues related 
to heritage tourism is to identify the principles and indi-
cators of the development of this type of tourism. The de-
velopment of tourism in a site depends on various factors 
and parameters, and the identification and classification of 
these factors can be very effective in planning the develop-
ment of heritage tourism in cultural heritage sites. Despite 
the benefits of heritage tourism development, which is con-
sidered as an engine of urban development in all aspects of 
economic, social, cultural, etc., no research has been con-
ducted on the development of heritage tourism. Therefore, 
the most important goal of this research is to identify and 
prioritize the principles and indicators governing the de-
velopment of heritage tourism in world cultural heritage 
sites in Iran and, in particular, in the world site of the Fin 
Garden of Kashan.

Theoretical Foundations: Heritage Tourism

Heritage tourism is one of the most in-demand ar-
eas and a significant subset of cultural tourism, which is 
grounded in the experience of places and activities (Ab-
baspour et al., 2018; cited in Khomalu et al., 2014). All tour-
ism activities that are motivated by the heritage resources 
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of a place are referred to as heritage tourism [30]. Cultural 
heritage tourism has emerged in recent years as one of the 
most important factors in the development of international 
tourism, accounting for nearly forty percent of global tour-
ism. Cultural heritage tourism has become one of the most 
important issues of concern to researchers, policymakers, 
and planners in the field of tourism in recent years, and 
has been considered as one of the most important driv-
ers of economic development in various countries around 
the world. Therefore, paying attention to cultural heritage 
tourism and planning to improve its status based on scien-
tific studies is an inevitable necessity [31] Cultural heritage 
tourism provides a means of protecting cultural heritage. 
[34] states that heritage tourism involves travelers’ efforts 
to see or experience-built heritage, living culture, or con-
temporary arts [32]. This type of tourism is widely associ-
ated with the interpretation and presentation of the past 
[33]. Heritage tourism is a highly sought-after segment of 
cultural tourism, focusing on the experiences of places and 
activities that reflect the cultural, historical, and natural 
heritage of a destination [34]. Heritage tourism is closely 
associated with the presentation and interpretation of the 
past, offering visitors a deeper understanding of the cultur-
al and historical significance of a site [35,36] and Benn, Jo-
seph-Mathews, Dai, Hayes, and Kou (2007), have described 
heritage tourism as one of the fastest-growing sectors of 
the tourism industry [37]. In this regard, some argue that a 
significant portion of the tourism industry consists of cul-
tural heritage tourism [38]. Cultural heritage is a strategic 
asset in promoting tourism, that offer an authentic experi-
ence for tourists [39].

Cultural heritage is increasingly recognized as a vital 
treasure of human civilization, especially in the context of 
globalization. It serves as a repository of historical informa-
tion, a source of cultural self-assurance, and a cornerstone 
of national identity. Often, it becomes an emblem of a re-
gion or country [40]. 

cultural heritage tourism is the backbone of the tourism 
economy in many destinations. Cultural heritage tourism is 
a form of tourism that is deeply rooted in cultural heritage. 
UNESCO’s recognition of cultural heritage is not only an 
appreciation for cultural heritage but also promoting pres-
ervation efforts, raising awareness about the importance 
of preserving cultural and natural heritage, engaging local 

communities in tourism activities, and increasing visibili-
ty among tourists interested in visiting renowned heritage 
location. [41] In contrast to [42-44] they raised concerns 
about the impact of uncontrolled tourism on UNESCO-rec-
ognized sites. He stressed the need for a balance between 
conservation, sustainability, and development. Overtour-
ism due to interest in tourist destinations also often harms 
Overcrowding of tourists can cause damage to structures, 
erosion of fine features, and a reduction in the site’s over-
all authenticity and historical value. It is not uncommon 
for tourists to also vandalize and damage cultural artifacts 
[45]. Environmental degradation also occurs when tourists 
are not well controlled, and pollution and piles of rubbish 
become unavoidable [46]. Overtourism can even result in 
habitat destruction and pressure on natural resources, im-
pacting the ecological balance in that location [47]. Addi-
tionally, pressure on infrastructure due to the influx of tour-
ists can strain local infrastructure and facilities, leading to 
increased demand for resources such as air, waste manage-
ment, transport, and accommodation [45] as well as wide-
spread environmental impacts [48]. Cultural heritage tour-
ism began to be recognized as a specialized activity in the 
1970s, as researchers observed that some tourists traveled 
specifically to learn about and experience a particular cul-
ture or heritage. Internationally, cultural heritage tourism 
grew rapidly through the 1990s, with estimates indicating 
that 35 to 70% of international travelers were motivated 
by cultural heritage purposes. Three main factors have con-
tributed to the rising popularity of cultural heritage tour-
ism: (1) increased levels of education, (2) an aging popula-
tion, and (3) the growing economic role of women. Among 
these, education has been identified as the most significant 
factor influencing both tourist participation and the ability 
to travel to heritage sites [49].

Benefits of Heritage Tourism

tourism becomes a powerful means of directly advanc-
ing the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) for 2030, adopted in 2015 well-planned and guided 
tourism development improves the livelihoods of local peo-
ple, enhances the positive feelings of tourism participants, 
and has a positive impact on the natural environment. 
While tourism is not a cure-all for the world’s challenges 
and inequalities, it can serve as a powerful force for posi-
tive change-but only if its development involves meaningful 
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dialogue and cooperation among all stakeholder groups to 
align with the needs of communities, visitors, and environ-
mental sustainability [50].‏

Cultural heritage tourism offers significant benefits, 
encompassing economic, social, and cultural dimensions. 
One of the primary advantages is the diversification of 
the local economy, as heritage tourism generates revenue 
through visitor spending, job creation, and increased tax 
revenues [48]. This form of tourism not only stimulates 
economic development but also promotes the preservation 
and conservation of the destination’s heritage [51]. The de-
velopment of cultural heritage tourism is often associated 
in contemporary literature with a range of social benefits, 
which can play a significant role in shaping local, regional, 
and national identities. It can also enhance the sense of be-
longing among host communities, especially those residing 
in proximity to heritage sites [52]. 

World Heritage Sites 

World Heritage Sites, recognized by UNESCO for their 
outstanding universal value, are among the core elements 
of heritage tourism, attracting travelers eager to explore 
historical and cultural landmarks [53]. One of the moti-
vations of heritage tourists is to gain an understanding 
of World Heritage Sites [54]. These sites are considered a 
shared heritage of humanity, encompassing historical, so-
cial, cultural, functional, artistic, and scientific significance 
in both tangible and intangible dimensions [55]. Accord-
ing to ICOMOS, heritage sites refer to: a place, a small area 
within a country, a national landscape, a settlement area, an 
architectural ensemble, an archaeological site, as well as a 
standing structure that is recognized and typically protect-
ed by law as a location of historical and cultural significance 
[30].The mission behind the creation of the World Heritage 
List in 1972 was to ensure the protection of these excep-
tional sites, preserve their conservation status for future 
generations, and provide assistance to those at risk [42].

When the selection of World Heritage Sites began in 
1973, the primary goal was the urgent preservation and 
rescue of the Abu Simbel Temple in Egypt and the city of 
Venice, both of which were threatened by flooding [33]. To 
date, a total of 1223 properties (952 cultural, 231 natural, 
and 40 mixed cultural-natural sites) from 168 countries 

have been inscribed (UNESCO World Heritage List, 2025), 
and it is estimated that 25 to 30 sites are added to the list 
annually [35]. World Heritage Sites can play a significant 
role in promoting visitation to emerging and remote desti-
nations [53].

The designation of a site as a World Heritage Site has 
been perceived as a form of branding [20,34] or labeling 
[54] citing Yang, Lin & Han, 2010). This designation by UN-
ESCO not only enhances the protection of the site for future 
generations but also serves as a strong tourist attraction, 
implying a global recommendation to visit. It often encour-
ages a specific type of tourist to visit the destination [55], 
particularly those seeking authentic experiences and real 
places [55]. However, in some cases, inclusion on the World 
Heritage List may put the survival of the site at risk [55].

For more effective conservation policies, each country 
is required to incorporate the provisions of the World Her-
itage Convention into its national legislation [56]. If a site 
from a particular country has been branded by the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), it is highly likely to be internationally recog-
nized as an outstanding example of the shared heritage of 
humanity at the global level [57].

In most cases, the inscription of a site leads to a signif-
icant increase in the number of visitors, especially foreign 
tourists, accompanied by a rise in tourism revenue as well 
as changes in business and environmental management of 
the area [58]. However, the literature has not reached de-
finitive conclusions regarding the impact of inscription on 
the World Heritage List based on tourism demand, leaving 
room for further investigation [56]. It also enhances the 
attractiveness of tourism destinations; however, it has had 
significant positive and negative effects on local communi-
ties. For example, it shifts the local industry from declining 
sectors toward tourism and increases residents’ pride, but 
at the same time, it leads to the deterioration of heritage 
conservation levels and, by promoting tourism, poses a 
threat to the privacy of local people and the social spirit of 
the community [41]. In fact, it can be confirmed that there 
is a clear relationship between heritage, UNESCO sites, and 
tourism [58].
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Heritage and tourism development

Tourism and heritage emerged simultaneously in the 
Western world. In fact, historians describe the sudden and 
rapid rise of heritage after the 1960s as part of an iden-
tity crisis resulting from several phenomena, including 
economic crises in Western economies, deindustrializa-
tion, decolonization, rural depopulation, post-war large-
scale construction, and many other factors. Moreover, the 
modern concept of the “monument” appeared in the West 
during the 19th century, precisely at the time when tour-
ism flows began to gain importance. tourism thus acts as a 
heritage-producing machine, and it seems that nothing can 
stop this machine from continuously generating ever more 
diverse heritage items and artifacts. Cultural heritage and 
tourism share a complex, reciprocal, and complementary 
relationship. Cultural heritage supports tourism develop-
ment in various ways, while tourism contributes to the pro-
motion and preservation of cultural heritage [59].

Case Study

A prime example of the interplay between heritage de-
velopment and tourism can be seen in the Fin Garden in 
Kashan, Iran. As a UNESCO World Heritage Site, the garden 
attracts thousands of visitors each year, generating signifi-
cant revenue for local conservation efforts [54].

Kashan is one of the historical cities in Iran which is lo-
cated in the central part of Iran Plateau around the desert, 
220 km to the south of Tehran city and 86 km to the south 
of Qom city [60]. This city which is located in 51° and 27′ 
of eastern longitude and 33° and 59′ of northern latitude 
always has desert climate. Its altitude from sea level is 940 
to 1130m [61].

Fine Kashan Garden is located in the south-west of 
Kashan City (about 6km away from it) at the far south-
east of Fin Road (Amir Kabir Street) and in the vicinity of 
the Soleimanieh Qanat (commonly referred to by locals as 
the Soleimanieh Spring). Today, due to the development of 
Kashan, a part of which is towards south western side, Fin 
Kahsan Garden is much closer to the city.

Due to the Soleimanieh Qanat, water supply system and 
types of trees, Fin Garden has an almost moderate climate 
and still remains fresh and lively after more than 400 years. 
Permanent water of Soleimanieh Qanat has contributed to 

flourishing agriculture and gardening in this area. In com-
parison to other gardens in Iran, this garden is the best and 
actually a model for architects and landscape architects due 
to its water supply system and unique representation of 
water in the garden. Today, what is spectacular in Fin Gar-
den is degree of accuracy in water representation through 
various forms in this space. In fact, the designing topic in 
Fin Garden has been water and its representation.

Fin Kashan Garden with different historical periods is 
one of the royal gardens in Iran which have passed through 
important historical events. Changes in the garden have 
been due to desire of kings and governmental issues and 
passage of time has added fuel to these changes; some of 
these changes have also caused evolution of garden view 
Figure 1.

The aim of this study is to identify the principles for the 
development of cultural heritage tourism at World Heri-
tage Sites. Therefore, it can be asserted that the research is 
developmental in purpose and exploratory in nature. The 
approach adopted is qualitative, and the research design is 
based on thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method 
within qualitative research that focuses on identifying, an-
alyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning within quali-
tative data. It is a systematic process capable of transform-
ing scattered and exploratory interview data-regarding the 
identification of principles for cultural heritage tourism 
development into rich and meaningful insights.

In this study, after reviewing the literature on cultural 
heritage tourism development, ten academic and organiza-
tional experts were selected for semi-structured interviews. 
The sampling method employed was snowball sampling. 
The strategy for selecting organizational experts was based 
on their executive experience and managerial background, 
with the inclusion criteria requiring a minimum of 10 years 
of practical experience and holding at least a Master’s or 
Ph.D. degree in tourism, management, or related fields.

The interview process continued until theoretical sat-
uration was achieved. Considering the importance of the 
research method in this study, after the interviews, the re-
corded notes were reviewed by the researcher, the content 
of the recorded interviews was transcribed, and the data 
were then analyzed using MAXQDA software. Data inter-
pretation was conducted based on the [62] model, which 
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includes six phases, as illustrated in Figure 2 and detailed 
step-by-step in Table 1. A critical step in drawing the the-
matic network involved identifying and categorizing the 
basic themes, organizing themes, and overarching global 
themes Figure 2.

Findings 

In the findings section, demographic information of the 
participants is first presented, followed by the qualitative 
findings of the study. Table 2 displays the demographic 
characteristics of the interviewees Table 2.

In order to understand the overall content, all written 
data from the interviews were reviewed. Then, the text of 
each interview was transcribed separately and analyzed 
using Braun and Clarke’s method within the MAXQDA soft-
ware.

The first stage of analysis involved identifying and ex-
tracting initial concepts from the interview content. Ac-
cordingly, after each interview, the researcher repeatedly 
reviewed the transcript to extract the underlying concepts.

A total of 10 interviews were conducted, and initial 
concepts were identified. Then, by deeply examining the 
extracted concepts and identifying similarities and differ-
ences among them, broader categories referred to as sub-
themes were developed. Similar and related concepts were 
grouped under these broader sub-themes.

As a result of this process, 32 initial concepts and 16 
sub-themes were identified. These sub-themes, along with 
their corresponding concepts, are presented in Table 3, Fig-
ure 3.

Table 1: Phases of Conducting Thematic Analysis.

Phase Action in Each Phase

1. Familiarization with 
the data

The first phase involves reading and re-reading the interview transcripts so that the researcher becomes immersed in 
the data and deeply familiar with its content.

2. Generating initial 
codes

In the second phase, meaningful and systematic coding begins. Relevant segments of the data related to the research 
question are identified and coded.

3. Searching for themes In the third phase, codes are analyzed at a broader level. Different codes are grouped into potential themes, and all rele-
vant data for each theme are gathered.

4. Reviewing themes The fourth phase involves reviewing and refining the themes. Some themes may overlap and be merged, while others 
may be separated into distinct themes.

5. Defining and naming 
themes In the fifth phase, the main themes are clearly defined and named. The thematic map is reviewed and further analyzed.

6. Producing the report In the sixth phase, a comprehensive set of finalized themes is compiled, and the final research report is written and 
presented.

Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of the Research Sample.

Code Field of Expertise Age Years of Experience Education Level

1 Public Management 49 18 years Ph.D.

2 Geography and Urban Planning 53 21 years M.A.

3 Tourism Management 48 14 years M.A.

4 Tourism 49 15 years M.A.

5 Archaeology 53 23 years M.A.

6 Human Resource Management 56 25 years Ph.D.

7 Journalism 42 14 years M.A.

8 Iranian Studies 46 21 years M.A.

9 Restoration of Historical and Cultural Works 51 25 years M.A.

10 Religious Studies 37 13 years M.A.
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Table 3: Initial Codes, Sub-Themes, and Main Themes.

M
ain Them

e

Sub-Them
e

Frequency

Initial Codes

 Protection and 
Conservation of 

Resources

Legal and Physical Protection 8 Physical protection of the site, legal protection of intellectual 
property

Crisis and Risk Management 4 Risk management, preparation of rapid response plans

Enhancement of Educational Facilities 7 Improvement of educational facilities, raising awareness in 
the local community

Revitalization of Sites 
and Programs

Restoration and Rehabilitation 8 Physical restoration and revitalization of sites

Utilization of Environmental and Social 
Resources 5 Use of environmental and socio-economic resources to 

attract visitors

Community-Tourism 
Harmony

Strengthening local communities 3 Development of sustainable jobs, strengthening sense of 
belonging, intergenerational ties

Sustainable Development 7 Sustainable development, cost-benefit analysis

Educational and Participatory Activities 5 Educational and participatory activities

Quality and Authentic-
ity Focus

Preservation of Authenticity and Service 
Quality 8 Private investment with respect for authenticity, improving 

service quality, enhancing hospitality services

Multilingual Storytelling and Narration 3 Creative narration, multilingual storytelling

Design and Enhancement of Visitor 
Experience 7 Smart visitor path design, improved sanitary and service 

facilities, enhanced entertainment and aesthetics

Community Partici-
pation and Empow-

erment

 Financial Transparency and Income 
Distribution 5 Financial transparency, fair income distribution

Active Community Participation 4 Encouraging community participation in tourism planning 
and development

Smart and Sustainable 
Heritage Site Manage-

ment 

Use of New Technologies 9 Use of new technologies, development of visitor manage-
ment tech, behavioral data analysis

Smart Marketing and Tourist Attraction 7 Targeted marketing strategies, promotion via social media 
and influencers, emotional engagement with tourists

Efficient Visitor Management 7 Efficient visitor management

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of the Variables.

  Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Std. Error of Skewness Kurtosis Std. Error of 
Kurtosis

 Protection and 
Conservation of 

Resources
3/848 0/80217 0 0/154 0 0/307

Revitalization of Sites 
and Programs 3/864 0/75351 0 0/154 0 0/307

Community-Tourism 
Harmony 3/844 0/79384 0 0/154 0/337 0/307

Quality and Authentic-
ity Focus 3/872 0/7442 0 0/154 0/232 0/307

 Community 
Participation and 

Empowerment
3/892 0/76595 0 0/154 0/252 0/307

Smart and Sustainable 
Heritage Site Manage-

ment
3/792 0/78945 0 0/154 0 0/307
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Table 5: Reliability.

Item-Total Statistics

  Scale Mean if 
Item Deleted

Scale Variance if 
Item Deleted

Corrected Item-Total 
Correlation

Cronbach’s Alpha if 
Item Deleted

 Protection and Conservation of Resources 23.084 15.298 0.764 0.925

Revitalization of Sites and Programs 23.068 15.244 0.837 0.918

Community-Tourism Harmony 23.088 15.285 0.777 0.923

Quality and Authenticity Focus 23.06 15.438 0.812 0.92

 Community Participation and Empowerment 23.04 15.541 0.764 0.924

Smart and Sustainable Heritage Site Management 23.14 15.422 0.757 0.925

Table 6: Estimated variable model.

      Estimate S.E. R2 C.R. P

pi1 <---

Protection and Conservation of Resources

1/000   /746    

pi2 <--- /967 /055 /856 17/687 ***

pi3 <--- /943 /060 /913 15/686 ***

pi4 <---
Revitalization of Sites and Programs

1/000   /897    

pi5 <--- /954 /060 /572 15/826 ***

pi6 <---

 Community-Tourism Harmony

1/000   /651    

pi7 <--- /918 /065 /906 14/070 ***

pi8 <--- 1/041 /064   16/226 ***

pi9 <---

Quality and Authenticity Focus

1/000   /628    

pi10 <--- /985 /074 /583 13/405 ***

pi11 <--- 1/217 /074 /609 16/390 ***

pi12 <---
Community Participation and Empowerment

1/000   /641    

pi13 <--- /855 /083 /623 10/302 ***

pi14 <---

Smart and Sustainable Heritage Site Management

1/000   /719    

pi15 <--- 1/019 /031   32/712 ***

pi16 <--- /978 /034   28/655 ***

Table 7: Model fit indices for confirmatory factor analysis.

Index χ² df χ²/df RMSEA GFI AGFI CFI NFI

Value 203.345 83 2.45 0.076 0.913 0.902 0.968 0.948

Threshold - - <4 <0.08 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90

Result - - Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed

Table 8: Estimated variable model.

      Estimate S.E.   C.R. P

 Protection and Conservation of 
Resources <---

Principles of Cultural Heritage Tourism 
Development

1/000   /774    

Revitalization of Sites and 
Programs <--- /986 /067 /787 14/618 ***

Community-Tourism Harmony <--- 1/057 /071 /869 14/849 ***

Quality and Authenticity Focus <--- 1/038 /080 /799 13/050 ***

 Community Participation and 
Empowerment <--- 1/061 /075 /861 14/086 ***

Smart and Sustainable Heritage 
Site Management <--- 1/004 /082 /766 12/227 ***
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Table 9: Main model fit indices for second-order confirmatory factor analysis.ss

Indicator Calculated Value Desired Threshold Result Interpretation

Chi-square (X²) 938.12 - Confirmed Absolute value requires ratio interpretation (X²/df)

 (df) 6 - Confirmed -

X²/df 2.156 <4 Confirmed Excellent fit (1–3 ideal)

RMSEA 0.068 <0.08 Confirmed Good fit (<0.05 = excellent)

GFI 0.983 >0.90 Confirmed Outstanding fit

AGFI 0.939 >0.90 Confirmed Outstanding fit

CFI 0.993 >0.90 Confirmed Outstanding fit

NFI 0.988 >0.90 Confirmed Outstanding fit

Cronbach’s Alpha 0.933 >0.70 Confirmed Exceptional reliability

Descriptive Statistics of the Variables

In this section, descriptive statistics for the six main 
variables of the study are presented. These include Pro-
tection and Conservation of Resources, Revitalization of 
Sites and Programs, Community-Tourism Harmony, Quality 
and Authenticity Focus, Community Participation and Em-
powerment, and Smart and Sustainable Heritage Site Man-
agement. For each variable, the mean, standard deviation, 
skewness, and kurtosis are reported to provide an overview 
of the distribution and central tendency of the data Table 4.

The results indicate that the means of all variables are 
relatively high, suggesting a generally positive perception 
among participants. Moreover, the skewness and kurtosis 
values for all variables fall within acceptable ranges, imply-
ing a relatively normal distribution of responses.

Reliability

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is considered the tradition-
al criterion for assessing the internal consistency among 
the observed variables in a measurement model. The ac-
ceptable threshold for this index, which indicates the reli-
ability of the measurement model, is a minimum value of 
0.7 Table 5.

 Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted in this 
study using AMOS software to examine the construct va-
lidity of the questionnaire. In the first-order confirma-
tory factor analysis, the relationship between the 6 main 
latent variables (main themes including conservation and 

safeguarding of resources, revitalization of sites and pro-
grams, fit between community and tourism, focus on qual-
ity and authenticity, participation and empowerment of lo-
cal communities, and smart and sustainable management 
of heritage sites) and 16 related items (sub-themes) was 
measured. The results showed that all items were correctly 
related to the latent variables. 

First-order factor analysis of the main research 
variables

Figure 4 & 5, Table 6 According to the values in Table 
4-29, it can be seen that the significance level of all items 
is less than 0.01 and the critical ratio (C.R) is greater than 
1.96.

Model fit indices for confirmatory factor analysis

In this section, the fit indices of the main model for con-
firmatory factor analysis were examined. As can be seen in 
Table 7, the fitted confirmatory factor analysis model of the 
scale with the chi-square ratio index to the degree of free-
dom has a value of 4.50, which is within the desired level 
and less than 4 and is suitable for the validity of the model. 
Also, the main goodness-of-fit index in the structural equa-
tion model, or in other words, the root mean square error 
of estimation (RMSEA), is equal to 0.076 and less than the 
desired level, i.e. 0.08, which indicates a reasonable error 
in the population. If the CFI (Comparative Fit Index-Adjust-
ed), NFI (Non-Normalized Fit Index), and IFI (Incremental 
Fit Index) indices are greater than 90%, it indicates a very 
good and very appropriate fit. Therefore, according to the 
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above table, the model has a very good fit.

Study of second-order confirmatory factor analy-
sis

Second-order factor model analysis is defined as a type 
of factor model in which latent factors measured using ob-
served variables are themselves influenced by a more un-
derlying variable, in other words, a latent variable, but at a 
higher level.

In this section, the study of second-order factor analy-
sis of the main research model including the principles of 
cultural heritage tourism development was discussed. Fig-
ure 6 shows the second-order confirmatory factor analysis 
model with nonstandard output.

Also, the second-order confirmatory factor analysis 
model with standard output is shown in Figure 7.

According to the values in Table 8, it can be seen that 
the significance level of all items is less than 0.01 and the 
critical ratio (C.R) is greater than 1.96.

In the next step, a second-order confirmatory factor 
analysis was conducted to examine the relationship be-
tween these 6 latent variables and the overall structure of 
the study. The findings confirmed that these 6 main com-
ponents are influenced by a higher-level structure. Accord-
ingly, the research measurement model has appropriate 
validity and reliability and the selected items are able to 
accurately measure the desired variables.

Main model fit indices for second-order confirma-
tory factor analysis

This section presents the second-order confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) to evaluate the fit of the proposed 
conceptual model. The model consists of a higher-order 
construct (principles of cultural heritage tourism devel-
opment) and six primary components, each measured by 
observable indicators (items). Multiple fit indices were em-
ployed to assess the model’s adequacy, including absolute 
fit measures (e.g., chi-square), comparative fit indices (e.g., 
CFI, NFI), and parsimony-adjusted indices (e.g., RMSEA, 
GFI). Additionally, internal reliability was examined using 
Cronbach’s alpha. The table below summarizes the results 
of these analyses Table 9.

The results demonstrate excellent model fit. The chi-
square/df ratio (2.156) falls within the ideal range, indi-
cating good model-data alignment. The RMSEA (0.068) 
suggests acceptable fit (<0.08), while GFI (0.983), AGFI 
(0.939), CFI (0.993), and NFI (0.988) all exceed 0.90, re-
flecting outstanding fit across multiple criteria. Cronbach’s 
alpha (0.933) confirms exceptional reliability. Collectively, 
these results validate the model’s robustness, supporting 
its generalizability and practical applicability in future re-
search and decision-making.

Conclusion

 This study was conducted with the aim of identifying 
the key principles of cultural heritage tourism development 
at World Heritage Sites, focusing specifically on the Fin 
Garden in Iran. The findings reveal that the development of 
cultural heritage tourism at Fin Garden in Kashan can be 
conceptualized through six main factors, all of which are 
statistically significant and contextually aligned with the 
site’s cultural and historical needs and capacities. These 
factors, extracted through a Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
(CFA) model, all demonstrated high correlation coefficients 
and significance levels below 0.05 (P < 0.001), indicating 
that their effects were statistically validated within the 
structural model. The first factor, “Protection and 
Conservation of Resources”, was confirmed with a 
correlation coefficient of 0.774 and a significance level of P 
< 0.001, highlighting its essential role in the sustainable 
development of cultural heritage tourism. This factor 
comprises three sub-themes: legal and physical protection, 
which refers to the implementation of protective 
regulations, national and international registration, and the 
safeguarding of architectural structures; crisis and risk 
management, which involves preparedness for threats such 
as earthquakes, overcrowding, and human-induced 
damages; and enhancement of educational facilities, which 
is essential for raising conservation awareness among staff 
and visitors. These components are aligned with the 
principles of integrated heritage conservation, emphasizing 
the sustainability of historical values. According to the 
sustainable development paradigm, the preservation of 
natural and cultural resources must be prioritized. [62] 
emphasize that the legal and physical protection of cultural 
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assets forms the foundation of responsible tourism. 
Furthermore, in line with crisis management frameworks 
in tourism, proactive planning for potential hazards such as 
earthquakes, floods, and conflicts is essential. Enhancing 
educational facilities also contributes to human resource 
empowerment and raises public awareness. In light of 
natural degradation and visitor pressure, it is recommended 
that a digital monitoring system be implemented for the 
environmental and structural surveillance of the garden. 
The deployment of humidity sensors, intelligent video 
surveillance, and automated recording of biological and 
structural changes will support the physical protection of 
the site. Moreover, precise documentation using 3D 
scanning and the preparation of detailed maps are essential 
for future restoration planning. The second factor, 
“Revitalization of Sites and Programs,” was identified with a 
correlation coefficient of 0.787 and a significance level of P 
< 0.001. This dimension includes two key subcomponents: 
first, restoration and reconstruction, which refers to the 
systematic rehabilitation of damaged spaces through 
scientific approaches; and second, the utilization of 
environmental and social resources, such as leveraging 
local art and indigenous knowledge to revive the cultural 
function of the garden. This perspective aligns with the 
theory of cultural regeneration, which emphasizes the 
reconstruction of forgotten cultural values. According to 
[63], adaptive restoration can preserve authenticity while 
introducing new functions to heritage sites. Furthermore, 
the use of local resources particularly human capital, 
traditional knowledge, and social capacity leads to more 
sustainable development. Therefore, Fin Garden should not 
remain merely a site for passive visitation; instead, it can 
achieve cultural revitalization and vibrancy by hosting 
cultural programs such as historical storytelling nights, 
traditional music performances, exhibitions of Iranian art, 
and reenactments of Safavid and Qajar-era rituals. In 
addition, using local materials and authentic architectural 
elements in the restoration of ancillary spaces within the 
garden (such as the Shahneshin Room) contributes to the 
preservation of its original character. The third factor, 
“Community-Tourism Harmony,” plays the most significant 
role, with a high correlation coefficient of 0.869 and a 

significance level of P < 0.001. This factor consists of three 
subcomponents: empowering the local community through 
economic capacity-building and direct employment; 
sustainable development focused on balancing tourism 
growth with environmental preservation; and educational 
and participatory activities that actively engage the 
community in the heritage management process. According 
to the theory of Community-Based Tourism (CBT), the 
success of tourism programs depends on the genuine 
involvement of local communities. Sustainable development 
also aims to establish a balance between economic, 
environmental, and cultural interests. Public education and 
participation in decision-making processes enhance the 
sense of ownership and foster community acceptance of 
tourism initiatives. Therefore, it is recommended that local 
cooperatives be organized around Fin Garden, involving 
artisans, tour guides, and handicraft producers from 
Kashan, so that tourism-generated income can flow directly 
to local communities. Additionally, designing training 
programs for local guides emphasizing the historical 
significance of the garden and communication skills can 
improve the quality of interaction with visitors. The fourth 
factor, “Emphasis on Quality and Authenticity,” was 
confirmed with a loading factor of 0.799 and statistical 
significance (P < 0.001). This factor comprises sub-themes 
such as preserving the authenticity and quality of services, 
multilingual storytelling as a medium for transmitting 
intangible cultural values, and designing and enhancing the 
visitor experience through the creation of meaningful and 
interactive spaces. This approach aligns closely with the 
theory of Authentic Tourist Experience. [64] emphasize the 
significance of experience-driven tourism and the sensory 
and cultural immersion of visitors. Multilingual storytelling 
engages diverse audiences, while interactive experience 
design-such as through Augmented Reality (AR) technology 
leads to increased visitor satisfaction. Accordingly, the 
development of a multilingual, narrative-based application 
for visiting Fin Garden can offer an authentic and interactive 
experience for both domestic and international tourists. 
The app may feature storytelling elements related to the 
assassination of Amir Kabir, the garden’s architectural 
features, the symbolic use of water in Persian garden 
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design, and the cultural life across various historical eras 
[65]. Integrating AR technology into the visitor pathways 
will further enable the visualization of the past and foster a 
deeper understanding of the site’s historical and cultural 
context. he fifth axis, “Community Participation and 
Empowerment,” was validated with a factor loading of 
0.861 and a significance level of P < 0.001. This factor is 
based on two sub-components: transparency and revenue 
distribution, which emphasize economic justice in the 
equitable sharing of tourism resources; and active 
community involvement in decision-making and 
implementation processes, reflecting a democratic 
approach to heritage management. Aligned with the theory 
of social empowerment, this factor highlights that genuine 
participation in decision-making and equitable access to 
economic benefits are key drivers of sustainable tourism 
development. transparent financial practices and fair 
income distribution enhance community trust and 
encourage active involvement. Therefore, implementing 
financial transparency policies for instance, by publicly 
displaying ticket revenue and its usage through 
informational boards or the official website of the garden 
can foster public trust. Moreover, allocating a portion of 
tourism revenues to local social projects (such as education, 
infrastructure, or the support of traditional arts) ensures 
meaningful and sustained community engagement. The 
sixth and final factor, “Smart and Sustainable Management 
of Heritage Sites,” was validated with a loading coefficient 
of 0.766 and a significance level of P < 0.001. This factor 
encompasses sub-themes such as the integration of 
emerging technologies including digital systems, guiding 
applications, and artificial intelligence for managing site 
visits; smart marketing and visitor attraction based on data 
analytics and precise targeting; and efficient visitor 
management to preserve the quality of experience and 
prevent site degradation [66]. This approach is consistent 
with the concepts of smart tourism and sustainable 
destination management. Advanced technologies such as 
visit management systems, augmented reality applications, 
and feedback data analytics enhance visitor experience 
while supporting the preservation of site capacity. 
Moreover, targeted marketing plays an essential role in 
attracting responsible and informed tourists. Accordingly, 

the implementation of digital queuing systems and visitor 
traffic management tools is recommended to reduce 
congestion during peak hours. Additionally, the analysis of 
visitation data through smart systems can provide valuable 
insights for capacity planning, targeted promotion, and 
service development [67].
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