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Abstract:

This study aims to examine the role of tourism in consolidating peace in host communities from the perspective of tourism
activists in Mazandaran Province. This applied research employed a descriptive—Delphi approach. Data were collected using a
validated questionnaire refined through expert consultation. The statistical population included senior and middle managers of
the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, museum directors, and private tourism sector managers in Mazandaran. Due to the limited
number of participants, a census method was used. Respondents’ perceptions were assessed using a five-point Likert scale, and
data were analyzed using SPSS software. The reliability of the instrument, measured by Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.739, indicating
acceptable internal consistency. Results indicated that the majority of respondents agreed that tourism positively influences
social tolerance and peaceful coexistence within host communities. One hundred percent of participants supported the positive
tourism statements. The positive cultural (¢=0.776) and overall positive (¢=0.801) attitude indices showed higher reliability.
Conversely, the negative cultural index recorded the lowest reliability (a=0.184). Findings confirmed that tourism contributes
to sustainable economic development, job creation, and inter-cultural understanding, while also raising concerns over
environmental degradation and cultural erosion in the absence of proper management. Tourism acts as a powerful instrument
for peacebuilding, coexistence, and sustainable development in host societies. Although unplanned growth of tourism can lead
to environmental and socio-economic challenges, strategic management and supportive policy frameworks can transform
tourism into a sustainable force for peace and mutual understanding.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Tourism, as one of the most dynamic sectors of the global economy, has emerged as a multidimensional force influencing
economic growth, cultural integration, and social harmony. Beyond its material and financial contributions, tourism plays a
vital role in promoting peace, tolerance, and intercultural understanding among nations (Farmaki, 2017). In the contemporary
world, where global interactions are intensified and cultural boundaries increasingly blurred, tourism serves as a human-
centered mechanism that fosters mutual respect and empathy across societies. The link between tourism and peace has thus
become a crucial subject of study, particularly within the framework of sustainable development and social stability (Haessly,
2010).

From a conceptual standpoint, the relationship between tourism and peace is reciprocal: peace provides the essential
foundation for the growth of tourism, while tourism, in turn, contributes to the consolidation of peaceful coexistence. Tourism
encourages the encounter between peoples, cultures, and worldviews, allowing individuals to transcend stereotypes and build
bridges of understanding (Balvin & Kashima, 2012). Scholars in peace psychology have emphasized that cultural exchange and
social contact are key mechanisms for reducing intergroup hostility and fostering long-term harmony. In this regard, the contact
hypothesis in social psychology offers a theoretical basis suggesting that structured and positive contact between groups
diminishes prejudice and promotes trust (Farmaki, 2017).

In the context of developing countries, including Iran, tourism has increasingly been recognized as a strategic driver for both
economic growth and social stability. Iran’s rich cultural diversity, historical heritage, and natural landscapes offer significant
potential for tourism-driven peacebuilding. However, realizing this potential requires inclusive management practices, the
empowerment of local communities, and the protection of cultural and environmental resources (Zahedi, 2006). Research in
this field shows that community participation is a critical factor in achieving equitable and sustainable tourism outcomes
(Hasana et al., 2021). Local engagement not only increases the economic benefits of tourism but also reinforces cultural identity
and strengthens social cohesion (Robinson & Picard, 2006).

Tourism also serves as a medium for intercultural dialogue, which is essential to maintaining social stability in culturally
diverse nations. Through direct human interaction, tourists and host communities engage in a process of mutual learning that
enhances empathy and tolerance (Sohrabzadeh & Zafardoust, 2015). Furthermore, responsible tourism can act as an informal
educational system that promotes awareness about cultural diversity, environmental protection, and global citizenship (Frew &
White, 2011). In this sense, the tourism industry is not merely a driver of economic prosperity but also a facilitator of peace
education and intercultural ethics (Haessly, 2010).

From an economic standpoint, the results of various studies have emphasized that tourism can alleviate poverty, stimulate
regional development, and reduce inequalities—factors that collectively contribute to structural peace (Honey & Gilpin, 2009).
For instance, small-scale tourism projects can empower marginalized communities by providing employment, supporting local
entrepreneurship, and enhancing social equity (Hashemian Bojnord, 2015). Likewise, the development of eco-tourism and
sustainable tourism initiatives contributes to environmental preservation and the well-being of future generations (Hasana et

al., 2021).
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Another critical dimension of peace-oriented tourism is gender inclusion. As research has indicated, women’s participation
in the tourism industry enhances their social status, decision-making power, and financial independence (Haghighat
Ghahfarokhi et al., 2023). By empowering women and encouraging equal participation, tourism strengthens social justice and
promotes equality—two essential pillars of lasting peace (Balvin & Kashima, 2012). At the same time, technological progress
has dramatically transformed tourism practices worldwide, making destinations more accessible and experiences more
personalized (Hoseynzadeh & Hooshmand, 2020). Digital platforms, smart systems, and online marketing tools have improved
connectivity between tourists and host communities, fostering awareness and engagement across cultural boundaries.

Moreover, organizational culture and leadership within tourism institutions play an essential role in ensuring ethical
management and positive social outcomes. Transformational leadership and participative organizational practices have been
found to enhance employee performance, improve service quality, and build public trust (Idris et al., 2022). Such leadership
models ensure that tourism operates not merely as an industry but as a socially responsible system that contributes to
peacebuilding.

In recent years, empirical research in Iran has demonstrated the potential of tourism to enhance civic participation, strengthen
urban identity, and boost local economies (Jalalian et al., 2019; Rasouli et al., 2024). Studies in cities such as Marivan and Sari
indicate that inclusive tourism policies improve social solidarity and public trust, which in turn lay the groundwork for peaceful
social interactions. On the global scale, similar findings show that peace-oriented tourism policies can rebuild post-conflict
societies, promote intercultural reconciliation, and foster coexistence (Fatemi, 2021).

Accordingly, the current study seeks to contribute to this growing body of knowledge by examining the role of tourism in
consolidating peace in host communities from the perspective of tourism professionals and stakeholders in Mazandaran
Province, Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied and descriptive research design utilizing the Delphi method to gather expert opinions. The
target population consisted of senior and middle managers from the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and Handicrafts,
as well as private-sector tourism professionals, including hotel, restaurant, and eco-lodge managers in Mazandaran Province.
Due to the limited population size, the census method was applied. Data were collected through a structured questionnaire
consisting of 25 items on a five-point Likert scale. The questionnaire was validated by experts, and its reliability was tested
using Cronbach’s alpha, which yielded a value of 0.739, indicating acceptable internal consistency. Data analysis was
conducted using SPSS software, focusing on descriptive statistics and reliability assessment.

Findings

The results revealed that 61% of the respondents were male and 39% female, with most participants holding undergraduate
or graduate degrees. Among the total respondents, 57.5% were employed in the public sector and 42.5% in private tourism
enterprises. Analysis of positive indicators showed that 100% of respondents agreed that tourism has a positive impact on social
tolerance and peaceful coexistence within host communities. Similarly, 93.3% strongly agreed that tourism fosters intercultural
dialogue and mutual understanding among different groups.

Regarding economic impacts, the findings indicated that tourism significantly contributes to job creation, income generation,
and the reduction of local unemployment. Respondents emphasized that these economic benefits enhance the standard of living

in host communities and create favorable conditions for social stability.
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In the cultural dimension, 86.7% of participants agreed that tourism enhances cultural awareness and appreciation of
diversity, while 84.4% believed that it strengthens national unity and mutual respect among ethnic groups. Furthermore, 60%
of respondents acknowledged that tourism promotes social empathy and moral values, particularly in local communities
exposed to diverse cultures.

However, the study also identified certain negative perceptions. Approximately 46.7% of respondents expressed concerns
about potential cultural homogenization and the weakening of traditional norms due to uncontrolled mass tourism.
Environmental concerns were also highlighted, with 40% indicating that unregulated tourism might lead to resource depletion
and ecological damage. Despite these concerns, the overall Cronbach’s alpha for the “positive perception index” (0.801) was
significantly higher than that of the “negative perception index” (0.523), confirming the predominance of favorable attitudes
toward tourism’s role in peacebuilding.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that tourism in Mazandaran Province has a substantial positive influence on
promoting peace, tolerance, and sustainable development within host communities. Participants’ strong agreement on the
positive social and cultural impacts of tourism aligns with global perspectives asserting that tourism can act as a catalyst for
social integration and intercultural understanding. Economic empowerment derived from tourism activities enhances
individuals’ sense of stability and belonging, while cultural exchange fosters empathy and respect across communities.

The results also reveal that tourism’s potential to build peace extends beyond mere economic benefits; it functions as a
platform for dialogue, cooperation, and identity reconstruction. When managed responsibly, tourism bridges social divisions,
nurtures a sense of shared humanity, and transforms cultural diversity into a resource for unity rather than conflict. In this way,
tourism supports not only “negative peace,” characterized by the absence of conflict, but also “positive peace,” which reflects
justice, equality, and mutual respect.

At the same time, the study highlights the necessity of strategic planning and sustainable management in mitigating tourism’s
potential negative effects. Without proper regulation, tourism may inadvertently contribute to cultural dilution and
environmental degradation. Thus, policymakers and tourism managers must adopt integrated approaches that balance economic
growth with cultural preservation and environmental protection.

Overall, this research reaffirms the transformative power of tourism as a vehicle for peacebuilding in host communities.
Through inclusive governance, community participation, and ethical leadership, tourism can evolve from a commercial industry
into a socio-cultural force for global harmony. The case of Mazandaran exemplifies how localized efforts in tourism

management can yield broader contributions to national solidarity and intercultural peace.
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