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Abstract:

Creative tourism is a sustainable form of tourism that provides opportunities for the development of creative capacities through active
participation in specific learning courses and experiences within a tourist destination, which itself constitutes one of the key characteristics
of sustainable urban development. This study is an applied research with a mixed quantitative—qualitative approach, employing a descriptive—
analytical survey method for data collection. The statistical population consisted of 239,591 citizens of Birjand (with a sample size of 384
selected through simple random sampling) and 30 experts (selected through purposive sampling). The main research instrument was a
questionnaire with confirmed validity and reliability (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.756 for creative tourism and 0.723 for urban development),
measured on a scale ranging from 1 (undesirable) to 5 (desirable). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and AMOS software,
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and the Delphi method. This study, adopting a combined approach (Delphi technique, binomial test,
Pearson correlation, and structural equation modeling), examined the impact of creative tourism indicators on sustainable urban development
in Birjand. The results indicated that, except for the social capital indicator, the status of other creative tourism indicators in Birjand is
undesirable. The indicators of sustainable urban development were also evaluated as weak across the economic, social, and environmental
dimensions. A positive and significant relationship was found between creative tourism and sustainable development (at the 0.01 significance
level). The strongest correlation was observed between innovation and urban development (r = 0.941). Structural equation modeling results
showed that creative tourism indicators explain 62% of the variance in sustainable development. Among the indicators, social capital (f =
0.95) had the greatest effect on sustainable urban development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary era, rapid global transformations—particularly driven by technological advancements—have
significantly reshaped human settlements, especially urban environments (1). The twenty-first century is widely regarded as
the century of ideas and creativity, where human creativity and talent are considered fundamental drivers of economic, social,
and cultural development. Increasing global competition among regions and nations is increasingly dependent on their ability
to nurture, retain, and attract creative capacities (2). Consequently, creativity has gained considerable attention in urban and
regional studies, leading to the emergence of new concepts such as the creative class, creative industries, creative environments,
creative cities, and creative tourism (3, 4).

Creative cities play a vital role in fostering innovation and cultural vitality, promoting diverse creative activities, and

enhancing urban tourism through the development of creative industries (5). In parallel, tourism—one of the fastest-growing
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sectors in urban areas—has undergone a paradigm shift. Traditional mass tourism models, historically centered on standardized
experiences such as “sun, sea, and sand,” have gradually transitioned toward more meaningful, personalized, and experience-
based forms of travel (6). This transformation is largely influenced by changes in both demand and supply, as well as the
emergence of the experience economy and knowledge-based economy, which have directed tourism toward creativity and
innovation (7).

As a result, tourism has evolved into its third generation—creative tourism—uwhere the focus is on authentic, participatory,
and knowledge-based experiences rather than passive consumption (8). Creative tourism enables tourists to actively engage in
learning experiences related to local culture, arts, and heritage, thereby fostering deeper interaction between visitors and host
communities (9-11). Urban environments, due to their relatively advanced infrastructure, skilled human resources, social
capital, and cultural diversity, provide an ideal context for the development of creative tourism (12).

Simultaneously, urban development has emerged as a multidimensional concept influencing social, economic, cultural, and
political aspects of human life (13). Sustainable urban development, as an advanced form of urban planning, emphasizes
economic growth, poverty reduction, efficient governance, and optimal use of natural and social resources (14, 15). Tourism
is recognized as a critical driver of urban development, contributing to economic growth, cultural exchange, and spatial
transformation (16).

The relationship between creative tourism and urban development is inherently reciprocal. While urban development
provides the necessary infrastructure and conditions for tourism growth, creative tourism can, in turn, stimulate economic
vitality, enhance cultural identity, and improve urban competitiveness (17). The benefits of creative tourism for cities include
increased tourist attraction, enhanced global recognition, economic growth, improved urban aesthetics, and stronger cultural
identity (18, 19).

Empirical studies further support the significance of creativity in tourism and urban development. For instance, creative
tourism activities have been shown to constitute a substantial portion of initiatives within UNESCO Creative Cities, particularly
in the domains of crafts and folk arts (20). Similarly, research highlights the importance of global-local interactions in shaping
creative city policies (21) and emphasizes the challenges of achieving inclusive creative urban development in culturally diverse
cities (22). Other studies underscore the role of creativity in enhancing sustainable development in both urban and rural contexts
(23).

Within Iran, several studies have explored the role of creative tourism in urban development, highlighting the importance
of innovation, cultural diversity, and social participation in achieving sustainable outcomes (5, 24-26).

Despite the theoretical and empirical recognition of creative tourism as a catalyst for sustainable urban development, many
cities—such as Birjand—have not fully realized their potential in this domain. Although Birjand possesses rich cultural and
historical assets, the effective integration of these resources into creative tourism frameworks remains limited. Therefore, this
study aims to analyze the status of creative tourism and its relationship with sustainable urban development in Birjand.

Methods and Materials

This study is an applied research adopting a mixed-methods approach that combines both quantitative and qualitative
techniques. In terms of data collection, the research employs a descriptive—analytical survey method. The statistical population
consists of two groups: first, the citizens of Birjand, numbering 239,591 individuals, from whom a sample of 384 participants
was selected using Cochran’s formula and simple random sampling; second, a group of 30 experts, including university

professors, managers, and specialists, selected through purposive sampling.
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The primary data collection instrument is a structured questionnaire developed based on prior studies and literature review.
The validity of the questionnaire was confirmed through expert evaluation, while reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients, which were calculated as 0.756 for creative tourism and 0.723 for urban development. The questionnaire
utilized a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (undesirable) to 5 (desirable).

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and AMOS software. The analytical framework incorporated multiple techniques,
including the Delphi method for expert consensus, binomial tests for assessing indicator status, Pearson correlation analysis for
examining relationships between variables, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) within a structural equation modeling
(SEM) framework to evaluate the impact of creative tourism indicators on sustainable urban development.

Findings

The findings of the Delphi method indicated an increased level of agreement among experts in the second round compared
to the first, confirming the validity of the selected indicators. The highest difference between rounds was observed in the
innovation and initiative component.

The results of the binomial test revealed that all creative tourism indicators were statistically significant at a level below
0.05. However, except for the social capital indicator, all other indicators—including flexibility, innovation, risk-taking,
leadership, and infrastructure—were evaluated as undesirable. The mean value for overall creative tourism indicators was
2.460, indicating a generally weak status. The proportion of responses below the neutral threshold (value 3) was significantly
higher than those above it.

Regarding sustainable urban development, the results demonstrated that all three dimensions—social, economic, and
environmental—were also statistically significant but weak. The mean values for social, economic, and environmental
dimensions were approximately 2.254, 1.813, and 2.053, respectively, confirming their unfavorable status. The overall mean
of sustainable development indicators was approximately 2.107, further indicating a weak condition.

Pearson correlation analysis revealed a positive and significant relationship between creative tourism and sustainable urban
development at the 0.01 significance level. The strongest correlation was observed between innovation and urban development,
with a coefficient of 0.941.

Structural equation modeling results showed that creative tourism indicators explain approximately 62% of the variance in
sustainable urban development. Among the indicators, social capital had the highest standardized effect ( = 0.95), indicating
its critical role in enhancing sustainable urban development.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight a significant gap between the existing potential of Birjand and its actual performance in
both creative tourism and sustainable urban development. Although the city possesses substantial cultural and historical assets,
the lack of effective utilization of these resources has resulted in weak performance across most indicators.

The weak status of creative tourism indicators—particularly innovation, infrastructure, and leadership—suggests structural
and institutional deficiencies that hinder the development of a dynamic and competitive tourism sector. At the same time, the
relatively better performance of social capital indicates that community-based capacities exist but are not effectively leveraged
within a broader strategic framework.

Similarly, the weak condition of sustainable urban development across economic, social, and environmental dimensions
reflects a lack of integrated planning and insufficient synergy between different sectors. The absence of coordinated policies
and supportive infrastructure has limited the ability of the city to translate its cultural assets into sustainable development

outcomes.
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Despite these challenges, the strong and significant relationship between creative tourism and urban development
underscores the potential of creative tourism as a strategic tool for urban transformation. The high explanatory power of creative
tourism indicators in predicting sustainable development further confirms its importance as a key driver of urban progress.

In conclusion, enhancing creative tourism in Birjand requires a comprehensive approach that integrates policy-making,
infrastructure development, community participation, and innovation. Strengthening social capital, fostering creativity, and
improving institutional support mechanisms can significantly contribute to achieving sustainable urban development. The
findings emphasize the necessity of adopting a data-driven and participatory approach to urban planning, ensuring that creative
tourism is effectively integrated into the broader development strategy of the city.
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