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Preconditions for Community-Based Tourism Development 
in Kandovan, Iran

Warunki dla rozwoju turystyki opartej na lokalnej społeczności w Kandovan (Iran)

Abstract: This article investigates local communities’ attitudes towards cooperation to promote 
community-based tourism and local heritage preservation in Kandovan, northwest of Iran. Drawing 
on data gathered by means of qualitative interviews, questionnaires, and participant observation, 
the article evaluates locals’ willingness to cooperate among themselves as well as with external 
stakeholders. The fi ndings reveal a positive inclination to collaborate among locals and diverse 
intentions in cooperating with other stakeholders. The article advocates for a collaborative, inclusive 
approach that fosters mutual understanding in community-based tourism and heritage preservation 
to accomplish developmental objectives and promote local welfare. It adopts a novel approach 
in that, rather than examining the results of an ongoing or completed community-based tourism 
project, it focuses on issues relating to such tourism where it has not yet been established.

Keywords: community-based tourism; local heritage; cooperation; collaboration; northwest Iran; 
Kandovan

Abstrakt: Artykuł bada postawy lokalnej społeczności wobec współpracy w celu promowania 
turystyki opartej na społeczności oraz zachowania lokalnego dziedzictwa w Kandovan, w pół-
nocno-zachodnim Iranie. Korzystając z danych zebranych za pomocą wywiadów jakościowych, 
ankiet i obserwacji uczestniczących, przygotowano ocenę gotowości mieszkańców do współpracy 
zarówno między sobą, jak i z zewnętrznymi podmiotami. Wyniki wskazują na pozytywne skłon-
ności do współpracy wśród mieszkańców oraz zróżnicowane intencje dotyczące współpracy z in-
nymi podmiotami. Artykuł opowiada się za opartym na współpracy, otwartym podejściem, które 
sprzyja wzajemnemu zrozumieniu w zakresie turystyki opartej na społecznościach i zachowaniu 
dziedzictwa w celu osiągnięcia celów rozwojowych i promowania dobrobytu lokalnego. Przyjmuje 
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on nowatorskie podejście, ponieważ zamiast analizować wyniki trwającego lub przestarzałego 
projektu turystyki opartej na społeczności, skupia się na kwestiach związanych z taką turystyką, 
która jeszcze nie została wprowadzona.

Słowa kluczowe: turystyka oparta na lokalnej społeczności; lokalne dziedzictwo; współpraca; 
północno-zachodni Iran; Kandovan

INTRODUCTION

Although it emerged more intensely in the 1990s, community-based tourism 
is no longer an alternative concept. In Jamaica, the term “community tourism” 
was used in 1978 to encourage community involvement in tourism by making 
use of local resources (Giampiccoli et al. 2015). The literature on community-
based tourism has grown over the past three decades (e.g. Capenerhurst 1994; 
Okazaki 2008; Álvarez-García et al. 2018; He et al. 2021; Naranjo Llupart 2022). 
Community-based tourism can occur in both developed and developing coun-
tries; however, it is associated with disadvantaged members of society whose 
characteristics vary between such countries (Zielinski et al. 2021). Research 
on community-based tourism has been conducted in countries such as Japan (e.g. 
Hiwasaki 2006), as well in other Asian countries like Sri Lanka (Sriyani 2022), 
Laos (Park et al. 2018), Cambodia (e.g. Müller et al. 2020a, 2020b) or Thai-
land (Sitikarn 2021) and South American countries like Peru (e.g. Mitchell, 
Reid 2001) or Ecuador (Ruiz Ballesteros 2011). It should also not be regarded 
as an exclusively rural phenomenon as it can be found in urban contexts (Mta-
puri, Giampiccoli 2020).

Community-based tourism can fail when it is not properly planned and 
managed (George et al. 2007), negatively impacting community development 
(Ngo, Creutz 2022). To enhance its chances of success, it needs to be properly 
implemented (Saayman, Giampiccoli 2016). Many community-based tourism 
initiatives have failed due to unfavorable local circumstances. Not all locations 
are suitable for tourism development; and each site needs to be evaluated for 
its capacity to host tourism enterprises (Zielinski et al. 2021). The preconditions 
to enhance its chances of success (see Jugmohan, Steyn 2015) include cooperation 
and solidarity amongst community members. Gidebo (2023) asserts that com-
munity involvement in tourism development is contingent upon initial attitudes 
toward tourism. Specifi c social factors and human attitudes and characteristics are 
thus an important theme in the literature on community-based tourism (Cáceres-
Feria et al. 2021; Zeren et al. 2022; Iorio, Corsale 2014; Matarrita-Cascante et 
al. 2010; Khartishvili et al. 2020). Community-based tourism, by involving local 
community members and circulating tourism revenues within the village, has 
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the potential to generate income and jobs for residents. Involving community 
stakeholders helps ensure tourism benefi ts local people rather than outside inves-
tors (e.g. Amir et al. 2017; Dodds et al. 2018).

This article adopts a novel approach by investigating cooperation in a con-
text that currently lacks community-based tourism development. In other words, 
it examines whether the local context is conducive to community-based tour-
ism by investigating community members’ attitudes towards cooperation among 
themselves and with external entities using Kandovan in Iran as a case study. It 
builds on previous work on the potential for tourism development in Kandovan 
(see Rezapouraghdam et al. 2020).

LITERATURE REVIEW: 
COMMUNITY-BASED TOURISM AS A PHENOMENON

Community-based tourism emerged as an alternative to mass tourism (Dan-
gi, Petrick 2021) focusing on disadvantaged people (Sumarmi et al. 2020; Sosa 
et al. 2021). It is linked to alternative development and community development 
issues such as community empowerment, capacity building, self-reliance, equity, 
social justice, self-determination, redistribution, and local control of tourism, 
etc. (Khartishvili et al. 2020; Sriyani 2022; Dłużewska, Giampiccoli 2021; Gi-
ampiccoli 2015; Jamal, Dredge 2014; Chin, Noorashid 2022). A fundamental 
tenet of community-based tourism is that the community fully controls, owns 
and manages it, thereby avoiding domination by external actors or the local 
elite (Navas-Camargo, Zwerg-Villegas 2014). However, the development of this 
form of tourism also requires support from the government authorities (Sun et 
al. 2020; Fiorello, Bo 2012). Cooperation among members is a further charac-
teristic as community-based tourism promotes community development steeped 
in community members’ collaborative work (Sosa et al. 2021).

Community-based tourism requires favorable conditions to enhance its 
chances of success. Local conditions must be evaluated and adjusted to suit its 
development, especially in the initial stages, to decrease the likelihood of fail-
ure (Zielinski et al. 2020). Not every location is suitable (Zielinski et al. 2020). 
Cooperation is a fundamental requirement. For example, the most successful 
community-based tourism initiatives launched by specialists and stakeholders 
in Armenia and Georgia are marked by strong cooperation between community 
leaders and the government authorities (Khartishvili et al. 2020). The following 
four types of cooperation are possible in community-based tourism:

• Cooperation for community-based tourism development relates to de-
velopment cooperation (often international) to support community-based tourism 
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as a tool for poverty alleviation, assisting struggling economies and promoting 
nature conservation (see Gascón 2013).

• Cooperation between community-based tourism and external enti-
ties (often referred to as partnerships) occurs when a community-based tourism 
entity (and/or its members) joins forces with an external partner such as private 
tourism company or a non-governmental organization (NGO) (see Graci 2012; 
Dłużewska, Giampiccoli 2021).

• Cooperation between community-based tourism and the community. 
To ensure its success, a community-based tourism entity and its members should 
promote cooperation with the wider community (see Chin, Noorashid 2022).

• Cooperation among members of the community-based tourism ini-
tiative. The recent literature recognizes that Internal cooperation, cohesion and 
solidarity in the community are the fi rst steps in successful success develop 
community-based tourism develop community-based tourism (Zeren et al. 2022). 
Examining this cooperation focuses the study on relationships and decision-mak-
ing processes within the community stakeholder group itself, which is important 
for a community-based approach.

This article focuses on the last type of cooperation. A community-based 
tourism initiative that lacks cooperation among its members is likely to be at 
risk of failure. This suggests the need for a feasibility study prior to launching 
such an initiative (Denman 2001). Diff erent preconditions that are favorable 
to community-based tourism formation are necessary (Dłużewska, Giampiccoli 
2021). Jugmohan and Steyn (2015), thus, recommend an evaluation of local 
conditions accompanied by a management model for community-based tourism. 
Jugmohan and Steyn (2015) assert that any community-based tourism initiative 
should be required to identify and assess preconditions in order to increase the 
project’s likelihood of success. However, the model they propose does not in-
clude cooperation among community members as well as their cooperation with 
external entities. External actors should provide a facilitating platform to enable 
community members to take independent action and control developments in their 
locality (Giampiccoli, Kalis 2012a).

Specifi c social capital related to cooperation is fundamental in community-
based tourism (Jaafar et al. 2020). This includes relationships of trust, norms 
and solidarity (see Díaz Rocca, Zielinski 2022). Community cooperation is rec-
ognized as one of the factors that enhances community-based tourism’s success 
(Karacaoğlu, Birdir 2017; Zeren et al. 2022). Successful community-based tour-
ism usually occurs in well-organized, close-knit and self-determined communities 
(Karacaoğlu, Birdir 2017). Such cooperation is strengthened when benefi ts accrue 
to community members from the community-based tourism project (Sitikarn 2021).
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However, the reality is often diff erent from theory and more complicated 
as communities are diffi  cult to defi ne and are not homogenous. Furthermore, 
they confront diff erent internal problems. The heterogeneity of a community 
can imposes limitations on community-based tourism as a tool for community 
development (Navas-Camargo, Zwerg-Villegas 2014). It is, therefore, impor-
tant to assess community members’ attitudes – especially potential members 
of a community-based tourism initiative – and their willingness to cooperate. 
The presence of a cooperative framework in a community can off er a naturally 
occurring structural foundation from which community-based tourism initiatives 
can be started (Giampiccoli, Kalis 2012a).

COMMUNITY-BASED TOURISM AND LOCAL HERITAGE

Cultural and natural heritage are important tourist attractions in many devel-
oping countries (Khartishvili et al. 2020). However, conventional tourism poses 
problems in relation to natural and cultural heritage, especially when it is exter-
nally controlled, as resources are diverted from local communities (Jugmohan, 
Steyn 2015). Cooperation amongst stakeholders including – and arguably fi rst 
and foremost – the local community is fundamental. A successful relationship 
between tourism and heritage calls for the involvement of all stakeholders and, 
as the custodian of its heritage, the community must be involved and recognized 
(Aas et al. 2005; Su, Wall 2014; Akbar et al. 2020). The local community, which 
often consists of the poorer sections of society, must benefi t. As noted by Koo-
hafkan and Altieri (2011), in many Globally Important Agricultural Heritage 
Systems (GIAHS) sites the eco-cultural patrimony is associated with poor people. 
The rural poor’s identity, self-esteem, and sense of connection to the global com-
munity can all benefi t from public recognition of their knowledge and talents. 
However, local community members are often neglected in local tourism and 
heritage management (Su, Wall 2014; see also Akbar et al. 2020).

Management says the specifi c community or custodian group made up 
of representatives from the local community, conservation board, and govern-
ment authority is usually responsible for heritage (Ahmed 2007). Community-
based tourism is also reliant on local resources such as local attractions which 
are based on local heritage. This implies that the community should control, own 
and manage tourism resources and facilities. At the same time, community-based 
tourism initiatives that promote cultural heritage can be marked by a complex 
relationship between commodifi cation of culture and being a source of income 
and employment (see Ristiawan, Tiberghien 2021). Community-based tourism 
supports local people’s way of life including their heritage. Local people can 
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benefi t by off ering local heritage as tourism experiences and through resource 
conservation (Arintoko et al. 2020; Gidebo 2023). Recognition of local knowl-
edge and skills related to heritage can enhance the identity, self-esteem, and 
sense of belonging of the rural poor. Amongst other things, community-based 
tourism’s economic contributions are linked to local expertise, know-how, and 
capacity to preserve local cultural legacies (Akbar et al. 2020). Protection of local 
heritage is another issue associated with community-based tourism (Giampiccoli, 
Kalis 2012a; Mohamad, Hamzah 2013, Simons, de Groot 2015).

This study aims to make a unique contribution by focusing specifi cally 
on collaboration as a key factor. Collaboration between stakeholders is pivotal 
for ensuring community buy-in and an equitable distribution of benefi ts. The 
focus on this understudied yet pivotal factor sets this work apart from similar 
previous investigations.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study context: Kandovan village

According to the announcement of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tour-
ism and Handicrafts of Iran (2023), the village of Kandovan in East Azerbaijan 
province was registered in the list of the best global tourism villages. Kandovan 
village confronts socio-economic challenges such as poverty, low levels of edu-
cation and inequality despite the various development programs implemented 
in rural areas by the government (see Rezapouraghdam et al 2020). However, 
the village could play an important role in realizing the potential of tourism 
development in the northwest region of the East Azerbaijan Province in Iran. 
As shown in Fig. 1, it is located 62 km from the city of Tabriz.

Kandovan’s ancient identity is rooted in life and residence inside conical 
and pyramid-shaped rocks. Only three historical regions in the world share these 
characteristics, with the other two being Cappadocia in Turkey and Dakota in the 
United States of America. However, Kandovan is the only one that is inhabited 
by people. Its uniqueness lies in the caves in the volcanic landscape which 
were sculpted by natural elements into cone-shaped structures known as karans 
(cliff  dwellings) (Nahi, Singery 2015) that are home to the local people (see 
Mohammadzadeh, Rezaei 2019). Due to these characteristics, Kandovan vil-
lage was registered as a key national monument in Iran in 1997 and is awaiting 
UNESCO registration (Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts and Tourism 
2023; Interview with the manager of the cultural heritage base of Kandovan vil-
lage). People have been living in karans since the Ilkhanid period (1256–1353). 
However, confl ict exists between conserving the karans and the need to improve 
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living conditions (Amini Birami et al. 2015). Photos 1, 2 show a view of Kan-
dovan village.

Agriculture, horticulture, and animal husbandry have traditionally been the 
main occupations of the people of Kandovan. However, of late new occupations 
have been introduced such as shop keeping, buff et management, restaurants, 
peddlers, and tourist guides. Carpet weaving is another important local tradition 
(Kandovan Rural Guide Plan 2005; Interview with head villager 2023). The re-
search was conducted in Kandovan and involved an examination of secondary 
data as well as fi eldwork with an ethnographic-oriented research approach based 
on various visits (in 2023) to Kandovan where interviews (based on needs, issues 
and problems in general) / questionnaires (9 questions in the general section and 
11 specialized questions) were employed to gather primary data, with extensive 
observation (including photography) also undertaken. One of the researchers, 
a female Iranian academic, lives close to Kandovan and is thus familiar with 
local realities. She is also fl uent in the local language. This facilitated the re-
searcher’s immersion in local life, enabling her to gain local trust, and fostering 
fl uid communication with community members. The interviews and observations 
complemented each other. Due to most of the villagers’ low levels of literacy, 

Fig. 1. Location of Kandovan village in Iran
Source: Authors’ own study.
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Photo 1. The view of Kandovan village from the south
Source: (Second author 2023).

Photo 2. Image from inside the karans (cliff  dwellings) in Kandovan
Source: (Tabriz photos, Tabriz tourism, 2023).
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the questionnaire was administered at the same time as the interviews in order 
to complement each other. Telephonic interviews were conducted to gather ad-
ditional data from managers and local village leaders. In other words, an Iranian 
researcher collected fi eld data that included semi-structured interviews and the 
distribution of questionnaires to participants. Each interview and questionnaire 
session lasted about 20 minutes on average. Participants were initially asked 
to articulate Kandovan-specifi c wants, diffi  culties, and problems, followed by the 
completion of formal questionnaires. After that, responses were thoroughly col-
lected and transcribed to allow for in-depth examination. Data management en-
tailed gathering and coding information using Excel software. The extracted 
codes were checked. As a result, codes with intercoder reliability lower than 
0.85 were excluded from the analysis. In addition, many talks with provincial 
and village offi  cials, as well as consultants involved in the Kandovan develop-
ment plan, were held to address the initial coordination and critical concerns 
for conducting the current research. These interactions were critical in obtain-
ing governmental clearance to conduct fi eld studies. Furthermore, secondary 
data sources were included into the research framework, including an analysis 
of village development plans and Kandovan population statistics obtained from 
relevant organizations. The following data provide an overview of Kandovan’s 
population (with a resident defi ned as a person living in the village on a per-
manent basis):

– total number of residents: 448,
– number of resident adult men: 89,
– number of resident adult women: 92,
– number of elderly people (65+): 42,
– number of young people (18–29): 82 (Statistics Center of Iran 2016) and
– number of village managers: 7.

Tab. 1. The profi le of the respondents and the data collection instruments

Respondents Number of people Graduating 
students

Question-
naire

Community members (30–64 years old) 100 (50 women, 50 men) 100 100
Elderly (65+) 10 (5 women, 5 men) 10 10
Total: Village managers 7 7 7
Village council members 3 3 3
Heritage Department Villagers 2 2 2
(Village head and a village expert) 2 2 2

Source: Authors’ own study.
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By employing a combination of extensive observation, interviews, ques-
tionnaires, fi eld immersion, and monitoring, the researchers aimed to gather rich 
and diverse data that would contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the 
research topic.

FINDINGS: TOURISM, COOPERATION IN COMMUNITY-BASED 
TOURISM AND LOCAL HERITAGE IN KANDOVAN

Tourism in Kandovan

A signifi cant number of restaurants have been constructed in Kandovan 
since the 1990s and various tourism activities have been proposed (personal 
observation), increasing the number of visitors. While places such as cafes exist 
for local people to socialize, there is limited infrastructure in the village (Field-
work observation 2023). According to the Director-General of Cultural Heritage, 
Tourism and Handicrafts of East Azerbaijan, Hamzezadeh Ahmad (2023), about 
262,000 domestic and foreign tourists visited Kandovan in 2013 in the fi rst six 
months of the solar year (spring and summer). Many visitors undertake one-day 
or weekend trips (Manager of Laleh Boutique Hotel, Interview 2023). Compared 
to the surrounding villages, some of which are twice as large in terms of popula-
tion, tourism development in Kandovan has been impressive (Jodaii 2023). For 
example, there are currently more than 30 ecotourism accommodation units, with 
village’s tourism product focusing on nature (Head villager, Interview 2023).

In general, tourism in Kandovan includes overnight stays. Nature tourism, 
the lifestyle and the village’s unique architecture are the main attractions. There 
is also a wide range of informal activities (houses for rent, eco-lodges, clean-
ups and maintenance, volunteer work, picking wild produce, etc.). The informal 
and seasonal nature of many tourism services makes it diffi  cult to quantify the 
precise impact on the local economy, but their impact is undeniable, with jobs 
created in almost all sectors. All tourism initiatives are family-owned and run, 
and contractual labor is a secondary source. Tourism creates almost all direct 
permanent jobs and several other part-time or seasonal jobs. Kandovan’s women 
play an important role, especially in the fi eld of handicrafts and providing ser-
vices. Kandovan village is marked by low levels of education (especially among 
the elderly). also points to variegated employment conditions (most people are 
self-employed in various small/traditional activities) and an almost complete 
lack of knowledge of community-based tourism and issues related to heritage 
(although villagers are aware of tourism). The exception are the managers that 
generally have higher levels of education and superior working conditions. 
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However, they also lack knowledge of community-based tourism, with around 
half also exhibiting a lack of knowledge of heritage issues.

The data revealed that, while all the respondents were aware of tourism, 
they lacked knowledge of community-based tourism. The fact that they all knew 
about tourism is not surprising given the current Kandovan context. The village 
economy is mainly tourism-oriented, with some agriculture, horticulture and 
animal husbandry (Village supervisor, Interview 2023). While village life was 
previously dominated by livestock and agricultural activities, tourism and related 
services are now the most prominent activities, with most community members 
deriving their livelihoods from this sector (Village supervisor, Interview 2023).

Cooperation in community-based tourism and heritage conservation in Kandovan

Based on observations and interviews, the following results were catego-
rized and drawn. The most important needs of Kandovan village are in the 
economic sector focusing on the development of tourism activities, in the tourist 
services sector, where especially during peak seasons there is a strong need for 
parking, and in the infrastructure sector. The majority of residents emphasized 
the lack of essential infrastructure such as roads, electricity/gas facilities, and 
public services (education, etc.). Of course, infrastructure upgrading is deemed 
important. In the cultural sphere, local people stressed the importance of pre-
venting Kandovan customs from becoming diluted as modernization spreads. 
Tourism was thought to be fi nancially supportive.

For the managers there is a strong need to harmonize the structures in order 
to remove the confl ict between the interests of the host community and the gov-
ernment, and eventually, for the village to be registered with UNESCO. But what 
was most clear in all of these examples was the need for more contact between 
the host communities and the government, as well as fi nding a mediator for any 
form of de-confrontation, and addressing the empowerment and preservation 
of Kandavan village’s local-global history.

The results on cooperation in relation to community-based tourism and 
heritage conservation in Kandovan show that (except for 2% of adult men that 
answered “don’t know”), all the respondents in all the groups agreed that people 
should cooperate in community-based tourism and heritage conservation. This 
was true of both local people and managers. Ownership is one of the characteris-
tics of community-based tourism. While the elderly and adult female respondents 
indicated a lack of knowledge on this issue, the managers cited ownership and 
the benefi ts of this type of tourism such as jobs as reasons why people should be 
involved in community-based tourism. The adult male respondents were of the 
view that ownership, decision-making and management, in that order of priority, 
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explain the importance of villagers’ involvement in community-based tourism. 
The research provides insights into the importance of cooperation and ownership 
in the context of tourism development. The elderly and adult women did not 
answer this question due to a lack of knowledge.

The adult male respondents identifi ed ownership, jobs and management 
as the most important areas in which people should cooperate in community-
based tourism (with more than half indicating ownership). Economic and other 
benefi ts were not considered relevant, suggesting that adult men are more in-
terested in control of community-based tourism than in its benefi ts. The results 
for the managers diff er, as while they felt that the main three areas in which 
people should cooperate are ownership, management and jobs, they also felt 
that cooperation is important to reap the benefi ts of community-based tourism. 
It should also be noted that the managers were the only group that was able 
to indicate the tourism subsectors where people should cooperate, with hosting 
(accommodation) tourists and art and crafts at the top of the list.

Managers seem to be more inclined towards the benefi ts from community-
based tourism, with adult men opting for control. This could be attributed to the 
fact that many of the managers are employed by the government (and arguably 
thus aim to deliver benefi ts to the local people) and do not live in Kandovan. 
This reduces their sense of belonging and exposes them to diff erent realities. 
Furthermore, they will not be impacted by community-based tourism develop-
ment in the village. The adult men live in Kandovan and therefore seek to con-
trol community-based tourism in their village. Interestingly, while the members 
of the village council are among the most infl uential individuals in Kandovan 
and have a signifi cant impact on management of the village as they select the 
village head, their views do not seem to be in line with those of the adult men.

The type of work undertaken by managers appears to have infl uenced their 
responses on potential partnerships in community-based tourism development. 
While all the groups agreed that the community should not work alone but form 
partnerships, the type of partner diff ered by group. Managers were the only group 
that considered the government as a potential partner (as noted above, many 
managers are employed by the government). After government, they favored 
the private sector, international NGOs, local NGOs and the university in that 
order. In contrast, all the groups of local people identifi ed the private sector 
and local NGOs as the most desirable partners, followed by the university and 
international NGOs in that order, with the government not considered. These 
fi ndings highlight the importance of examining the perspectives and priorities 
of diff erent stakeholders in tourism development. These results show the possible 
inclusion of various actors, such as the government, the private sector, NGOs, 
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and the university, in fostering community-based tourism initiatives. The diff er-
ence between the managers and the other three groups could be associated with 
the work that managers perform; 71.43% of the managers work in government, 
hence their inclination to propose government as a partner in community-based 
tourism. However, the other groups (except for about 12% of managers and 
10% of adult men) agreed that the partnership should not include shared owner-
ship of the community-based tourism venture/project, but should take the form 
of external assistance.

These fi ndings fi t well with the main characteristics of community-based 
tourism where, whatever type of community-based tourism services or facilities 
is adopted, the ventures should remain fully owned, managed and controlled 
by community members (or groups of independent micro and small ventures 
under the same community-based tourism management organization); external 
partners should provide facilitative and other supporting services such as mar-
keting and not be partners in the community-based tourism ventures themselves 
(Mtapuri, Giampiccoli 2013). In relation to heritage conservation, the managers 
indicated a lack of knowledge, and the other three groups indicated that they 
would rely on the university to decide on this matter. The same responses were 
forthcoming in relation to cooperation for heritage conservation. The elderly and 
adult women and men seem to have a strong preference for the university. This 
could be due to the low levels of education among these groups that cause them 
to respect and trust the university as a custodian and disseminator of knowledge. 
Lastly, none of the respondents proposed her/his own defi nition of community-
based tourism, again pointing to the lack of knowledge on this subject.

DISCUSSIONS

Based on the fi ndings from the diff erent groups of respondents, a basic 
model (with various steps) is proposed for community-based tourism develop-
ment in Kandovan. The model presented in Fig. 2 below defi nes clear roles for 
cooperation in community-based tourism and conservation of the local heritage. 
The central role of cooperation in the development of a community-based tour-
ism project will strengthen the growth of local tourism and heritage conservation 
and address its seasonal nature. Local tourism off erings and attractions should be 
based on local rather than external resources so as to ensure community control 
and minimize leakages. The model is based on six main steps:

Step 1: Education. All the respondents had no knowledge of community-
based tourism, heritage conservation and the possible link between the two. 
A comprehensive educational (training/skills development) plan should be put 
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in place with the assistance of the university. Universities have a wide array 
of expertise and their local presence can play a positive role in assisting commu-
nity-based tourism project development (see Giampiccoli et al. 2014; Govender, 
Giampiccoli 2018, 2019).

Step 2: Government assistance. While local people lack interest in working 
with the government, some government assistance and facilitation will likely be 
needed in the initial stages of community-based tourism development in Kando-
van village. Tourism managers could act as an important link between the com-
munity and government, helping to facilitate tourism development and heritage 
conservation eff orts. However, there is currently no cooperation between these 
groups. Rural development programs in Iran and Kandovan village have been 
highly centralized and top-down historically, undermining trust in the govern-
ment among local people. Issues hindering cooperation for Kandovan’s develop-
ment include the dominance of government elites, a lack of legal protections for 
community interests, low awareness among villagers, inappropriate programs, 
politicization of cooperation, and a lack of coordination between institutions. 
As a result, local residents view the government and cultural heritage protection 
as obstacles to development, not enablers of it. Iran’s economy is dependent 
on oil and the government neglects tourism. Lack of dedicated tourism and heri-
tage funds means restoration projects are incomplete. Some managers also lack 
proper scientifi c and technical expertise for tourism and heritage roles. Overall 
cooperation and inclusive, community-based approaches are needed.

Step 3: Facilities preparation and organization. Once the government 
facilitation plan is in place, practical action on the ground should commence. 
Initial assistance should be directed to preparing and organizing the various tourist 
facilities, products, and attractions. This would include legalization/registration 
of the company/cooperative (such as the umbrella organization that unites the 
various entities and actors involved in community-based tourism) and any other 
requirements to ensure that all tourist-related facilities meet minimum standards 
– if not, the government should provide assistance to enable them to do so. Locals 
should agree on how to share jobs, roles and benefi ts so as to avoid confl ict. 
If community cooperation is to be eff ective in the long term, it requires a set 
of design principles (boundary rules, rules on use, and villagers’ participation 
in formulating and modify the rules).

Step 4: Partnerships. Partnerships have the potential to enhance community-
based tourism’s chances of success. Once the facilities and attractions are prepared 
and of an acceptable standard, partnerships should be explored with external entities 
(however, this would exclude shared ownership of the community-based tourism 
entities). While it is not always required that the government be a partner, it can 
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assist and facilitate partnerships with the private sector, NGOs or the university. 
A number of partnerships are possible, each with its own characteristics. For ex-
ample, a partnership with the private sector would relate to marketing and market 
access, while one with the university could be based on training and assisting with 
regular monitoring and evaluation of the community-based tourism development 

Fig. 2. Basic model for community-based tourism development and heritage conservation in Kandovan
Source: Authors’ own study.
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and heritage conservation. The specifi c roles and benefi ts of each partner should be 
clearly stated in order to avoid future problems and maximize the benefi ts of the 
partnership (Mtapuri, Giampiccoli 2016).

Step 5: Management. At this stage, tourists will start to arrive, and man-
agement of community-based tourism and heritage conservation will play a fun-
damental role. Local people within the framework of the established partnership 
will manage community-based tourism and heritage conservation in Kandovan. 
At this stage jobs and other benefi ts will start to accrue based on the number 
of tourist arrivals.

Step 6: Marketing/promotion. This step involves promoting Kandovan 
village and its community-based tourism facilities nationally and internation-
ally. This can be done independently by the local community-based tourism 
entity or in partnership with other entities such as the private sector and NGOs. 
Partnerships can be especially relevant for international promotion of Kandovan 
and its community-based tourism entity.

To enhance the chances of success within the proposed model framework, 
the following issues are regarded as fundamental:

– education and training should not comprise of a single-day course but 
structural long-term programs to comprehensively improve knowledge in all 
aspects of community-based tourism and heritage conservation,

– working cooperatively, including agreement on the specifi c roles and 
responsibilities of each actor (person or entity). Respect and trust need to be 
maintained amongst community members. Government assistance is important 
and should occur through a bottom-up approach where local voices are heard 
and actions are based on them,

– equitable distribution of the benefi ts of community-based tourism and 
heritage protection among residents.

It is also important to involve as many community members as possible so 
that the whole community grows together, avoiding possible jealousy and disrup-
tions. The results of the case study also suggest that special attention should be 
paid to 1) potential cooperation of residents and managers as stakeholders and 
2) the role that residents and managers play in shaping and bridging relation-
ships. Local residents’ positive attitude towards cooperation should facilitate the 
development of community-based tourism and associated heritage conservation. 
While other factors such as the level of fi nancial investment (which is not con-
sidered here, but is certainly important) can infl uence community-based tourism 
development, a positive attitude towards cooperation is a good starting point 
as it reinforces the sense of belonging and pride in the local heritage. Thus, 
the case study of Kandovan depicts the positive attitude towards collaboration 
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in the development of community-based tourism, along with the need for ex-
ternal intervention.

CONCLUSIONS

Drawing on a case study of Kandovan village in northwest Iran, this article 
investigated local people’s attitude towards cooperation in tourism, specifi cally 
in community-based tourism and heritage conservation. Rather than focusing 
on an on-going or completed project as is usually the case, it adopted the novel 
approach of examining this issue in a community where community-based tour-
ism is not yet offi  cially and formally present. This is important as various pre-
conditions should be considered before establishing such projects (see Jugmohan, 
Steyn 2015). The article proposed that local people’s attitude towards cooperation 
should be one such precondition. Planners should gain insight into operational, 
structural and cultural constraints to community participation (Tosun 2000) and 
the complex web of shifting power relations as well as the ways diff erent stake-
holders envisage community-based tourism.

The study found that Kandovan residents had a very positive attitude to co-
operation in community-based tourism and heritage conservation and that they 
desire to maintain control of the community-based tourism entity. While local 
people did not conceive of the government as a potential partner, local managers 
(many of whom work for the government) favored such a partnership. The case 
study found that, in general, there was a lack of knowledge of community-based 
tourism and heritage conservation. A basic community-based tourism develop-
ment model which includes links to heritage conservation was proposed. There 
is clearly a need for education and training to accompany community-based 
tourism and heritage conservation in Kandovan. The government should take 
advantage of the community’s positive attitude towards cooperation by being 
the primary driver of tourism and heritage preservation in the village.
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