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Abstract

The study aimed to examine the impact of tourism development on social tolerance and its identity, ideological, behavioral,
and political dimensions among host communities in Mazandaran Province. This applied and cross-sectional research
employed a documentary—survey approach. The statistical population comprised residents aged 20 and above, and a sample
of 384 participants was selected using Cochran’s formula through random sampling. A researcher-made questionnaire
measured four dimensions of social tolerance. Content validity was confirmed by experts, and reliability was verified with
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.709. Data were analyzed using chi-square tests, gamma correlation coefficients, one-way ANOVA,
and path analysis in SPSS. Results revealed a significant and positive relationship between tourism development and social
tolerance. The strongest effects were observed on identity tolerance (y=0.634) and ideological tolerance (y=0.632), while
moderate effects were found on behavioral (y=0.473) and political tolerance (y=0.340). The overall correlation between
tourism development and social tolerance was strong (y=0.713). Path analysis indicated that tourism’s impact on social
tolerance was largely indirect through the mediating roles of identity and ideological tolerance (total f=0.744). Tourism
development significantly enhances social tolerance within host societies, mainly by fostering identity and ideological
openness. Integrating tourism policies with cultural literacy and community education programs is recommended to promote
sustainable coexistence and social capital.

Keywords: Tourism development; social tolerance; identity tolerance; ideological tolerance; behavioral tolerance;
political tolerance; path analysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tourism has become one of the most influential global industries in recent decades, affecting not only
economic development but also cultural and social structures within host communities (Lea, 1988; Telfer,
2008). Particularly in developing countries, tourism development is increasingly recognized as a tool for
strengthening social cohesion, promoting cross-cultural understanding, and enhancing community-level
tolerance (Afra, 2022; Papli Yazdi & Saqgai, 2011). According to UNESCO’s Declaration of Principles on
Tolerance, tolerance represents a cornerstone of peaceful coexistence and sustainable development, requiring
individuals and societies to appreciate diversity and respect the beliefs, customs, and lifestyles of others
(Unesco, 1995).

Social tolerance, as a sociological construct, refers to the capacity of individuals or groups to accept differences
across identity, belief, behavior, and politics (Fattahali, 1999). Previous research emphasizes that tolerance is
not merely passive endurance but an active engagement that fosters acceptance, respect, and appreciation of
differences (Hjerm et al., 2019; Verkuyten et al., 2019). Studies show that exposure to cultural diversity
through tourism interactions often results in reduced prejudice and increased empathy among host communities
(Biyati et al., 2018; Schirmer et al., 2012). As tourism facilitates regular interpersonal and intercultural
contact, it can serve as a catalyst for expanding the social and moral boundaries of acceptance (Verkuyten et
al., 2019).

Tourism development has been widely discussed in the context of sustainability, which encompasses not only
economic and environmental but also sociocultural dimensions (Shia & Sadeghi, 2024; Zhong & Chan,
2024). Sustainable tourism seeks to balance economic growth with cultural preservation and social equity,
encouraging local communities to engage in inclusive, participatory processes. This form of tourism
development strengthens community resilience, fosters intergroup dialogue, and enhances collective tolerance
(Yanan et al., 2024). In Iran, especially in northern provinces such as Mazandaran, tourism has expanded
rapidly over the past two decades, leading to increased interaction between local residents and visitors from
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diverse cultural and religious backgrounds (Shabanpour et al., 2024). While such interactions occasionally
provoke cultural tensions, they more often contribute to greater mutual understanding, cultural exchange, and
the development of social tolerance (Afra, 2022; Biyati et al., 2018).

The theoretical foundation of this study builds upon multidimensional models of tolerance, which include
identity tolerance (acceptance of ethnic, cultural, and gender differences), ideological tolerance (respect for
divergent beliefs and values), behavioral tolerance (acceptance of different social norms and behaviors), and
political tolerance (acknowledgment of plural political opinions) (Hjerm et al., 2019; Kirchner et al., 2011).
These dimensions together constitute social tolerance, a crucial indicator of civic maturity and democratic
culture. The study assumes that tourism, by providing structured opportunities for intergroup contact, can
enhance all four dimensions of tolerance within host communities (Verkuyten et al., 2019).

However, the effect of tourism on tolerance is not universally positive. Several studies have warned that
unregulated or culturally insensitive tourism can cause cultural alienation, social polarization, and the erosion
of local identity (Lea, 1988; Telfer, 2008). To prevent these outcomes, scholars advocate for community-
based tourism that empowers local populations and integrates their cultural values into tourism planning
(Shabanpour et al., 2024; Unal, 2024). Furthermore, the rise of digital and medical tourism has expanded
the scope of cultural interaction beyond traditional geographical limits, highlighting the need for adaptive
frameworks that incorporate technology in fostering cross-cultural understanding (Biatk-Wolf, 2025; Zhong
& Chan, 2024).

In this context, the present study investigates the impact of tourism development on social tolerance and its
four dimensions—identity, ideological, behavioral, and political—among residents of Mazandaran Province,
Iran. The study builds upon sociological and intercultural frameworks (Hjerm et al., 2019; Verkuyten et al.,
2019) to empirically assess whether tourism functions as a social mechanism that promotes acceptance and
coexistence within culturally diverse societies.

Methods and Materials

The research followed an applied, cross-sectional design within the framework of micro-level sociology. Both
documentary and survey-based methods were employed. The statistical population included residents of
Mazandaran Province aged over 20 years, exceeding 10,000 individuals. Using Cochran’s formula, a sample
of 384 participants was randomly selected to ensure representativeness.

A researcher-designed questionnaire was developed to measure five main constructs: tourism development,
identity tolerance, ideological tolerance, behavioral tolerance, political tolerance, and overall social tolerance.
The instrument was validated through expert review (face validity) and pilot testing. Reliability was confirmed
with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.709, indicating acceptable internal consistency.

Data collection involved in-person distribution of questionnaires across multiple urban and rural areas of
Mazandaran. The data were coded and analyzed using SPSS software. Descriptive statistics were used to
summarize demographic variables, while inferential tests such as chi-square, gamma correlation, one-way
ANOVA, and path analysis were employed to test hypotheses and evaluate causal relationships.

Findings

Descriptive results revealed that the majority of participants demonstrated moderate to high levels of tolerance
across most dimensions. Specifically, 58.1% of respondents showed high identity tolerance, 60.4% reported
moderate ideological tolerance, 67.2% exhibited moderate behavioral tolerance, and 51.8% reflected moderate
political tolerance. Regarding overall social tolerance, 54.4% of participants fell within the moderate category,
while 14.3% showed high tolerance levels. For the tourism development index, 60.9% of respondents
perceived tourism in their region as moderately developed.

The inferential analysis confirmed significant positive relationships between tourism development and all
dimensions of social tolerance. ANOVA results revealed that differences among mean scores of tolerance
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across tourism development levels were statistically significant (p < 0.05). The highest F-value was observed
for overall social tolerance (F = 68.057, p = 0.000), followed by ideological tolerance (F = 37.145) and identity
tolerance (F = 35.417), indicating stronger effects of tourism development on cognitive and attitudinal aspects
of tolerance.

Path analysis further clarified the nature of these relationships. Tourism development exerted an indirect total
effect of 0.434 on social tolerance through mediating variables. Identity tolerance had a total effect of 0.483
(direct = 0.285; indirect = 0.198), and ideological tolerance exhibited the strongest total effect of 0.519 (direct
=0.328; indirect = 0.191). Behavioral tolerance had a direct effect of 0.368, and political tolerance had a total
effect of 0.398 (direct = 0.319; indirect = 0.079). These results collectively indicate that tourism development
influences social tolerance primarily through its impact on identity and ideological dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that tourism development significantly enhances social tolerance within
host communities, particularly by strengthening identity and ideological openness. Increased exposure to
diverse groups through tourism interactions encourages residents to adopt broader perspectives and reduces
cultural rigidity. These findings support theoretical claims that structured intergroup contact leads to greater
acceptance, respect, and appreciation of diversity.

The results further suggest that identity tolerance plays a pivotal mediating role. In culturally diverse regions,
direct engagement with tourists facilitates the deconstruction of stereotypes and fosters empathy toward people
with differing lifestyles and ethnic backgrounds. ldeological tolerance also emerged as a key outcome of
tourism exposure, indicating that contact with visitors of different religious or moral beliefs broadens
intellectual flexibility and reduces dogmatic tendencies.

The relatively lower but still positive effects of tourism on behavioral and political tolerance reveal that
changes in observable social behaviors and political attitudes are slower and more complex. Behavioral
tolerance is often constrained by cultural norms and traditional social expectations, while political tolerance
may be influenced by structural and institutional limitations within the political system. Nonetheless, both
dimensions benefit indirectly from the cognitive and attitudinal changes that tourism promotes.

From a broader sociological perspective, tourism functions as a platform for cultural learning and social
exchange. It facilitates the transition from mere coexistence to genuine intercultural dialogue, encouraging
mutual understanding and peaceful interaction among groups. In this sense, tourism development contributes
not only to economic progress but also to the cultivation of civic virtues such as respect, openness, and
cooperation—core components of social capital.

The results align with international studies emphasizing the social dimension of sustainable tourism. They
suggest that tourism policies should prioritize cultural literacy, local participation, and education to ensure that
the benefits of tourism extend beyond material prosperity to encompass social cohesion. When managed
responsibly, tourism becomes a tool for strengthening collective identity and promoting the universal values
of tolerance and coexistence.

Ultimately, this study concludes that tourism development in Mazandaran Province has a significant and
positive influence on the enhancement of social tolerance across multiple dimensions. However, maximizing
these effects requires an inclusive and culturally sensitive approach to tourism planning—one that integrates
local traditions, fosters dialogue, and empowers communities to shape their own social futures. By doing so,
tourism can transcend its economic boundaries and serve as a meaningful pathway toward cultural
understanding, social peace, and sustainable human development.
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