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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the relationship between social capital, including its cognitive and structural dimensions, and sustainable
urban development in the cities of western Mazandaran Province. This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational survey design.
The statistical population consisted of citizens aged over 15 years living in Nowshahr, Chalus, Tonekabon, and Ramsar. A total of 384
participants were selected through multistage cluster sampling proportional to the population size of each city. Data were collected using
researcher-developed questionnaires measuring social capital and sustainable urban development. The face and content validity of the
instruments were confirmed, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.81 for the social capital questionnaire and 0.79 for the sustainable
urban development questionnaire. After examining the normality of the data distributions, inferential analyses were performed using
Pearson’s correlation coefficient in SPSS version 23. Social capital was positively and significantly correlated with sustainable urban
development (r=0.309, p<0.001). Significant positive correlations were also found between social capital and economic sustainability
(r=0.285), social sustainability (r=0.377), environmental sustainability (r=0.326), physical sustainability (r=0.211), and institutional
sustainability (r=0.307), with all relationships significant at p<0.001. Social sustainability demonstrated the strongest association with
social capital, whereas physical sustainability showed the weakest association. The cognitive dimension of social capital was positively
and significantly associated with sustainable urban development (r=0.294, p<0.001). Similarly, the structural dimension demonstrated a
positive and significant correlation with sustainable urban development (r=0.261, p<0.001). The relationship observed for the cognitive
dimension was therefore stronger than that found for the structural dimension. Social capital and its cognitive and structural dimensions
are significant social factors associated with sustainable urban development in western Mazandaran Province. Strengthening mutual trust,
shared values, social networks, civic participation, and constructive interactions between citizens and urban institutions may promote the
social, economic, environmental, institutional, and physical dimensions of urban sustainability.

Keywords: Social capital, cognitive dimension, structural dimension, sustainable development, sustainable urban development, western
Mazandaran Province.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rapid urbanization has transformed cities into major centers of population concentration, economic activity,
resource consumption, social interaction, and environmental pressure. Consequently, urban areas increasingly
face interrelated challenges such as spatial inequality, infrastructure deficiencies, environmental degradation,
social fragmentation, uncontrolled physical expansion, and declining public trust. Sustainable urban
development has emerged as a multidimensional response to these challenges, emphasizing the simultaneous
improvement of economic performance, social well-being, environmental protection, physical quality, and
institutional capacity. Sustainable development cannot be achieved through economic investment and physical
planning alone; it also requires the activation of social resources, collective capacities, shared values, and



AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

participatory institutions. Contemporary spatial-planning approaches similarly emphasize balanced urban—
rural relations, coordinated land use, and the integration of social, economic, and environmental objectives
within long-term development strategies (Zhang, 2025). Digitalization and smart technologies can improve
the efficiency of urban services, resource allocation, and institutional transparency, but their sustainable effects
depend on equitable access, public acceptance, and the capacity of citizens to participate in digitally mediated
governance (Yang et al., 2025). Artificial intelligence infrastructure and innovation may also support
sustainable urbanization by enhancing forecasting, decision-making, and service delivery; nevertheless,
technological advancement must be accompanied by social trust, inclusive governance, and attention to
distributive consequences (Wang et al., 2025). Sustainable urban development also depends on the effective
management of public assets, because the maintenance and equitable utilization of infrastructure and public
resources directly influence the continuity and quality of urban services (Mahdi & Mehrpour, 2025).
Moreover, the preservation of cultural heritage through digital and participatory approaches demonstrates that
sustainability includes the protection of collective memory, cultural identity, and place-based values, rather
than merely the expansion of physical infrastructure (Huang & Li, 2025). Within this framework, social capital
has become a central concept in explaining why some communities are more capable than others of
coordinating collective action, responding to crises, maintaining public resources, and participating in urban
decision-making. Social capital consists of trust, shared norms, reciprocal relationships, social networks, civic
participation, and collective identification, all of which facilitate cooperation and reduce the costs of social
interaction. Asset-based approaches to community development consider networks, local organizations,
interpersonal relationships, and accumulated community knowledge to be essential resources for endogenous
and sustainable development (Green & Haines, 2015). Studies of urban areas have also demonstrated that
social-capital components are unevenly distributed across neighborhoods and that differences in trust,
participation, cohesion, and social interaction can influence citizens’ capacity to address local problems
(Ghasemi et al., 2017). Social capital can be divided into cognitive and structural dimensions. The cognitive
dimension includes trust, shared values, norms of reciprocity, collective perceptions, and a sense of common
responsibility, whereas the structural dimension includes formal and informal networks, associations,
organizations, and observable patterns of participation. The interaction between these dimensions can
transform individual concerns into collective action. Residents’ participation in urban-development projects
has been shown to depend on trust, perceived effectiveness, and communication between local communities
and urban institutions (Edrisi & Shojaei, 2012). Neighborhood management can similarly strengthen linking
social capital by connecting residents with formal decision-making institutions and promoting social
sustainability (Pourahmad et al., 2018). Social capital may influence sustainable urban development through
several pathways. It can reduce transaction costs and facilitate economic cooperation, strengthen cohesion and
social security, encourage environmentally responsible behavior, improve institutional accountability, and
increase the compatibility of physical projects with citizens’ actual needs. Previous research has confirmed a
relationship between social capital, environmental quality, and sustainable development (Takada & Marutani,
2014). Social capital is also especially important in communities exposed to environmental and coastal
hazards. Evidence from Jakarta indicates that urban form, public meeting spaces, neighborhood networks, and
collective relations affect communities’ capacity to respond to coastal risks (Bott et al., 2019). Research on
fisheries communities has likewise shown that trust and engagement among residents, government institutions,
and other stakeholders strengthen community resilience and participation in marine spatial planning (Bakker
et al., 2019). Studies conducted in crisis-affected communities have further demonstrated that relational
resources and mutual support enhance adaptive capacity, although excessive dependence on closed internal
networks may restrict access to external resources (Straub et al., 2020). The accumulation and distribution of
social capital within multigenerational households can reinforce resilience and security (Maye-Banbury &
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McNally, 2020), while social networks among urban refugees may facilitate access to support and adaptation
during political instability (Tippens, 2019). Iranian studies have also reported positive relationships between
social capital and local security, socioeconomic development, and urban sustainability (Imani & Khajavi,
2020; Shahraki Dehsookhteh et al., 2018). Evidence from llam, Tehran, Bushehr, Ahvaz, and Khuzestan
indicates that trust, participation, cohesion, and public communication are associated with social, economic,
institutional, environmental, and physical dimensions of sustainable development (Darvishi et al., 2020;
Pourbehi et al., 2022; Safaralizadeh et al., 2022; Salavarzizadeh et al., 2018; Salemi & Salemianzadeh,
2023). Citizens’ social and cultural participation has also been associated with sustainable development and
social security in new cities (Moradpour et al., 2024), while women’s participation in urban development has
been found to depend on access to social, cultural, and economic resources, welfare conditions, urban
attachment, and the reduction of structural barriers (Farahani et al., 2024). Research in Sari has similarly
demonstrated that social and cultural capital contribute to sustainable socioeconomic development
(Heydarabadi & Hashemnejad Abresi, 2024). These relationships are especially relevant to the coastal and
tourism-oriented cities of western Mazandaran, where migration, seasonal population growth, tourism
pressure, land-use change, environmental vulnerability, and rapid physical development may weaken local
cohesion and increase pressure on public resources. Therefore, this study examined the relationship between
social capital, its cognitive and structural dimensions, and sustainable urban development among citizens of
Nowshahr, Chalus, Tonekabon, and Ramsar.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a descriptive-correlational survey design. The statistical population consisted of
citizens aged over 15 years residing in the cities of Nowshahr, Chalus, Tonekabon, and Ramsar in western
Mazandaran Province. A sample of 384 citizens was selected in accordance with the required sample size.
Multistage cluster sampling proportional to the population size of each city was employed. Initially, the sample
quota for each city was determined according to its population. Several urban districts and neighborhoods were
then selected from each city based on population size and local importance, and the required number of
participants was allocated proportionally across the selected areas. Data were collected through documentary
and library methods for the development of the theoretical framework and through researcher-developed
questionnaires for empirical assessment. The social-capital questionnaire assessed the overall construct and its
cognitive and structural dimensions, while the sustainable urban development questionnaire assessed
economic, social, environmental, physical, and institutional sustainability. The face and content validity of the
questionnaires were evaluated and confirmed. Internal consistency was assessed through Cronbach’s alpha,
yielding coefficients of 0.81 for social capital and 0.79 for sustainable urban development, indicating
acceptable reliability. The normality of the variables was examined using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test.
Following confirmation of the approximate normality of the distributions, Pearson’s correlation coefficient
was used to examine the relationships between social capital, its dimensions, and sustainable urban
development. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 23, and significance was evaluated at
the 0.05 level.

Findings

The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov results generally supported the normality of the principal study variables, allowing
the use of parametric correlation analysis. Pearson’s correlation analysis revealed a positive and statistically
significant relationship between overall social capital and sustainable urban development (r=0.309, p<0.001).
Thus, higher levels of social capital were associated with higher levels of perceived sustainable urban
development. Social capital was also positively and significantly related to all five dimensions of sustainable
urban development. The correlation between social capital and economic sustainability was 0.285 (p<0.001),
while the correlation with social sustainability was 0.377 (p<0.001). The correlation between social capital and
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environmental sustainability was 0.326 (p<0.001), and its correlation with physical sustainability was 0.211
(p<0.001). A positive relationship was also observed between social capital and institutional sustainability
(r=0.307, p<0.001). Among these dimensions, social sustainability had the strongest association with social
capital, whereas physical sustainability demonstrated the weakest association. The cognitive dimension of
social capital was positively and significantly correlated with sustainable urban development (r=0.294,
p<0.001). The structural dimension was likewise positively and significantly related to sustainable urban
development (r=0.261, p<0.001). Although both dimensions were significantly associated with urban
sustainability, the cognitive dimension showed a somewhat stronger relationship than the structural dimension.
Overall, the results supported the main hypothesis and both subsidiary hypotheses, demonstrating that social
capital and its cognitive and structural dimensions are significantly associated with sustainable urban
development in the selected cities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that social capital constitutes an important social foundation for sustainable urban
development in western Mazandaran Province. The positive association between overall social capital and
sustainable urban development suggests that communities characterized by stronger trust, participation,
cohesion, reciprocal norms, and communication networks are better positioned to support sustainable urban
policies and practices. Social capital may facilitate the exchange of information, reduce interpersonal and
institutional distrust, encourage compliance with collective decisions, and increase citizens’ willingness to
cooperate in local initiatives. Nevertheless, the moderate magnitude of the correlation indicates that social
capital is not a sufficient condition for achieving sustainability. Urban development is also shaped by financial
resources, institutional quality, governance capacity, infrastructure, land-use policies, environmental
conditions, technological resources, and broader economic circumstances. Social capital should therefore be
regarded as a complementary resource that increases the effectiveness, legitimacy, and continuity of formal
urban-development interventions.

The strongest relationship was found between social capital and social sustainability. This result is theoretically
reasonable because both constructs share fundamental components, including trust, cohesion, belonging,
participation, security, and mutual support. Citizens who experience stronger interpersonal relationships and
greater attachment to their communities may be more willing to participate in public affairs, support vulnerable
groups, resolve local disputes, and contribute to shared goals. In the context of western Mazandaran, such
capacities may be especially important because rapid migration, seasonal tourism, and differences between
permanent and temporary populations can create cultural tensions and weaken neighborhood cohesion.
Strengthening social capital may help integrate different groups, reduce social distance, and reinforce a shared
sense of responsibility for the city.

The positive relationship between social capital and environmental sustainability indicates that collective
environmental action is partly dependent on citizens’ social relations and shared norms. Protecting coastal
areas, forests, green spaces, water resources, and urban landscapes requires more than formal regulations. It
also requires public cooperation, environmental awareness, informal monitoring, and a willingness to restrict
individual behavior for collective benefit. Strong social networks can facilitate community-based waste
management, energy conservation, environmental education, and participation in the protection of natural
resources. The relationship with institutional sustainability similarly suggests that trust and communication
between citizens and urban institutions are important for policy acceptance, transparency, accountability, and
the implementation of long-term plans.

Social capital was also associated with economic sustainability. Trust and stable networks may facilitate
cooperation among local businesses, reduce transaction costs, support the exchange of knowledge, and
encourage community-based entrepreneurship. These mechanisms are particularly relevant in tourism-
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dependent cities, where cooperation among residents, service providers, local authorities, and visitors can
improve the distribution of tourism benefits and reduce social and environmental costs. However, the weaker
relationship with physical sustainability suggests that physical development is more directly affected by
financial resources, technical capacity, infrastructure investment, construction regulations, and national or
regional policies. Although citizens’ participation can improve project design and ensure that infrastructure
responds to local needs, social capital alone cannot produce or maintain physical facilities.

The significant relationships of both cognitive and structural social capital with sustainable urban development
demonstrate that shared values and organizational networks are mutually important. The slightly stronger
relationship of the cognitive dimension may indicate that trust, common understanding, and reciprocal norms
are essential prerequisites for effective participation. Formal associations and communication channels may
remain ineffective when citizens distrust institutions or doubt that their participation will influence decisions.
Conversely, high levels of trust and collective responsibility may encourage spontaneous cooperation even
when formal organizations are limited. Sustainable urban governance should therefore strengthen both the
quality of social relationships and the institutional structures through which citizens can participate.

In conclusion, social capital and its cognitive and structural dimensions were positively associated with
sustainable urban development and all its major dimensions in the cities of western Mazandaran Province. The
findings emphasize that sustainable urban policies should not be confined to physical construction, economic
investment, or technological modernization. Urban managers should also invest in trust-building, inclusive
participation, neighborhood organizations, public communication, local identity, and collaborative
environmental action. Integrating these social capacities with transparent governance, effective infrastructure
planning, responsible public-asset management, and environmental protection can contribute to a more
resilient, inclusive, and sustainable development pathway for the coastal cities of western Mazandaran.
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