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In the contemporary era, media play a significant role in representing
geographical spaces and reproducing cultural meanings. Arasbaran, as one of
Iran's prominent cultural-ecological regions, has increasingly attracted tourists in
recent years due to extensive media coverage. This study aims to sociologically
examine the impact of media representation on sustainable tourism development
and the Socio-Communicative sustainability of the Arasbaran region, utilizing a
grounded theory approach for data analysis. The research method is qualitative,
involving 75 purposefully selected participants across four groups: local residents
(20), tourism professionals (20), media activists (20), and regional administrators
(15), chosen through snowball sampling. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 28 men and 20 women aged between 18 and 75. Data
analysis was conducted in three stages—open, axial, and selective coding—using
MAXQDA software (version 2022). The findings revealed five core patterns:
“increased tourism awareness” (65%), “preservation of local culture” (50%),
“infrastructure development” (45%), “media interaction” (30%), and “social
impacts” (25%). Furthermore, 72% of participants believed that media
representation has increased the number of tourists, and 60% confirmed its
positive effect on preserving local culture. The results suggest that media
representation can serve as an effective tool for promoting sustainable tourism in
Arasharan and supporting its Socio-Communicative sustainability.
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be examined within a socio-communicative
framework?

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach and
utilizes grounded theory methodology with a
descriptive-analytical nature to examine the
relationship between media representation and
sustainable tourism development in the
Arasbaran region. The choice of grounded
theory is due to its capability to generate
context-based theories from field data and to
deeply understand social and communicative
processes within the complex regional
context. The statistical population consists of
four main stakeholder groups: local residents,
tourism activists, media actors, and regional
managers, identified through purposive and
snowball sampling techniques. In total, 75
participants (40 men and 35 women) aged
between 18 and 75 took part in the study. The
data collection tool was semi-structured
interviews, designed based on the research
objectives and hypotheses, and finalized after
review by experts in tourism and media
studies. To ensure validity, pilot interviews
were conducted and final questions were
revised; to enhance reliability, all interviews
were recorded and carefully transcribed. Data
analysis was conducted using MAXQDA
software version 2022, following three stages:
open, axial, and selective coding. This process
included sampling, conducting interviews,
accurate recording and transcription, three-
stage data analysis, software-assisted coding,
and finally, interpreting the findings to extract
core patterns.

Discussion

The research findings indicated that media
representation play a highly prominent role in
shaping public perception of the Arasbaran
region, with a frequency of 47.5% and a direct
effect of 0.62. Positive media representation,
accounting for 25.8%, emphasized the
region’s attractive features such as pristine
nature and rare animal species, significantly

Extended Abstract

Introductin

In recent decades, media representation has
emerged as a key tool for shaping public
perception and directing attitudes, gaining a
significant place in social sciences,
communication studies, and cultural studies.
The expansion of digital media, the growth of
social networks, and shifts in cultural
consumption patterns have made the way
geographical, cultural, and tourism spaces are
represented fundamentally influential in
forming and solidifying the audience’s mental
image. This issue is especially critical in
multi-ethnic societies with prominent cultural
and natural potentials, as media can transform
the trajectory of tourism development by
either highlighting or downplaying regional
characteristics.  Accordingly,  achieving
sustainable tourism development requires a
reconsideration of media representation
approaches, so that narratives are constructed
based on realism, preservation of cultural
identity, and sustainability-oriented
perspectives.  The  Arasbaran  region,
recognized as one of Iran’s richest ecological
and cultural areas with UNESCO World
Heritage status and unique natural and human
heritage, holds remarkable potential for
becoming a sustainable tourism destination.
However, in recent years, a clear mismatch
has been observed between the region’s actual
capacities and its representation in official and
unofficial media; an issue that not only
diminishes the region’s image among
domestic and international tourists but also
threatens the continuation of indigenous
sustainable development patterns. Therefore,
the central research question is: How does
media representation of Arasbaran influence
public perception and tourism behaviors, what
are the implications for sustainable regional
development, and how can this representation
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sustainable development serves as a key
infrastructure to preserve these interactions.
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boosting tourists’ motivation to travel.
Conversely, negative representation,
constituting 21.7%, reported environmental
issues and infrastructure problems, which
could lead to negative tourist attitudes and
decreased travel willingness. These dual
aspects simultaneously influence tourists’
mental image and provide different pathways
for the region’s tourism development.
Tourism perception and behavior, with a
38.3% share and a direct effect of 0.55, act as
intermediaries between media representation
and sustainable regional development. Results
show that changes in tourists’ attitudes toward
lesser-known  attractions and  virtual
advertising, such as Instagram promotions,
lead to increased travel decisions and tourism-
related actions. Interview examples reveal that
positive television documentaries and reports
enhance interest, whereas negative news like
illegal hunting raises concerns and may deter
visitors. These findings emphasize the critical
role of media content management in guiding
tourist  behavior.  Sustainable regional
development, with a 14.2% share and a direct
effect of 0.48, is identified as the essential
foundation  for  maintaining  tourism
sustainability. The findings suggest that
without improvements in infrastructure and
environmental conservation, the positive
impacts of media representation and tourist
behaviors cannot be sustained. Concerns
regarding inadequate infrastructure and the
need to balance development with protection
of natural and cultural resources were strongly
emphasized by stakeholders. The final
communication model shows that media
representation holds the greatest importance
in  shaping tourism processes, while
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