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Abstract: The present study attempted to examine the impact of inhabitants’ perceptions and local
community participation on supporting sustainable tourism development. The goal of the current
study was to determine how local community involvement and local views affected the development
of a sustainable tourism industry. Inhabitants’ positive/negative perceptions and local community
participation had direct but differential effects on supporting sustainable tourism development. Find-
ings revealed that positive perceptions of residents affected their support for tourism development
at twice the rate than their negative perceptions did, which indicated their higher readiness for
participating in the tourism development process. Moreover, findings showed that using 16 latent
variables to form a structural model and a path analysis method was good enough in terms of
covering the research questions and analyzing the dataset.

Keywords: sustainable tourism development; community support; Social Exchange Theory; path
analysis; factor analysis

1. Introduction

Sustainable urban tourism seeks improved quality of life in the host community,
observing inter-generational equality within a generation and social solidarity among the
societies and having support of local community for development of tourism in a way that
fulfills visitors’ satisfying experiences and residents’ support [1,2]. As Sharpley argued,
the eventual success of tourism and the destination is dependent upon balanced and
meaningful tourist–host relationships [3]. Thus, one of the basic elements of sustainable
urban tourism is the protection by and participation of the host society, which is a necessary
prerequisite for the development of sustainable tourism [4]. Meanwhile, the residents’
community perception of tourism’s impacts has been an important topic among authors
dealing with tourism development since the 1980s [5–11].

Tourism’s role in diversification of the urban economy and urban cultural and social
growth is undeniable [12–15]. However, increasing concerns from both the personal
interests of host communities and the broader interests of the local communities have led
to the need for deeper and sustainable tourism planning by which all concerns can be
addressed equitably and legitimately [16,17].
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In sustainable tourism planning, residents’ opinions about tourism and visitors have
a big impact on whether they support and even take part in the growth of the tourism
industry. Therefore, the host community and their support for tourism development are
inevitable parts of any effort toward sustainable tourism development [11,18,19]. There are
several studies that have examined the impacts of locals’ attitudes on tourism in terms of
host community perceptions.

In a case study in Portugal in the Guimarães region, using cluster analysis, Vareiro
et al. [20] divided the host community into clusters based on their perception of the
effects of tourism and concluded that due to the negative impacts of tourism, the value of
these activities had decreased dramatically in the host community. Rahmawati et al. [21]
examined local participation in the historical area of Gresik in Indonesia, concluding that
some factors that are related to social capacity, including daily and occupational activities of
the local communities in the vicinity of historical places and their involvement in holding
annual ritual ceremonies, have a considerable role in positive perceptions of tourism.
Rasoolimanesh, Ringle, Jaafar, and Ramayah [9] studied the effect of a host community’s
perceptions on their support for urban and rural tourism in Indonesia using structural
equation modeling. They found that the host community’s positive perceptions were the
same in urban and rural structures, and there was no significant difference between the two.
Eshliki and Kaboudi [22] conducted a study to examine the relationship between the effects
of tourism on the quality of life of local communities and the quality of their participation
in the tourism development plans in Ramsar, Iran. They discovered that tourism had an
impact on the quality of life of the citizens, and there was a strong relationship between
the factors influencing the quality of life and the level of their participation. In another
study, Šegota et al. [23], in Slovenia, investigated the role of social awareness in the host
community regarding sustainable tourism development from environmental, economic,
and social perspectives using an experimental model. They found that the higher social
awareness and local participation are, the more positive the perceptions of tourism will
be. They finally proposed a participatory model for managing tourism destinations. Using
a qualitative study, Lin and Simmons [16] investigated the impact of local community
involvement on tourist planning in southern China. They concluded that structuralized
intra-network collaboration that is supported by local state institutions and the private and
public sectors can be the dominant local participation paradigm in tourism planning in
this area.

To summarize, all scholars have come to the conclusion that the host society in any
city or community might have negative or positive perceptions of tourism depending on
different factors [9,20,21,24,25].

Although the role of inhabitants’ perceptions in sustainable tourism has been well
documented by various scholars in the current literature [19,26–33], little has been done in
regard to inhabitants’ perceptions in terms of the relationship between positive/negative
perceptions and their participation level in sustainable tourism development, particularly
in Iran’s touristic cities. More importantly, this study’s fundamental contribution to the
existing tourist literature is the use of Social Exchange Theory to investigate the relationship
between people’s opinions and tourism sustainability, which has been disregarded in most
studies as a valid theoretical framework. As regards domestic studies, even though some
scholars have focused on citizens’ perceptions, their attention has been concentrated mainly
on issues such as inhabitants’ attitudes toward subjective happiness, cultural heritage, or
rural tourism development (e.g., Rezaei [34]; Zamani-Farahani [35]; Bahaee, et al. [36];
and Rastegar [37]). Therefore, in the Iranian tourism literature, the link between residents’
perceptions and promoting sustainable tourism has been disregarded. To fill this gap,
this study will model the data obtained during the field study to investigate the local
community’s perspectives of tourism. In addition, this article investigates the impacts of
residents’ perception on their support for sustainable urban tourism development.
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2. Theoretical Framework

The importance of host communities’ perceptions of tourism and their role in the
behavior of residents toward tourists, especially, and tourism development, generally,
has been reflected in a wide range of related literature since the 1980s [1,6,19,38–41]. Fur-
thermore, as Šegota, Mihalič, and Kuščer [23] and Látková and Vogt [41] pointed out,
investigations into resident perspectives and support for the development of tourism since
1990 have shown that residents who perceive personal benefits from tourism tend to have
a greater awareness of positive tourism impacts and thus are more in favor of the devel-
opment of sustainable tourism. What is more, a review of local community participation
literature suggests that inhabitants’ perceptions have a considerable role in sustainable
tourism development and serve as a determinant factor in tourism planning (e.g., Vareiro,
Remoaldo, and Cadima Ribeiro [20] in Portugal; Kapera [25] in Poland; Rahmawati, Supri-
harjo, Setiawan, and Pradinie [21] and Rasoolimanesh, Jaafar, Kock, and Ahmad [10] in
Indonesia; Eshliki and Kaboudi [22] in Iran; and Šegota, Mihalič, and Kuščer [23] in Slove-
nia). Overall, all scholars have come to the conclusion that host communities might have
negative or positive perceptions of tourism depending on different factors.

2.1. Sustainable Tourism Development and Local Community Support

A comprehensive definition of sustainable tourism development asserts that it must
fully account for its present and potential economic, social, and environmental impli-
cations while satisfying the requirements of tourists, industry, environment, and host
communities [42–44]. Moreover, sustainable tourism development requires ‘the informed
participation of all relevant stakeholders’ [23,45]. Residents’ support for tourism devel-
opment is a significant precondition believed to impact the sustainability of any tourist
destination [18,32,46–51]. The perceptions of the host community’s influence on tourism en-
courage social interaction, boost tourist growth, and provide sustainable urban tourism [40].
Understanding the positive effects on their community encourages inhabitants to support
the development of tourism while understanding the negative effects that prevent them
from supporting it [3,34].

This shortcoming, which is caused by the top-down and centralized planning method,
which is practiced in most developing countries, influences the local communities’ percep-
tions and their participation in tourism development [22]. Awareness of these communities’
perceptions of tourism and tourists influences the outcomes of planning in this sector, and,
as pointed out by Zhang et al. [52], awareness of the local community’s perceptions can
minimize possible conflicts of interests between tourists and local residents. However,
the factors affecting these perceptions and also the nature and structure of these effects
vary across societies. Among these factors, the social structures of local communities
have a considerable effect on their ability to absorb values and the values presented by
the tourists [22]. Economic benefits are another stimulating factor in this respect, which
have been investigated in various studies (e.g., Mathieson and Wall [53]; Demiroz and
Ongan [54]; Louca [55]; Akama and Kieti [56]; Lee and Chang [57]; Burns and Fridman [58];
Ahadian [39]; Shipley and Snyder [59]; Kodera [60]; and Thyne, Watkins, and Yoshida [1]).
As concluded by Harrill [61] and Dyer et al. [62], economic benefits mean more support
from the local communities as development of tourism is the result of a balance between
economic benefits and cultural and environmental costs in a way that these benefits com-
pensate for the costs and bring satisfaction. In addition, the role of local governments in
inhabitants’ perception of tourism is very important because there is a general consensus
that governments and local institutions provide the ground for tourism development, not
the international tourism organizations [39,55,63,64].

Another important factor is the attempt to promote close cooperation between local
inhabitants, tourists, and the public sector [31,39,50,65,66]. In this regard, a number of stud-
ies examining the influences of local residents’ opinions on supporting and participating in
the development of tourism have made use of the Social Exchange Theory (SET) [30].
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2.2. Social Exchange Theory and local Inhabitants’ Perceptions

SET provides a valuable framework for understanding individuals’ decision-making
processes when engaging in social interactions. SET proposes that people assess the costs
and benefits associated with their interactions and are more likely to engage in interactions
that bring them the greatest benefits and the fewest costs [67,68]. This theory was initially
introduced in the early 1960s and has since gained widespread acceptance across various
disciplines. Its fundamental assumption is that individuals tend to act in ways that serve
their own interests and maximize their potential for personal gain [69].

While SET traditionally focuses on individual dyadic relationships, it also offers in-
sights into intergroup interactions. This is important because social exchanges can occur
on a larger scale between groups as well [67]. By examining the exchange of benefits and
values, SET helps streamline the understanding of how these exchanges shape individuals’
attitudes and behaviors. As a result, SET has been applied to a wide range of research
studies on perceptions and support for tourism development [32,58,68–74]. SET is com-
monly used by tourism researchers to explain citizens’ attitudes and support for tourism
activities [7,67,75].

SET is considered a fundamental framework for various methodologies and ap-
proaches that rely on the host community’s evaluation of the anticipated costs and benefits
of tourism [5]. According to this theory, residents of a society determine the extent of their
support based on the benefits and costs associated with tourism, including economic, social,
cultural, and environmental considerations. Consequently, community engagement in
tourism development and marketing is frequently motivated by specific members’ desires
to improve the economic and social conditions of their town [76]. Engaging in the process
of tourism development can enhance residents’ awareness of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of tourism, thus influencing their level of support for further development [76]. This
is why SET has garnered significant attention from tourism researchers, as it suggests that
residents are generally willing to exchange the potential benefits of tourism development
for economic gains [58]. However, if residents perceive that the costs outweigh the benefits
in the tourism development process, they are likely to express opposition [77].

In the present study, SET was selected as the theoretical framework due to its relevance
to the host community’s perception of the effects of tourism, which serves as the basis
for the study. The conceptual model of the research, depicted in Figure 1, illustrates
the relationships between inhabitants’ perceptions, social participation, and support for
tourism development in Khorramabad.
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By concentrating on the Khorramabad case study, the direct and indirect effects of
residents’ perceptions on supporting tourism development through social participation
(i.e., the mediating role of social participation in the inhabitants’ perceptions and support
for tourism development) were examined. The present study seeks to answer the main
question ‘To what extent do inhabitants’ positive and negative perceptions affect local
community participation and people’s support for tourism development in Khorramabad?’
Regarding this question, the following hypotheses are set up (Figure 1):
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H1: Inhabitants’ positive perceptions have a significant effect on support for sustainable tourism
development in Khorramabad.

H2: Inhabitants’ negative perceptions have a significant effect on support for sustainable tourism
development in Khorramabad.

H3: Local community participation has a significant effect on support for sustainable tourism
development in Khorramabad.

H4: Inhabitants’ positive perceptions have a significant effect on their local community participation
in support for sustainable tourism development in Khorramabad.

H5: Inhabitants’ negative perceptions have a significant effect on their local community participation
in support for sustainable tourism development in Khorramabad.

3. Methodology
3.1. Study Area

Lorestan Province lies in western Iran, and its ancient history is connected with that
of the rest of the Ancient Near East; in the third and fourth millennia BC, migrating tribes
settled in the resistant area of the Zagros Mountains [78,79]. Khorramabad is the main city
and the center of the province, and it is the most populated and first destination of tourists
in the province since the most tourist traps are concentrated in the city and surrounding
areas (Figure 2) [80]. Khorramabad has a unique communicative, strategic, and economic
value due to its location in the province on the Tehran–Khuzestan route. Khorramabad’s
economy is comprises agro-industry, steel, power plants, animal husbandry, and agricul-
ture, in addition to industries and key factories such as petrochemical facilities [81]. In
terms of economics, it serves as the agriculture sector’s regional hub. In 2016, there were
373,416 people living in the city as a whole. Speaking Luri-e Khorramabadi is common.
The dialects of Laki, Luri, and Farsi are all widely spoken here. Most residents of this city
practice Shia Islam [81]. Having considerable tourist traps, Khorramabad is quite scenic
and possesses several attractions, such as five Paleolithic cave-dwelling sites. The historic
valley of Khorramabad was one of the main centers for human life during the pre-historic
period due to good weather conditions and intersections with ancient paths from north to
south and west to east [82].
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3.2. Measurement and Analytical Methods

In order to address the research hypotheses, the present study used a combination of
descriptive-analytic and inferential statistics methods. The descriptive method was used
to describe Khorramabad residents’ perceptions about tourism. Path analysis was used
to identify latent different variables that measured residents’ perceptions. In structural
models, path analysis employs standardized coefficients from multivariate regression. It
demonstrates which path is more vital or noteworthy. The path coefficients are computed
using standardized (regression) coefficients [83,84]. In the path analysis, correlation be-
tween variables does not imply causation, and even though path diagrams are repetitive,
path models are based on correlations and cannot prove causation or show direction of
a causal effect (83). Therefore, this test is neutral and has no specific bias in measuring
relationships between variables.

For obtaining the main estimations of the coefficients, there is a need to refer every
dependent variable (endogenous latent variable) to the variables that are directly influenced
by it. These coefficients are produced by formulating structural equations, or equations
that specify the framework of a model’s proposed connections. Only the variables that
have been observed can be used for path analysis. Four latent variables—positive views,
negative perceptions, engagement in the local community, and support for the development
of sustainable tourism—were examined in the current study. A questionnaire was used
to find out if people had good (four items) or negative (four items) attitudes of local
participation (four items) and support for tourist development (four items). The residents
of Khorramabad were included in the statistical population; this city had 373,416 inhabitants
in 2016 [85]. Random sampling was the sample technique utilized in the investigation.
Additionally, the sample size was determined to be 383 using Cochran’s method, which was
also used to estimate the sample population. The socioeconomic makeup of the respondents
is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Socioeconomic characteristics of respondents.

Gender Number Percentage Age Education Job

Female 153 40 18–65 90% had a bachelor’s degree or above,
and 10% had a diploma or lower.

60% were unemployed, 30% had
a permanent job, and 10% had a

temporary job.

Male 230 60 18–65 80% had a bachelor’s degree or above,
and 20% had a diploma or lower.

60% were unemployed, 30% had
a permanent job, and 10% had a

temporary job.

Validity of the questionnaire was assessed based on experts’ panel, and its reliability
was confirmed based on Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, convergent reliability, z
significant coefficients, R2 criterion, Q2 criterion, and general fitting of the model (GoF1
criterion). According to the data analysis algorithm in the SPLS method, after obtaining the
factor loadings of the questionnaire items, there is a need to calculate and report Cronbach’s
alpha, composite reliability of the constructs (latent variables), and convergent reliability.
Considering the fact that the desired values for Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability,
and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) should be 0.7, 0.7, and 0.5, respectively (42), and
considering the fact thatall the latent variables had acceptable weights, reliability and
validity of the study were confirmed.

The researchers administered the questionnaires in five days in the mornings and
evenings referring to the area under investigation. The questionnaire items were scored on
a five-point Likert scale ranging from 5 indicating ‘Totally Agree’ to 1 representing ‘Totally
Disagree’. The collected data were analyzed using PLS-SEM 4 software.
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4. Results
4.1. Factor Load Analysis

After developing the conceptual model using SPLS software, factor loadings of the
observable variables (questionnaire items) of the model were calculated. The criterion
value for the factor loading coefficients was found to be 0.4 [86]. As shown in Table 1, all
the questionnaire items had a factor loading coefficient higher than 0.4. This shows to what
extent the observable variables (questionnaire items) are correlated with the latent variables
of positive perceptions (four items), negative perceptions (four items), local community
participation (four items), and support for tourism development (four items). According to
Table 2, there is a significantly high relationship between the questionnaire items and the
latent variables, which confirms the model’s accuracy.

Table 2. Factor loading coefficients of the questionnaire items.

Inhabitants’ positive
perceptions

Tourism development creates more jobs in my community. PP1 0.85
Tourism development attracts more capital to my community. PP2 0.76
Our standard of living increases due to tourism development. PP3 0.86

Tourism development provides more infrastructure and public facilities such as roads,
shopping facilities, etc. PP4 0.76

Inhabitants’ negative
perceptions

Local inhabitants suffer from living in a tourism area. NP1 0.74
Tourism development causes traffic, noise, and pollution. NP2 0.82

Tourism development increases the cost of living. NP3 0.75
Tourism increases the crime rate. NP4 0.75

Local community
participation

Inhabitants participate in tourism planning. CP1 0.86

Inhabitants have been involved in the decision making related to tourism development and
preserving tourism attractions. CP2 0.71

My opinion has been often sought on tourism development and planning. CP3 0.51
My opinion has been sought on the projects for preserving monuments attracting tourists. CP4 0.60

Support for tourism
development

I believe tourism should be actively encouraged in the society. SUP1 0.80
I want to support tourism, and I want to turn it into an important part of my community. SUP2 0.83

The government and the local authorities should support the promotion of tourism. SUP3 0.63
Long-term planning by the authorities in Khorramabad can help to control the negative

effects of tourism on the environment. SUP4 0.70

4.2. Cronbach’s Alpha, Composite Reliability, and Convergent Reliability

After obtaining factor loadings of survey items, the data analysis procedure in the
SPLS technique states that it is necessary to compute and report Cronbach’s alpha, the
composite reliability of the constructs (latent variables), and convergent reliability. The
reliability and validity of the study were confirmed when taking into account that the ideal
values for Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and Average Variance Extracted (AVE)
should be 0.7, 0.7, and 0.5, respectively, and when taking that into account, as shown in
Table 3, all the latent variables had acceptable weights.

Table 3. The values related to Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and convergent reliability.

Latent Variables Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient
(Alpha > 0.7)

Composite Reliability Coefficient
(Alpha > 0.7) (AVE > 0.5)

Inhabitants’ positive perceptions 0.826 0.883 0.655
Inhabitants’ negative perceptions 0.771 0.850 0.587
Local community participation 0.739 0.834 0.560

4.3. Divergent Validity

According to Table 4, the AVE root values of the latent variables in the main axis of
the matrix are higher than their [87]. This indicates that, in the current study, the model’s
constructs (latent variables) have a higher frequency of interaction with their respective
indicators compared to other constructs. Therefore, it is desirable for the model’s reliability
to diverge.
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Table 4. Validity Assessment Matrix using Fornell and Larcker’s method.

Variable
Inhabitants’

Positive
Perceptions

Inhabitants’
Negative

Perceptions

Local Community
Participation

Support for
Tourism

Development

Inhabitants’ positive perceptions 0.810
Inhabitants’ negative perceptions 0.807 0.766
Local community participation 0.692 0.649 0.748
Support for tourism development 0.361 0.367 0.404 0.685

4.4. Examining the Fitting of the Structural Model

The structural model’s fit has been evaluated using three criteria: z-value, R2, and
Q2. The z-value is calculated by dividing the regression coefficient by its standard error. If
the magnitude of the z-value is too large (either too positive or too negative), it suggests
that the associated actual regression coefficient is not 0, and the corresponding X-variable
is important [88]. Three values, including 0.19, 0.33, and 0.67, are used to signify weak,
medium, and high R2, respectively, in the R2 criteria, which quantifies the influence an
external (independent) variable has on an internal (dependent) variable (Ibid). Values
of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 for an endogenous latent construct indicate weak, medium, and
strong predictive powers for the exogenous construct(s) associated to it in Q2, which also
influences the predictive power of the model (Ibid).

4.5. Z-Value Criterion

The z-value coefficients (t-values) are the initial criterion for analyzing the structural
model’s fit. In fitting a structural model using t-values, the values should be higher than
1.96 so that we can confirm their significance at 0.95 level of significance. Considering
the obtained z-values, the t-value for all the items was found to be more than 1.96. They
continue to be included in the model as a result, and their significance is verified at the
0.95 level of significance. In Figure 3, the t-values related to the paths are shown. As shown
in this figure, among the paths in the model, the t-values for all paths are higher than 1.96,
which is indicative of the significance of the paths and fitness of the structural model.
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4.6. R2 Criterion

The second criterion for examining the fitting of a structural model is the R2 coefficients
related to the latent endogenous latent (dependent) variables. The R2 value related to local
community participation was 0.524 while it was 0.493 in the modified R2 value, which
indicates a mean-to-high model fitting. In other words, this value was approximate to the
mean value that articulates a medium distance to the structural model. Furthermore, R2

values for support for local development were 0.700 and 0.699 in modified R2, which shows
a good model fitting. The latter shows more fit to the structural model than the former, as
the values were closer to 1 (see Table 5).

Table 5. R2 values for the internal variables of the study.

Endogenous Latent Variable R2 Value Modified R2 Value

Local community participation 0.524 0.493
Support for tourism development 0.700 0.699

4.7. Q2 Criterion

Table 6 demonstrates that Q2 values for local community involvement and support
for tourist development were greater than 0.35, indicating a high level of predictive power.
Therefore, it can be stated that Q2 values are indicative of a good fitting of the struc-
tural model.

Table 6. Q2 values for the internal variables of the study.

Endogenous Latent Variable Q2 Value

Local community participation 0.476
Support for tourism development 0.471

To assess model fitting, the GFI criterion is used. This measures the absolute fit of the
combined model to the data, without adjusting for degrees of freedom. The calculation
process is as follows:

GoF =

√
Communalities× R2

The mean for communalities is obtained from the communality of the endogenous
latent variables related to local community participation and support for tourism develop-
ment (Table 7).

Table 7. Q2 values for the latent variables of the study.

Endogenous Latent Variable Q2 Value

Local community participation 0.476
Support for tourism development 0.471
Mean 0.47

To calculate R2, all the endogenous latent variables of the study including the first-
grade and second-grade are taken into account, and their mean value is calculated. R2

values related to the variables are presented in Table 8. As shown in Table 7, the mean for
these values (R2) was 0.61.

Table 8. R2 values for latent variables of the study.

Endogenous Latent Variable R2 Value

Local community participation 0.524
Support for tourism development 0.700
Mean 0.61
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Accordingly, the value for the GFI criterion is equal to:

GoF =

√
Communalities× R2 =

√
0.47× 0.61 = 0.54

Given that three values of 0.01, 0.25, and 0.36 are regarded as weak, mean, and strong
model fitting, the value of 0.54 in the current study revealed powerful model fitting.

4.8. Analyzing the Relationships between Variables

The offered hypotheses may be examined and debated after looking at how the
measurement models, structural models, and general models fit together generally in
accordance with the SPLS method’s data analysis algorithm. The results of the test are
shown in Figure 4 and Table 9.
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Table 9. Analysis of the research hypotheses.

Research Hypotheses Path Coefficient t-Value Result

H1 0.455 7.51 Confirmed
H2 0.224 6.46 Confirmed
H3 0.558 4.24 Confirmed
H4 0.385 4.90 Confirmed
H5 0.218 5.89 Confirmed

The standardized path coefficient in Khorramabad between the variables of residents’
positive perceptions and support for sustainable tourism development shows that the
residents’ positive perceptions variable accounts for 45.5% of the variance in that support.
Given the findings in Table 8 and the fact that the t-value is larger than 1.96, it is possible
to conclude that residents’ favorable impressions have a noticeably beneficial impact
on support for tourist development. Additionally, the standardized path coefficient in
Khorramabad between the variables of residents’ negative perceptions and support for
sustainable tourism development reveals that the variable of residents’ negative perceptions
accounts for 22.4% of the variance in that support. Given the results in Table 8 and the
fact that the t-value is larger than 1.96, it is possible to infer that residents’ unfavorable
attitudes have a noticeably beneficial impact on support for tourist development at a 95%
level of confidence.
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According to Khorramabad’s standardized path coefficient, local community engage-
ment accounts for 55.8% of the variation in support for sustainable tourist development.
Local community involvement has a considerable and favorable impact on support for
tourist development, as shown by the t-value being greater than 1.96 (see Table 9) at the
95% level of confidence. From the perspective of positive perception, the standardized path
coefficient of the indirect effect of residents’ positive perceptions on social participation in
support for the development of sustainable tourism in Khorramabad demonstrates that
through social participation, the variable of residents’ positive perceptions explains 38.5%
of the variance in support for the development of sustainable tourism.

It may be inferred from Table 9 that, at the 95% level of confidence, residents’ favorable
impressions have a considerably beneficial impact on support for tourist development
because the t-value is higher than 1.96. In Khorramabad, the standardized path coefficient
of the indirect relationship between residents’ negative perceptions and their social partici-
pation in support of sustainable tourism development shows that the variable of residents’
negative perceptions, via social participation, explains 21.8% of the variance in that support.
It may be concluded from Table 8’s 95% level of confidence that residents’ unfavorable
attitudes have a considerably beneficial impact on support for tourist development because
the t-value is higher than 1.96.

5. Discussion
5.1. Examining the Local Community Support for Tourism Development

As previously stated, locals’ opinions about tourism are a significant predictor of their
support for tourist growth, which was the study’s final latent variable. According to the
social exchange idea, inhabitants will only participate in exchanges if they believe the
benefits will outweigh the risks [7,89]. We explored the linkages between locals’ attitudes,
support for sustainable tourist development, and engagement in Khorramabad using this
conceptual framework. The study’s findings demonstrated that residents’ positive and
negative impressions, as well as local community engagement, had a direct impact on
promoting sustainable tourist growth in Khorramabad. As seen in Figure 4 and Table 9,
the H1 test results reveal that citizens’ favorable perceptions influence their support for
tourist development by up to 45.5%, confirming the hypothesis. Simultaneously, the H2
test findings reveal that this proportion lowers to 22.4%, which is roughly half of the impact
of positive resident perception. In other words, Khorramabad locals’ favorable perceptions
had a greater impact on their support for tourist growth than their negative sentiments.

The association between local community engagement and people’s support for sus-
tainable tourism development in Khorramabad (H3) was also discovered to be good, with
H3 test results indicating 55.8% efficacy. This suggested that if citizens participated in
tourist activities, they would promote sustainable tourism development to a greater extent
than tourism simply being promoted via their favorable opinions. This study demonstrated
that including the local people in tourist activities has a significant impact on their support
for long-term tourism planning and development. This study also investigated locals’
favorable (H4) and negative (H5) attitudes, as well as their influence on social involvement
in support of sustainable tourist development. The findings revealed that while inhabitants’
positive perceptions supported 38.5% of their participation in sustainable tourism develop-
ment, this pattern for negative perceptions declined to 21.8%. This is an unprecedented
finding within Iranian tourism literature because it showed that when the respondents were
asked about their participation in the tourism development process, they were very keen on
engaging in the process. However, when it came to practical experiences, such as tourism
planners and policymakers paying attention to their needs and opinions, the percentages
dropped, on average, for both positive and negative perceptions. These, therefore, showed
that although the residents of Khorramabad were ready to participate in the tourism devel-
opment process, there is not enough room for them to do so. In addition, the test results
showed that the positive perceptions of inhabitants in Khorramabad had stronger effects
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on their participation than their negative perceptions. Therefore, the findings point to the
importance of residents’ positive perceptions of the sustainable development process.

5.2. Comparing the Study Results with the Current Literature

From a global experiences point of view, involving the host community in social
and economic activities in the framework of festival activities, creating plans for the
development of local products, creating eco lodges, and helping in marketing and selling
cultural products lead to the creation of positive perceptions of tourism and its benefits
among the inhabitants and ensure sustainable tourism development via long-term and
dynamic participations of these communities. However, whenever local communities
are not involved in tourism activities and local or national governments develop tourism
without taking into account the host communities’ demands and opinions, as in the case
of Poland [25], the local communities react with lack of participation and not welcoming
tourism, and the developed plans lead to the failure and non-sustainability of these kinds
of tourism planning activities. According to the current study’s findings, residents with
good opinions of tourist development are willing to engage, and encouraging residents’
involvement will lead to their support for sustainable tourism growth in their community.
Thus, the findings of the present study are consistent with the findings of Andereck,
Valentine, Vogt, and Knopf [48]; Vareiro, Remoaldo, and Cadima Ribeiro [20]; Kim [2];
Sharpely [3]; Nunkoo and Gursoy [7]; Rasoolimanesh, Ringle, Jaafar, and Ramayah [9];
Hammad, Ahmad, and Papastathopoulos [28]; and Lee and Jan [90] in terms of high
relationships between positive perceptions and sustainable tourism development support.
Moreover, the results further confirmed the main hypotheses related to the Social Exchange
Theory in terms of the effect of inhabitants’ positive and negative perceptions on the
development of tourism in Khorramabad and are consistent with the findings of Adongo,
Kim, and Elliot [67]; Chang, Chien, Cheng, and Chen [71]; and Kanwal et al. [91]. Finally, it
is worth noting that the serious lack of similar domestic studies in terms of the residents’
perceptions and their support for tourism planning and development was a big limitation
for our study that constrained us from developing comparative results based on previous
studies of other Iranian touristic cities.

6. Conclusions

In this study, we investigated how various citizens’ opinions of tourism affected their
support for tourism growth and community involvement in Khorramabad, a touristic city in
western Iran. The results showed that, based on the five hypotheses developed in the study,
inhabitants’ positive and negative perceptions and local participation had a direct effect on
sustainable development of tourism in this city. However, these effects were not equally
high; positive perceptions, with a higher score compared to negative perceptions in the
structural equation modeling, had a deeper effect both on direct support via participation
and indirect support for tourism development. Using Social Exchange Theory to analyze
and model the effects of various feelings of inhabitants in an ancient Iranian city regarding
support for the development of sustainable tourism and local participation, this study
makes a practical and theoretical contribution to the international literature on inhabitants’
perceptions. In the current study, we focused on the correlations between citizens’ favorable
and negative impressions, their support for tourist sustainability, and their proclivity for
social involvement. Our findings were different and somewhat unique. While positive
perception of residents affects their support for tourism development by up to 45.5%,
negative perception had lower effects (22.4%) on their support, which indicated their
higher readiness for welcoming the tourism development process. Moreover, the results
articulated the considerable eagerness for participating in tourism planning and activities
among respondents. Furthermore, the results showed the moderate and low effects of
positive and negative perceptions of the residents on their participation in supporting
sustainable tourism development, 38.5% and 21.8%, respectively.
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This study extends and validates a unique structural model by adding 16 latent
variables in support of tourism development and local participation using the path analysis
method. Moreover, the findings of this article have some important policy implications
for the decision makers responsible for the planning and management of Khorramabad’s
tourism development:

• Given the readiness of the residents in tourism planning, it is a great opportunity
for city authorities to set up participatory tourism planning and engage the local
community in tourism development.

• Although people in Khorramabad feel that their standard of living would be promoted
if tourism develops, they should see the advantages of this development in their
own lives. Therefore, development of any tourism plan should tie in with residents’
employment development in this field and engage them economically.

• Any tourism development should pay close attention to controlling social abnormali-
ties and crime rates due to the local community’s sensitivity to them.

• Social participation has a key role in sustaining and materializing tourism develop-
ment, and it has considerable potential among the city residents, so this needs to be
addressed by tourism planners and authorities.

Our study faced some difficulties during its execution such as a serious lack of domestic
literature on local community perceptions in touristic cities and conservative opinions
among respondents toward some questions with economic contents. Another limitation of
this study was the distribution of the samples, more specifically, the fact that some residents
lived in the old parts of the city and were illiterate. Thus, future research should pay close
attention to the spatial distribution of respondents and accessibility to them.

Finally, some further studies should be conducted, including investigating differences
between various age and gender groups’ perceptions and effects of these differences on
participation in sustainable tourism development, the role of the provincial government
in tourism development and assessing their plans through the lens of Social Exchange
Theory, and evaluation of residents’ perceptions’ role in their socioeconomic participation
in tourism development.
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