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Accepted: Background and Objective: Urban development issues have become one of the serious
August 26, 2025 challenges of developing countries in recent decades. Excessive urban sprawl, environmental
Available online: degradation, housing crises, irrational densities, and physical and social gaps are among the
June 22, 2026 consequences of incorrect policymaking in the field of urban development. This study, with

the aim of designing a local model of urban development policymaking in Iran, has used the
actor discourse analysis approach. The results obtained, in parallel with the design of the urban
development policymaking model, are very valuable and practical in promoting sustainable
tourism planning and development in Mazandaran. Methodology: The research method is
qualitative with a critical discourse analysis approach and data were collected through
interviews with 22 urban activists including general managers of roads and urban
development, mayors, city council members, former parliament representatives and urban
experts in Mazandaran province. Data analysis was conducted using the Fairclough model and
NVivo software. Findings: The results showed that the four dominant discourses in the urban
policy-making process of the province include political, institutional, specialized and
participatory discourses, which in many cases operate in conflict with each other.
Conclusion and suggestions: This conflict has led to a lack of coherence, ineffectiveness of
policies and weakening of public participation. The final suggestions of the research included
strengthening public participation structures; creating coordination between discourses;
increasing education and awareness; transparency and accountability; and paying attention to
sustainability and long-term development. The results show that the discourses governing
urban policy-making in Mazandaran Province have affected sustainable tourism planning and
management. Innovation and Originality: Based on the findings, a model was designed that
can be used as a new framework for urban policy-making in Iran, focusing on the interaction
of discourses, transparency, institutional review, and strengthening citizen participation.

Keywords:

Discourse analysis, policy
actors, discourse analysis
approach, policy model
design, tourism planning and
development

*Corresponding Author: Tayebeh Abbasi
Address: Tehran Email: T.abbasi@ut.ac.ir
Tel: 09126077042

Hossein Ghorbani, Tayebeh Abbasi, Naser Asgari. Discourse analysis of urban development policy actors with a discourse
analysis approach (Case study: Mazandaran province as a tourist destination in lran)



mailto:ghorbani.hossein@ut.ac.ir
mailto:t.abbasi@ut.ac.ir
mailto:na.asgari@ut.ac.ir
mailto:https://doi.org/10.22080/jtpd.2025.29751.4020
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8239-4389
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7596-9447
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9393-7668

Volume 15. Issue 57. Summer 2026. Pages 66 to 80.

Journal of Tourism Planning and Development Gl

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Urban issues have become significant challenges
for  developing  countries, leading to
consequences such as uncontrolled urban
expansion, environmental degradation, and social
disparities stemming from inadequate urban
policy-making. The urban policy-making process
should be rooted in interaction, transparency, and
a keen awareness of citizens’ needs. However, it
often strays from this ideal due to institutional
and economic interests.

In Iran, particularly in provinces like
Mazandaran, structural challenges in urban
policy-making are evident due to the presence of
multiple institutions, conflicts of interest, and a
lack of participatory decision-making. These
issues contribute to unbalanced growth, changes
in land use, and increased pressure on resources,
ultimately leading to a decline in quality of life
and social capital. Discourse analysis presents a
novel approach to understanding these
complexities by examining how meaning is
constructed and the role of language in policy
power. This study aims to employ critical
discourse analysis to identify key actors,
conflicts, and discourse interactions in urban
policy-making in Mazandaran, ultimately
proposing a practical model to enhance the
policy-making process.

This research seeks to fill this gap by proposing a
localized, discourse-centered model for urban
policy-making in Mazandaran. The study will
explore the following research questions: Who
are the key actors in Mazandaran’s urban
planning policy-making process, and what
discourses do they represent? What are the
characteristics of dominant, subordinate, or
marginal discourses in this context? What types
of interactions and conflicts exist among these
discourses? By addressing these questions, the
study aims to provide valuable insights into the
complexities of urban policymaking, particularly
in relation to tourism planning and development
in Mazandaran Province.

2. Research Methodology

The present study is applied in purpose and
employs a qualitative and exploratory
methodology. To address the research questions

and develop a localized urban policy-making
model, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was
utilized. This approach effectively analyzes
meaning-making processes, linguistic conflicts,
and power relations within the urban policy-
making context.

The research population includes key actors in
Mazandaran’s urban policy-making, such as
governors, mayors, council members, and urban
planning experts. Theoretical sampling continued
until saturation was reached, resulting in 27 semi-
structured interviews.

Data collection involved semi-structured
interviews with open-ended questions, audio
recordings, transcriptions, and coding. Data
analysis followed Fairclough’s framework,
focusing on textual, discursive, and social
practice analyses, supported by NVivo software.
Data quality was ensured through triangulation,
participant review, and peer review.

3. Research Findings

Analysis of the 27 interviews with key urban
planning actors in Mazandaran Province revealed
that the urban policy-making process is shaped by
four main discourses, each with its distinct logic,
objectives, and language, often in conflict with
one another.

Policy Discourse is primarily represented by
parliamentary  representatives and  policy
managers, characterized by a focus on “power,
influence, and expediency.” This discourse often
leads to top-down, non-participatory decision-
making driven by electoral considerations,
prioritizing the interests of power groups over
public welfare. Consequently, this results in
instability and frequent changes in urban
planning, as policies serve short-term electoral
goals rather than sustainable urban development.
Institutional ~ Discourse,  represented by
municipalities and the Ministry of Roads and
Urban  Development, emphasizes laws,
administrative structures, and formal hierarchies.
This discourse operates within rigid official
frameworks, reflecting weak coordination among
institutions and overlapping responsibilities. The
resistance to fundamental changes within this
discourse slows down decision-making and
policy implementation.

Technical/Expert Discourse, articulated by urban
experts and academics, advocates for data-driven,
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evidence-based policy-making. However, its
influence in high-level decision-making is
limited due to its separation from the policy
discourse and lack of coherence among experts.
This fragmentation hampers the ability to provide
integrated solutions.

Participatory Discourse, supported by civil
society organizations and local activists,
emphasizes stakeholder engagement, urban
justice, and transparency. Despite its potential to
enhance accountability and social justice, this
discourse is frequently marginalized in formal
processes, limiting its impact. The lack of
effective participation mechanisms hinders the
realization of its objectives.

The most significant finding is the profound
conflict between the policy and participatory
discourses, with the expert discourse often
overlooked. The institutional discourse acts as a
mediator but lacks neutrality. These conflicts lead
to policy inconsistencies, slow implementation,
and diminished public trust in urban policy-
making. The structural contradictions among
these discourses undermine policy cohesion and
effectiveness, especially the tension between
short-term  policy interests and long-term
scientific approaches.

The findings provided a foundation for
designing a conceptual model that outlines the
current and desired urban policy-making status in
Mazandaran Province, which will be further
discussed in the conclusion.

4. Conclusion

This study aimed to design an urban
policymaking model for Mazandaran Province
using a discourse analysis approach. The findings
revealed that urban policymaking is a complex
process influenced by four main discourses:
policy, institutional, expert, and participatory.
Each discourse has distinct structures and
interests, and their interactions often lead to
overlapping priorities and decision-making
conflicts, ultimately reducing policy
effectiveness and sustainability.
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A critical finding was the lack of coordination
among these discourses, which hinders
participatory processes and diminishes public
involvement in policymaking. The proposed
model emphasizes creating a systematic
framework for dialogue among these discourses,
enhancing transparency, accountability, and
participation from all stakeholders, including
citizens and experts. Implementing this model
can improve policy coherence and contribute to
sustainable urban development.

The research highlights the need for a better
understanding of key actors’ roles and their
interactions, which can enhance the predictability
of policy outcomes. By focusing on discourses as
the basis for policymaking, the study advocates
for flexible, inclusive, and widely acceptable
policies that can be adapted nationally.
Additionally, the study underscores the
importance of aligning urban development
policies with tourism management, particularly
given Mazandaran’s status as a significant tourist
destination. By addressing the discrepancies
between urban decisions and ecological tourism
needs, the model can help optimize infrastructure
development while protecting natural resources.
In summary, this research provides a conceptual
and practical guide for urban managers and
policymakers, emphasizing the importance of
diverse discourses and constructive interactions
to achieve sustainable development goals in
Mazandaran.
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