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Background and Objective: The transition to a post-industrial economy,
the expansion of the creative economy, and the evolution of urban
planning approaches have elevated culture from a merely symbolic
element to one of the principal drivers of sustainable urban regeneration.
Despite this shift, interventions in Iran's historic and deteriorated urban
fabrics have largely remained focused on physical renewal, while
cultural, social, and institutional dimensions have received comparatively
limited attention. This study aims to examine the theoretical foundations
of culture-led urban regeneration and to develop a theoretical framework
and conceptual model for its application in achieving sustainable urban
regeneration.

Methodology: This research is applied in terms of its purpose and adopts
a descriptive-analytical approach. Data were collected and analyzed
through a systematic review of the literature, qualitative content analysis
of scholarly sources, and a comparative examination of selected
international and domestic case studies.

Results and Findings: The findings indicate that culture-led urban
regeneration is founded on four core components: place identity and
culture, the cultural economy and creative industries, participatory
governance and social empowerment, and institutional capacity building.
The interaction among these components provides the basis for achieving
multiple dimensions of sustainability, including social, economic, and
physical-environmental sustainability. The results further demonstrate
that the successful implementation of this approach depends on
maintaining a balance between cultural heritage conservation, the
development of the creative economy, meaningful stakeholder
participation, and the strengthening of institutional capacities. Otherwise,
challenges such as the commodification of culture, gentrification, and the
erosion of local identity may undermine the objectives of urban
regeneration. Finally, by proposing a theoretical framework and a
conceptual model, this study provides a foundation for policymaking and
planning culture-led urban regeneration in historic and deteriorated urban
fabrics.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In  recent decades, rapid urbanization,
structural  transformations  in  urban
economies, social changes, and increasing
pressure on natural resources have posed
significant challenges to historic and
deteriorated urban areas. Beyond physical
deterioration, these areas have experienced a
wide range of problems, including declining
quality of life, economic stagnation,
weakening social capital, diminishing sense of
place, and erosion of cultural identity.
Consequently, traditional urban renewal
approaches, which primarily emphasized
physical interventions and reconstruction,
have gradually been replaced by more
comprehensive urban regeneration strategies
that conceptualize urban development as a
multidimensional process encompassing
social, economic, cultural, institutional, and
environmental dimensions.

Within the framework of sustainable urban
regeneration, the conservation of cultural
heritage and the enhancement of the urban
environment represent only part of the
intervention objectives. Equally important are
the empowerment of local communities, the
revitalization of urban economies, the
promotion of citizen participation, and the
improvement of urban governance (La Rosa et
al., 2017; Dean & Trillo, 2018). This conceptual
evolution has shifted culture from being
regarded merely as a symbolic or
conservation-oriented element to becoming a
strategic resource for sustainable urban
development.

Simultaneously, the transition of the global
economy from an industrial to a knowledge-
based and creative economy  has
fundamentally transformed the role of culture
in urban development. Culture is no longer
viewed solely as a legacy of the past or a
collection of artistic activities; rather, it is
increasingly recognized as a strategic asset
capable of generating economic value,
strengthening urban identity, enhancing urban
competitiveness, and improving quality of
life. Within this context, the concept of
culture-led urban regeneration has emerged as

an approach that seeks to shift regeneration
from purely physical interventions toward a
more  sustainable,  participatory, and
endogenous development process by drawing
upon cultural heritage, creative industries,
artistic activities, collective memory, and
social capital.

Although experiences from many cities
around the world demonstrate that culture can
stimulate local economic revitalization,
reinforce place identity, enhance the vitality of
public spaces, and promote cultural tourism,
this approach has not always produced
positive outcomes. In some cities, the
dominance of economic interests over cultural
values has contributed to challenges such as
the commodification of culture, gentrification,
increasing spatial inequality, and the
displacement of local residents.
Consequently, recent urban regeneration
literature emphasizes that the success of
culture-led regeneration depends on achieving
an appropriate balance among economic
development, cultural heritage conservation,
social participation, and institutional capacity.
In Iran, urban regeneration has been adopted
in recent years as one of the principal policy
approaches for addressing historic and
deteriorated urban areas. Nevertheless, many
regeneration  projects continue to be
dominated by physically oriented
interventions, while cultural dimensions,
community participation, and institutional
governance have received comparatively
limited attention. As a result, despite
noticeable physical improvements, broader
objectives such as preserving local identity,
strengthening social capital, and ensuring
long-term sustainability have often remained
only partially achieved.

A review of previous studies indicates that
although considerable research has addressed
urban regeneration, sustainable development,
creative cities, the cultural economy, and
cultural heritage conservation, a
comprehensive framework that systematically
explains the interrelationships among culture,
place identity, the creative economy, social
participation, and institutional capacity within
the context of culture-led urban regeneration
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remains largely underdeveloped, particularly
in Persian-language scholarship. Furthermore,
most existing studies have focused on
individual cultural, economic, or social
dimensions, while paying limited attention to
the interactions among these dimensions.
Accordingly, the present study aims to
examine the theoretical foundations of
culture-led urban regeneration, identify its key
components through a systematic literature
review and qualitative content analysis,
analyze selected international and domestic
experiences, and ultimately develop a
theoretical framework and conceptual model
for culture-led urban regeneration in support
of  sustainable urban regeneration.
Specifically, the study seeks to answer the
following research questions: What role does
culture play in achieving sustainable urban
regeneration? What are the principal
components of culture-led urban
regeneration? How can cultural assets, the
creative economy, social participation, and
institutional capacity be integrated into a
conceptual framework for the sustainable
regeneration of historic and deteriorated urban
areas?

Methodology

The present study is applied in terms of
purpose and qualitative in terms of nature. It
was conducted using a systematic literature
review strategy and qualitative content
analysis. The aim of the research is to identify
and explain the components, dimensions, and
requirements of culture-led regeneration and
to analyze its role in achieving sustainable
urban regeneration.

In the data collection stage, a documentary
research method was employed. The research
population consisted of scientific sources
published in the fields of urban regeneration,
sustainable development, culture, creative
economy, creative city, urban governance,
and institutional capacity. The reviewed
sources were selected from specialized books,
scientific articles published in reputable
national and international journals, theses and
dissertations, policy documents, and reports
from international organizations such as
UNESCO, UN-Habitat, OECD, and the
World Bank.

Journal of Sustainable Urban and Regional e

Development Studies (JSURDS)
Summer 2026. Vol 7. Issue 2- Pages 578-603
ISSN (Online): 2783-0764
Journal Hompage https://www.srds.ir/

To access reliable sources, a systematic search
was conducted in scientific databases
including Scopus, Web of Science,
ScienceDirect, Springer, Taylor & Francis,
Google Scholar, SID, Magiran, and Civilica.
The search was carried out using Persian and
English  keywords, including  «urban
regeneration», «culture-led regeneration»,
«sustainable urban regeneration», «culture
and urban regeneration», «creative economy»,
«creative city», «urban governance», Urban
Regeneration, Sustainable Urban
Regeneration, Culture-led  Regeneration,
Creative City, Creative Economy, Urban
Governance, and Institutional Capacity.

To enhance the validity of the findings,
specific criteria were established for the
selection of sources. The main inclusion
criteria included direct relevance to the
research topic, publication in reputable
scientific journals, adequate theoretical or
empirical foundations, and the presentation of
reliable and citable findings. In addition,
duplicate sources, studies lacking direct
relevance to the research subject, and non-
scientific works were excluded from the
review process. Considering the evolution of
the concept of culture-led regeneration over
the past two decades, the primary focus was
placed on sources published from 2000
onward; however, classical and foundational
sources prior to this period were also used
where necessary.

Following the selection of sources, the
extracted data were examined using
qualitative content analysis. At this stage, the
key concepts, components, and themes
existing in the research literature were
identified, coded, and organized into major
categories based on conceptual similarities.
Data analysis was conducted through an
inductive—deductive approach; meaning that
concepts and themes were first extracted from
the texts and then categorized, based on the
theoretical ~ foundations of  sustainable
regeneration, into the main dimensions
including culture and place identity, cultural
economy and creative industries, participatory
governance and social empowerment,
institutional and managerial capacity, and
various dimensions of urban sustainability.
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Subsequently, to enrich the analytical depth of
the research, selected experiences of culture-
led regeneration in Iran and other countries
were examined through comparative analysis.
The purpose of this stage was to identify
similarities, differences, implementation
strategies, common  opportunities  and
challenges in cultural regeneration projects,
and to extract the factors influencing their
success.

Finally, by integrating the findings derived
from the systematic literature review,
gualitative content analysis, and comparative
analysis of selected cases, the theoretical
framework and conceptual model of the
research were developed. This framework
explains the relationships among culture,
place identity, cultural economy and creative
industries, participatory governance,
institutional capacity, and various dimensions
of urban sustainability. It also provides a
theoretical basis for analyzing the role of
culture in achieving sustainable regeneration
of historic and deteriorated urban fabrics.

Results and Discussion

To examine the relationships among the
research constructs, Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)
was employed. Given the focus of the present
article, only the key findings related to the
conceptual framework of the study are
presented, while detailed information
regarding the assessment of the measurement
model and the reliability and validity indices
has been provided in the full research report.
The results of the structural model revealed
that sustainable regeneration of the historic
fabric of Khorramabad is a multidimensional
process influenced simultaneously by social,
cultural, economic, and institutional factors,
and that its achievement cannot be realized
solely through physical interventions. The
findings indicate that stakeholder
participation,  economic  empowerment,
cultural and historical heritage conservation,
and good urban governance have significant
positive effects on the resilience of the historic
fabric. Furthermore, resilience, as a mediating
variable, plays a critical role in transmitting

the effects of these factors on sustainable
regeneration. This finding demonstrates that
resilience is not merely an outcome of
regeneration processes but rather represents a
fundamental mechanism for enhancing
sustainability in historic urban fabrics.

The findings also demonstrated that cultural
and historical heritage conservation has a
direct and significant effect on enhancing the
resilience and sustainability of the historic
fabric. This finding indicates that cultural
values do not merely serve a conservation
function; rather, through strengthening place
identity, preserving collective memory,
increasing the sense of belonging, and
enhancing social cohesion, they contribute to
improving urban resilience and sustainability.
This result is consistent with the findings of
Colomb (2012), Garcia (2021), Wang et al.
(2021), and Madanipour et al. (2022), who
have identified cultural heritage as one of the
most important drivers of sustainable
regeneration. In  Khorramabad, the
concentration of valuable cultural assets,
including Falak-ol-Aflak Castle, the historic
bazaar, Sang-e-Nivisht (Gerdab-e Sangi), the
Safavid Bridge (Gap Bridge), and Mirza
Seyyed Reza Caravanserai, provides
significant potential for developing cultural
tourism, strengthening the local economy, and
promoting identity-based regeneration.

Economic empowerment was also identified
as another influential factor affecting
resilience and sustainable regeneration.
Although a number of traditional economic
activities continue to operate within the
historic area, the gradual relocation of
commercial and service activities to newer
parts of the city, declining investment,
deterioration of business environments, and
reduced economic vitality have weakened the
economic performance of the historic fabric.
The model results indicate that supporting
local businesses, developing cultural tourism,
revitalizing handicrafts, and utilizing the
potential of the creative economy can
contribute not only to enhancing economic
resilience but also to improving the social and
physical sustainability of historic areas. This
finding suggests that sustainable regeneration
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can only succeed when the conservation of
historical values is accompanied by the
creation of sustainable economic
opportunities for local communities.

The findings of this study demonstrate that
culture can become a driver of sustainable
urban regeneration when it transcends its role
as a merely identity-based or conservation-
oriented component and is employed as a
strategic  asset in  urban  planning,
management, and development processes. In
other words, the success of regeneration
programs is not guaranteed merely by the
existence of cultural heritage or cultural
activities; rather, it depends on the systematic
integration of cultural capacities with the
social, economic, physical, and institutional
dimensions of urban development. From this
perspective, culture should not be considered
an independent variable, but rather a
connecting element that links different
dimensions of urban sustainability.

This finding is consistent with the
perspectives of Landry (2000) and Sasaki
(2010), who identify culture as one of the most
important engines of urban development in
the knowledge-based economy. However, a
review of international experiences indicates
that culture alone cannot guarantee the
success of regeneration initiatives. In many
successful examples, such as Barcelona,
Berlin, and Bilbao, the achievements of
regeneration projects have resulted from the
synergy among cultural policies, participatory
governance, targeted investment, institutional
capacity, and local community participation,
rather than merely from conservation projects
or cultural activities.

Ultimately, the findings of this study indicate
that achieving  successful  culture-led
regeneration in lranian cities requires moving
beyond imitative models toward indigenous,
context-sensitive  approaches that are
compatible with the cultural, social,
economic, and historical characteristics of
each city. From this perspective, culture
should not be regarded as the ultimate
objective of regeneration; rather, it should be
considered a mechanism for achieving
sustainable urban development, whose
effectiveness depends on its interaction with
social participation, institutional capacity,
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creative economy, and good governance.
Accordingly, the culture-based model
proposed in this study can serve as a
theoretical and practical framework for
policymaking and planning of historic urban
regeneration projects in other Iranian cities.
At a broader level, the findings of the present
study indicate that sustainable regeneration of
historic urban fabrics cannot be considered
merely as a physical project or even a set of
conservation measures. Rather, it should be
understood as an institutional-social process
in which the interaction among cultural
capital, social participation, economic
capacity, and governance quality constitutes
the fundamental basis of sustainability.
Accordingly, the culture-based model
proposed in this study demonstrates that
culture can perform its role as a driver of
development only when it is integrated with
other dimensions of urban development
within a coherent institutional system. This
finding is consistent with the perspectives of
Healey (1997), Landry (2000), Evans (2005),
and UNESCO (2011), who consider culture
not as an independent variable but as an
integral component of the complex system of
urban development.

The findings of the present study also have
important implications for the theoretical
development  of  urban  regeneration
knowledge. In the existing literature, many
studies have focused on one or more specific
dimensions, such as physical conservation,
urban economy, or social participation.
However, by presenting an integrated model,
this study demonstrates that sustainability is
the outcome of simultaneous interactions
among cultural, social, economic, and
institutional dimensions. This approach
partially addresses the existing gap between
physically oriented regeneration studies and
socially focused regeneration research and
provides a theoretical framework for the
integrated analysis of regeneration processes.
Overall, the findings of this section
demonstrate that sustainable regeneration can
be achieved when culture transcends its role
as merely an identity-based or conservation-
oriented element and is utilized as a strategic
asset in urban development management.
Within such a framework, culture is not the
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final destination of regeneration; rather, it
serves as a mechanism for strengthening
resilience, improving quality of life,
preserving urban identity, and achieving
sustainable development. This principle
constitutes the core foundation of the culture-
based model proposed in the present study.

Conclusion

This study aimed to explain the role of culture
in the sustainable regeneration of historic
urban fabrics and to develop a culture-
oriented  framework  for  enhancing
institutional development. To achieve this
objective, the research employed a systematic
literature review, qualitative content analysis
of scientific sources, and empirical analysis of
data collected from the historic district of
Khorramabad. The integration of theoretical
insights and empirical findings demonstrated
that, contrary to traditional approaches that
regarded culture merely as an element of
identity or heritage, culture is now recognized
as one of the principal drivers of sustainable
regeneration, capable of simultaneously
influencing the physical, social, economic,
and institutional dimensions of urban
development.

The literature review revealed that
contemporary studies, particularly those
published after 2010, conceptualize culture-
led regeneration as a multidimensional
process that promotes urban sustainability
through the preservation of historical identity,
the strengthening of social capital, the
development of the creative economy, and the
enhancement of stakeholder participation. In
contrast, many studies conducted in Iran
continue to focus primarily on physical
interventions, while cultural and institutional
dimensions receive comparatively limited
attention. This research gap highlights the
need for an integrated framework for the
regeneration of historic urban fabrics in Iran.
The empirical analysis, based on Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM), demonstrated a
positive  and  statistically  significant
relationship between culture and sustainable
regeneration. The results indicate that culture
contributes to the success of regeneration

programs both directly and indirectly by
strengthening social participation, enhancing
social capital, fostering trust among
stakeholders, and improving institutional
capacity. Furthermore, the structural model
revealed that institutional development plays
a critical mediating role in transforming
cultural capacities into sustainable outcomes.
In other words, even where rich cultural
resources exist, the absence of effective
institutional structures, organized stakeholder
participation, and coordination among
responsible organizations can substantially
reduce the effectiveness of the regeneration
process.

The case study of the historic fabric of
Khorramabad further corroborated these
findings. The presence of valuable historical
and cultural assets—including Falak-ol-Aflak
Castle, the historic bazaar, heritage buildings,
and deeply rooted cultural traditions—
provides considerable potential for the
regeneration of the area. However, physical
deterioration, declining economic vitality,
weak institutional coordination, insufficient
investment, and  limited  stakeholder
participation remain among the principal
obstacles  to achieving sustainable
regeneration. These findings suggest that the
preservation of historical heritage alone,
without adequate attention to institutional,
social, and economic mechanisms, cannot
ensure the sustainable revitalization of historic
urban fabrics.

Accordingly, the principal contribution of this
study is the development of an integrated
framework in which culture serves as the
central pillar of regeneration while interacting
with institutional development, stakeholder
participation, social capital, and the local
economy. This framework can provide a
foundation for formulating regeneration
policies for the historic districts of Iranian
cities and assist urban policymakers and
managers in utilizing existing cultural assets
not only for heritage conservation but also for
improving quality of life, enhancing urban
resilience, strengthening local identity, and
promoting sustainable urban development.
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Based on the findings of the study, the
following recommendations are proposed:
enstitutionalize stakeholder participation
throughout all stages of planning, decision-
making, and implementation of urban
regeneration projects.

oStrengthen the institutional capacity of urban
management through the establishment of
coordinated mechanisms among
municipalities, cultural heritage authorities,
the private sector, and local communities.
eUtilize cultural industries, the creative
economy, and cultural events as catalysts for
economic and social development within
historic urban fabrics.

eDevelop policies to prevent gentrification
while safeguarding the ability of indigenous
residents to continue living and working in
historic neighborhoods.

eAdopt integrated regeneration policies that
simultaneously address heritage conservation,
economic development, social equity, and
environmental sustainability.

Despite these contributions, the present study
has several limitations. The empirical analysis
was conducted exclusively within the historic
district of Khorramabad. Although the
findings contribute to the advancement of the
theoretical ~ literature ~ on  culture-led
regeneration, their generalization to other
urban contexts requires further investigation.
Therefore, future research is recommended to
employ comparative studies across different
historic  cities, longitudinal  analyses,
multilevel models, and mixed-methods
approaches to examine the role of cultural and
institutional variables in different models of
sustainable urban regeneration.
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