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Institutional, Institutional fragmentation, inadequate ecotourism expertise, and
capacity, escalating environmental crises—particularly the water scarcity issue—
institutional capital, | have significantly underscored the imperative for comprehensive
ecotourism, reforms in national governance policies. Such reforms necessitate the
Lake Urmia enhancement and strategic development of institutional capital. This
study investigates the influence of institutional capacity development on
Received: the conservation of natural resources and the advancement of
05 May 2025 sustainable ecotourism in the Lake Urmia basin. Utilizing a mixed-
Received in methods design, integrating empirical fieldwork and documentary
revised form: analysis, the research applies Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to
20 June 2025 quantitatively assess the impact of institutional capital on ecotourism
Accepted: sustainability. Findings reveal robust factor loadings across all latent
06 September 2025 | constructs and confirm model adequacy through satisfactory fit indices.
Statistical analyses at a 99% confidence level demonstrate a positive
and statistically significant correlation between institutional capacity
pp:17-39 development and sustainable ecotourism outcomes. Nevertheless, the
extant status of institutional capital within human, social, institutional,
economic, and ecological domains remains substantially below optimal
thresholds. Major impediments include deficient institutional
coordination, limited participatory engagement of local communities,
insufficient human capital development, and the absence of integrated
environmental governance frameworks.  Consequently, policy
reformation aimed at institutional strengthening, investment in capacity-
building and environmental education at local and regional scales,
alongside the establishment of participatory governance mechanisms
involving  multi-stakeholder  collaboration,  constitute  critical
prerequisites for enhancing ecotourism sustainability and natural
resource stewardship in this ecologically sensitive region.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Institutional capacity building is widely recognized as a strategic prerequisite for
addressing complex environmental and developmental challenges, particularly in
developing countries. Within the context of ecotourism sustainability, institutional
resilience plays a vital role in mitigating the adverse effects of climate change and
ecological degradation. In Iran, environmental stressors—especially those linked to
mismanagement of water resources—represent structural constraints that impede the
long-term viability of ecotourism. Lake Urmia, formerly the world’s largest hypersaline
lake, has faced a dramatic environmental crisis over the past decade, largely due to
institutional weaknesses in water governance. The absence of coherent institutional
mechanisms for integrated watershed management has obstructed effective resource
stewardship. Therefore, strengthening institutional frameworks and embedding strategic
foresight into national and regional planning paradigms are imperative for fostering
sustainable ecotourism in the region. This study aims to assess the impact of
institutional capacity on ecotourism development in the city of Urmia and its
surrounding watershed, with an emphasis on sustaining Lake Urmia’s ecological
integrity. It investigates the extent to which institutional reforms, policy frameworks,
and governmental initiatives have either supported or hindered the trajectory of
sustainable tourism. Furthermore, the research seeks to bridge the gap between
theoretical institutional frameworks and their operational effectiveness through an
evidence-based analytical approach grounded in environmental transitions and strategic
foresight.

Methodology

A mixed-methods research design was adopted, integrating both quantitative and
qualitative components. Quantitative data were collected through structured
questionnaires that were based on a five-point Likert scale. Statistical analyses,
including Pearson correlation and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), were
performed using LISREL. The qualitative dimension involved semi-structured
interviews with key stakeholders , followed by thematic content analysis to interpret
institutional and environmental dynamics.

Results and discussion

The empirical results confirmed Hypothesis 1, which posited a statistically significant
and positive relationship between institutional capacity development and ecotourism
sustainability. The Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.657, p < 0.01) indicates a
strong association, suggesting that enhanced institutional capacities—particularly in
areas such as participatory governance, environmental education, and local
accountability—are strongly correlated with improvements in ecotourism sustainability
indicators.

In evaluating Hypothesis 2, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and SEM revealed
robust construct validity, with high factor loadings and excellent model fit indices (GFI
= 0.989; RMSEA = 0.023 within a 98% confidence interval). However, the negative
path coefficient between institutional capacity and sustainable ecotourism (-0.43)
reveals a paradox: while institutions exist in form, their functional performance in
practice—particularly in implementation, inter-agency coordination, and enforcement—
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remains deficient. This disjunction illustrates a critical institutional performance gap
that undermines sustainable tourism governance in the region.

Conclusion

The findings highlight the urgent need for a paradigmatic shift in institutional design
and governance logic in order to ensure ecological resilience and sustainable tourism
around Lake Urmia. Although formal institutions are in place, systemic inefficiencies—
such as fragmented policy regimes, stakeholder exclusion, and short-term policy
cycles—have hindered ecotourism progress. Thus, institutional development must be
approached not merely as a technical reform, but as a comprehensive governance
transformation. This includes advancing participatory frameworks, integrating
indigenous ecological knowledge, enhancing institutional synergy, and ensuring long-
term environmental foresight. This study provides a context-sensitive strategic planning
model that is applicable to other ecologically fragile regions. Future research should
explore comparative analyses across watersheds and incorporate longitudinal data to
examine institutional evolution over time.
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