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The Role of Cultural Ecosystem Services of Tehran’s Historic Gardens in
Supporting Religious Rituals and Social Sustainability

Amin mohtashamifar®, MohammadReza Bemanian**

Abstract:

This study was designed with a dual aim: to systematically synthesize existing evidence on the
relationships between cultural ecosystem services, rituals, and social landscape sustainability,
and to explain the mediating role of cultural ecosystem services in the relationship between
rituals and social landscape sustainability in the urban fabric of Iranian cities. In the qualitative
phase, a qualitative—integrative systematic review was conducted using a constructivist grounded
theory approach. A systematic search in eight national and international databases up to October
2023 led to the selection of 47 articles out of 2,158 initial studies. The data were analyzed using
meta-synthesis and the three-stage coding procedure of grounded theory. In the quantitative
phase, the research followed a mixed-method (applied—developmental) design and was
completed using a researcher-developed questionnaire administered to 300 citizens participating
in Muharram and Nowruz rituals in urban green spaces in Isfahan and Tehran. The quantitative
data were analyzed with SPSS and Smart[/PLS software, using confirmatory factor analysis and
structural equation modeling. The qualitative synthesis resulted in the development of the
“Resilient Cultural-Social Landscape Integration Theory,” whose core is a “triadic integration”:
cultural ecosystem services as an enabling context, rituals as an integrative action, and social
landscape sustainability as a resilient outcome. Five central categories emerged: ecosystem
sacralization, community-building interaction, collective place memory, disruptive pressures, and
landscape resilience strategies. The quantitative findings showed that urban regulating (path
coefficient = 0.48) and cultural (path coefficient = 0.54) ecosystem services have significant
effects on the quality of ritual performance, which in turn directly influences place attachment
(0.62) and perceived social cohesion (0.57). Together, these two variables explained 65% of the
variance in the social landscape sustainability construct, indicating that urban social landscape
sustainability is the product of a dynamic and interactive integration between ecological and
socio-cultural systems. Rituals are not merely consumers but completers of the ecosystem—
society cycle through reinforcing the meaning of ecosystem services. This study underscores the
necessity of shifting from one-dimensional planning toward “resilient cultural-social ecosystem
design” and adopting a “ritual-based landscape design” approach as a key strategy in sustainable
urban planning.

Keywords: Cultural Ecosystem Services; Urban Rituals; Social Landscape Sustainability;
Landscape Resilience; Grounded Theory.
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Introduction:

The rapid transformation of contemporary cities has intensified the need to understand the
complex interactions between ecological systems and socio-cultural processes. In Iranian cities,
historic gardens represent valuable cultural landscapes that provide a wide range of Cultural
Ecosystem Services (CES), including spiritual experiences, place attachment, aesthetic
appreciation, and opportunities for social interaction. Simultaneously, religious and cultural
rituals constitute an important component of collective identity and social cohesion. Despite
growing interest in ecosystem services and social sustainability, limited attention has been given
to the mechanisms through which cultural ecosystem services support ritual practices and
contribute to social landscape sustainability. Therefore, this study aims to develop a
comprehensive theoretical framework explaining the dynamic relationships among cultural
ecosystem services, religious rituals, and social landscape sustainability within the context of
Iranian urban landscapes.

Methodology:

This research employed an exploratory sequential mixed-method approach. In the first phase, a
systematic literature review was conducted following the PRISMA protocol. Relevant studies
published between 2001 and 2023 were identified through national and international databases,
including Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SID, Maglran, Noormags, and Civilica. From
an initial pool of 2,158 records, 47 eligible studies were selected after screening and quality
assessment. The extracted data were synthesized using meta-synthesis techniques. In the second
phase, a constructivist grounded theory approach was applied to the selected studies. Open, axial,
and selective coding procedures were conducted using MAXQDA software, resulting in the
identification of core categories and the development of an integrated theoretical model. The
validity of the findings was ensured through triangulation, peer review, and audit trail
procedures.

Discussion:

The findings indicate that cultural ecosystem services function as enabling mechanisms that
enhance the quality and meaning of religious and cultural rituals. Through repeated ritual
practices, ecological features such as trees, water elements, and historic gardens acquire
symbolic and sacred meanings, generating collective place memory and strengthening social
bonds. The proposed “Resilient Cultural-Social Landscape Integration Theory” highlights a
dynamic triadic relationship among ecosystem services, ritual practices, and social sustainability.
This framework extends existing theories in environmental psychology, urban political ecology,
and social-ecological resilience by demonstrating that rituals are not passive consumers of urban
spaces but active agents in producing, preserving, and revitalizing socially meaningful
landscapes. The study further reveals that place attachment, social cohesion, and collective
memory emerge as critical mediators connecting ecological qualities to long-term social
sustainability.
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Conclusion:

This study contributes to the growing body of research on cultural ecosystem services by
proposing a grounded theoretical framework that explains how ecological and socio-cultural
processes interact to create resilient urban landscapes. The findings demonstrate that social
landscape sustainability in Iranian cities is not solely dependent on environmental quality or
urban infrastructure, but also on the cultural meanings and collective practices embedded within
urban green spaces. Historic gardens and ritual landscapes serve as vital cultural infrastructures
that foster place attachment, social cohesion, and community resilience. Accordingly, urban
planners and landscape architects should move beyond conventional approaches focused
exclusively on ecological performance and incorporate ritual-based landscape design principles
into planning and management strategies. Such an approach can enhance both cultural continuity
and ecological resilience, contributing to more sustainable and inclusive urban futures.
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