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Abstract

Purpose: Sports tourism is one of the most significant forms of
tourism implemented in various countries. Among the primary
objectives of nations is the sustainable development of sports
tourism in regions that offer this type of tourism. To achieve
this goal, it is essential to effectively identify and analyze the
influential factors in this area. The main objective of the present
study is to identify the factors affecting the sustainable
development of sports tourism in Ardabil Province, with an
emphasis on a marketing approach.

Method: This research employs a mixed method with a
Concurrent Nested approach to investigate the subject. Initially,
using a qualitative systematic review method, the necessary
information and data were collected to extract the "thematic
axes" for semi-structured interviews based on previous research
in this field. Then, in the second phase, using the thematic
analysis method, the influential factors were identified.

The database for resource extraction includes: ScienceDirect,
Emerald, MDPI, Taylor & Francis , Proquest, Research Gate,
Web of Science, and Google Scholar.

Results: According to the findings of the study, out of 115
relevant studies, 16 validated studies or those meeting the
criteria were examined, and 100 relevant indices were extracted.
In the second phase of the research, 72 fundamental themes, 24
comprehensive organizer themes, and 6 comprehensive
participant themes were identified, which are considered
influential factors in the sustainable development of sports
tourism in Ardabil Province.

Conclusion: The results of the current research indicate that the
influential factors in the sustainable development of sports
tourism lead to residents and businesses in the regions offering
sports tourism services benefiting from unique economic
advantages while fostering innovation and competitive
advantage in sports tourism destinations.
Keywords: Ardabil Province, Marketing,
Sustainable Sports Tourism, Tourism.
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©2026 by the authors. Published by the University of Mohaghegh Ardabili. This article is an open-access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International (CC BY 4.0) https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

Research in Sport Management and Marketing, 2026:7 (1)


https://www.doi.org/10.22098/rsmm.2025.14612.1323
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7579-2274

Zare & et al

Introduction

Today, since the beginning of the 21st century,
the tourism industry has become one of the
most profitable industries in the world, and
there is fierce competition among many
countries to attract tourists (Valizadeh & Seyed
Amery, 2020; Naghizadeh-Baghi et al., 2023).
Intense competition between countries and
destinations in the tourism industry has led to a
focus on certain events that are considered the
main concern of tourism destinations and their
marketing organizations (Chuang et al, 2018;
Chen et al, 2010). This intense competition has
caused these countries and destinations to
dedicate time and resources to creating tourist
satisfaction as well as destination loyalty
(Ribeiro et al, 2018).

According to the prediction of the World
Tourism Organization (WTQO), in 2030, the
number of tourists entering emerging
destinations is expected to double between
2010 and 2030 (Pratt & Tolkach, 2018).
Business, sports, and tourism are topics that can
be integrated so that the mixed result is so
profitable that all countries, regions, cities,
travel agencies, and sports can gain countless
advantages (Lamont, 2014). That is why
economists focus on sports tourism because
they believe that sports tourism is a productive
industry to creates employment and
entrepreneurship. The development of sports
tourism activities leads to more employment,
and this can be highly useful for developing
countries that have a young population and job
seekers (Gibson et al, 2012). Most researchers
suggest that hosting sports events provides a
series of enjoyable and memorable experiences
for tourists, especially sports fans (Wong &
Tang, 2016). Sports events are known as
hedonic services providing many tangible and
intangible benefits to host countries or
destinations (Fourie & Santana-Gallego, 2011).
Today, sports and tourism are known as two
growing industries that due to their unique
nature, can facilitate the way for the
development of a wide range of tangible and
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intangible  resources for countries. The
attractiveness of these two industries becomes
more meaningful when both are placed next to
each other as complements (Jaberi et al, 2018).
Many governments consider sports tourism as
one of the most critical driving forces for
tourism success and strive to host sports events
(Jeong et al, 2019). Notably, it has been
reported that sports events of various scales can
attract many domestic tourists and improve the
destination image almost as much as large
sports events (Wong & Tang, 2016). For this
reason, local communities which are unable to
host large-scale sports events should consider
small-scale repetitive sports events as a cost-
effective means of attracting tourists (Jeong et
al, 2019).

Sports tourism has been focused on by many
researchers for many years, as it is generally
recognized that it provides an effective means
to sustainably increase the growth of tourism
destinations (Gibson, 1998; Jeong et al, 2019).
Gibson, who provided a comprehensive
analysis of sports tourism, defines sports
tourism as "leisure-based travel™ that takes
people temporarily outside their home
environment to participate in  physical
activities, watch physical activities, or respect
the attractions associated with physical activity
(Gibson, 1998).

In recent years, several researchers have also
become increasingly interested in studying
"active sports tourism" as a means of attracting
and satisfying tourists (Hodeck & Hovemann,
2016). Active sports tourism means that people
travel to or participate in sports events such as
windsurfing, canoeing, golf, hiking, skiing,
marathon, cycling, or triathlon (Jeong et al,
2020). In addition, according to the study by
Kaplanidou and Vogt, active sports tourism
brings up tourists emotional experiences such
as excitement, relaxation, pleasure, self-
actualization, and pride, and participation in a
sports event is considered an achievement and
"a lot of fun" (Kaplanidou & Vogt, 2010).
Hence, both academics and industrial managers
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must understand the role of sports tourism in
the formation of tourists' emotions. The tourism
industry in developing countries enjoys a very
high capacity for growth and development,
meanwhile, it has not grown and developed as
much as it should be. In other words, this
emerging industry is particularly important for
developing countries like Iran, which has faced
problems such as rampant unemployment,
limited foreign exchange reserves, and a single-
product economy based on oil and oil products.
This concern is one of the basic issues raised in
this area. On the other hand, Iran, with its
natural capacities and tourist and cultural
attractions, as well as a diverse and four-season
climate, as a country capable of providing
favorable conditions for those interested in
foreign travel, can be considered an important
pole of the sports tourism industry in a general
sense.

A significant number of tourism researchers
have focused on this concept in recent decades
because it plays a central role in tourists'
decision-making and can create many
opportunities. In the sports tourism area, some
studies have focused on large-scale sporting
events such as the summer or winter Olympic
Games, the FIFA World Cup, and the World
Championships (Jin et al, 2013). However, few
recent studies have focused on small-scale
repetitive sports events. According to Wong
and Tang, small-scale sports events can also
attract tourists and media coverage (Wong &
Tang, 2016). Iran is a mysterious land with
four seasons, in addition, all of its districts
enjoy a sizable chunk of potential. In many of
its districts, it can be seen that despite the ever-
increasing development of sports and the
existence of significant tourism capacities, the
issue of sports tourism has not been properly
addressed by sports and tourism managers. The
enhancement of scientific research and the
theoretical foundations of sports and tourism
can gradually provide the necessary basis for
the development of these two income-
generating industries. Especially sports tourism
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in Iran's provinces, which is a growing market
and has significant potential to become an
attractive market. Ardabil province is one of the
northwestern provinces of Iran, which has ten
counties enjoying various climates. It mainly
welcomes tourists in sports fields such as
skiing, rock climbing, mountaineering, river
tracing, water sports, hiking sports camping,
etc. Its pleasant and special weather in different
seasons of the year has turned this province into
an exciting destination that attracts many sports
tourists from different cities of Iran and has the
potential to become an international destination
for sports tourists. It is true that this province,
like many other provinces, has a high capacity
to attract tourists - especially sports tourism -
but due to the mentioned reasons, this issue is
not recognized as "sustainable” and even in
some areas and seasons of a year, this type of
tourism is not well received.

Therefore, this research is the first research
study that seeks to identify the effective factors
in the development of sustainable sports
tourism in Ardabil, which aims to identify the
key and effective factors of this type of tourism
and be fruitful concerning sustainable
development that it is done by emphasizing the
marketing approach. The need to pay serious
attention to travel and tourism as a new
phenomenon in the machine lifestyle of the 21st
century is undeniable because of the
advancement of technology the mechanization
of societies and the spread of new inventions
and discoveries that make people dependent on
cities have made people face many challenges
(Butler, 2000). Today tourism has become an
attractive industry that plays an important role
in the economic development of many
countries (Allameh et al, 2015).

Tourism can soon be considered the number
one industry in the world due to its positive
social, cultural, and economic effects. So that
many countries are trying to exploit this
industry by creating appropriate infrastructure
and meeting the tourists' demands (Mazloomi
Soveini & Gaspar, 2022). For most countries,
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tourism is an important source of business,
income, employment, and foreign exchange
(Giao et al, 2021). Tourism can be defined as
an important aspect of economic development
(Chin et al, 2020). Following successful
countries in the tourism industry, other
countries have also tried to develop this sector
but it should be noted that achieving a
comparative advantage in this area requires the
creating of suitable infrastructure, meeting
tourists' needs, and creating favorable tourism
facilities (Reihani & Khatibzadeh, 2021).
Sports have become one of the most common
motivational factors for tourists globally, and
countries have more willing to earn more
money through new methods and innovations
in the industry.  Sports and tourism are
inextricably linked.  Most countries in the
world that have natural and cultural heritage
utilize sports tourism as a strategic tool for
escalating  employment and  economic
development (Heydari et al, 2021).

Sports tourism is considered more than an
industry as a socio-economic phenomenon in
the world, and many countries and cities of the
world understand the many benefits and effects
of this industry through investment and utilize
it as an important source for growing their
economy (Van der Zee, 2010; Emery, 2010).
Tourism and sports are the world's largest
industries, which by combining them has
created one of the most amazing modern
service industries called the sports tourism
industry (Veal, 2011). Sports tourism is one of
the types of tourism that plays an important and
effective role in achieving tourism goals in
every society and has been a major part of the
success of societies in the field of tourism in
recent years. Sports tourism, as a special type
of tourism, presents tourists with wonderful
experiences (Peri¢ et al, 2019).

Sports is one of the critical activities during
tourism and tourism is associated with different
types of sports. Watanabe et al. (2018) also
stated that sports tourism is one of the key types
of tourism that causes the growth of tourism in
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countries (Watanabe et al., 2018). A great body
of studies has been done to promote sport
globally. Sports can be developed or promoted
through various activities such as sports
tourism etc. The sports tourism industry is used
to develop and promote sports (Arulmozhi &
Vinayagamoorthi, 2019). The arrival of tourists
is also influenced by important sports events,
and holding sports events provides useful
tourism opportunities (Valizadeh & Seyed
Amery, 2020). According to a survey of
tourists, the nature tourism and sports tourism
industry is a multi-billion-dollar industry. The
value of the sports tourism industry in 2017
was reported to be about 7 billion dollars
(Arulmozhi & Vinayagamoorthi, 2019).

Sports tourism is a type of tourism that
temporarily moves people from their daily lives
to participate in or watch a sports event or
respect a sports heritage (Malchrowicz-Mosko
& Munsters, 2018). The term sports tourism
was coined to create a better understanding of
sport as a motivation for tourism (Hritz & Ross,
2010; Weed, 2006). According to the statistics
of the World Tourism Organization, 43% of the
jobs in the world are related to the tourism
industry. For example, during the years 1997 to
2005, sports tourism led to an annual increase
of 13% in the gross national product as a result
of economic activities (Safdel et al, 2014).
According to Gibson's study, sports tourism can
be described as leisure-based travel that takes
people away from their daily lives temporarily
to participate in or watch a sporting event or
respect a sporting heritage (Gibson, 1998).
Researchers believe that sports tourism can be
described in terms of three main behaviors
including participating, watching, and visiting
(Mazloomi Soveini & Gaspar, 2022). Based on
this perspective, there is a clear consensus
among sports tourism researchers that sports
tourism is divided into three categories
including event sports tourism, active sports
tourism, and nostalgia sports tourism (Gibson,
1998). Event sports tourism depicts tourists
actively or passively at a sporting event as
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spectators whose main purpose of travel is to
cheer on their country and their favorite star
players or to spend time with family members,
friends, and social groups (Kwon, 2014). In this
regard, many countries and districts are
increasingly considering major sporting events
such as the Olympic Games and World
Championships as a core component of their
destination marketing strategy (Fourie &
Santana-Gallego, 2011).

Active sports tourism describes tourists who
actively participate in a sports event as
participants to improve mental and physical
health, reduce stress, and achieve personal
goals (Yang & Kang, 2001). Nostalgia sports
tourism refers to tourists visiting famous sports
venues such as stadiums and museums for
major sports events and professional teams
(Gibson, 1998). Sports tourism has been
revived in the last few years because it has an
important contribution to the local economy,
such as improving the image of the destination
and attracting tourists (Jeong et al, 2019).
Heydari et al. (2023) assert that for the sports
tourism industry to grow in developing
countries like Iran, numerous factors must
converge more closely in fostering the growth
of this industry. In this regard, the presence of
appropriate legal, normative, supportive, and
educational frameworks affects the ability and
inclination of market leaders to identify and
capitalize on entrepreneurial opportunities in
this emerging industry in countries. The
findings of the study conducted by Nematisefat
et al. (2023) underscore the necessity of
enhancing indicators such as improving the
quality of existing infrastructure, private sector
investment, establishment of a dedicated senior
tourism committee, transportation facilities, and
leveraging the experiences of successful
countries in the development of senior sports
tourism. The findings of Nazari Torshizi et al.
(2023) emphasize the importance of enhancing
indicators such as adequate internet access,
management decisions, cultural diversity,
availability of suitable venues and markets, and
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smooth traffic and roads to establish a
destination as a brand in sports tourism. Sports
tourism can be vital for global peace and
increasing understanding and interdependence.
Sports tourism can globally contribute to the
creation of a new international economic
system that helps to fill the wide economic gap
between developed and developing countries. It
can also guarantee the development of sports
tourism especially economic and social
progress in developing countries (Valizadeh &
Seyed Amery, 2020). Various researches have
been conducted in this area, the most important
of which will be discussed below. In an article,
Gibson et al. (2012) examine the eventual
sports tourism in six events in 18 months
discuss the economic variable, and finally
conclude that the presence of spectators at the
venue leads to the financial well-being of
people and creates jobs (Gibson et al, 2012). It
can also inject money into society (Darabi et al,
2020). Hinch and Ito (2018) stated that sports
tourism and exploiting its potential is one of
Japan's important goals in some upcoming
sports events including the 2019 Japan Rugby
World Cup and the 2020 Tokyo Olympics
(Hinch and Ito, 2018). The research of Hodeck
et al. (2018) also showed that sports tourism
played an important role in the success and
achievement of the goals of the Rio 2016
Olympics (Hodeck et al, 2018). Deniz and
Yenel (2013) in a study titled "Structural
Analysis of Physical Education and Sports
System in Northern Cyprus" stated that sports
associations and the Ministry of Tourism
should create a joint group to improve sports
tourism using the country's natural resources
(Hodeck et al, 2018; Deniz and Yenel, 2013).

By reviewing the literature and theoretical
framework, it can be seen that sports tourism,
which is one of the most important types of
tourism in the world, has many potential
benefits that can create opportunities,
employment, stability, etc. for countries. But
as mentioned before, the sports tourism
industry in Iran is an emerging industry and due
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to the dependence of Iran's economy on oil,
these resources and potentials have been used
less for entrepreneurship, job creation, and
economic development in the country (Darabi
et al. 2020).

The new era is called the arena of competition
for resources and capital. The big industrial
countries that are victorious in this field have
put the exploitation of resources and capital at
the top of their priorities. Notably, these
successful countries have started their growth
cycles under the supervision of educated and
skilled people. Although the foundations of
sports tourism research have been established
by most of the previous studies, its main gap is
in identifying the effective factors specific to
each destination and climate, and in this
research, Ardabil province was chosen for this
purpose. Thus, the innovation of the current
research is filling the existing theoretical gap.

A review of past research shows that these
factors have been examined in certain
dimensions (such as: economic, cultural, etc.)
and this research has tried to examine all the
factors in relation to each other. This point
distinguishes the present research from other
similar researches. The innovation of the
current research is both in reviewing the
theoretical literature from different perspectives
and in terms of methodology, the approach
used in it is the Concurrent Nested Strategy
approach.

Materials and Methods

According to the nature, purpose, and type of
the current research, it is a mixed research
using the constructed nested strategy examining
the issue.

In this way, at first, using the qualitative
method of systematic review, research and
related research are identified and analyzed,
and the thematic axes stage are identified to use
later; then, the key and main components are
extracted using the qualitative method of
thematic analysis. In this type of approach,
firstly, one of the methods that has a larger
scope is carried out, and another study with a
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different approach will be done at its heart.
Data analysis wusually involves data
transformation and also synthesis is done in the
data analysis stage. These methods are suitable
for obtaining a broader view of a subject under
investigation and for studying different groups
or levels in a single study (Sajadi et al., 2012).
The systematic review method is one of the
qualitative methods that like meta-analysis and
meta-synthesis methods, examines research and
keywords related to the research topic (Gong &
Jia, 2022). A systematic review is a method that
IS used in sports contexts such as reviewing
sporting events (Thomson et al., 2020), or in
relation to nature-based, adventure sports
tourism (Gstaettner et al., 2018; Pickering et al.,
2018; Wolf et al., 2017).

In this phase, to analyze the theoretical
literature structure of various research in the
field of sports tourism, a co-citation network
analysis was used which is critical to identify
key research themes, identify patterns in the
data, and research opportunities for future
studies (Kim et al, 2021). The time domain of
the selected research includes the research of
the last ten years, i.e. 2012 to 2022. In this
regard, foreign sources were extracted from
scientific databases such as ScienceDirect,
Emerald, MDPI, Taylor & Francis , Proquest,
Research Gate, Web of Science, and Google
Scholar.

Then, by collecting the required information
and data, thematic axes are used to conduct
semi-structured interviews in the second phase
- the thematic analysis method. The thematic
analysis method is one of the most important
qualitative methods that examines and analyzes
themes using an inductive approach (Warner,
2022; Braun & Clarke, 2020).

This method uses six main steps to identify and
count themes:

Step 1: Getting to know the data;

Step 2: Creating initial codes;

Step 3: Searching for themes;

Step 4: Revise themes;

Step 5: Defining and naming themes

N B o
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0 Step 6: Preparing the report (Caulfield,
2020: 2; Maguire & Delahunt, 2017: 3354).
Moreover, this method comprises different
approaches, one of the most widely used of
which is Attride-Stirling's triple approach
(Attride-Stirling, 2001).

Hence, this approach has also been used in this
research; so, the extracted themes are divided
into three themes: "basic, organizing, and
global™ Finally, the results have been shown
separately in Table 2.

Results

First phase: qualitative method of systematic
review

According to the previous sections'
explanations, in the first phase, this research
examines all the research carried out in this

Search in Scopus & JCR
n=1§1

Identification

area by using the systematic review qualitative
method so that, among 115 related types of
research, only 16 qualified researches were
examined. The relevant processes have been
shown separately in Figure 1.

These Indicators belong to the development of
sustainable sports tourism which have been
extracted from relevant research limited to the
last decade (2012-2022 AD), where the
researchers used the systematic review method.
The main criterion for reviewing articles is the
relevance of their topics and contents to the
main topic of the article.

Next, in Figure 1, the process of systematic
review and extraction of relevant Indicators are
shown.

Search in Web of Science
n=164

—  —

Resources and articles on related topics
n=313

l

screening

Selected sources after Omitting
articles (n= 204)

Omitted articles
n=39

h

Omitted articles

Approved and prioritized
sources
n=115

n=29

eligibility

n=16

Approved Article

l

n=100

included

Extracted Indicarors

Figure 1. The Systematic Review Process and Indicators Extraction

Next, Table 1 shows the Indicators extracted
from related research using the systematic

review method.
Table 1. Indicators Extracted from Related Research, Using the Systematic Review Method
Source Indicators Database
Research
Tsekouropoulos Impact on the local community, Gate, MDPI

et al. (2022)

promoting sustainable development,
managing sports events,
providing sports services to participants and
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Source

Indicators Database

the local community,

the local community needs and maintaining
existing resources,

increasing social cohesion and citizens' pride,
overall promotion of the image of a tourist
destination.

Liu et al. (2022)

Influential networks in sports tourism, ScienceDirect
economic growth,

economic development and economic impact,

increasing tax revenue,

job opportunities in tourism destinations,

developing sports tourism,

increasing capital and productivity,

satisfaction and well-being of the local

community.

Mazloomi
Soveini & Gaspar
(2022)

positive social, cultural, and economic Ensani.ir
effects;

creating appropriate infrastructure;
meeting the requirements of tourists;
Meeting the needs of tourists and creating
tourism facilities;

Intention to revisit tourist destinations;
tangible and intangible resources for
countries;

the growing development of sports;
significant tourism capacities;
Development of sports tourism in different
places.

Bichler &
Pikkemaat (2021)

Improving the strategic location of ScienceDirect
destinations in sports tourism,

developing tourist destinations in winter

sports,

the main factors in attracting tourists,

the potential of innovations,

a better understanding of the expectations,

needs, and goals of sports tourists,

attracting new customers, multilateral

cooperation.

Jeong et al.
(2020)

Small-scale sports events, MDPI
tourist satisfaction,

destination loyalty,

marketing strategies,

Maintaining loyal customers,

favorable opinions and experiences of visiting

a destination,

social media,

building destination loyalty,

media coverage.

Gholipour et al.
(2020)

The relationship between major sports events  ScienceDirect
and tourist attractions,

strategic management and planning,

development of local and regional areas,

economic and political factors determining

sports tourism,

policy consequences.

Cho et al. (2019)

ScienceDirect,
Research Gate

Group participation,

paying attention to the main attractions,
developing loyalty in sports tourists,
direct and indirect experiences.

Kimet al. (2019)

Research
Gate, MDPI

Planning for sports events,

more support for the local community,
increasing sports tourism capacities,
developing sports tourism services,
emerging opportunities for sports tourism,
facilitating opportunities for tourism
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Source

Indicators

Database

destinations.

Koc (2016)

events, tourism, and sports industries;
Tourism and sports activities,
recreational activities related to sports,
understanding the attitude of tourists,
safety and security of tourists.

ResearchGate,
Taylor &
Francis

Kim et al. (2015)

Sports tourism events,

residents' perceived social impacts,
opportunities for economic growth,

increase the income and employment
opportunities for the local community,

the process of planning and developing sports
events,

improving the well-being of the local
community,

developing supportive attitudes.

ScienceDirect,
Research Gate

Huang et al.
(2015)

Organizations responsible for sports tourism
events,

voluntary participation of organizations and
tourists,

society and economy based on altruism,

the attitude of sports tourists,

community participation,

customer,

communication,

employee relations,

green management,

environmental sustainability,

power of sports attractions

Research
Gate, MDPI

Taleghani &
Ghafary (2014)

Key success factors in sports tourism,
supporting sports tourism,
organizations supporting sports tourism,
capacity building,

development of touristic sports

ScienceDirect,
Research Gate

Hua & Chiu
(2013)

Event-based sports tourism,

sports tourism attractions,

availability of opportunities for participation,
structural constraints,

sports leisure activities,

growth of the sports tourism industry

ScienceDirect,
Research Gate

Hua et al (2013)

Participation in sports tourism activities,
sports tourism consumer group,
improving the quality of life,
social-cultural activities (sports festivals),
transportation availability,

service location,

access to public facilities.

ScienceDirect,
Research Gate

Development of sports tourism initiatives,

ScienceDirect,

Gibson et al Welcoming of major sports tourism events, Research
(2012) e  opportunities for sports tourism and economic ~ Gate, Taylor
development, & Francis
e  development of sports infrastructure,
e  attention to sports events based on public
participation.
e  Sports tourism development, ResearchGate
Shipway (2012) e  growth and scientific participation in sports
tourism,
e development of sports tourism enhancement
space elements,
e changing dynamics of sports tourism.
As can be seen in the above table, the extent so that, it indicates the convergence and

Indicators extracted from the systematic review
method are similar to each other to a large
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alignment of thematic and conceptual research.
Given the last stage of the systematic review
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method, things like "the needs of local
community and preservation of existing
resources, development of sports tourism,
meeting the needs of tourists and developing
tourism facilities; development of tourist
destinations in sports, strategic management,
and planning, sports tourism events, attraction
power sports, sports tourism attractions,
development of sports infrastructure, changing
dynamics of sports tourism™ were included in
the form of thematic axes in the interview
protocol and will be used in the second phase of
the research - thematic analysis method.

The second phase: the qualitative method of
thematic analysis

Now, the themes mentioned above are placed in
the form of an interview framework and the
relevant themes are extracted using semi-
structured interviews. At this time, semi-
structured interviews are conducted with
relevant experts, and then, in the next step, they
enter the six-step process of thematic analysis.
The participants of this phase of the research
are scientific and executive experts in the field
of sports management, sports tourism, sports
events, and management of organizations in
charge of sports and tourism in Ardabil
province, who are interviewed and examined
under different conditions and characteristics.
These experts were selected using the
purposeful sampling method, which was
limited to 12 interviews according to the rule of
theoretical saturation.

To extract the main themes, in the first stage,

due to the Coronavirus pandemic, interviews
were conducted online, and the collected
materials were accurately recorded and then
typed.

In the second stage, the primary codes were
created, which went to the third stage, i.e.
searching for themes, to categorize them. In this
step, 159 raw codes were identified and each of
them introduced a "concept™ as a code.

In the fourth stage, themes are reviewed. This
phase begins when we create a set of themes,
and review them. This stage, itself, includes
two rounds 1. reviewing themes and 2. refining
themes. The first round includes a review of
coded summaries. In the second round, the
validity of the themes of the data set is
considered.

Then, in the next stage (stage five), the themes
are named, so that each of them has a unique
name related to itself.

Then, in the last stage [stage six], the final
analysis is carried out where each of the
extracted themes is shown in their original
formats.

Hence, the extracted themes, after going
through these six stages using Atride-Sterling's
triple approach (2001) were categorized in the
form of basic, organizing, and global themes. In
Table 2, global and organizing themes are listed
separately.

It should be mentioned that to avoid repetition
of the content in the article, the basic themes
were omitted, and only global and organizing
themes were stated.

Table 2. Global and Organizing Themes

Global theme

Organizing theme

1  Effective and

interaction

Participation

Comprehensive participation of the province's departments;
managing and coordinating the trustee organizations;

Interactive and collaborative decision-making and policy-
making of effective departments.

2 Development and expansion of
structural and infrastructural
facilities

Improving the capacity of tourist destinations;

Balancing the tourist-destination flow;

providing facilities;

improvement and developing basic and advanced
infrastructure;

Improving and promoting transportation and communication
ways.

3  Marketing and Development of
tourist destinations

the attractiveness of sports tourism destinations;

Identify the capacities and capabilities of tourist destinations
in the province;

95

Research in Sport Management and Marketing, 2026:7 (1)



Zare & et al

Global theme

Organizing theme

Developing and implementing strategies for touristic
destinations

4  The quality of providing sports
tourism services

Process, price, and quality of products and services provided;
satisfaction of sports tourists;

creating tourism demand;

providing distinctive and cost-effective (competitive) products
and services;

Providing and improving sports tourism support services

5 Modern and green technologies

Implementation of new and distinctive media and
communication technologies;

using peaceful and eco-friendly technologies;

Increasing communication tools and advanced technologies in
touristic destinations;

Creating smart sports tourism destinations.

6  Software and behavioral

approaches

Culturalization of tourism acceptance in host communities;
training and empowering the human resources of the host
communities;

safety and security of tourists;

Legal Supporting

As it can be seen, among the 72 basic themes,
24 organizing themes and 6 global themes were
extracted, which are considered -effective
factors developing sustainable sports tourism in
Ardabil. In the following, these items are
explained.

Given the variety of demands of sports tourists
as important factors in attracting tourists and
developing the needs of this type of tourism,
the development of this sector requires a full
understanding of these needs and their
provision by the destination. By investing in
infrastructure as well as predicting efficient
plans following the expectations of tourists, the
demands of tourists in the sports tourism
market can be met. Sports tourism is
characterized by the movement of individuals
or groups to participate in a sporting event.
Sports events can be classified as important
events that are effective in creating sustainable
tourism destinations. The success of a sports
event depends, to a large extent, on the
interaction and cooperation of tourism actors,
the local community, and the organizers of the
sports event, notably, this was one of the most
important themes obtained from the expert
interviews. Also, the interaction of trustee
organizations and institutions can bring more

vital benefits to the local community by
promoting sustainable development.

According to experts, organizing events
96

includes preparation, implementation, analysis,
and evaluation taking into account all the
factors that can affect the event. In particular,
managing sports events includes aspects such
as planning, implementing the selected actions,
and controlling their effectiveness aiming to
provide sports activities to the participants and
the local community.

Supporting the local community and all
stakeholders is an important factor in the
success of managing and organizing sports
events.

Factors such as facilities, accommodation,
weather, access to the destination, the image of
the destination, and its promotion are also other
success factors.

New and eco-friendly technologies are one of
the most recent approaches to sports tourism in
the current era.

Many touristic destinations try to provide such
services in addition to creating a competitive
advantage over other destinations and also
being effective in protecting the environment.
The quality of providing sports tourism services
is also one of the key topics in this field.

In. many tourist destinations, sustainable
development is associated with the realization
of a sporting event taking into account the
needs of the local community and the
conservation of existing resources.
Furthermore, through sporting events, social
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cohesion and citizen pride reflecting the
multidimensional impact of a sporting event on
the entire community are enhanced. Moreover,
the general improvement of a destination's
image can be associated with a sports event in
the long term and leads to an increase in the
active participation of citizens. These are the
main manifestations of software and behavioral
approaches in this field. In fact, sports tourism
now leaves the environment at the center of a
Discussion

Sustainable sports tourism has been one of the
important topics in recent decades, which has
been studied from different aspects. In
particular, several research efforts have already
been made in this field, but they have not stated
anything precisely related to this topic. In
general, it could be said that different factors in

sporting event, so its protection and its
ecological footprint are more important factors
than short-term economic benefits. As a result,
the multi-dimensional impact of a sporting
event on a destination shapes the residents'
attitudes and behavior at the same time.

In general, these themes are effective factors in
the development of sustainable sports tourism
in Ardabil.

sports tourism have different effects on
sustainable tourism destinations. A sustainable
sports  tourism  destination makes the
destinations rely on themselves to a large extent
and creates opportunities in the host society. In
figure 2, the theme network is drawn.

training and empowering the
human resources of the host
communities

acceptance in host
communities

Culturalization of tourism

Comprehensive participation
of the province's departments

safety and security of tourists

Legal Supporting

Implementation of new and
distinctive media and
communication technologies:

Software and
behavioral
approaches

using peaceful and eco-
friendly technologies

Modem and
green
technologies

Increasing communication a
tools and advanced
technnlagies in tonrictic

Creating smart sports tourism
destinations

The quality of
providing
sports tourism

Providing and improving
sports tourism support
services

effective (competitive)
nroducts and services

providing distinctive and cost- /

creating tourism demand

Factors in
Sustainable
Sports
Tourism

managing and coordinating
the trustee organizations

Interactive and collaborative
decision-making and policy-
makine of effective

—

Effective
Participation
and interaction

Improving the capacity of
tourist destinations

Balancing the tourist-
Development destination flow
and expansion
of structural providing facilities
and B
infrastructural
facilities improvement and developing

basic and advanced
infrastructure

Marketing and
Development of
tourist destinations

Improving and promoting
transportation and
communication wavs

the attractiveness of sports
tourism destinations

Identify the capacities and
capabilities of tourist
destinations in the province:

satisfaction of sports tourists;

provided;

Process, price. and quality of
products and services

Developing and implementing
strategies for touristic
destinations

Figure 2. The Theme Network

Ardabil province, along with its unique and
special climate, has the potential to use sports
tourism activities while preserving and reviving
tourist attractions, to help the livelihood of
local people who are kind of tourist
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destinations. It could be possible to create a
comprehensive and strategic management plan
for destinations through the creation of a
sustainable development plan and management
of sports tourism activities. Sustainable sports
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tourism can develop local innovation and
sustainable development in Ardabil and help to
meet the needs of different generations without
jeopardizing the future in this changing and
dynamic environment which is constantly
evolving. From the viewpoint of tourism,
sustainable development is the basis of tourism
product and service development, which is
created with special emphasis on the local
community and natural environment
management. From this point of view,
sustainable sports tourism can be considered a
type of tourism related to the quality of
residents' lives and visitors' experiences.

Given the themes extracted, it can be seen that
utilizing modern and green technologies (eco-
friendly) regardless of each sector, can be
fruitful for the sustainable development of
sports tourism. This issue requires planning and
formulation of strategies that are created at
different levels.

Sports tourism requires efforts and organized
planning, meanwhile, the lack of targeted
planning leads to problems and difficulties.
That's why the institutions and organizations in
charge must coordinate with other effective
departments to make decisions that will
improve the tourist-destination relationship. In
addition, the development of sustainable sports
tourism is inextricably linked to community
participation and gives special importance to
determining the attitudes and behavior of
residents.

Under the global theme of "soft and behavioral
approaches”, tourism as a form of development
is often associated with improving the living
standards of the residents of a community by
focusing on the community development model
or basing its success on the participation of the
community as a whole in any action. In this
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