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Abstract

Context and Purpose: Sports tourism, as one of the emerging and high-potential
sectors of the tourism industry, provides a unique opportunity to combine
economic development with cultural heritage preservation. Iran, with its rich
heritage of traditional sports and geographical-climatic diversity, has high
potential in this field, but lacks a comprehensive and indigenous model for
developing this industry. Design/methodology/approach: This applied-
exploratory research was conducted using a mixed qualitative-quantitative
approach. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory and Strauss and Corbin’s
paradigmatic model were employed through 14 in-depth interviews with experts.
In the quantitative phase, a researcher-made questionnaire was administered to
384 sports tourism stakeholders, and data were analyzed using confirmatory
factor analysis and structural equation modeling. Findings: From qualitative
analysis, 220 open codes were extracted into 25 axial codes and 5 main
categories: causal conditions (including cultural-social, political-security,
economic-service, managerial-structural, geographical-environmental, and
technological factors), contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies,
and consequences. Quantitative results showed that the model has acceptable
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.87) and validity. The goodness of fit index (GOF =
0.537) confirmed strong model fit. Conclusion: The proposed model provides a
comprehensive and integrated framework for developing Iran’s sports tourism
with emphasis on cultural heritage preservation, which can serve as a practical
guide for policymakers and managers in this field.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Sports tourism, as one of the emerging and
high-potential sectors of the tourism
industry, provides a unique opportunity to
combine economic development with
cultural heritage preservation. Iran, with
its rich heritage of traditional sports and
geographical-climatic diversity, has high
potential in this field, but lacks a
comprehensive and indigenous model for
developing this industry. The tourism
industry in the contemporary era is
recognized as one of the most important
economic and cultural drivers in the world
and has a special place in international
exchanges and country development. This
industry, which is considered the most
extensive service industry in the world, is
not only an important source for income
generation and job creation, but also plays
a key role in strengthening cultural
relations between nations and creating
mutual understanding. Sports tourism,
formed from the combination of two major
industries of tourism and sports, has
become one of the most amazing modern
service industries. Sports tourism, as a
type of specialized tourism, includes trips
that people take to participate in, watch,
or visit sports activities and venues
outside their communities. This type of
tourism has three main dimensions: event
sports tourism, which includes travel to
watch major sporting events such as the
Olympics and World Cup, active sports
tourism based on direct participation in
various sports activities, such as golf,
hiking, tennis, cycling and skiing, and
nostalgia sports tourism, which refers to
visiting famous sports venues and
museums. Statistics show that between 5
to 10 percent of trips are related to sports
tourism and this sector is considered one

of the fastest growing sectors of world
tourism which has created very intense
competition among countries with high
income generation. Cultural heritage, as
one of the most fundamental pillars of
national and civilizational identity of every
country, plays a vital role in preserving and
transmitting values, knowledge, and
traditions of generations and is one of the
most important pillars of identity
consolidation, creating creativity and
national self-confidence.

2. Research Methodology

This applied-exploratory research was
conducted using a mixed qualitative-
quantitative approach. Due to the
emerging and complex nature of the
research topic and the lack of a
comprehensive indigenous theoretical
framework in this field, a mixed
qualitative-quantitative method was used.
The reason for choosing this approach is
that, first, with a qualitative approach, a
deeper understanding of the dimensions
of the phenomenon is addressed, and then
its results are used to design quantitative
tools to provide the possibility of
generalizability and scientific testing of
findings. In the qualitative phase of the
research, grounded theory based on
Strauss and Corbin’s systematic model was
used, providing the possibility of
extracting categories and concepts from
real data and achieving a theoretical
pattern. The process of data collection and
analysis was conducted simultaneously
and dynamically, and three stages of open,
axial, and selective coding were used to
analyze the data. The study population in
the qualitative section included experts,
university professors, managers, and
policymakers in the field of sports tourism
and cultural heritage, as well as specialists
related to sports event management and
sustainable tourism development. The
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criteria for selecting these individuals
were determined based on purposive
sampling and snowball method and
included having at least ten years of
executive or scientific activity experience
in the field of sports tourism, familiarity
with cultural heritage and sustainable
development concepts, publishing articles
or writing books in this field, and
participation in related research or
executive projects. In the quantitative
phase, the statistical population included
key stakeholders of sports tourism who
played a direct or indirect role in the
development and management of this
field. A stratified random sampling method
was used to ensure appropriate
representation of different stakeholder
groups. The total population size was
estimated at about 9000 people, and based
on Morgan’s table, the sample size was
determined as 384 people.

3. Research Findings

Based on the analysis of qualitative data
from 14 in-depth interviews with experts
in the field of sports tourism and cultural
heritage, 220 open codes were identified
and finally categorized into 25 axial codes
and 5 main paradigmatic categories. The
results of qualitative analysis showed that
sports tourism in Iran is influenced by six
main categories of causal factors,
including cultural-social, political-
security, economic-service, managerial-
structural, geographical-environmental,
and technological factors. Cultural and
social factors, with 38 open codes, have
the most diversity and richness among
sports tourism drivers, which indicates the
high importance of this dimension in the
development of sports tourism in Iran.
Experts emphasized that Iran’s rich
heritage of traditional sports such as
Zurkhaneh, wrestling, and archery, along
with the culture of Iranian hospitality, can

act as aunique competitive advantage. The
results of confirmatory factor analysis
showed that the measurement tool has
desirable quality. The KMO value of 0.912,
which is very close to one, indicates
excellent  sampling adequacy and
suitability of data for factor analysis.
Bartlett’s test, with a significance level of
less than 0.001, confirms that the
correlation matrix of variables is suitable
for factor analysis. Factor loadings of all
items were in the range of 0.64 to 0.78,
indicating strong correlation of each item
with its related construct, and the highest
factor loading was related to the item
“Iran’s rich history and culture” (0.78).
Reliability and convergent validity results
showed that all main components of the
model have excellent measurement
quality. Cronbach’s alpha values were all
above 0.87, indicating very high internal
reliability of the instrument. The highest
reliability was related to strategies (0.895),
which confirms the importance of this
dimension in the model. Composite
reliability was also above 0.91 for all
components, and AVE values were all
above 0.73. The results of structural model
fit showed that the proposed model has
appropriate explanatory and predictive
power. The highest R? value was related to
consequences (0.412), and the overall GOF
criterion of 0.537 was obtained, indicating
strong fit of the structural model based on
Cohen’s evaluation criteria.

4. Conclusion

This research was conducted to design
Iran’s sports tourism model, emphasizing
preserving cultural heritage. The findings
provide a comprehensive understanding
of the complex and multifaceted
dimensions of this phenomenon that is not
only consistent with previous studies in
the field of sports tourism, but also fully
reflects the unique characteristics of the
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Iranian context. The results showed that
successful development of sports tourism
requires a comprehensive and integrated
approach that considers all social,
economic, political, cultural, and
environmental dimensions and is adjusted
based on the specific capacities and
challenges of each country. This model
can be used as a practical guide for
policymakers, managers, and activists in
the field of sports tourism and cultural
heritage to help the sustainable
development of this industry in the
country through intelligent planning and
implementation of appropriate strategies.
The main innovation of this research lies in
combining a systemic approach with
special emphasis on Iran’s unique
characteristics, which can provide a
suitable model for other countries in the
region with similar conditions. The
proposed model provides a
comprehensive and integrated framework
for developing Iran’s sports tourism with
emphasis on cultural heritage

preservation, which can serve as a
practical guide for policymakers and
managers in this field. The overall fit index
(GOF = 0.537) confirmed the strong fit of
the model, and reliability and validity
indices all met acceptable standards,
ensuring the scientific credibility of the
research findings.
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