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Abstract

In recent years, sports tourism has been recognized as one of the effective solutions
for the economic and social progress of societies. Therefore, the development
and strengthening of this industry requires a strategic view with a marketing
approach and effective cooperation between the sports, tourism and other
stakeholders. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the key indicators
and factors affecting the development of sports tourism in Kermanshah
province with a strategic marketing approach (qualitative study), and to present
a suitable model for it. The research strategy was qualitative and conducted
using content analysis. The statistical population of the study included
academic experts, government managers, and private sector activists in the
fields of tourism, sports, and marketing in Kermanshah province in January
2025. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 people through
purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. The data were
analyzed using thematic analysis method based on the approach of Brown and
Clark (2006) and with the help of MAXQDA software (version 20). In the
coding process, 347 initial codes were extracted and finally the final thematic
network was organized into 5 main themes, 15 sub-themes, and 60 central
codes. The main themes were: 1) Infrastructure and core facilities, 2)
Marketing and promotional factors, 3) Management, governance and laws, 4)
Human resources and social capital, and 5) Competitive capabilities and
advantages. The overall conclusion of the study showed that the lack of
development of tourism in this province is rooted in multi-layered challenges,
the most important of which are the weakness in integrated governance and
strategic planning, and the vicious cycle of weak infrastructure and
inappropriate destination image. Therefore, it can be said that the development
of sports tourism in Kermanshah province requires a systematic and integrated
approach.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Kermanshah province, with attractions such as paragliding sites, rock climbing and mountaineering areas, and
traditional sports such as wrestling, has a high potential to attract domestic and foreign sports tourists. Failure to
exploit this potential means missing a great opportunity for sustainable development. This research uses a new method
and process that distinguishes it from previous studies. Instead of using quantitative questionnaires that limit
responses, this research uses in-depth semi-structured interviews with experts. This qualitative approach allows for
exploration of the "why" and "how" of phenomena. Data analysis will also be conducted using thematic analysis
method and with the help of specialized qualitative analysis software MAXQDA, which allows the researcher to
extract patterns and themes from the data with greater accuracy and depth. This inductive approach leads to the
production of a bottom-up model that is fully based on the realities of the studied society. Finally, the necessity and
importance of this research for the studied community, namely Kermanshah province, is undeniable. This province
faces challenges such as high unemployment rate and the need to diversify its economy. The development of sports
tourism can be an effective solution to help create sustainable jobs, strengthen local identity, and improve the image
of the province at the national and international levels. Accurately identifying the indicators and effective factors and
presenting a strategic marketing model is the first essential step to move in this direction, and this research is designed
precisely to respond to this need.

METHODOLOGY

The research is applied in terms of purpose, qualitative in terms of approach, and thematic analysis in terms of strategy.
The data of this research is qualitative and was collected mainly through in-depth and semi-structured interviews with
experts and scholars. The statistical population of the research was composed of academic experts (university faculty
members specializing in sports management, tourism, and marketing), managers and experts from the public sector
(managers and senior experts from the General Directorate of Sports and Youth, and the General Directorate of
Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and Handicrafts of Kermanshah Province), and private sector activists (managers of travel
agencies active in the field of sports tourism, managers of private sports clubs and venues, and investors in this field),
Kermanshah Province in 2025. Qualitative data from the interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis method
based on the six-stage approach of Brown and Clark (2006). For the final analysis and presentation of the model,
coding, and data analysis, MAXQDA qualitative analysis software (version 20) was used. This software helped
organize codes, create conceptual networks, and visualize relationships between themes. In this study, content validity
was confirmed based on the opinions of sports and tourism management experts (using eligibility validity and face
content validity indices), and its reliability was ensured through test-retest.

RESULTS

Additional analyses showed that the underdevelopment of tourism in this province is rooted in multi-layered
challenges, the most important of which are the weakness in integrated governance and strategic planning, and the
vicious cycle of weak infrastructure and inappropriate destination image. At the same time, the province's unique
natural and cultural advantages were identified as the main fulcrum for creating a distinctive brand. The overall
conclusion of the study was that the development of sports tourism in Kermanshah province requires a systematic and
integrated approach. The extracted paradigm model indicates that success depends on the simultaneous and synergistic
interaction of all five factors. In other words, strategic marketing strategies will only be effective when implemented
on a basis of improved governance, appropriate infrastructure, and expert human resources, and their central core is
an intelligent narrative of the province's inherent competitive advantages.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Additional analyses showed that the underdevelopment of tourism in this province is rooted in multi-layered
challenges, the most important of which are the weakness in integrated governance and strategic planning, and the
vicious cycle of weak infrastructure and inappropriate destination image. At the same time, the province's unique
natural and cultural advantages were identified as the main fulcrum for creating a distinctive brand. The overall
conclusion of the study was that the development of sports tourism in Kermanshah province requires a systematic and
integrated approach. The extracted paradigm model indicates that success depends on the simultaneous and synergistic
interaction of all five factors. In other words, strategic marketing strategies will only be effective when implemented
on a basis of improved governance, appropriate infrastructure, and expert human resources, and their central core is
an intelligent narrative of the province's inherent competitive advantages.
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Table 2. Final research theme network: main themes, sub-themes, and central codes
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Table 7. Codes, subthemes, and main theme related to capabilities and competitive advantages
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Figure 1. Causal-Strategic Paradigm Model of Sports Tourism Development: A Combined Model of Challenges,
Capabilities, and Integrated Strategies
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