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Abstract:

This study aimed to design and validate an adventure sports tourism model emphasizing sports business development and the utilization of
natural attractions in the western provinces of Iran. This applied study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design consisting
of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, experts in sport management and professionals involved in sports tourism
businesses were selected through criterion-based purposive sampling. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews until data
saturation was reached and were analyzed through thematic analysis and coding procedures. Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-
developed 57-item questionnaire was constructed. In the quantitative phase, 201 sport management academics, managers of relevant
organizations, postgraduate students, and professionals active in the sports tourism industry participated. Content validity was assessed using
the Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and Content Validity Index (CVI), while internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha. The
measurement and structural models were validated through partial least squares structural equation modeling using SmartPLS 3. The mean
CVR for the proposed model was 0.974. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.815 to 0.941, composite reliability coefficients ranged
from 0.875 to 0.954, and average variance extracted values ranged from 0.580 to 0.776, confirming satisfactory internal consistency and
convergent validity for all constructs. The coefficients of determination ranged from 0.773 to 0.931, indicating substantial explanatory power
of the model. Goodness-of-fit values for the model dimensions ranged from 0.185 to 0.224, while the overall GOF was reported at
approximately 0.200, supporting the acceptable fit and empirical validity of the proposed model. The validated model indicates that
sustainable development of adventure sports tourism in western Iran requires an integrated approach combining natural destination capacities,
infrastructure and safety, tourist experience development, sports business and entrepreneurship, and effective governance and human capital.
The model can provide a practical framework for regional planning, investment, and policy-making aimed at developing sustainable
adventure sports tourism.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Sport tourism has increasingly developed into a distinctive segment of the tourism industry, combining travel, physical
activity, recreation, destination experience, and economic development. Changes in tourists’ preferences toward active,
experiential, and nature-based forms of travel have further strengthened the position of adventure sports tourism as a specialized
and rapidly developing form of tourism. Unlike conventional tourism, in which travelers may primarily observe attractions,
adventure sports tourism involves active participation in activities characterized by physical engagement, challenge,
excitement, perceived risk, skill acquisition, and interaction with natural environments. The multidimensional character of
adventure tourism reflects the interaction between environmental characteristics, activity type, risk, personal competence,
novelty, and the experiential meaning attributed to participation (Janowski et al., 2021). Tourists’ expectations, self-assessment,
perceived abilities, and evaluations of their adventure experiences can therefore significantly influence the overall quality and
attractiveness of such tourism products (Ponte et al., 2021). In addition, the experience of novice adventure tourists
demonstrates that excitement, playful involvement, and psychological engagement with an activity constitute important
dimensions of the tourism experience (Zhu & Xu, 2022).

Natural resources represent the primary spatial foundation for the development of adventure sports tourism. Mountains,
rivers, valleys, forests, caves, waterfalls, lakes, and other natural landscapes provide opportunities for mountaineering, rock
climbing, canyoning, rafting, caving, mountain biking, paragliding, and numerous other activities. The suitability of a
destination for adventure tourism is consequently influenced by geographical conditions, topography, accessibility, climatic
characteristics, environmental sensitivity, and the compatibility of specific activities with local natural resources (Wang & Yang,
2021). More recent destination-oriented research has similarly demonstrated that natural resources can function not merely as
background attractions but as strategic assets for developing differentiated sport tourism products and sustainable destinations
(Sudiana et al., 2024). Natural scenery and environmental characteristics can also influence tourists’ perceptions of sport
destinations and contribute to destination development and positioning (Hofmann et al., 2025).

The western provinces of Iran possess substantial environmental and geographical diversity that can support adventure
sports tourism. Mountain ranges, valleys, rivers, caves, waterfalls, forests, and relatively undeveloped natural areas offer
opportunities for designing diverse tourism products. Previous Iranian research has emphasized the potential of West
Azerbaijan for adventure tourism development while noting the necessity of appropriate planning and supporting services
(Khezr, 2017). Similarly, the feasibility of adventure sports tourism in Kermanshah has been supported by the presence of
diverse geographical and environmental capacities (Sardari Rad, 2020). Strategic analysis of adventure sports development in

Sanandaj has also indicated that natural opportunities require systematic planning if they are to be converted into sustainable
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regional advantages (Majidi & Moharramzadeh, 2016). More broadly, regional tourism development in Iran depends upon the
integration of spatial characteristics, environmental resources, and systematic planning (Mohammadi Dehcheshmeh &
Daripour, 2016).

Nevertheless, the existence of natural attractions alone cannot ensure successful adventure sports tourism. Tourism
destinations require appropriate sporting and tourism infrastructure, transportation, accommodation, specialized equipment,
rescue services, information systems, safety procedures, and standardized service delivery. Integrated sport tourism
development is affected by the interaction of environmental, economic, social, infrastructural, and managerial factors (Zhao et
al., 2023). Sustainable sport tourism development likewise requires an integrated framework capable of connecting
infrastructure, institutional cooperation, destination resources, and stakeholder interests (Nyikana & Tichaawa, 2024).
Destination development studies have further identified infrastructure, market conditions, natural resources, products,
sustainability, and supporting services as important dimensions of sport tourism development (Huang, 2022).

Safety and risk management are particularly important in adventure tourism because perceived challenge constitutes part of
the attraction while uncontrolled risk can negatively affect participants, businesses, and destination reputation. Managers of
active sport tourism projects face environmental, organizational, financial, and operational risks that require systematic
assessment and management (Rasoolimanesh, 2022). Operational sensitivities are therefore central to the organization of
adventure tourism activities (Ghafouri, 2018). At the same time, service quality shapes the tourist’s assessment of the entire
experience. Reliability, responsiveness, service performance, professional behavior, and supporting services can influence
evaluations of sport tourism products (Darko et al., 2023). Positive destination evaluations can subsequently be associated with
tourists’ intentions to revisit and recommend the destination (Hassan, 2022).

Adventure sports tourism also offers considerable potential for entrepreneurship and business development. Specialized
tours, coaching, equipment rental, accommodation, transportation, event organization, guiding services, digital marketing, and
complementary local products can become sources of entrepreneurial activity. Sport entrepreneurship represents an emerging
mechanism for creating economic value through the combination of sport, innovation, market opportunities, and business
development (Pellegrini et al., 2020). The development of sports industries is also influenced by entrepreneurial ecosystems
involving human capital, financing, networks, supportive institutions, and public policy (Gonzélez-Serrano et al., 2021).
Innovation and creativity are particularly important in creating new sport services and differentiating businesses within
competitive markets (Hammerschmidt et al., 2024). Technology can further strengthen the adaptability and competitiveness
of sport enterprises, particularly small businesses operating under changing market conditions (Gonzélez-Serrano et al., 2022).
Nevertheless, local sports entrepreneurs may face barriers including inadequate capital, insufficient knowledge and experience,
limited human resources, and restricted market access (Prajulianti et al., 2023).

The development of adventure sports tourism can additionally contribute to local economic development when tourism
expenditure is connected with local enterprises and communities. Sport tourism entrepreneurship can stimulate local
development when supported through effective destination management (Vlassas & Daouti, 2023). Sport tourism may also
function as a driver of destination sustainability by linking environmental assets with economic and social benefits (Morfoulaki
et al., 2023). Community participation is therefore essential. Local residents can participate in organizing events, providing

tourism services, supporting visitors, supplying local products, and generating destination-specific knowledge (Chumjai, 2021).
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Determinants of local community participation consequently constitute an important part of successful sport tourism
development (Nugraha et al., 2022).

Because sport tourism involves multiple public and private stakeholders, governance and collaboration are equally critical.
Cooperation between sport organizations, tourism authorities, environmental institutions, local governments, private firms,
communities, and investors can facilitate resource sharing and coordinated decision-making (Qiu et al., 2021). Moreover, the
spatial organization of attractions, accessibility networks, and destination systems affects the functioning and attractiveness of
sport tourism destinations (Yu et al., 2022). Competitiveness therefore depends on the integration of destination resources,
infrastructure, management, marketing, services, and supporting conditions (Moradi et al., 2022). Adventure tourism can also
generate psychological, educational, environmental, social, and economic outcomes that extend beyond recreational
participation (Pawid, 2023), while memorable adventure events can create meaningful and even transformative tourism
experiences (Dimitrovski et al., 2022). Previous Iranian studies have similarly emphasized the necessity of strategic
development and marketing for sport tourism (Moeinfard et al., 2014; Seyedameri et al., 2015). Accordingly, the present study
aimed to design and validate an adventure sports tourism model emphasizing sports business development and natural
attractions in the western provinces of Iran.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design consisting of qualitative model development
followed by quantitative validation. In the qualitative phase, experts and specialists in sport management, sport tourism, tourism
businesses, and related fields were selected purposively according to predefined professional and academic criteria. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted and continued until sufficient conceptual saturation was achieved. The interviews were
transcribed and repeatedly reviewed, and meaningful statements were identified through open coding. Similar codes were
compared and combined into subthemes and subsequently organized into broader dimensions through thematic analysis.
Credibility was enhanced through expert review, member checking, repeated examination of the data, and inter-coder
agreement, which was reported at 83%.

Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire containing 57 items was prepared using a five-point
Likert scale. Its content validity was evaluated by specialists using the Content Validity Ratio and Content Validity Index. In
the quantitative phase, 201 participants, including sport management academics, managers of relevant organizations,
postgraduate students, and individuals active in the sport tourism industry, participated in the validation process. Internal
consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, and convergent validity was assessed through the
average variance extracted. The proposed model was subsequently evaluated through variance-based structural equation
modeling using the partial least squares approach in SmartPLS 3. The measurement model and overall model fit were examined
to determine the empirical adequacy of the proposed conceptual structure.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of 32 axial themes organized within five major dimensions: natural
capacities and destination attractions; infrastructure, safety, and service quality; development of adventure tourism activities
and experiences; sports business and entrepreneurship development; and governance, human capital, and social participation.
These dimensions incorporated a broad range of elements including natural diversity, geographical characteristics,
environmental attractiveness, neglected natural capacities, environmental sustainability, sport infrastructure, tourism

infrastructure, accessibility, risk management, service standardization, activity diversification, tourism product design,
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adventure events, tourist experience, innovation, target markets, entrepreneurship opportunities, investment, marketing,
destination branding, revenue models, policymaking, organizational collaboration, community participation, workforce
development, social responsibility, monitoring, and destination governance.

Expert validation indicated strong content validity for the proposed structure. The mean Content Validity Ratio for the
overall model was reported as 0.974, and all retained components exceeded the required criterion. Measurement-model
assessment also demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency and convergent validity. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged
from 0.815 to 0.941, rho_A values ranged from 0.889 to 0.945 for most dimensions, composite reliability coefficients ranged
from 0.875 to 0.954, and average variance extracted values ranged from 0.580 to 0.776. Thus, all five constructs demonstrated
acceptable reliability and convergent validity.

The coefficients of determination reported for the model dimensions ranged from 0.773 to 0.931, indicating substantial
explanatory capacity. Specifically, the reported values were 0.773 for natural capacities and destination attractions, 0.931 for
infrastructure, safety, and service quality, 0.896 for development of adventure tourism activities and experiences, 0.802 for
sports business and entrepreneurship development, and 0.799 for governance, human capital, and social participation. The
dimension-specific goodness-of-fit values ranged from 0.185 to 0.224, while the overall goodness-of-fit index was reported at
approximately 0.200. Collectively, these findings supported the empirical adequacy of the proposed model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that adventure sports tourism development in the western provinces of Iran should be understood as
an integrated system rather than as the isolated exploitation of natural attractions. Natural capacities provide the fundamental
resource base, but their tourism value depends on the availability of appropriate infrastructure, accessibility, safety
arrangements, and professional services. Consequently, natural resources become economically and recreationally valuable
only when they are transformed into safe, accessible, well-managed, and marketable tourism experiences.

The model also highlights a transition from attraction-oriented planning toward experience-oriented destination
development. Adventure tourists seek active participation, excitement, skill development, interaction with nature, achievement,
and memorable experiences. Diversifying activities, developing specialized tourism packages, organizing adventure events,
introducing innovative services, and managing seasonal demand can therefore increase the attractiveness and commercial
viability of destinations.

Sports business and entrepreneurship constitute another central mechanism within the model. Adventure tourism can
generate opportunities for guiding, coaching, equipment rental, accommodation, transportation, event management, digital
services, and other specialized businesses. However, these opportunities require investment, financing mechanisms, market
development, destination branding, professional management, and viable revenue models. Integrating local businesses into the
tourism value chain can simultaneously support entrepreneurship and improve the distribution of tourism benefits across
destination communities.

Finally, sustainable development depends on governance, human capital, and meaningful community participation.
Coordination among sport, tourism, environmental, local-government, and private-sector institutions is necessary to reduce
fragmented decision-making and establish consistent standards. Training qualified instructors, guides, managers, and rescue
personnel is equally important for safety and service quality. Community involvement can strengthen local acceptance,

employment, destination identity, and the equitable distribution of economic benefits.
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Overall, the validated model demonstrates that adventure sports tourism in western Iran depends on the coordinated
interaction of five interconnected domains: natural destination capacities, infrastructure and safety, experience development,
sports entrepreneurship, and supportive governance and human capital. The proposed framework can therefore provide a
practical basis for regional planning, destination management, investment prioritization, business development, and the

sustainable utilization of the substantial natural and sporting capacities of Iran’s western provinces.
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