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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sport tourism, as one of the most dynamic
and profitable sectors of the tourism industry,
faces serious challenges in environmental,
cultural, and economic sustainability. The
rapid and often unplanned growth of sport
tourism can impose irreversible negative
consequences on the environment, local
culture, and the social structure of host
communities. In this context, the concept of
sustainable development has emerged as a
comprehensive  framework to  mitigate
negative effects and enhance positive
outcomes. Meanwhile, smartification, through
the utilization of emerging technologies such
as the Internet of Things, big data, artificial
intelligence, and augmented reality, offers a
novel approach to optimizing tourist
experiences and improving destination
management. Smart tourism creates an
integrated information ecosystem that enables
optimal resource management, cost reduction,
enhanced tourist satisfaction, and ultimately,
the reduction of environmental footprints.
However, despite Iran's high potential due to
its diverse climate, numerous tourist

attractions, and significant sports capacities,’

regional political issues and existing crises
have challenged the development of the
tourism industry. Furthermore, a systematic
review of previous research reveals that while
numerous studies have addressed sustainable
tourism development, and some have
specifically focused on sustainable sport
tourism, very few have explicitly examined
the role of smartification in linking sport
tourism and sustainable development. Most
existing research has either focused on
general aspects of tourism or, when focusing
on sports, has limited itself to technical and
infrastructural dimensions without sufficient
attention to  sustainability = components.
Additionally, there is a notable lack of local
and context-based research in Iran that can
provide a native model for smartifying sport
tourism to achieve sustainable development,
considering the country's specific political,
climatic, and cultural conditions. Therefore,
this study aims to design and explain a model
for the smartification of sport tourism with an

emphasis on sustainable development, thereby
taking an effective step toward filling the
existing knowledge gap and providing
practical guidelines for the balanced and
sustainable development of this vital and
growing industry.

Methodology

This study was conducted using a qualitative
approach and the grounded theory method of
Strauss and Corbin. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 13
experts, including professors of sport
management,  tourism  professors, and
information  technology = managers and
specialists, who were purposefully selected
from the provinces of Guilan, Isfahan, and
South Khorasan to ensure a comprehensive
geographical perspective. Additionally, 37
relevant scientific documents, including
research articles, books, dissertations, and
research projects, were analyzed. The data
analysis process was carried out in three
stages of coding: open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding. To ensure validity,
criteria  such as long-term engagement,
persistent observation, member checking,
triangulation, and continuous comparison
were employed. Reliability was calculated
using the inter-coder agreement method,
yielding a reliability coefficient of 76%,
which is above the acceptable threshold of
60%.

Results

From a total of 39 initial open codes extracted
from interviews and document analysis, 12
concepts were identified, which were
subsequently organized into 4 core categories:
structural and institutional barriers to
smartification, infrastructural and technical
limitations, sustainable consequences of
smartification, and strategies for achieving
sustainable smartification. The findings
revealed that the most significant barriers to
smartification include the lack of an
integrated institutional and policy framework
at the national level (absence of a national
master plan, lack of inter-institutional
coordination, and a siloed, sectoral approach
to smartification projects), insufficient
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sustainable funding and investment, resistance
from traditional and organizational managers
to change and transparency, weak internet
infrastructure in sport tourism destinations,
data silos across organizations, lack of
national standards for applications and
systems, and limitations arising from
international sanctions. On the other hand, the
most important positive consequences of
smartification include economic benefits
(reduction of operational costs, increased
revenue through dynamic pricing and
combined sales, and creation of indirect
employment in the startup ecosystem), socio-
cultural benefits (increased justice in access to
tourism  information,  preservation and
promotion ~ of  local  culture), and
environmental  benefits  (reduced  fuel
consumption and pollution, optimization of
energy consumption, smart waste
management, and destination  capacity
management). However, the risk of cultural
alienation was also identified as a potential
negative  consequence. The  proposed
paradigmatic model introduces a triple
priority as the key strategy for achieving
sustainable smartification: first, developing a

national smart tourism master plan and’

establishing a supreme council; second,
allocating dedicated and sustainable budgets;
and third, improving internet infrastructure in
priority sport tourism destinations.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the
realization of sport tourism smartification in
Iran, before any technical action, requires
fundamental reforms at the institutional,
policy, and structural levels. The lack of a
national master plan, inter-sectoral
coordination, and sustainable funding are the
greatest obstacles facing this field.
Comparison of these results with previous
research shows alignment with studies by
Nikbin ~ (2025) on inter-institutional
coordination challenges, Karoubi et al. (2022)
on internet infrastructure weaknesses, and
Liang et al. (2022) on the role of high-speed
internet in  smart tourism development.
However, the present study significantly
extends existing knowledge by introducing
the concept of triple strategic prioritization,

which has not been presented as a prioritized
policy package in any previous domestic or
international study. Additionally, the risk of
cultural  alienation due to excessive
smartification has been largely overlooked in
previous research that focused primarily on
the positive aspects of technology. In contrast
to most international studies that have focused
on technical and technological aspects (such
as Gretzel et al., 2015; Buhalis, 2020; Liang
et al., 2022), the findings of this study
demonstrate that in the Iranian context,
institutional and policy barriers are even more
important and deep-rooted than technical and
infrastructural barriers. This study has several
limitations, including its geographical focus
on only three provinces, its cross-sectional
nature, and potential biases despite efforts to
ensure validity. The innovation of this
research lies in presenting a comprehensive,
indigenous paradigmatic model of sport
tourism  smartification  for  sustainable
development, discovering novel concepts
such as the triple strategic prioritization and
the risk of cultural alienation, and
emphasizing institutional and policy barriers
as the most critical obstacles in the Iranian
context. Practically, it is recommended that
the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, in
collaboration with the Ministry of Sports and
Youth, develop a national smart tourism
master plan with a 10-year perspective and
specific quantitative and qualitative goals,
establish a Supreme Council for Smart
Tourism, allocate a dedicated budget line for
sport tourism smartification in the annual
national budget, and urgently improve
internet quality in priority sport tourism
destinations using technologies such as fiber
optics and satellite internet. For future
research, conducting large-scale quantitative
studies to empirically test the proposed
paradigmatic model, comparative studies
between several provinces or countries with
different levels of smart tourism development,
and longitudinal studies to examine the
evolution of the smartification phenomenon
over time are recommended.
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