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With the rapid progress of digital technologies, destination@Smartification has
become a key focus in sport tourism researeh. This study aims to clarify the
role of the metaverse in the smartification precess,and the\development of
sport tourism destinations. Using a qualitative, approach, the research
employed thematic analysis. Fifteen experts ‘in sport tourism, marketing
management, and sport media were selected through snowball sampling until
reaching saturation. Data were gatheredwvia semi-structured interviews and
examined with MAXQDA software. Results show that the metaverse plays a
crucial role in developing sport tourism destinations by providing smart,
immersive experiences, bogsting destination attractiveness and image,
strengthening branding, diversifying income sources, encouraging innovation
in tourism services, broaden}ng stakeholder networks, supporting smart
destination management, and | considering environmental factors. These
insights were organized\nto 20/main themes and 82 sub-themes. Overall, the
findings suggest that the metaverse, as a new technology, can serve as a vital
enablerof smartification in sport tourism destinations. Proper strategic use of
metaversefeatures—such as interactive virtual experiences, smart branding
tools, and digital management systems—can improve destination visibility,
enric{] visitor experiences, and enhance competitiveness for sustainable
growth.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid development of digital technologies
has significantly changed the structure and
functioning of the global tourism sector. Among
these technologies, the Metaverse — a persistent,
immersive, and interactive virtual environment
that combines virtual reality (VR), augmented
reality (AR), artificial intelligence (Al),
blockchain, and fast networks — has created new
ways to craft experiences, generate value, and
manage destinations. At the same time, sport
tourism, one of the fastest-growing and most
experience-centered  areas  of  tourism,
increasingly relies on innovation to stay
competitive, boost destination appeal, and meet
the changing needs of digitally savvy travelers.
Today, sport tourists look for personalized,
interactive, and  emotionally  engaging
experiences that go beyond the limits of

traditional travel. Nonetheless, sport tourism’

destinations encounter structural issues like
seasonality, high infrastructure expenses, spatial
constraints, environmental concerns, and fierce
international competition. These obstacles
require the development of innovative and
sustainable strategies. In this setting, the
Metaverse offers unprecedented possibilities to
reshape the design, marketing, experience, and
management of sport tourism destinations.

Although previous studies have examined the
Metaverse’s technological dimensions and its
general applications in the tourism and sport
industries, a  systematic, comprehensive
understanding of its strategic role in the
development of sport tourism destinations
remains limited. There is a noticeable gap in the
literature on how the Metaverse can contribute to
branding, revenue diversification, smart
management,  tourist  engagement, and
environmental sustainability in sport tourism
contexts. Therefore, this study aims to answer

the central research question: How can the
Metaverse contribute to the development and
competitiveness of sport tourism destinations?
By addressing this question, the research seeks to
provide a structured conceptual framework for
integrating Metaverse capabilities into sport
tourism destination development strategies.

\
Methodology 4

This study is primarily purpose-driven and
qualitative, utilizing a thematic analysis
approach. The target population included
academic scholars and professionals in sport
tourism,  sport  management,  marketing
management, and sport media. A snowball
sampling techniqgue was employed to find
knowledgeable participants with  relevant

\expertise and experience. Interviews were

conducted until theoretical saturation was
reached. In total, 15 semi-structured in-depth
interviews were carried out. Data saturation was
reached after the twelfth interview, with full
saturation confirmed by the fifteenth.

All interviews were transcribed exactly as
spoken and examined following Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) six-stage thematic analysis
process: (1) familiarization with the data, (2)
creating initial codes, (3) identifying themes, (4)
reviewing these themes, (5) defining and naming
them, and (6) finalizing the report. MAXQDA
software supported systematic coding and data
management.

To ensure the study's trustworthiness, the
researchers evaluated credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Intercoder
reliability was measured through intra-subject
agreement, with three interviews independently
coded by the primary researcher and a trained
second coder. The agreement rate was 88%,
demonstrating strong reliability and consistency.
Overall, 82 basic themes, 20 organizing themes,
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and 8 global themes were identified, which
together comprise the final conceptual model of
the Metaverse’s influence on sport tourism
destination development.

Results

The findings reveal that the Metaverse
contributes to the development of sport tourism
destinations  across eight interconnected
dimensions, fundamentally reshaping
experiential and promotional paradigms. It
enables the creation of novel sport experiences
through virtual simulations, immersive multi-
sensory events, personalized participation, and
access to otherwise inaccessible or high-risk
activities, while also facilitating virtual
spectatorship and cross-border interactive
engagement.  Destination attractiveness s
enhanced via 360-degree virtual tours, digital
event previews, immersive multimedia content,
and simulated environments that strengthen both
cognitive and emotional destination images. In
the realm of branding, the Metaverse supports
the construction of unique digital identities,
interactive marketing campaigns, targeted
behavioral advertising,
collaborations, and integrated physical—virtual
brand experiences. Revenue generation is
diversified through virtual ticket sales, digital
merchandise, immersive paid experiences,
online competitions, metaverse-based
sponsorships, and intelligent advertising spaces,
reducing reliance on physical attendance.
Parallel to these advancements, the Metaverse
fosters innovation in tourism services through
hybrid physical—-virtual travel packages, fantasy-
enhanced and personalized experiences, Al-
driven information systems, and integrated smart
platforms that streamline service delivery. It
cultivates  tourist networking and social
interaction by enabling virtual communities,
team formations, group competitions, athlete
engagement, and cross-border networking,
thereby enhancing social capital and destination
loyalty. Smart destination management is
realized via simulation-based visitor flow
optimization, congestion forecasting, behavioral

influencer

analytics, virtual facility monitoring, risk
prediction, crisis simulations, and integrated
resource allocation. Furthermore, the Metaverse
contributes to environmental sustainability by
offering virtual alternatives to physical travel—
reducing energy consumption and carbon
emissions—while serving as an educational
medium to promote environmentally responsible
behaviors.  Collectively, these dimensions
illustrate that the Metaverse operates not merely
as a technological instrument but as a strategic
ecosystem influencing the  experiential,
economic, managerial, social, and environmental
facets of sport tourism destinations.

Discussion and Conclu?ion

The findings (suggést that the Metaverse can
significantly reshape how sport tourism
destinations develop. By removing spatial and
temporaldimitations, it broadens market access,
improves accessibility, and enables destinations
to connect with global audiences around the
clock. InCorporating immersive experiences,
advanced data analytics, and digital branding
enhances destination competitiveness in the
growing digital tourism environment.

From a strategic perspective, the Metaverse adds
both  tangible and intangible  value.
Economically, it createss new revenue
opportunities and draws digital sponsorships and
investments. Managerially, it improves data-
driven decision-making and risk management.
Socially, it builds global communities of sports
fans and enhances emotional  bonds.
Environmentally, it promotes sustainable
development by reducing overtourism and
increasing ecological awareness.

The study suggests that the Metaverse should
serve as a supplementary and integrated
development strategy instead of replacing
physical sport tourism experiences. A hybrid
“phygital” model-—merging physical and digital
experiences—provides the most sustainable and
competitive way forward. Policymakers and
destination managers are advised to invest in
digital  infrastructure, establish  strategic
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partnerships with technology providers, develop
immersive metaverse platforms for sporting
events, and incorporate data-driven insights into
long-term planning. By taking a structured and
strategic approach to integrating the Metaverse,
sport tourism destinations can boost innovation,
strengthen their brand presence, enhance visitor
experiences, and gain a sustainable competitive
advantage in the changing global tourism
landscape.
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