R O

EED @ I
i

Volume x, Issue X, X X

Journal of Tourism Management Studies of the Smart Era

Online ISSN: 3092-6793

Vli-e-Asr University

of Rafsanjan

Journal Homepage: https://tmsse.vru.ac.ir/

Identifying Stakeholders’ Mental Models of Digital Transformation

in Sports Tourism: A Q Methodology Study

Sajjad Pashaie ™, Hamed Golmohammadi?

1- Assistant Professor, Department of Sport Management, Faculty of Physical Education and Sports Sciences, University of

Tabriz, Tabriz, Iran

2- Department of Physical Education and Sport, Institute of Health Science, Sivas Cumhuriyet University, Sivas, Turkey.

Article Info

Abstract

Article type:
Research Paper

Keywords:

Service digitalization,

Active sport tourism,
Q methodology
analysis, Cognitive
perceptions, Key
actors, Technology
policy-making.

Received:
?? Sep 2024

Received in revised
form:
?? Nov 2024

Accepted:
?? Dec 2024

pp.? -?

Citation:
Publisher: Vali-e-Asr University of Rafsanjan

http://doi.org/ 10.22072/tmsse.2026.2090687.1177
The Author(s) ©

Digital transformation has become one of the main drivers of sport tourism
development by creating new opportunities to improve service delivery, visitor
experiences, and destination competitiveness. However, its successful
implementation depends not only on technological advancement but also on how
key stakeholders perceive and interpret this transformation. Although research on
digital transformation has grown rapidly, most studies have focused on technology
adoption, organizational factors, or performance outcomes, while limited attention
has been given to stakeholders' underlying viewpoints and cognitive perspectives.
Therefore, this study aimed to identify stakeholders' mental models of digital
transformation in sport tourism using Q methodology. The study followed the Q
methodological approach, combining qualitative statement development with Q
factor analysis. The concourse was developed through a systematic review of the
literature and expert consultation, resulting in a Q-set of 40 statements. Ten experts
in sport tourism and digital transformation participated in the Q-sorting process.
The data were analyzed using Q factor analysis with Varimax rotation. The analysis
identified four distinct viewpoints that together explained 59.29% of the total
variance. These viewpoints conceptualized digital transformation as (1) a
technological opportunity, (2) a structural challenge, (3) a managerial and strategic
necessity, and (4) a complex and context-dependent phenomenon. The findings
indicate that stakeholders do not share a common understanding of digital
transformation; rather, their perspectives are shaped by technological orientations,
institutional conditions, and managerial considerations. Consequently, effective
digital transformation policies and initiatives in sport tourism should recognize
these differences in stakeholder perspectives and develop strategies that are tailored
to each viewpoint. The main contribution of this study lies in applying Q
methodology to uncover and classify stakeholders' subjective perspectives,
demonstrating that differences in perceptions, values, and priorities can lead to
different pathways for policymaking, decision-making, and the implementation of
digital transformation in sport tourism.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, digital transformation has
emerged as a key driver reshaping the
structure and dynamics of the tourism
industry, particularly within the rapidly
growing field of sports tourism. The
integration of advanced technologies such as
artificial intelligence (Al), big data analytics
(BDA), Internet of Things (loT), and digital
platforms (DP) has significantly changed how
services are designed, delivered, and
experienced. However, despite  the
technological momentum, the success of
digital transformation cannot be explained
solely through infrastructure or innovation
capacity. It is increasingly influenced by how
different stakeholders interpret, understand,
and mentally frame this transformation.

Sports tourism, as an experience, driven and
interaction-intensive  sector, is especially
sensitive to these perceptual differences.
Stakeholders including policymakers,
managers, service providers, and technology
experts often hold divergent views regarding
the opportunities and risks of digitalization.
These differences can shape decision-making
processes,
implementation outcomes.

Despite the growing body of research on
digital transformation in tourism, most studies
have focused on technological outcomes or
managerial efficiency, while less attention has
been given to the subjective mental models of
stakeholders. Understanding these cognitive
structures is essential for developing more
realistic and context-sensitive  policies.
Therefore, this study aims to identify the
underlying subjective patterns of stakeholders
regarding digital transformation in sports
tourism using a Q-methodology approach,
which allows for the systematic exploration of
human subjectivity.

Methodology

This study employed Q-methodology within
an exploratory mixed-methods design to
identify and categorize stakeholder mental
models regarding digital transformation in
sports tourism. The research process began
with the development of a concourse of

adoption speed, and’

statements derived from an extensive
literature review and expert interviews. After
several refinement stages, a final Q-set of 40
statements was constructed to ensure
conceptual coverage and clarity.

A purposive sample of 10 experts, including
academics, sports tourism managers, and
digital transformation specialists, participated
in the Q-sorting process. Participants were
asked to rank-order the statements along a
quasi-normal distribution grid ranging from
strong disagreement to strong agreement.

Data were analyzed using principal
component analysis (PCA) with varimax
rotation in SPSS. Factor extraction was
guided by eigenvalues greater than 1, scree
plot inspection, and interpretability criteria.
Four distinct factors were ultimately
identified, representing shared patterns of
subjectivity among participants. Post-sort
qualitative comments were also used to enrich
the interpretation of each factor and provide
deeper contextual understanding.

\
Results

The findings revealed four distinct subjective
patterns among stakeholders regarding digital
transformation in sports tourism.

The first pattern conceptualizes digital
transformation as a technological opportunity,
emphasizing innovation, improved tourist
experience, and competitive advantage.
Participants in this group highlighted
collaboration with startups, integration of
digital systems, and human capital
development as key enablers, while
downplaying infrastructural limitations.

The second pattern  frames  digital
transformation as a structural challenge,
focusing on  organizational  resistance,
managerial conservatism, job displacement
risks, and governance weaknesses. This group
acknowledged  potential  benefits  but
emphasized systemic barriers that hinder
effective implementation.

The  third  pattern  defines  digital
transformation as a managerial and strategic
necessity, highlighting the critical role of
government support, strategic planning, inter-
organizational coordination, and workforce
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training. Here, digital transformation is
viewed primarily as a governance issue rather
than a purely technological shift.

The fourth pattern reflects a conditional and
cautious perspective, suggesting that the
outcomes of digital transformation depend
heavily on contextual factors such as
infrastructure quality, data security, and
organizational readiness. This group avoided
extreme positions and emphasized uncertainty
and situational dependency.

Together, these four perspectives accounted
for 59.29% of the total variance, indicating a
robust and meaningful representation of
stakeholder subjectivity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that
digital transformation in sports tourism is not
a uniform or linear process, but rather a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by
divergent stakeholder perceptions. The
identification of four distinct mental models
highlights the importance of subjectivity in
shaping how digital transformation is
understood, adopted, and implemented.
Consistent with prior research, the findings

confirm that technological infrastructure alone!

is insufficient for successful transformation.
Instead, cognitive, organizational, and
institutional factors play a decisive role. The
presence of opportunity-oriented, challenge-
oriented, strategic, and conditional
perspectives  suggests that stakeholders
operate  within  fundamentally  different
interpretive frameworks.

From a theoretical perspective, this study
contributes to the literature by extending Q-
methodology applications in sports tourism
and emphasizing the role of subjective
interpretation in  digital transformation
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