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ABSTRACT

Aim: Mountain sports destinations have great attractions for tourists due to
their special natural and physical characteristics, and one of the ways to
contribute to sustainable development in these areas is the development of
responsible tourism. The aim of the present study was to develop a
responsible tourism development model in mountain-based sports
destinations.

Methods: The research method was qualitative, of a grounded theory type,
and the tool used was semi-structured interviews. The research population
consisted of experts in the field of mountain sports tourism, and the sampling
method was purposeful. The validity of the interviews was confirmed by
experts, and reliability was established using the method of agreement
between two coders (80%). The findings from 19 interviews were analyzed
through coding and model presentation using MAXQDA 2020 software.
Result: The findings showed that causal conditions included a lack of smooth
pathways and guide signs, tourist culture and local community, privatization,
and security. Contextual conditions included neglect of carrying capacity,
inadequate accommodation infrastructure, and poor transportation.
Intervening conditions included price instability, lack of waste management,
and rational policymaking. Strategies included hosting sports events, training
specialized personnel, increasing interactions, and community-based
planning. Consequences included regional economic development, adhering
to sustainable development principles, and preserving cultural and natural
heritage.

Conclusion: It is suggested that sports events at mountainous tourist
destinations be held and planned with a focus on responsible tourism,
including community-based training and employment of local personnel.
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Extended Abstract

Compared to other sectors of the world economy, tourism is recognized as one
of the largest and fastest growing sectors that creates jobs, boosts economic
progress, enriches culture and improves communities. It also accounts for 30%
of service exports and one in ten jobs in the world (1). Tourism is considered one
of the most important service industries worldwide. Governments and planners
consider it a tool for sustainable development and environmental protection with
minimal negative impact on the environment and traditions (2). Tourism is
recognized by all major countries in the world and has accepted the fact that
tourism not only helps improve the regional economy by earning foreign
exchange, but also has a positive impact on the environment (3).

Incorporating some sports activities or watching sports events into the tourism
program has become one of the major projects in the development of the tourism
industry. Sports tourism is defined as the combination of sports events with
tourism and can be divided into six types, including sports events, sports resorts,
sports cruises, sports attractions, sports adventures, and sports tours (4). Sports
tourism is also defined as a recreational trip in which people temporarily leave
their place of residence to participate in physical sports activities, observe
physical sports activities, or visit attractions related to physical sports activities
(5). Mountains are known as the second most popular tourist destination after
beaches and islands. The United Nations Environment Program declared 2002
as the International Year of Mountains to emphasize the importance of mountain
tourism in the global market. Currently, mountains account for about 15 to 20
percent of the global tourism market. Since the 2010s, there has been a
significant increase in visits to mountain areas on all continents. In Europe,
around 120 million people visit the Alps annually. The Auvergne-Rhéne-Alpes
region in France recorded over 1.24 million overnight stays in 2019 alone. In
North America, the number of visitors to Rocky Mountain National Park increased
from 2.82 million in 2009 to 4.67 million in 2019, and in Australia, the Snowy
Mountains hosted 1.68 million visitors in 2019 (6). The annual recreation value of
mountain tourism in Pakistan is estimated at US$126.3 per person, generating
US$22.8 million annually in the region (7). Hill stations offer great opportunities

for tourism and the mountainous environment provides ideal conditions for
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outdoor recreation and tourism, provided that it is exploited scientifically. Today,
many tourists, especially foreign tourists, are very interested in traveling to natural
destinations, as they escape from crowded environments and wish to enjoy their
leisure time in a peaceful and beautiful atmosphere. For this reason, they choose
hill stations as their preferred destinations. The charm of these areas, their
wonderful weather conditions and the tranquility they offer, attract not only foreign
tourists but also local travelers (8).

The global tourism industry is experiencing a paradigm shift that emphasizes
sustainability and responsible practices. Mountain tourism has attracted a lot of
attention as a focal point, attracting stunning landscapes, outdoor adventure and
cultural experiences. However, this wave of tourism has led to concerns about
the impacts on fragile ecosystems and local communities. To ensure
sustainability, a comprehensive assessment of the economic, ecological and
social dimensions is essential. The economic dimension addresses income
generation, job opportunities and local economic growth. The ecological
dimension emphasizes environmental protection, carbon footprint management
and biodiversity conservation. Finally, the social dimension focuses on dynamic
engagement with local communities, preservation of cultural heritage and
equitable distribution of benefits. These dimensions constitute a set of
sustainability criteria that are essential for the responsible development of
mountain tourism (9). Responsible tourism includes all actions and awareness of
stakeholders towards sustainable travel that relate to the three pillars of
sustainability: the environment, the local community and the economy.
Responsible tourism has been a powerful unifier among tourism stakeholders
and is considered one of the pathways to achieving the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals 2030. Practicing responsible tourism brings
maximum benefits to the local community and helps local people preserve their
culture and habitat (10).

Literature and research background show that most studies have examined
sustainability in various tourism and non-sport destinations or the impact of
innovation on mountain sports tourism, and no research has been found on
responsible tourism. While this type of tourism not only helps to preserve the

environment and natural resources in mountainous areas, but also leads to the
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promotion of cultural and economic interactions in local communities. Therefore,
the researcher in the present study intends to answer this question: What is the
development model of responsible tourism in mountain-based sports
destinations?

The nature of the present study was exploratory and its approach was qualitative,
data-based. The aim of the study was to achieve a paradigmatic model based on
data collected through semi-structured interviews. The research population was
19 experts in the field of mountain sports tourism, including professors,
managers, and researchers. The sampling method was purposive and the
sample size was determined based on the principle of theoretical saturation. In
the seventeenth interview, the researcher reached theoretical saturation and in
order to increase the validity and coverage of all components, the interview
continued up to 19 people. Reliability in qualitative research is equivalent to
internal validity in quantitative research and refers to the reasonableness and
correctness of the findings. In the present study, reliability was also confirmed by
five sports management experts. Dependability is also equivalent to reliability in
quantitative research and refers to the accuracy, stability, and consistency of the
findings. In the present study, the percentage of agreement method between the
two coders was used to assess the reliability of the interview, and the overall
reliability was reported to be 80 percent. Open, axial, and selective coding were
used in MAXQDAZ2020 software to analyze the interview data. The final research
model was also presented using the dimensions of Strauss and Corbin's
paradigm model, including causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences.

Descriptive findings of the research population showed that out of a total of 19
people, 22% were female and 78% were male. 84% had a PhD and 16% had a
master's degree. Also, 68% were majoring in sports management and 32% in
tourism. Findings from interviews with 19 specialists included 63 open codes, 21
central codes, and 6 optional codes.

The findings showed that the causal conditions effective in the development of
responsible tourism in mountain-based sports destinations included a lack of
guides and signs, inappropriate culture of tourists and local communities in

dealing with the environment, private sector investment problems, inadequate
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security of some mountain sports destinations, and inappropriate marketing and
advertising. The background conditions included the need to pay attention to the
carrying capacity in mountain-based sports destinations, the need to create
appropriate accommodation and hospitality infrastructure in mountain sports
destinations, the need to create appropriate transportation infrastructure for
transportation to the foothills and sports destinations, and the need for
entrepreneurial management in mountain sports tourism. The intervening
conditions included price instability and increased inflation, the lack of a waste
management system in mountain sports destinations, and the lack of rational
policymaking regarding the importance of responsible tourism in mountain sports
destinations. The strategies included holding sports events in the mountains with
a focus on responsible tourism, training and educating specialized human
resources in the field of responsible tourism in the mountains, increasing
interactions and coordination between organizations related to mountain sports
tourism, and local community-based planning. The consequences of responsible
tourism development in mountain-based sports destinations included improving
local facilities and developing the regional economy, observing the principles of
sustainable development in mountain sports destinations, and preserving cultural
and natural heritage. According to the findings, it is suggested that a working
group or coordination council consisting of representatives of organizations
related to mountain sports tourism be formed to facilitate cooperation, exchange
information, and create joint policies. Also, mountain sports events should be held
in accordance with the principles of responsible tourism, with the aim of
minimizing damage to the environment and attracting tourists. Specialized
training courses should also be held for tourism guides and human resources
active in the field of mountain sports tourism to improve knowledge, skills, and
awareness about responsible tourism and environmental protection. Also, the
local community should actively participate in the planning and decision-making
process related to mountain tourism development in order to ensure that
development is appropriate to local needs and values and increase public
acceptance and support.

Among the limitations of this research, we can mention the lack of interest in

mountain sports in society, geographical limitations, and the inability to select
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experts from all over the country due to the high cost and time. It is suggested
that research be conducted on how to introduce and promote mountain sports,
especially in the media. It is also suggested to examine the impact of the role of
relevant authorities and institutions in the development of responsible tourism in
mountainous areas and to examine the role of advertising and destination

branding with an emphasis on responsible tourism in these areas.
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