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CrussMask

The present study aimed to analyze the psychological factors influencing the process of
attracting sports tourists to Kelardasht County. This research adopted a qualitative
approach and was conducted using thematic analysis. The participants consisted of 20
sports tourists, experts, and managers associated with sports tourism in Kelardasht,
who were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using the six-phase approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The
analysis resulted in the extraction of 126 initial concepts and the development of a
three-dimensional model comprising: (1) tourist-related psychological factors (demand
side), including tourists’ motivations and personal tendencies, as well as tourist
experience and satisfaction; (2) destination-related factors (supply side), including
sports tourism infrastructure and facilities, and destination characteristics and
attractions; and (3) environmental and managerial factors, including marketing,
information dissemination and social interactions, as well as security, regulations, and
policymaking. These factors interact dynamically to shape the sports tourist attraction
process. Based on the findings, sustainable attraction of sports tourists in Kelardasht
requires a holistic and integrated perspective that simultaneously addresses tourists’
internal psychological dynamics, the quality of destination supply, and the supportive
environmental-managerial framework. Accordingly, managers and planners can
capitalize on the region’s unique potential by designing integrated sport—cultural
experiences, strengthening soft (human) infrastructure, and implementing narrative-
based communication strategies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sports tourism has emerged as one of the most dynamic and value-generating sectors within the
broader tourism industry, contributing significantly to economic growth, social development, and
cultural exchange. Beyond its physical and recreational dimensions, sports tourism represents a complex
experiential phenomenon rooted in deep psychological processes that shape tourists’ decision-making,
engagement, and post-travel behaviors (Gibson, 1998). Understanding the behavior of sports tourists
therefore requires a multidimensional exploration of internal cognitive and affective constructs such as
motivation, perception, destination image, place attachment, satisfaction, and loyalty. These constructs
interact sequentially to form a psychological chain that influences not only the initial attraction to a
destination but also the quality of experience and the likelihood of revisit intentions (Chen et al., 2023;
Kaplanidou & Vogt, 2007). Prior research has highlighted that sports tourists are often driven by
motivations such as sensation-seeking, escape from routine, and self-actualization, while also being
influenced by perceived destination attributes and emotional experiences.

Despite the richness of international literature, existing studies have predominantly focused on
large-scale organized sporting events such as marathons and tournaments, thereby overlooking the
psychological experiences of tourists in natural and non-event-based destinations (Kaplanidou et al.,
2012). Although relationships between motivation, destination image, satisfaction, and revisit intention
have been extensively examined (Huang et al., 2018; Prayag et al., 2017), and the role of sports tourism in
enhancing mental well-being has been acknowledged (Seong, 2025), the dominant reliance on
quantitative methodologies has limited the depth of understanding regarding context-specific and latent
psychological dynamics. In the Iranian context, research has largely emphasized managerial,
infrastructural, and economic dimensions such as service quality, marketing, and safety (Alidoust
Ghahfarrokhi et al., 2023; Shahbazi et al., 2024). Although valuable, these studies reveal a notable gap in
qualitative and psychologically oriented investigations. Existing studies addressing psychological
aspects have often employed standardized survey instruments that may not fully capture culturally
embedded motivations and experiences (Ahmadi, 2023; Marjan & Erfan, 2018).

This gap underscores the necessity for an in-depth qualitative exploration of psychological
factors influencing sports tourist attraction within a natural Iranian destination. Kelardasht County, with
its unigue mountainous landscape and strong potential for adventure-based sports tourism, provides an
ideal context for such an investigation. The present study therefore aims to systematically analyze the
psychological factors shaping the attraction process of sports tourists in Kelardasht through a holistic
and integrative framework.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in thematic analysis to explore the
psychological factors influencing sports tourist attraction. Given the exploratory nature of the research
and the absence of a comprehensive indigenous model, thematic analysis was selected as an appropriate
methodological approach to identify and interpret meaningful patterns within qualitative data. The study
population consisted of key stakeholders in sports tourism in Kelardasht, including sports tourists,
academic experts, local managers, and practitioners. Participants were selected through purposive
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sampling based on their relevant experience and knowledge, and sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved.

A total of 20 participants were included, representing diverse roles such as active sports tourists,
university faculty members, sports researchers, local government officials, adventure sport instructors,
and tourism experts. Data collection was conducted through in-depth semi-structured interviews,
allowing flexibility to capture rich, context-specific insights. Interview questions focused on lived
experiences, travel motivations, perceptions of the destination, and psychological determinants of
decision-making. Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and was audio-recorded with
informed consent. Field notes were also documented to capture non-verbal cues and preliminary
analytical reflections.

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis framework, involving
familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, identification of themes, review of themes,
definition and naming of themes, and production of the final report. Ethical considerations included
ensuring confidentiality, obtaining informed consent, and allowing participants to withdraw at any stage.
Credibility was enhanced through member checking, peer debriefing, and detailed documentation of the
research process.

Findings

The analysis resulted in the identification of 126 initial concepts, which were systematically
organized into a three-dimensional model comprising tourist-related psychological factors, destination-
related factors, and environmental-managerial factors. These dimensions collectively shape the
attraction process through dynamic interactions.

The first dimension, tourist-related psychological factors, includes two main subcategories:
motivations and personal tendencies, and tourist experience and satisfaction. Findings indicate that
sports tourists are driven by a complex interplay of psychological needs, including the desire for
recreation, escape from routine, excitement, and personal growth. Motivation extends beyond physical
activity to encompass emotional and cognitive fulfillment. Additionally, satisfaction is influenced by
both cognitive evaluations such as service quality and pricing, and affective components such as
enjoyment, safety, and memorable experiences. The findings highlight that satisfaction acts not only as
an outcome but also as a reinforcing psychological factor that shapes future behavioral intentions,
particularly revisit intention.

The second dimension, destination-related factors, encompasses infrastructure and facilities as
well as destination characteristics and attractions. Participants emphasized the importance of both hard
infrastructure (e.g., accommodation, transportation, medical facilities) and soft infrastructure (e.g.,
skilled personnel, service quality) in facilitating a satisfying tourism experience. The natural attractions
of Kelardasht, including mountains, rivers, and diverse landscapes, were identified as key drivers of
initial attraction. Furthermore, the integration of cultural and historical elements alongside sports
activities enhances the overall experience, reflecting the demand for hybrid tourism experiences.

The third dimension, environmental and managerial factors, includes marketing, information
dissemination, social interactions, and governance-related aspects such as security, regulations, and
policymaking. Effective marketing strategies, particularly those leveraging digital technologies and
social media, were found to play a crucial role in increasing destination visibility and competitiveness.



Social interactions with local communities also contribute to positive experiences and destination image.
Additionally, safety, clear regulations, and supportive policies were identified as essential prerequisites
for tourism development. Weaknesses in transportation infrastructure and regulatory constraints were
noted as barriers to attraction.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that the attraction of sports tourists is a multifaceted process
influenced by the interaction of internal psychological drivers, external destination attributes, and
broader environmental conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that the attraction of sports tourists in Kelardasht is
fundamentally rooted in the psychological dynamics of tourists, particularly their motivations and
experiential outcomes. Tourists are not merely seeking physical activities but are driven by deeper
psychological needs such as escape, excitement, learning, and self-actualization. These motivations
initiate the attraction process and are subsequently reinforced through meaningful and emotionally
engaging experiences. Satisfaction emerges as a critical mediator that transforms initial motivation into
loyalty and revisit intention, highlighting the importance of designing experiences that are not only
enjoyable but also memorable and safe.

The study further demonstrates that destination-related factors function as enabling conditions
that allow psychological motivations to be realized. Natural attractions provide the primary pull factor,
while infrastructure and service quality determine whether these attractions translate into positive
experiences. The concept of a balanced dual structure—comprising both hard and soft infrastructure—
emerges as essential for sustainable tourism development. Without adequate support systems, even the
most attractive natural resources cannot ensure long-term tourist satisfaction.

Environmental and managerial factors serve as the overarching framework within which demand
and supply interact. Effective marketing acts as a bridge connecting tourists to destinations, while
governance-related factors such as security and policy stability create a conducive environment for
tourism activities. The findings underscore the importance of adopting an integrated management
approach that simultaneously addresses psychological, infrastructural, and institutional dimensions.

In conclusion, the study proposes a comprehensive three-dimensional model of sports tourist
attraction, emphasizing the dynamic interaction between tourist psychology, destination attributes, and
environmental conditions. The results highlight that successful attraction is not a linear process but a
complex socio-psychological phenomenon requiring a holistic and experience-oriented perspective.
Sustainable development of sports tourism in Kelardasht therefore depends on aligning tourists’
psychological needs with high-quality destination offerings and supportive managerial frameworks.
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