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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The tourism industry, as one of the largest
economic sectors globally, has evolved
into a key phenomenon through the rapid
growth of sports tourism, synergistically
integrating sports and travel (Chen et al.,
2023; Naghizadeh-Baghi et al., 2023).
Sports tourism, centered on travel for
athletic activities, has emerged as a critical
research focus in tourism studies since the
2000s due to its role in fostering
intercultural connections and community
development (Emami et al., 2023; Van
Rheenen et al, 2021). Accounting for
nearly a quarter of holiday travel
motivated by sports-related interests, this
niche significantly impacts the global
tourism landscape (Chen et al., 2023).

Tourist destinations, recognized as the
fundamental units of analysis in this
industry, represent complex
amalgamations of attractions, services,
and experiences unified under a
destination brand (Martins et al., 2021;
Pandey & Joshi, 2021). These destinations
are  characterized by six core
components—attractions,  accessibility,
accommodation, amenities, activities, and
ancillary  services—which collectively
deliver a holistic visitor experience
(Pandey & Joshi, 2021). Amid intensifying
competition, destination selection,
particularly in sports tourism, is a
multifaceted process shaped by social,
cultural, psychological, and destination-
specific factors (Gonzalez-Rodriguez et
al, 2023; Yasin & Herman, 2023).
Understanding this process is essential for
crafting effective marketing strategies and
destination management frameworks (Pan
et al., 2021).

Kish Island, endowed with natural
beauty and advanced infrastructure,
stands as a premier sports tourism hub in
Iran. However, it has yet to fully capitalize
on its potential to attract sports tourists,
especially internationally. This research
gap arises from the lack of systematic
studies examining the factors influencing
sports  tourists’ decision-making in
selecting Kish. This study aims to address
this gap by identifying these determinants,
thereby advancing sustainable sports
tourism development on Kish Island.

2. Research Methodology

This applied qualitative study involved key
stakeholders, including sports and tourism
management experts, cultural heritage
officials, youth and sports department
managers, tourism agency directors, Kish
Free Zone tourism officials, tour guides,
and tourists visiting Kish. Participants
were selected through purposive and
snowball sampling techniques. Data were
collected via semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using qualitative content
analysis to systematically identify and
categorize key factors affecting sports
tourism destination selection.

3. Research Findings

The concurrent processes of data
collection and analysis continued
iteratively until theoretical saturation was
achieved. All participant interviews were
audio-recorded and subsequently
transcribed verbatim to ensure systematic
data documentation. The textual data
were then subjected to qualitative content
analysis using NVivo 12 Plus software. To
ensure research wvalidity, quadruple
verification strategies were employed: 1)
member checking, 2) peer review, 3) active
researcher involvement in the analysis
process, and 4) meticulous documentation
of analytical decision-making processes.
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During the coding process, which
involved continuous interaction between
empirical data and theoretical
frameworks, 586 primary codes were
initially extracted. Through application of
the Constant Comparative Method and
identification of inter-code relationships,
these were consolidated into 321
secondary codes. After multiple stages of
analytical refinement, 66 definitive codes
emerged as key factors influencing sports
tourism destination selection. Notably,
code recurrence patterns (visually
trackable through the software's reference
mapping) served as indicators of
conceptual significance. Ultimately, these
codes were categorized into 9 core
thematic clusters based on their
frequency and analytical weight.

4. Conclusion

While previous research has identified
numerous factors influencing tourism
destination selection, limited attention
has been given to sport-specific tourism
factors. This study aimed to address this
gap by examining the key determinants of
sports tourism destination choice through
qualitative analysis, ultimately identifying
nine core themes.

Personal motivations—including the
desire for novel experiences, adventure,
age-related preferences, and positive
travel memories—play a pivotal role in
tourist decision-making (Struwig & du
Preez, 2024; Saito & Strehlau, 2018).
Destination activities and events, such as
sports competitions and cultural festivals,
enhance appeal by offering exciting
experiences (Mirehie et al, 2021).
Advertising and information
dissemination, particularly through social
media and influencers, shape destination
image and influence traveler choices
(Zhou et al., 2023; Cao et al, 2021).

Geographic factors and natural /historical
attractions, including weather conditions
and scenic landscapes, enrich the tourism
experience (Emami et al., 2023; Struwig &
du Preez, 2024). Economic considerations,
especially costs and discounts, are critical
for tourists. Physical infrastructure and
amenities, such as accessibility and
recreational services, significantly impact
experience quality (Lopez, 2011; Madden et
al,  2016). Socio-cultural  factors,
particularly safety and local traditions,
strengthen destination image (Gavurova et
al.,, 2023; Goriji et al,, 2023). Service and
product  quality  enhance  tourist
satisfaction and encourage repeat visits.
Finally, destination management and
government policies foster trust through
service stability and oversight.

The findings demonstrate that sports
tourism destination selection is a complex,
multifaceted process influenced by these
interconnected factors. These insights
enable destination managers—particularly
in Kish Island—to develop targeted
marketing strategies and specialized
sports tourism packages. While this study
contributes original insights, its qualitative
nature limits broad generalizability. Future
research should explore variations across
different sports tourism destinations.
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