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Abstract

Considering the importance of ecotourism development as one of the
effective strategies for economic, social, and environmental
development, especially in developing countries, as well as Iran's
capabilities in this field, the present study is combined research to
provide a model of ecotourism development in this country. In the
qualitative section, to identify the model, the experts were interviewed,
and the data were analyzed by the content analysis method, which led
to the identification of 4 and 19 strategies. In the quantitative part, a
guestionnaire was prepared based on dimensions and strategies, and the
country's tourism experts prioritized them. The results of data analysis
using the method of hesitant fuzzy sets show that the most critical
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dimensions of ecotourism development in Iran are management,
infrastructure development, marketing and training, and human
resource development, respectively. Also, conducting marketing
activities to increase the market share of ecotourism (market
penetration), diversify the country's ecotourism product (heterogeneous
diversity), improve access to tourist villages, and increase destinations'
resilience to natural disasters are considered the most crucial
ecotourism development strategies in Iran.

Introduction

Ecotourism can serve as one of the effective strategies for the economic,
social, and environmental development of destinations. Presently, many
policies aim to develop ecotourism and utilize its benefits, especially in
developing countries and those with rich natural resources. Iran is one
of the countries with considerable potential for ecotourism
development. However, consistent plans have not been developed to
use the county’s potentials. Therefore, serious measures have to be
taken to develop ecotourism and optimally utilize Iran’s natural
resources. This study aims to propose a model of ecotourism
development in Iran.

Materials and Methods

This study follows a mixed research approach. In the qualitative part,
practitioners and experts were interviewed to extract the elements of the
model, and the data were analyzed through thematic analysis. In the
quantitative part, the dimensions and strategies were arranged into a
questionnaire and were ranked by Iranian tourism experts. The hesitant
fuzzy sets method was employed to analyze the data.

Discussion and Results

The study revealed that the most important ecotourism development
dimensions in Iran are “management,” “infrastructure development,”
“marketing,” and “training and developing human resources,”
respectively. Also, the most critical ecotourism development strategies
are “marketing activities for increasing market share in ecotourism,”
“diversifying Iran’s ecotourism products,” “improving roads leading to
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target villages for tourism,” and “increasing resilience of destinations
in the face of natural disasters,” respectively.

Conclusions

This study proposed an ecotourism development model by exploring
the conditions in Iran as a highly potential destination for ecotourism.
The findings could offer applied and scientific guidelines to managers
and policy-makers who seek to develop ecotourism in Iran.

Keywords: Ecotourism Development, Ecotourism Development
Strategies, Thematic Analysis, Hesitant Fuzzy Sets, Iran.
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