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Abstract
Circular tourism, based on the principles of the circular economy and

emphasizing sustainability, environmental preservation, and the
enhancement of economic and social benefits, has emerged as an

innovative approach to tourism management. Despite tourism’s
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significant contribution to the global economy, the industry's reliance
on the linear economic model has led to various environmental and
social consequences. Accordingly, this study was conducted to
develop a framework for circular tourism in Ardabil Province, using a
thematic analysis approach. To achieve this goal, data were collected
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 19 tourism experts.
After analyzing the interviews and coding the data, a total of 229
initial codes were extracted, from which 11 sub-themes and 6 core
themes were identified. These themes include: environmental
management, sustainable resource management, ecotourism and local
culture, innovation and digitalization, economy and entrepreneurship,
and participation and empowerment. As one of the first studies in the
field of circular tourism, this research provides a conceptual
framework for tourism development in Ardabil Province and, based
on the findings, offers practical recommendations for policymakers

and local managers.

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Tourism has become a cornerstone of global economies, contributing
significantly to socio-economic development. In 2019, it accounted
for 10.4% of the global GDP, providing countless employment
opportunities (Lock, 2020). However, its reliance on linear economic
models, characterized by "take, make, and dispose," has led to
unsustainable resource usage, environmental degradation, and
increased waste production (Sillanpdd & Ncibi, 2019).

Circular tourism, grounded in the principles of the circular economy,

offers a sustainable alternative.
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This study aims to develop a framework for circular tourism in Ardabil
Province, leveraging its rich natural and cultural assets to reduce

environmental impacts and maximize socio-economic benefits.

2. Literature Review

Tourism, as defined by various scholars, involves temporary travel
and activities outside one’s usual environment for leisure, business, or
other purposes (Tahiri et al., 2021). Its economic impact is vast but
comes with challenges, including environmental stress and resource
depletion (Epler et al, 2019).

The circular economy, a concept opposing the traditional linear
model, emphasizes recycling, resource efficiency, and sustainability
(Rodriguez et al., 2020).

Circular tourism integrates these principles into the tourism sector,
promoting eco-friendly behaviors among stakeholders and creating
resilient ecosystems (Naydenov, 2018). Studies have highlighted its
potential to reduce waste, enhance local economies, and foster

sustainable practices.

3. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative methodology grounded in the
interpretive  paradigm. The research population comprises
professionals and experts in tourism, urban economics, and regional
tourism in Ardabil Province. To determine the sample size, theoretical
sampling was used to ensure the inclusion of participants with diverse

perspectives and expertise.
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Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews,
continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. Saturation
occurred after conducting 17 interviews; however, two additional
interviews were conducted to ensure comprehensive coverage and
data reliability. In total, 19 participants were interviewed, providing

rich and diverse insights for the study.

4. Results

In this study, qualitative content analysis was employed to extract key
components. During the open coding phase, after thoroughly
reviewing and coding the interviews, a total of 229 initial open codes
were identified. Subsequently, axial coding was conducted as the
second stage of the research.

Through multiple rounds of review and refinement, the open codes
were organized into 26 main categories, each subdivided into various
sub-themes. Furthermore, 10 selective codes were ultimately
identified, representing the core dimensions of the framework.

These selective codes include: sustainable local resource
management, strengthening culture and heritage, recycling and
ecological symbiosis, waste management and crisis response, local
empowerment and participation, enhancing the local economy and
entrepreneurship, fostering social cohesion and public awareness,
innovation and creative management, autonomy and managerial
process improvement, and diversification and incentive-based local

initiatives.
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S. Discussion

This study represents one of the pioneering efforts to propose a
framework for developing circular tourism in Ardabil Province. As
highlighted in the introduction, Ardabil is endowed with abundant
natural resources, a rich historical background, cultural heritage, and
diverse climates, making it highly suitable for tourism development.
Consequently, preserving cultural heritage, natural resources, and
other critical factors is of paramount importance.

The findings of this research align with previous studies, such as those
by Motevali et al. (2022) on digitalization and empowerment, Gabor
et al. (2023) on waste management and environmental pollution
reduction, and Pizzi et al. (2022) on digital innovation. These
congruencies underscore the relevance and applicability of the

proposed framework.

6. Conclusion

This study presents a comprehensive framework for circular tourism
in Ardabil Province that integrates economic, environmental, and
social dimensions. By adopting this model, Ardabil can enhance its
tourism appeal, mitigate negative impacts, and foster long-term
sustainability.

The framework provides actionable strategies, including promoting
local entrepreneurship, digitalization, and eco-friendly practices.
Implementing these strategies requires multi-level collaboration

between policymakers, local communities, and the private sector.
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