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Abstract

Smart social tourism, as an emerging approach combining smart
technologies with social participation, has opened up new capacities
for sustainable development in local communities. Amid rapid
technological advancements and increasing social complexities,
effective policymaking in this field is an undeniable necessity for
countries like Iran, which possesses rich cultural, historical, and
geographical diversity. This study aims to design a policymaking
model for the development of smart social tourism in Iran. It is a
fundamental research based on a fieldwork approach. The participants
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consisted of two expert groups: Academic scholars in tourism
policymaking (theoretical experts) and active managers in the tourism
industry (practical experts). Qualitative data were collected through
semi-structured interviews comprising six main questions and the
flexibility to ask follow-up questions. Data analysis was conducted
using the grounded theory method. Findings revealed that causal
conditions—including social capital of host communities, economic
motivations, institutional capacity in tourism planning and
policymaking, and digital transformation of tourism—affect the core
phenomenon of smart social tourism. The core phenomenon, in turn,
is shaped by contextual conditions (such as the tourism institutional
system and smart infrastructure) and intervening conditions (such as
inefficiencies in spatial distribution). These influence the strategies
and actions adopted, which include drafting a national development
plan for social tourism, spatially just planning, smart innovations to
ensure fairness in tourism experiences, strengthening policymaking
institutions and governance structures, empowering human resources,
and institutionalizing the discourse of responsibility and justice in
public tourism culture. Ultimately, these strategies lead to key
outcomes, including a balanced distribution of tourism opportunities,
enhanced social dynamism in destinations, improved national tourism
positioning, and comprehensive, inclusive, and sustainable
development of social tourism.

1. Introduction

Tourism significantly contributes to economic growth and sustainable
development, generating over $1.5 trillion annually and attracting 1.5
billion international tourists (Hernandez et al., 2025). It supports
economic, cultural, and environmental activities in communities.
Tourism development relies on contextual factors like attractions and
infrastructure, but effective policymaking is crucial, as outlined in
national frameworks (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2023). While international
research on social and smart tourism grows, Iranian studies often
neglect the topic. This research develops an indigenous model for
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smart social tourism policy in Iran that combines public policy,
technology, and social justice. It addresses local capacities and
constraints, guiding policymakers toward equitable, tech-driven
tourism development, and contributes to both policy practice and
academic literature.

This research seeks to answer the following main question: "What
dimensions, components, and relationships characterize the policy-
making model for smart social tourism development in Iran?"

2. Literature Review

Social tourism, a modern aspect of social policymaking, promotes
social justice and cultural inclusion by ensuring that disadvantaged
groups, including low-income families, the elderly, and people with
special needs, have access to tourism (Ma'dani, 2024). Originating
from 19th-century labor movements and shaped by post-World War II
welfare reforms, particularly after the 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, it reduces economic, cultural, and physical barriers
through institutional support and policies. Social tourism fosters
accessibility, social solidarity, and improved quality of life, serving as
a tool for redistributing opportunities and enhancing social capital and
national cohesion (Gai et al., 2024).

3. Methodology

This study is fundamental research aimed at designing a policy-
making model for smart social tourism development in Iran. Based on
the method of data collection, it is classified as field research. The
participants consisted of theoretical experts (university professors
specializing in tourism policy-making) and practical experts (tourism
industry managers). According to Miller et al. (2010), five criteria—
essentiality, prominence, theoretical knowledge, diversity, and
motivation to participate—were used to select participants. To analyze
interview texts, grounded theory methodology, based on Strauss and
Corbin (1997) approach, was utilized.
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4. Results

Participants in this study included 21 individuals: 6 university
professors and 15 tourism industry experts.

To develop the policy-making model for smart social tourism
development in Iran, semi-structured expert interviews were
conducted with university professors and tourism industry managers.
Interview data were analyzed using MAXQDA software, following a
systematic grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1997)
comprising open, axial, and selective coding.

Figure 1-Research Paradigmatic Model
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5. Discussion

The present study demonstrates greater analytical comprehensiveness
and theoretical depth compared to previous research. Unlike the study
by Mohammadamini and Hessam (2024), which focused solely on
infrastructure improvement and service quality, this research advances
by incorporating causal, contextual, and intervening levels, thereby
providing a multilayered analysis of the factors influencing social
tourism development. Furthermore, compared with the strategic
modeling of Aslani et al. (2024), this study integrates cultural,
institutional, technological, and spatial components into a structured
model with an interpretive approach. The social drivers highlighted in
the futures-oriented analysis of Ahmadzadeh et al. (2023) are also
reflected in the causal conditions of this model, yet here they are
coupled with the integration of smart technologies to create a more
coherent vision. In contrast to the emphasis of Modabberkhaknejad
and Amini Komijani (2002) on social capital and policy critique, this
research adopts an active and innovative stance by designing
participatory mechanisms and proposing a comprehensive policy
document. From an international perspective, alignment with the
TIAS model in Kumar et al. (2025) and the attention to justice-
oriented and experience-centered tourism in Sah et al. (2025)
enhances both the global legitimacy and the innovative character of
this model.

6. Conclusion

Based on the research model, it was determined that the causal
conditions (social capital of the host community, economic motives
and drives, institutional capacity in tourism planning and policy-
making, and digital transformation of tourism) influence the core
phenomenon (smart social tourism). The core phenomenon,
contextual conditions (tourism institutional system and smart
infrastructural foundation), and intervening conditions (inefficiency
of spatial distribution) affect the strategies and actions (formulation of
the National Social Tourism Development Document, justice-oriented
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spatial planning in social tourism development, smart innovation for
justice in the tourism experience, strengthening policy-making
institutions and governance structures, empowerment of human
resources in social tourism, and institutionalization of the discourse of
responsibility and justice in the public culture of tourism). These
strategies and actions ultimately lead to intended results (balancing
tourism opportunities, enhancing the social dynamism of destinations,
improving the national position of tourism, and achieving inclusive
and sustainable social tourism development).

Keywords: Tourism policymaking, smart social tourism, emerging
technologies in tourism, sustainable regional development, Islamic
Republic of Iran
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