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Abstract

Today, with the ever-increasing expansion of new technologies, cities are moving towards smartness, which has profound
effects on various sectors, including tourism. Accordingly, the present study was conducted with the aim of explaining the role
of smart urban governance in the sustainable development of sports tourism in Isfahan. Given the complexity of the interaction
between urban institutions and the tourism and sports industries, a qualitative approach was used to discover the mechanisms
by which smart governance affects sustainability dimensions. The research strategy was thematic analysis, and data were
collected through in-depth and semi-structured interviews with 22 experts in the fields of urban management, sports
management, tourism, urban planning, and smart technologies. Purposive sampling was used and continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. After full transcription, the interviews were examined through a multi-stage coding and analysis
process, and the network of themes was extracted. The findings showed that the pattern of smart urban governance in the
sustainable development of Isfahan’s sports tourism is based on five macro dimensions: (1) institutional-legal system
(integration and transparency); (2) data management and smart technology (data-driven decision making); (3) economic
management and investment (public-private partnerships); (4) destination experience design and management (unified
platforms and smart transportation); and (5) socio-environmental sustainability and urban identity (green events and
stakeholder participation). Based on the results, the effectiveness of smart governance is realized when institutional integration
and data governance proceed simultaneously with stakeholder participation and the management of socio-environmental
impacts. The achievement of this research is providing a practical framework for urban policymakers and sports tourism
managers to enhance the competitiveness and sustainability of Isfahan as a tourism destination.

Keywords: Smart Urban Governance, Sports Tourism, Sustainable Development, Isfahan, Content Analysis
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The Role of Smart Urban Governance in the Sustainable Development of Sports Tourism in Isfahan

Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, sports tourism has transformed from a complementary activity of the tourism industry into one of the serious
drivers of urban and regional development, because it can simultaneously stimulate travel demand, change the consumption
pattern of urban services, and create new opportunities for entrepreneurship, employment, and local income generation. In
Iranian literature, this development has also been followed by focusing on destination capacities, service value chains, and
sports tourism industry development models; especially in metropolises where the combination of urban infrastructure, events,
and sports and recreational services enables the formation of a diverse experience portfolio for tourists. Considering Isfahan's
special capacities in synergy between cultural heritage, urban infrastructure, and the ability to host events and sports activities,
achieving sustainable development of sports tourism in this city requires an approach that can simultaneously organize the
complexities of urban management, multiple stakeholders, resource constraints, and environmental-social protection
requirements. Meanwhile, smart urban governance, relying on data-driven decision-making, inter-sectoral coordination,
transparency, citizen and business participation, and the use of new technologies, can act as a mechanism to improve the
quality of policymaking and program implementation and pave the way to achieving sustainable competitive advantage;
however, it is still unclear in what ways and with what mechanisms this type of governance can affect the economic, social,
and environmental dimensions of sustainable sports tourism development. Accordingly, the question of the present study is:
How and to what extent can smart urban governance strengthen the sustainable development of sports tourism in the city of
Isfahan?

Methodology

The present study is classified as applied research in terms of its purpose and is qualitative in nature in terms of its
implementation approach. Given that the issue of smart urban governance and its role in the sustainable development of sports
tourism is a multidimensional and interdisciplinary phenomenon, thematic analysis strategy was used to identify its main
dimensions and components. The qualitative approach was chosen because examining the impact of smart governance on
sports tourism development mechanisms requires in-depth understanding of the views, experiences, and perceptions of experts
in related fields, and this type of data cannot be easily extracted using quantitative methods. Therefore, the research focused on
discovering the themes and conceptual patterns hidden in the experiences and analyses of experts.

Results

The findings showed that the smart urban governance model in the sustainable development of Isfahan sports tourism is based
on five major dimensions: (1) institutional and legal system and governance structure (institutional integrity, integrated policy-
making, transparency and accountability), (2) data management and smart technology (integrated data bank, data-driven
decision-making, security and digital trust), (3) economic management and investment (sustainable revenue models, public-
private partnership, market regulation and service quality), (4) destination experience design and management (single service
platform, smart transportation, event management and safety), and (5) social environmental sustainability and urban identity
(green event, stakeholder participation, benefit distribution and synergy of sport with heritage). Based on the results, the
effectiveness of smart governance is achieved when institutional integrity and data governance proceed simultaneously with
stakeholder participation and management of social environmental impacts. The achievement of this research is to provide a
practical framework for urban policymakers and sports tourism managers to promote the competitiveness and sustainability of

the Isfahan destination.
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Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study showed that smart city governance can enhance the sustainable development of Isfahan's sports
tourism when it goes beyond the level of scattered technological measures and becomes a governance logic based on
institutional coordination, data-centricity, accountability, and stakeholder participation. The extracted pattern in five macro
dimensions actually depicts a causal-functional chain: If an integrated institutional architecture and policymaking are not
provided, even the best digital tools will become technology islands; If data governance is not formed, decisions will remain
reactive and tasteful; If the economy and investment are not regulated, service quality and market trust will be unstable; If the
destination experience is not designed, tourist satisfaction and return will be weakened; and If environmental-social
sustainability and urban identity are not placed at the center of policies, tourism growth can lead to pressure on infrastructure,
local conflicts, and erosion of cultural and natural capital; Therefore, the key conclusion of the research is that the role of smart
urban governance in Isfahan is an integrated enabler; that is, it simultaneously enhances the capacity of urban decision-making,
increases inter-sectoral coordination, and enables the management of the economic, social, and environmental consequences of
sports tourism. At the executive level, it is also suggested that the Isfahan Municipality, by creating a permanent rather than
temporary coordinating structure, define the responsibility for integrating data and service platforms in an inter-sectoral
manner, establish a system of sustainability indicators, and develop transparent investment packages with specific incentives
for startups and experience-based businesses. Also, including a sustainability annex and a stakeholder participation annex in
sports events and related projects can help reduce social conflicts, increase citizen satisfaction, and strengthen the destination
brand, and ultimately make the path to achieving sustainable development of Isfahan's sports tourism more realistic and
monitorable.
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