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Abstract:

Today, given the growing importance of technology in the tourism sector, attention to the smartization approach is considered one of the
most critical issues that can contribute to the growth and development of tourism. Accordingly, developed cities around the world have
increasingly turned to smart urban tourism development as a strategy to overcome infrastructural and economic challenges. In this context,
the present study aims to identify and evaluate the factors influencing the realization of smart tourism development in Dargaz County. This
research is descriptive—analytical in nature, applied in purpose, and employs a mixed-method (qualitative—quantitative) approach. The
statistical population consists of 20 experts and elites (including academics, managers, and specialists), who were selected through purposive
sampling. Data were collected using documentary methods, field interviews, and questionnaires, and analyzed through grounded theory
methodology and hybrid models (FARAS + FCOPRAS). The results indicate that at the causal level, technological investment and
innovation, with a weight of 72.51, represent the most significant determining factor, emphasizing the necessity of developing sustainable
communication infrastructure and investing in advanced technologies. At the contextual level, human and educational capital, with a weight
of 72.69, plays a crucial role in enhancing the cognitive and professional capacities of the region. Additionally, economic and livelihood
conditions, culture and social participation, social and institutional capital, and geographical location are identified as other influential
contextual factors. At the level of intervening factors, managerial and economic stability, with a weight of 72.00, and decentralization and
local participation, with a weight of 70.50, are recognized as the most vital components for guiding and sustaining the smartization process.
Overall findings demonstrate that achieving smart tourism requires a comprehensive systemic approach that considers the interaction among
technical, human, economic, managerial, and social factors, while emphasizing the importance of good and sustainable governance for
balanced and effective development. This study provides an operational framework for policymakers and tourism managers in similar regions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tourism is widely recognized as one of the largest and most dynamic industries in the world, playing a critical role in
employment generation, foreign exchange earnings, and socio-economic development. Its capacity to stimulate domestic
industries and enhance international cooperation has elevated its strategic importance in national policy-making frameworks
(1, 2). According to global statistics, approximately 1.4 billion people traveled worldwide in 2021, with nearly half of them
visiting Europe, demonstrating the extensive scale and economic significance of tourism activities (3). Over recent decades,
tourism has evolved into a leading global industry, serving as a key driver of spatial development and regional competitiveness
(4). However, its sustainable growth is contingent upon environmental protection, economic stability, infrastructure
development, and technological advancement (5).

In the contemporary digital era, the integration of technology into tourism has become inevitable. The concept of smart
tourism has emerged as a transformative paradigm that leverages information and communication technologies (ICT), big data,
and digital platforms to enhance tourist experiences and optimize destination management. This shift reflects the growing need
for innovative approaches capable of responding to changing tourist expectations and increasing global competition (6). Smart
tourism facilitates real-time data exchange, improves service delivery, and enables personalized experiences, thereby
strengthening the competitiveness of destinations.

Globally, cities are increasingly adopting smart tourism strategies as part of broader smart city initiatives. These strategies
focus on improving quality of life, enhancing service efficiency, and ensuring sustainable urban development. Smart tourism
integrates various dimensions, including transportation, safety, communication, public spaces, and environmental
sustainability, creating a holistic ecosystem that benefits both tourists and residents. The development of such ecosystems relies
heavily on advanced technological infrastructure and innovative governance models.

The importance of smart tourism is particularly pronounced in developing countries, where traditional tourism approaches
often fail to address infrastructural and managerial challenges. In Iran, despite its rich cultural, historical, and natural resources,
the implementation of smart tourism remains limited. This gap highlights the need for comprehensive research to identify key

factors influencing smart tourism development and to provide actionable frameworks for policymakers.
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Dargaz County, located in northeastern Iran, represents a region with significant tourism potential due to its historical
heritage and diverse natural attractions. However, the region faces multiple challenges, including inadequate infrastructure,
lack of integrated management, insufficient investment, and limited technological capabilities. These constraints hinder the
effective utilization of tourism resources and limit the region’s contribution to local development.

Given these challenges, the present study seeks to identify and evaluate the factors influencing the realization of smart
tourism development in Dargaz County. By adopting a comprehensive and systemic perspective, the research aims to bridge
the gap between theoretical concepts and practical implementation, ultimately contributing to sustainable regional
development.

Methods and Materials

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative techniques to provide a comprehensive
analysis of smart tourism development factors. In terms of research purpose, it is applied, while methodologically it follows a
descriptive—analytical design. Data collection was conducted using both documentary and field methods, including in-depth
interviews and structured questionnaires.

The statistical population consisted of 20 experts and elites in relevant fields, including academics, government officials,
tourism managers, entrepreneurs, and information technology specialists. These participants were selected through purposive
sampling to ensure that they possessed sufficient expertise and experience related to tourism development and smart
technologies.

The qualitative phase of the research employed grounded theory methodology. This approach involved systematic data
coding in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Through open coding, initial concepts were extracted
from interview data. In axial coding, these concepts were grouped into broader categories based on conceptual similarities.
Finally, selective coding was used to integrate these categories into a coherent theoretical framework based on a paradigmatic
model, including causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes.

The quantitative phase utilized hybrid multi-criteria decision-making models, specifically FARAS and FCOPRAS, to
evaluate and prioritize the identified factors. These models enabled the researchers to assign weights to different variables and
determine their relative importance in the realization of smart tourism development.

The study area, Dargaz County, is characterized by its geographical diversity, including mountainous, foothill, and plain
regions. With a population of approximately 72,000, the region possesses significant tourism potential but remains
underdeveloped due to structural and managerial challenges. The integration of qualitative insights and quantitative evaluation
provides a robust methodological framework for analyzing the complex dynamics of smart tourism development in this context.

Findings

The findings of the study reveal a multi-layered structure of factors influencing smart tourism development, categorized into
causal, contextual, and intervening dimensions.

At the causal level, technological infrastructure and innovation emerge as the most critical determinants. The availability of
stable communication networks, high-speed internet, and geographic information systems (GIS) forms the foundation for smart
tourism services. These infrastructures enable real-time data collection, processing, and dissemination, which are essential for
delivering personalized and efficient tourism experiences. Among causal factors, technological investment and innovation
achieved the highest weight (72.51), indicating their dominant role in driving smart tourism transformation .

In addition to infrastructure, financial investment and collaboration with knowledge-based enterprises significantly

contribute to technological advancement. The integration of emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and
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augmented reality enhances the quality of tourism services and accelerates the transition from traditional to smart tourism
systems.

At the contextual level, human and educational capital is identified as the most influential factor, with a weight of 72.69 .
This finding highlights the importance of developing professional skills, knowledge, and competencies among stakeholders.
Other contextual factors include economic conditions, social participation, cultural values, institutional capacity, and
geographical characteristics. These elements collectively shape the environment in which smart tourism initiatives are
implemented.

The analysis also indicates that regions with strong social and institutional capital are better positioned to adopt smart
tourism practices. Cultural participation and community engagement play a vital role in ensuring the sustainability and
acceptance of technological innovations.

At the intervening level, managerial and economic stability is identified as a key factor, with a weight of 72.00 . Stable
governance structures facilitate strategic planning, resource allocation, and policy implementation. Decentralization and local
participation, with a weight of 70.50, further enhance the effectiveness of smart tourism initiatives by promoting stakeholder
involvement and adaptive decision-making.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that smart tourism development is a complex, multi-dimensional process that requires the
integration of technological, human, economic, and managerial factors. The interaction among these elements determines the
success or failure of smart tourism strategies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the necessity of adopting a systemic and integrated approach to smart tourism
development. Technological infrastructure alone is insufficient; it must be complemented by human capital development,
effective governance, and socio-economic support systems. The dominance of technological investment as a causal factor
highlights the need for substantial financial resources and innovation-driven strategies.

At the same time, the prominence of human and educational capital indicates that technology adoption is fundamentally a
human-centered process. Without skilled personnel and informed stakeholders, even the most advanced technologies cannot
achieve their intended outcomes. This finding emphasizes the importance of capacity building and continuous education in the
tourism sector.

The role of managerial stability and decentralized governance further illustrates the importance of institutional frameworks
in facilitating smart tourism development. Effective governance ensures coordination among stakeholders, reduces uncertainty,
and enhances the sustainability of development initiatives. Local participation, in particular, fosters a sense of ownership and
encourages community engagement, which are essential for long-term success.

The study also highlights the interconnected nature of various factors influencing smart tourism. Technological, human,
economic, and social dimensions are not independent; rather, they interact dynamically to shape development outcomes. This
interconnectedness necessitates a holistic perspective that considers the entire ecosystem of tourism development.

From a practical standpoint, the findings provide valuable insights for policymakers and tourism managers. By prioritizing
key factors such as technological investment, human capital development, and governance stability, decision-makers can design
more effective strategies for smart tourism implementation. The proposed framework can serve as a roadmap for regions with
similar characteristics, enabling them to leverage their tourism potential and achieve sustainable development.

In conclusion, smart tourism development in Dargaz County requires a comprehensive and coordinated effort that integrates

multiple dimensions of development. The study contributes to the existing literature by «l,ing a contextualized and empirically
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grounded model that captures the complexity of smart tourism systems. By emphasizing the importance of systemic thinking

and stakeholder collaboration, the research offers a foundation for future studies and practical applications in the field of smart

tourism.
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