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Abstract:

This study aimed to develop a locally grounded community-based ecotourism model for Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province by identifying
mechanisms related to community empowerment, participatory decision-making, environmental conservation, and the retention of tourism-
generated economic benefits within local destinations. This qualitative study employed thematic analysis. The participants consisted of eight
tourism-sector practitioners and two managers and experts from the agricultural and cultural heritage sectors, selected through purposive and
snowball sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews based on seven principal questions. The content validity of the
interview framework was reviewed and confirmed by two university professors. Following transcription, the interviews were analyzed
through systematic familiarization with the data, initial coding, theme development, theme review, and the definition and naming of themes.
The analytical process generated 29 basic themes, which were subsequently organized into 16 organizing themes and four overarching

themes. The conceptual relationships among the extracted themes indicated that an effective community-based ecotourism model is structured
around four interdependent dimensions: empowerment, local participation, environmental conservation, and economic benefits.
Empowerment enhances the capacity of local communities to enter and control the tourism value chain through tourism skills development,
entrepreneurship, marketing, local business development, and improved access to markets, capital, and permits. Local participation,
encompassing economic, cultural, governance, and capacity-building dimensions, shifts communities from passive beneficiaries to active
decision-makers and destination managers. Environmental conservation becomes sustainable when tourism-impact management, legal
support, direct community involvement, and the redistribution of tourism benefits are institutionally interconnected. Furthermore,
strengthening linkages between tourism and the local economy and minimizing economic leakage were identified as essential mechanisms
for retaining benefits within the destination. Sustainable community-based ecotourism in Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari requires an integrated
governance system in which empowerment, participation, environmental conservation, and equitable economic benefits mutually reinforce
one another. Tourism policies should therefore recognize local communities simultaneously as beneficiaries, decision-makers, economic
actors, and custodians of destination resources.
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Extended Abstract

Tourism has developed into a major component of contemporary economic and regional development, yet its rapid
expansion has simultaneously intensified concerns regarding environmental degradation, cultural transformation, unequal
benefit distribution, and the economic vulnerability of host communities. Although tourism can generate employment, stimulate
local entrepreneurship, and create opportunities for regional development, poorly regulated tourism may increase waste
generation, pressure on natural resources, environmental pollution, congestion, and ecological disturbance (1, 2). These
challenges are particularly important in ecologically sensitive destinations in which the quality of natural and cultural resources
constitutes the principal basis of tourism competitiveness. Ecotourism has consequently emerged as an alternative approach
that attempts to reconcile tourism development with environmental conservation, responsible resource use, cultural
preservation, and the generation of benefits for host communities (5, 6, 14). Within this broader framework, community-based
ecotourism places local people at the center of tourism planning, ownership, management, service provision, and benefit
distribution rather than treating them merely as a labor force or passive recipients of externally designed development programs.
The literature emphasizes that meaningful local participation, community empowerment, local ownership, cultural sensitivity,
and the equitable distribution of tourism benefits are essential conditions for sustainable community-based tourism (3, 12, 13).
This issue is particularly relevant to Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province, which possesses considerable natural, cultural, rural,
and nomadic tourism resources but continues to face limitations associated with insufficient infrastructure, weak local
participation, restricted access to markets and investment, and the incomplete conversion of tourism potential into sustainable
local livelihoods (7-9). Existing tourism development approaches in Iran have also frequently reflected top-down planning
processes in which local communities have limited influence over strategic decisions and benefit-sharing arrangements (10).
Accordingly, developing a locally grounded model capable of integrating community participation, empowerment,
conservation, and economic benefit retention is essential for transforming ecotourism from an externally driven activity into a
sustainable mechanism for destination development.

The objective of this study was to design a community-based ecotourism model for the tourism sector of Chaharmahal and
Bakhtiari Province by identifying the principal mechanisms through which local communities can participate in tourism
development, improve their economic and institutional capacities, contribute to environmental conservation, and retain a
greater proportion of tourism-generated benefits within the destination. The conceptual orientation of the study was based on
the premise that community-based ecotourism cannot be reduced to the physical presence of local residents in tourism activities;
instead, sustainable participation requires a transition from operational involvement toward meaningful influence over
governance, ownership, resource allocation, and destination management. Previous studies have emphasized that community

participation can contribute to sustainable tourism only when local actors possess sufficient capacities, institutional
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opportunities, access to resources, and decision-making authority (10, 13). Likewise, empowerment in community-based
tourism involves more than the provision of short-term training; it includes the development of entrepreneurial and managerial
capabilities, access to financial and non-financial resources, market connectivity, institutional recognition, and the ability of
local actors to establish and control tourism businesses (15, 17). The study therefore treated empowerment, participation,
environmental conservation, and economic benefits as potentially interdependent rather than isolated components. This
perspective is consistent with community-based ecotourism research suggesting that greater local control over tourism
enterprises can support rural livelihoods, improve the distribution of benefits, reinforce cultural identity, and create stronger
incentives for conservation (4, 18, 25). Furthermore, the sustainable tourism perspective indicates that tourism development
should remain within environmental and social limits while creating lasting value for host destinations (6). Therefore, the study
sought not only to identify the dimensions of community-based ecotourism but also to clarify their conceptual relationships
within a locally applicable framework capable of informing tourism governance, community development, entrepreneurship,
environmental management, and destination-level policy in Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province.

The study adopted a qualitative research design and employed thematic analysis to obtain an in-depth understanding of
community-based ecotourism and to construct a model grounded in the experiences and perspectives of relevant local
stakeholders. Participants included eight individuals actively involved in the tourism sector and two managers and experts
working in areas related to agricultural development and cultural heritage. Participants were accessed through purposive and
snowball sampling in order to obtain information from individuals with relevant practical and institutional knowledge of
tourism development in the province. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews organized around seven principal
questions addressing practical experiences, existing problems, community expectations, participation, economic opportunities,
environmental concerns, and requirements for community-based ecotourism development. The content validity of the interview
questions was reviewed and confirmed by two university professors. After completion of the interviews, the data were
transcribed and systematically examined using thematic analysis. The analytical process followed the logic of familiarization
with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing thematic structures, defining and naming themes,
and producing an integrated interpretation of the findings, consistent with established thematic analysis procedures (20, 21).
Thematic analysis was selected because of its capacity to identify recurrent patterns while maintaining interpretive attention to
relationships among participants’ experiences, contextual conditions, and the research objective (22). Rather than treating
coding as a simple process of classifying isolated words or statements, the researchers repeatedly moved between interview
data, preliminary codes, and emerging themes in an iterative analytical process. Such recursive analysis is particularly important
for ensuring conceptual coherence and distinguishing meaningful themes from superficial topical categories (23, 24). The
analysis ultimately produced 29 basic themes, which were organized according to their conceptual relationships into 16
organizing themes and subsequently consolidated into four overarching themes. These overarching themes constituted the
principal components of the final community-based ecotourism model and provided the analytical structure through which the
economic, social, institutional, and environmental dimensions of tourism development were interpreted.

The thematic analysis identified four interconnected overarching themes: local participation, empowerment, economic
benefits, and environmental conservation. Local participation comprised economic and entrepreneurial participation,
involvement in presenting and safeguarding local culture, participation in the tourism value chain and benefit distribution,
involvement in tourism decision-making and policymaking, and participation in capacity-building and empowerment
processes. At the more operational level, participants emphasized employment in ecolodges, guesthouses, restaurants,

transportation, handicraft production, local food services, and other tourism businesses, while simultaneously stressing that
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residents should be recognized as principal owners and beneficiaries rather than merely workers or service providers. The
findings therefore suggest a transition from implementation-oriented participation toward governance-oriented participation,
an interpretation consistent with research emphasizing genuine community influence over tourism planning and management
(10, 13). Empowerment included tourism skills training, entrepreneurial and marketing capability development, diversification
of local businesses, establishment of local tourism value chains, and improved access to markets, finance, and regulatory
permits. Specific mechanisms included hospitality training, communication with tourists, business management, digital
marketing, product packaging, development of ecolodges and small businesses, connection of accommodation providers with
farmers, handicraft producers and local guides, and converting local cultural assets into sustainable economic opportunities.
These dimensions correspond closely to contemporary approaches that conceptualize capacity building as a prerequisite for
meaningful community control and economic empowerment (15, 17). The economic-benefit theme consisted of two major
dimensions: linking tourism to the local economy and creating mechanisms for retaining tourism benefits within the destination.
Participants identified economic leakage, limited local employment, short tourist stays, weak commercialization of handicrafts,
limited access to tourism markets, and disconnected local production chains as important constraints. Conversely, direct sales,
local cooperatives, digital marketing, stronger linkages among tourism enterprises, longer visitor stays, and equitable
distribution among households were identified as mechanisms for improving local benefit retention, reflecting findings from
community-based ecotourism research on livelihood improvement and rural economic development (18, 25). Environmental
conservation included controlling uncontrolled mass tourism, destination carrying-capacity assessment, spatial and temporal
distribution of tourists, environmentally appropriate infrastructure, waste and pollution management, tourist education,
community participation in conservation, interinstitutional cooperation, and reinvestment of tourism revenue in destination
protection. This finding reinforces the proposition that community-based ecotourism becomes sustainable when economic
incentives and conservation responsibilities are institutionally connected (6, 14).

The findings indicate that community-based ecotourism in Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari should be understood as an integrated
system rather than as a collection of independent development interventions. Empowerment functions as an institutional
foundation for participation because communities cannot effectively influence tourism governance if they lack business
knowledge, market access, financial resources, managerial competencies, or familiarity with regulatory processes.
Participation, in turn, provides the institutional space through which acquired capacities can be converted into decision-making
influence, ownership, and access to tourism value chains. This reciprocal relationship between participation and empowerment
has been repeatedly emphasized in community-based tourism scholarship (13, 17). The findings further demonstrate that
economic benefits represent more than increased tourism revenue; the critical issue is whether such revenue circulates within
the destination and reaches local households, enterprises, producers, and service providers. If tourism products and services are
predominantly supplied externally, increased tourist arrivals may coexist with limited local development. Strengthening
connections among ecolodges, agricultural producers, handicraft makers, local food providers, guides, transport operators, and
cultural enterprises can therefore reduce economic leakage and increase the local multiplier effect. Similar studies have shown
that community-based ecotourism can contribute to sustainable livelihoods when local ownership, enterprise development, and
benefit-sharing structures are incorporated into destination management (4, 15, 18). Environmental conservation forms another
essential component of this system because the natural and cultural resources on which ecotourism depends can be damaged
by unmanaged tourism growth. Thus, visitor management, carrying-capacity assessment, environmental education, appropriate
infrastructure development, and community-based monitoring should accompany tourism expansion (6, 14). The model

consequently implies a reinforcing cycle in which empowerment increases participation capacity, effective participation
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improves access to ownership and benefits, economic benefits strengthen incentives for conservation, and successful
conservation maintains the environmental and cultural quality necessary for the long-term competitiveness of the destination.
Such an interpretation also explains why symbolic participation or isolated training programs are unlikely to generate
sustainable outcomes when communities continue to lack market access, ownership, or decision-making authority (10, 12).
Tourism policy should therefore shift from project-based interventions toward integrated destination governance based on
community capacity, meaningful representation, local ownership, transparent benefit distribution, and conservation-oriented
reinvestment.

The study concludes that a sustainable community-based ecotourism model for Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province
depends on the coordinated operation of four mutually reinforcing dimensions: community empowerment, meaningful local
participation, environmental conservation, and the generation and retention of economic benefits within the destination.
Empowerment should enable local residents to develop tourism, entrepreneurial, managerial, marketing, and digital capabilities
and obtain practical access to finance, markets, permits, and tourism value chains. Participation should extend beyond
employment or service provision and include decision-making, destination management, cultural representation, ownership,
and benefit distribution. Economic development should be evaluated not merely by the volume of tourist expenditure but by
the degree to which tourism revenue remains within local communities, supports locally owned enterprises, generates
sustainable employment, and strengthens connections among accommodation, agriculture, handicrafts, food, transportation,
guiding, and other locally supplied services. Environmental conservation should simultaneously be institutionalized through
carrying-capacity management, appropriate infrastructure, visitor regulation, waste management, community-based
monitoring, and the allocation of tourism-generated resources to conservation activities. The proposed model therefore
conceptualizes community-based ecotourism as a feedback system in which stronger local capacities enable deeper
participation, deeper participation increases access to economic opportunities and decision-making, tangible benefits strengthen
community commitment to environmental and cultural protection, and effective conservation sustains the resource base upon
which tourism development depends. From a policy perspective, tourism development in the province should consequently
move beyond conventional indicators such as visitor numbers, accommodation capacity, and total tourism revenue and
incorporate measures of local business ownership, household benefit distribution, participation in governance, effectiveness of
capacity-building programs, local value-chain integration, environmental carrying capacity, and the proportion of tourism
revenue reinvested in conservation. Such an integrated approach can provide a more locally responsive basis for sustainable
destination development while simultaneously improving community welfare, environmental resilience, cultural continuity,

and the long-term competitiveness of tourism in Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province.
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