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Abstract

Background and Objective: Given the increasing role of ecotourism in
sustainable development, this study aims to design a localized ecotourism
education model for Iran to enhance educational quality and empower
stakeholders in this field. Methodology: This qualitative research was conducted
within an interpretive paradigm. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 20 ecotourism experts and analyzed using thematic analysis with
three-stage coding (open, axial, and selective). Data validity and reliability were
ensured through techniques such as participant review, peer checking, and
meticulous documentation of research stages. Findings: The initial qualitative
analysis identified 176 indicators across seven dimensions and 43 components:
ecological intelligence, eco-centric leadership, sustainable synergy, nature-
oriented conscience, green innovation, indigenous storytelling, and nature-
centric culture. In the Delphi phase, 38 indicators were excluded due to
implementation complexity, high technology requirements, high costs, or lack of
priority for general education. Additionally, 24 indicators were merged due to
conceptual overlap, resulting in 132 indicators aligned with ecotourism goals
(education, conservation, and local participation) and Iran’s local conditions
(biodiversity, cultural diversity, and infrastructural constraints). Conclusion and
Recommendations: Ecotourism education requires a multidimensional approach
that fosters collaboration among government, local communities, academic
institutions, and tourism stakeholders. The proposed model can serve as a
strategic framework for policymakers, planners, and educational institutions in
designing ecotourism training programs in Iran. Originality: This research offers
an innovative, localized ecotourism education model for Iran, applicable to
educational policy, university curricula development, local community
empowerment, and enhancing sustainable tourism quality.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Despite the central role of the humanities
in shaping critical thinking, identity, and
cultural discourse in Iranian society, the
domain faces serious challenges in
producing indigenous and effective
knowledge. This study explores the lived
experiences of academic elites in the
humanities to interpret the perceived and
experienced Dbarriers to knowledge
production. The aim is to move beyond
structural diagnoses and delve into
symbolic, epistemological, and
institutional impediments through the
lens of interpretive phenomenology.

2. Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach
with a descriptive phenomenological
design, emphasizing lived experiences.
The research is applied in purpose, cross-
sectional in time, and follows an inductive-
deductive logic. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with
20 faculty members in the fields of
philosophy, sociology, and educational
sciences, selected via purposive and
snowball sampling from Tehran, Shiraz,
and Mashhad universities. The seven-step
Colaizzi method was employed for
thematic coding and analysis, and
validation was ensured through member
checking, prolonged engagement, and
peer debriefing.

3. Research Findings

The data collected through interviews
were analyzed wusing the qualitative
thematic analysis method to identify
hidden meanings and themes in
participants’ narratives. This process was
carried out in three stages—open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding—and
ultimately led to the extraction of a

conceptual structure consisting of seven
dimensions, 43 components, and 176
educational indicators in the field of
ecotourism. The identified dimensions
included: ecological intelligence, eco-
centered leadership, sustainable synergy,
nature-oriented  conscience, green
innovation, indigenous storytelling, and
nature-centric culture.

Subsequently, to validate and refine the
indicators, the Delphi method was applied
in two rounds. In the first round, a
questionnaire containing the extracted
indicators was  distributed to 10
ecotourism experts, including university
professors, tour guides, local
representatives, and executive managers.
These individuals evaluated the indicators
using a five-point Likert scale and
provided their feedback. In the second
round, the preliminary results were
anonymously shared with participants to
enhance consensus on the indicators.
Indicators with an average score above
three and over 70% agreement were
retained in the final model.

During this process, one indicator was
removed due to non-compliance with
ecotourism criteria, and six indicators
were merged to ensure conceptual
coherence. Ultimately, 17 indicators
remained as the key elements that scored
highest in terms of importance, feasibility,
and alignment with the objectives of
education, nature conservation, and local
participation. These served as the
foundation for the final ecotourism
education model.

4. Conclusion

The results of this study led to the
presentation of practical strategies for
implementing sustainable ecotourism
education programs, emphasizing
education, conservation of natural and
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cultural resources, and active
participation of local communities. These
strategies, tailored to Iran’s native
characteristics—including its biodiversity,
cultural variety, and infrastructure
limitations—were offered within specific
timeframes (short-term, medium-term,
and long-term), with  estimated
implementation costs and mechanisms for
monitoring and evaluation.

Additionally, the roles of key
stakeholders, supporting organizations,
and awareness campaigns were defined to
reinforce coordinated and effective
implementation of the programs. The
proposed framework provides an
educational model for developing
sustainable ecotourism in Iran, although it
also has some limitations, including a small
number of experts (10 individuals), a focus
solely on educational aspects without
consideration of operational
infrastructure like transport or
accommodation, and the lack of field
validation of the findings, which keeps the
analysis at a theoretical level.

It is recommended that future studies
increase the diversity of experts and
include more stakeholders such as
tourists, environmental activists, and local
managers. Moreover, conducting pilot
projects in ecotourism regions, examining
operational and financial requirements,
and  applying mixed  qualitative-
quantitative methods could help improve
the accuracy and applicability of this
framework.
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