Journal of
Sport, Education, and Mental Health o

Firoozabad Branch, Islamic Azad University

5—\‘%,
Vol. 1, No. 1, 8-21, (2026). Research Article

Professional Competencies of Specialized Sports Tour Leaders and Their
Role in the Development of Sports Tours: A Conceptual Framework

Mahdi Gharibzadeh!™

, AliMohammad Safania?*', Abolfazl Farahani’

1. PhD in Sports Management, Research Sciences Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. (Corresponding Author), E-

mail: Gharibzadeh.mahdi@gmail.com

2. Professor of Sports Management, Research Sciences Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran.
3. Professor of Sports Management, Payam Noor University, Tehran, Iran.

Article Info

Abstract

Article Type:
Research Article

Article History:

e Received 05/02/2026

e Accepted
06/11/2026

o Published online
06/21/2026

Keywords:

Sports Tourism,
Sports Tours,
Specialized Tour
Leaders,
Professional
Competencies,
Tourist Experience.

Objective: Sports tourism has become one of the fastest-growing sectors of the global
tourism industry and plays a significant role in economic, social, and cultural
development. Among its various forms, sports tours require qualified human resources
capable of managing tourist experiences and ensuring service quality. Specialized tour
leaders are considered one of the most influential factors in the success of sports tours
due to their responsibilities in guiding groups, managing activities, ensuring safety, and
facilitating tourist experiences. Despite their importance, previous studies have mainly
focused on infrastructure, marketing, destination development, and institutional support,
while limited attention has been paid to the professional competencies of sports tour
leaders. Therefore, this study aims to conceptualize the role of professional
competencies of specialized sports tour leaders in sports tour development.

Methods: The study adopts a theoretical-conceptual approach based on an extensive
review of sports tourism, service quality, tourist experience, and human capital literature,
as well as findings from the Sports Tour Development Model.

Results: The findings indicate that the professional competencies of specialized sports
tour leaders can be classified into four dimensions: knowledge competencies,
managerial competencies, communication competencies, and operational competencies.

Conclusions: The proposed conceptual model suggests that these competencies enhance
perceived service quality, improve tourist experiences, increase tourist satisfaction and
loyalty, and ultimately contribute to the sustainable development of sports tours. The
findings provide a theoretical foundation for designing professional standards, training
programs, and human resource development policies in sports tourism.
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Introduction

In recent decades, sports tourism has become one of the most important sectors of the tourism industry
and plays a significant role in the economic, social, and cultural development of societies. The growing
interest of individuals in sports activities, the development of sporting events, and the expansion of
specialized travel have led sports tourism to be considered one of the strategic areas of tourism
development. In this context, sports tours, as one of the most important forms of sports tourism, require
specialized management and the provision of services capable of creating a safe, high-quality, and
satisfying experience for tourists. One of the most important factors in the success of these tours is the
presence of specialized leaders who are responsible for guiding the group, managing activities,
communicating with tourists, ensuring safety, and managing unforeseen situations.

Despite the importance of the role of specialized leaders, most previous studies have focused on issues
such as infrastructure, marketing, destination development, information technology, and institutional
support, while the role of human resources and the professional competencies of leaders have received
less attention. On the other hand, the results of research presenting a model for the development of
sports tours have shown that the specialized leader is one of the most important facilitators of sports
tour development, and a set of characteristics and capabilities plays a role in the effectiveness of their
performance. Therefore, the main objective of the present research is to explain the role of the
professional competencies of specialized leaders in the development of sports tours and to present a
conceptual framework for classifying these competencies.

Methodology

The present research is fundamental in terms of purpose and theoretical-conceptual in nature. The
research data were collected through library and documentary methods. In this regard, scientific sources
related to sports tourism, tour guides, human capital, service quality, and tourist experience were
examined. In addition, the findings of the research on sports tour development were used as one of the
main sources for extracting the components of specialized leaders’ competencies. In the analysis stage,
a theoretical thematic analysis approach was used to reclassify the extracted components. Then, based
on human capital theory, service quality theory, and tourist experience theory, the relationships among
the different dimensions of the model were explained.

Results

The results of the research showed that the professional competencies of specialized leaders can be
classified into four main dimensions. The first dimension is knowledge competencies, which include
specialized sports knowledge, knowledge of the region and destination, proficiency in English, and
familiarity with the local language. This dimension indicates the importance of specialized knowledge
and information in providing professional services and creating effective interaction with tourists.
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The second dimension is managerial competencies, which include leadership, organization, and
problem-solving. These components play an important role in planning, coordinating activities,
managing resources, and dealing with unexpected situations. The findings show that the success of
sports tours largely depends on the leader’s ability to manage the group and control operational
conditions.

The third dimension is communication competencies, which include eloquence and communication
skills. This dimension plays an important role in transferring information, creating trust, increasing
group cohesion, and shaping the positive experience of tourists. Since the specialized leader is
considered the most important point of direct contact with tourists, the quality of their communicative
interactions has a significant impact on tourists’ evaluation of service quality.

The fourth dimension is operational competencies, which include professional experience and first aid
skills. These components become particularly important in sports and nature-based activities where the
possibility of emergency situations exists and play a direct role in enhancing safety and the quality of
tour implementation.

Based on the findings of the research, the proposed conceptual model shows that these four dimensions
together form the professional competencies of the specialized leader. These competencies influence
the tourist experience through enhancing perceived service quality. A positive experience also leads to
increased tourist satisfaction, and tourist satisfaction in turn strengthens their loyalty. Ultimately, tourist
loyalty, through increased repeat visits, word-of-mouth promotion, and strengthening of the destination
image, provides the basis for the sustainable development of sports tours.

Conclusion

The results of the research show that the development of sports tours does not depend solely on physical
and infrastructural factors, and human capital plays a central role in this process. Specialized leaders,
as one of the most important elements of the sports tourism value chain, can influence service quality
and tourist experience through their knowledge, skills, experience, and professional capabilities. The
findings of the research are consistent with human capital theory, which considers human resources as
the most important factor in creating competitive advantage. The results are also consistent with service
quality theory and tourist experience theory, as they show that the quality of human interactions and the
professional performance of leaders can lead to the formation of positive and memorable experiences.
From a practical perspective, the results of the research can serve as a basis for designing professional
standards, training programs, and performance evaluation systems for specialized leaders. In addition,
managers of tourism companies and policymakers in the fields of sport and tourism can use the
presented model for the recruitment, training, and development of human resources. Overall, the present
research shows that investing in the development of the professional competencies of specialized
leaders can be one of the most effective strategies for improving service quality and achieving the
sustainable development of sports tours.

Keywords: Sports Tourism, Sports Tours, Specialized Tour Leaders, Professional Competencies,
Tourist Experience.
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Article Message

This research emphasizes the strategic importance of the professional competencies of specialized
leaders in the sustainable development of sports tours. Relying on the theoretical literature of sports
tourism and the findings of the sports tour development model, four main dimensions of specialized
leaders’ competencies—including knowledge-based, managerial, communicative, and operational
competencies—were identified and explained within a conceptual framework. The findings indicate
that these competencies play a decisive role in the success and development of sports tours through
enhancing service quality, improving the tourist experience, increasing satisfaction, and strengthening
tourist loyalty. This article emphasizes the necessity of designing professional standards, specialized
training systems, and performance evaluation mechanisms for specialized leaders, introducing them as
one of the primary sources of competitive advantage in the sports tourism industry.
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