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comprehensive model for ecotourism development with a focus on enhancing economic
security in Ardabil’s border areas. Design/methodology/approach: The research followed
a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, grounded theory
was used to identify key components. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 22 experts and analyzed using ATLAS.ti 24. In the quantitative phase, a
questionnaire based on the qualitative findings was distributed among 177 participants, and
data were analyzed using Spearman’s correlation coefficient in SPSS 26. Findings: The
results showed that variables such as education and capacity building, marketing, branding,
technology and innovation, natural and cultural assets, and institutional networking had
strong, significant correlations with enhanced economic security. In contrast, local
participation and governance showed the weakest relationship. Conclusion: The
conceptual model presents an integrated framework showing the interaction of causal,
contextual, and intervening factors with strategies and outcomes. This model can
effectively guide policymaking in border regions. It highlights that improving economic
security requires a systemic approach, stronger soft capacities, and participatory methods.
Additionally, enhancing regional branding, investing in training, and linking local producers
to the tourism value chain are key to achieving sustainable development. Originality /value:
By combining grounded theory with statistical analysis, this study offers a localized, multi-
dimensional model of the ecotourism-economic security relationship in border regions,
adaptable at national and international levels.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In recent years, ecotourism has emerged
as a multi-dimensional and strategic
development approach that integrates
environmental conservation, cultural
preservation, and economic
empowerment—particularly in
marginalized and border regions. Unlike
mass tourism, ecotourism emphasizes
sustainability, local participation, and
ecological integrity, aligning closely with
the principles of inclusive and place-based
development.

In the Iranian context, especially in
border provinces like Ardabil, ecotourism
presents a promising pathway to address
economic insecurity, youth outmigration,
seasonal unemployment, and
infrastructural  deficiencies.  Ardabil’s
diverse climate, rich biodiversity, and
unique ethnic-cultural landscape offer
ideal conditions for developing
ecotourism as a means of transforming
vulnerable border communities into
resilient and economically viable regions.

However, despite the potential, there
exists a fundamental gap in localized,
integrated  models  that  connect
ecotourism planning with economic
security frameworks. Most existing
approaches in Iran tend to address either
environmental sustainability or tourism
development in isolation, without
acknowledging their interdependence or
incorporating local socio-political
dynamics—especially in border zones
where  governance structures and
resource access are often weak or
fragmented.

This study was conducted to fill this
theoretical and practical gap by designing
a localized, multi-dimensional, and

evidence-based model for planning and
developing ecotourism with a central
focus on enhancing economic security in
Ardabil’s border regions. The ultimate aim
is to provide a strategic tool for regional
policymakers, planners, and stakeholders
that can guide the sustainable
transformation of border economies.

2. Research Methodology

To achieve a comprehensive
understanding of the complex relationship
between ecotourism and economic
security, the study employed a sequential
exploratory mixed-methods approach
combining qualitative theory building with
quantitative  validation.  Using  the
grounded theory method (Strauss &
Corbin approach), the study conducted
semi-structured interviews with 22
experts in tourism planning, regional
development, cultural heritage, and local
governance. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling to ensure
diversity in institutional backgrounds and
professional expertise. Interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using
ATLAS.ti 24. Coding was done in three
stages: open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. Through this process, a
paradigm  model was  developed
illustrating the interaction among causal
conditions, contextual and intervening
factors, strategies, and expected
outcomes of ecotourism-led development.
Based on the qualitative findings, a
structured questionnaire was designed
with 42 items covering dimensions such as

infrastructure, capacity building,
branding, local governance,
environmental sustainability, and
technological innovation. The
questionnaire was distributed to 177
respondents, including tourism

stakeholders, local government officials,
community members, and business
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owners in Ardabil’s border regions. Using
Spearman  correlation analysis, the
relationships between various dimensions
and the core variable—economic
security—were  statistically  assessed.
Reliability was confirmed via Cronbach’s
alpha (a = 0.959), and data normality was
tested using Kolmogorov-Smirnov and
Shapiro-Wilk tests, confirming the need
for non-parametric analysis.

3. Research Findings

The grounded theory process yielded 85
initial codes, 42 open codes, and 15 core
categories. The central phenomenon
identified was “Enhancing Economic
Security through Ecotourism,” with causal
conditions such as weak infrastructure,
limited financial support, and lack of
coordinated policy. Contextual conditions
included strong natural and cultural
assets, limited tourism services, and
varying public attitudes. Intervening
factors comprised cross-border dynamics,
security concerns, and institutional
fragmentation. Strategic  responses
identified in the study included developing
aregional brand identity, capacity building
for local tourism actors, expanding digital
marketing and ICT integration, and
strengthening multi-stakeholder
governance networks. The expected
outcomes of these strategies were
increased income and employment,
migration reversal and demographic
stabilization, enhanced resilience to
economic shocks, and strengthened local
value chains.

The Spearman correlation analysis
revealed strong positive relationships
between economic security and several
key variables, including marketing and
information dissemination (r = 0.62),
training and capacity building (r = 0.61),
branding and identity formation (r = 0.61),

natural and cultural capacities (r = 0.59),
technology and innovation (r = 0.57), and
institutional networking (r = 0.55). In
contrast, local governance and
participatory planning (r = 0.38) showed
the weakest correlation, indicating
systemic issues in local empowerment,

autonomy, and administrative
coordination. This gap suggests the need
for governance reforms and

decentralization in  tourism-related
decision-making. Overall, the model
demonstrates that enhancing economic
security in border regions depends not
just on physical investments, but on
integrating “soft infrastructure” such as
knowledge, local agency, networks, and
branding into tourism development
strategies.

4. Conclusion

This study offers a conceptual and
operational model for linking ecotourism
development with economic security in
border regions, using Ardabil Province as a
representative case. The model
emphasizes a multi-level approach that
incorporates  infrastructure, training,
technology, environmental conservation,
and local engagement within a cohesive
policy  framework. The findings
underscore that ecotourism is not merely
an economic activity but a platform for
resilience-building, social inclusion, and
territorial integration. When supported by
participatory governance, tailored
marketing, and strategic partnerships,
ecotourism can significantly reduce
vulnerabilities in border areas and
promote long-term, equitable
development. This research contributes to
academic literature by proposing a
localized, empirically grounded planning
model that bridges the gap between
tourism and security studies and
demonstrates the utility of mixed-
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methods design in policy research. It also
provides  actionable  insights  for
policymakers aiming to achieve spatial
justice, decentralized development, and
socioeconomic  stability in frontier
regions, not only within Iran but also
across similar geographies globally.
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