*//m\ j
U<l Journal of Tourism Planning and Development Volume 15 Issue 58. Autumn 2026. Pages 81 to 202.

Research Paper

Mapping the Revenue Streams and Cost Structure of Content
Creators in Ethnic Tourism: A Thematic and Content
Analysis Approach

Mohamad Aalit “*' | Zahra Sadeqi-Arani*? “& | Seyed Abdoljaber Ghodratian Kashan®

1. Master of Business Administration, Department of business Management Faculty of financial science, Management and
Entrepreneurship, University of Kashan, Kashan, Iran. (m.aalil377@gmail.com)

2. Associate Professor, Department of Marketing Management, Faculty of financial science, Management and Entrepreneurship,
University of Kashan, Kashan, Iran. (sadegiarani@kashanu.ac.ir)

3. Assistant Professor of marketing management, Faculty of Financial Science, Management and Entrepreneurship, University of
Kashan, Kashan, Iran. (ghodratiain@kashanu.ac.ir)

© Author(s) publisher. University of Mazandaran

d 10.22080/JTPD.2026.30551.4055

Received: AbStraCt

November 23, 2024 Context and Purpose: Given the creative and multifaceted nature of social-media-based
ethnic tourism, understanding its economic and financial mechanisms can contribute to
Accepted: the sustainable development of local and cultural tourism. Accordingly, this study aimed to
January 5, 2026 identify revenue streams and cost-structure components in the business model of social
media content creators operating in the field of ethnic tourism.

Available online: Design/methodology/approach: The research employed a thematic analysis of data obtained
September 23, 2026 from qualitative interviews with content creators in the tourism domain, complemented by
a content analysis of videos produced by international tourism content creators. In addition
to thematic analysis of 12 qualitative interviews, a purposive sample of 20 videos published
on YouTube by international content creators active in tourism and ethnic tourism between
2020 and 2024 was selected and analyzed.

Findings: The principal revenue streams identified include: production and placement of
branded/promotional content, conducting tours and providing tourism services, creating
and selling related physical and digital products, audience crowdfunding/support, and
flexible /tiered pricing based on service quality and market segment. Regarding cost
structure, findings indicate that these practitioners face two main categories of costs —
fixed and variable. Fixed costs primarily comprise initial content-production equipment
and travel gear, while variable costs are mainly associated with travel expenses and
equipment upgrades.

Conclusion: Social media content creators active in ethnic tourism utilize a diverse set of
revenue streams to achieve financial sustainability and develop their personal brands.
Originality/value: This study maps revenue streams and the cost structure from the
perspective of content creators in ethnic tourism; the resulting model, if supported by
informed policymaking, has the potential to become a sustainable framework for advancing
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Tourism is one of the most dynamic and
influential sectors of the global economy, that
plays a crucial role in job creation, income
generation, local infrastructure development, and
the promotion of cultural interactions. Among the
various types of tourism, ethnic tourism-a
distinctive form based on the lived experiences of
ethnic communities-has received growing
attention in recent years. In contemporary
tourism, the role of tourism influencers in
inspiring audiences and shaping tourism flows,
especially in ethnic contexts, has become
increasingly prominent. Despite their broad
reach, many social media content creators lack a
well-defined business model, limiting their
capacity  for  revenue generation,  cost
management, and sustainable professional
activity. In this regard, the Osterwalder and
Pigneur Business Model Canvas framework,
which incorporates nine key components,
including revenue streams and cost structure, can
serve as both a theoretical and practical tool for
designing innovative and sustainable business
models for social media creators in ethnic
tourism.

2. Research Methodology

The research strategy combined thematic analysis
with content analysis. Primary data were
collected through interviews and observation of
video content. The thematic and content analysis
used to data analysis. In the first stage, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with
Iranian social media content creators in ethnic
tourism, selected through purposeful and
judgmental sampling. Although saturation was
reached after 9 interviews, the number of
interviews was increased to 12 to enhance the
credibility of the findings. In the second stage, a
purposive selection of international social media
content creators’ videos in tourism and ethnic
tourism published on YouTube between 2020 and
2024 was analysed.

3. Research Findings

Data analysis followed thematic analysis and
qualitative content analysis procedures to
systematically  organize  statements from

interviews and videos. These concepts were
subsequently organized into six categories related
to revenue streams: 1)Production and display of
promotional content for brands; 2)organizing
tours and providing tourism  services;
3)production and sale of physical and digital
products;  4)skill-based service offerings;
5)audience-based financial support or donations
and 6)flexible pricing based on service quality
and market positioning. Similarly, nine initial
concepts and three major categories related to
cost structure were identified. The cost structure
encompasses all expenditures incurred for
activities, resource utilization, and key
partnerships. Findings indicated that creators face
two primary types of costs: fixed costs, including
initial investments in content production
equipment and travel gear, and variable costs,
related to travel and equipment upgrades.

4. Conclusion

A notable finding of this study is the prioritization
of quality over cost efficiency. Many creators
prefer to invest more to enhance production
standards and tourism experiences rather than
reduce costs. Similarly, in tourism services, the
focus is on improving customer experience and
service quality rather than lowering prices. This
approach not only maintains credibility but also
strengthens audience trust and reinforces
personal branding in a competitive digital
marketplace.

The analysis indicates that social media content
creators in ethnic tourism achieve financial
independence and economic sustainability
through multi-dimensional revenue models.
These models combine advertising
collaborations, tourism services, product sales,
and audience support, contributing to the
flexibility and resilience of their businesses.
Based on the findings, digital tourism platforms
can also develop more transparent and equitable
contracts and partnerships by understanding
creators’ cost and revenue  structures.
Furthermore, training programs in financial
management, personal branding, and digital
marketing can enhance the professionalization
and sustainability of creators’ activities.
Supporting such initiatives can foster sustainable
cultural tourism development and strengthen the
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