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Obijective: Social media influencers play a key role in shaping the behavior of sports
tourists and influencing their travel decisions by producing persuasive content. The aim
of this study was to construct an interpretive structural modeling of influence of social
media influencers on sports tourist behavior.

Method: This research was applied in terms of purpose and mixed (qualitative-
quantitative) in terms of methodology. In the qualitative part, content analysis was used,
and in the quantitative part, interpretive structural modeling was used. The participants
in the qualitative part included sports tourists and followers of social media influencers
in the field of sports, who were selected using a purposive sampling method and a
snowball strategy. Based on theoretical saturation, 15 semi-structured interviews were
conducted. In the quantitative section, participants included faculty members, managers
of tourism companies, members of sports tourism committees, and startup activists, of
whom 10 were purposefully selected. Semi-structured interviews were used in the
qualitative section and a 12x12 square matrix in the quantitative section to collect data.
The assessment of validity and reliability in the qualitative section was carried out with
strategies such as believability, transferability, confirmability, and process audit study,
and in the quantitative section, face validity and Cohen's kappa index were used.
Findings: Qualitative findings led to the extraction of 57 sub-themes within 12 main
themes (audience behavioral expectations, travel-related job behavioral expectations,
conveying a favorable destination image to the audience, arousal, audience behavioral
tendencies, audience relationship, pervasive cyberspace, audience decision-making
assistance, information quality, content quality, influencer influence, and influencer
characteristics). Quantitative findings showed that the hierarchical model consists of five
levels; “audience behavioral tendencies” is at the highest level, and “pervasive
cyberspace” and “influencer characteristics” are at the lowest level. Other factors played
a mediating role.

Results: The results of the MigMaq analysis showed that all factors are in an integrated
and correlated structure and none can act independently. The findings of this study
indicate that the impact of social media influencers on sports tourist behavior can be
explained within the framework of a multilevel model, in which interactions between
independent, mediating, and dependent factors play a key role.
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Introduction
In recent decades, the use of the Internet among the people has increased (Hojerstrom &

Jonsson, 2024). In 1403, 67.79 percent of the Iranian population used the Internet, which is a
significant change compared to 1390 when only 6.43 percent used the Internet (Ministry of
Communications and Information Technology, 2024). This significant change has occurred due
to three reasons: the spread of high-speed Internet, the mobile revolution, and social media
(Hojerstrom & Jonsson, 2024).

According to Zhang et al (2024), people use social media for everything. This platform has
grown at a remarkable rate and will continue to grow. Hussain et al (2024) explain that with
this great growth, social media has a major impact on tourists’ behavior and they show less
interest in using traditional media.

With the increasing use of social media, the sports tourism industry is also growing
(Yuliandari, M., & Anom, 2024). Sports tourism marketing requires the use of sports and the
host destination to optimize the quality of sports tourist experiences. (Ghorbanpoor &
Azimzadeh, 2022) According to a report by Technov Market Research, the global sports
tourism market will reach $771.4 billion between 2024 and 2029, at a compound annual growth
rate of 15.2% (Yan & Huan, 2024). The tourism industry has grown significantly in the 21st
century and has a significant contribution to the GDP and economic growth of countries.
(Alidoost Qahfarkhi, 2023) High economic readiness can facilitate participation in the
development of sports in society (Mohammadi torkamani et al, 2021).

The use of social media is one of the main drivers of this remarkable growth (Yan & Huan,
2024). With their modern and audience-friendly forms, they are the largest and most effective
means of producing concepts, social proportions, and generally messengers of culture in
societies, which can play an important role in paving the way for the expansion or stagnation
of sports tourism-related activities, because they are able to shape the thoughts of the people of
a society and direct their behavior in a desired way (Alizadeh and Nasiri, 2022).

Social media has evolved significantly since its inception, from a platform for individuals to
interact with their personal network to a platform where individuals can influence the opinions,
behaviors, and consumer preferences of their followers (Hojerstrom & Jonsson, 2024).
Platforms such as Instagram and later TikTok have enabled their users to produce and share
content, allowing individuals to build and engage with a community of followers (Leung et al.,
2022). This has led to a change in the way the Internet is used as a means of communication, a
decrease in media concentration, specialization of channels, market segmentation to target
specific audiences, and the emergence of the phenomenon of social media influencers
(Santateresa-Bernat et al., 2023).

Social media influencers are people who have gained credibility and a large following on
digital platforms by sharing content related to their specific interests or expertise. They connect
with audiences through platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, and Twitter and
influence the opinions, behaviors, and purchasing decisions of their followers (Bakker, 2018).
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They are often categorized into six categories based on the number of followers they have:
nano-influencers (1,000 to 10,000 followers), micro-influencers (10,000 to 50,000 followers),
mid-level influencers (50,000 to 500,000 followers), macro-influencers (500,000 to 1,000,000
followers), mega-influencers (1,000,000 to 5,000,000 followers), and celebrities (more than
5,000,000 followers) (Prabhu & Patil, 2023).

Influencers are experts in various fields such as travel, and their authentic content and
personal interaction with followers make them valuable partners for tourism businesses looking
to reach their target audience. This is because social media influencers create valuable content,
are well-known in specific fields, and are followed by a number of users on social media (Lou
& Yuan, 2019). With their expertise and social appeal, they are followed by people with similar
interests (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017) and can influence the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors
of their followers (Schoutene et al., 2021).

Digital marketing, viral marketing, and influencer marketing are new marketing methods
that should be used well alongside traditional methods. (Faghir Ganji et al., 2021) The
influencer marketing literature has used its congruence theory to explain the impact of
influencers on individual behavior, specifying that individuals adhere to the values of
influencers and transfer these values to themselves to build, maintain, and improve their ideal
self-concept (Xu & Pratt, 2018). At a high level of congruence, followers tend to resemble
influencers (Campbell & Farrell, 2020) and evaluate what is endorsed by influencers as
matching their ideal self (Belanche et al., 2021).

Previous studies have reported several reasons for the influence of influencers on people's
behavior. For example, Rezaei and Zarepour Nasirabadi (2024) showed in their study that the
characteristics of influencers, such as physical and social attractiveness, trustworthiness, and
perceived expertise, along with the quality of their page content, have a significant effect on the
behavioral intentions and purchase intentions of followers on the social media platform
Instagram. This study also emphasized that meta-social relationships and social interaction play
an important role in shaping the flow state and satisfaction with Instagram pages. Movahednia
et al (2024) also examined the effect of influencer characteristics on purchase intentions in
social media marketing with the mediating roles of personality and brand attitude. The results
of this study showed that the physical attractiveness of influencers had the greatest impact on
brand attitude, while trustworthiness had the least impact on customers' purchase intention. In
this regard, Zahabi et al (2023) showed in another study that the level of customer engagement
with influencers on Instagram social media has a positive impact on the willingness to travel to
the advertised destination, attitude towards the brand, and purchase intention. Akbari et al
(2023) also investigated the characteristics of influencers on social media and purchase
intention to explain the role of trust and satisfaction with image. Their results showed that
satisfaction with image mediates the effects of expertise, physical attractiveness, and
homogeneity on purchase intention. However, the effect of credibility on satisfaction with
image was not confirmed.
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In addition, Kilig¢ et al (2024) in a study based on cognitive response theory and examining
the effect of content produced by travel influencers on followers' intentions to participate in
volunteer tourism found that informing about volunteer tourism activities in the content of these
influencers positively affects the sense of responsibility, information quality, and curiosity of
followers. The results showed that these factors directly contribute to creating positive emotions
in the audience and ultimately strengthen their intention to participate in volunteer tourism. In
another study, Herndndez-Méndez & Baute-Diaz (2024) analyzed the role of influencers in
Instagram users' travel decisions and showed that the relationship between attitude towards the
post and attitude towards the destination is of particular importance. Omeish et al (2024) also
showed that influencer marketing has a positive and significant effect on destination image and
visit intention by examining the effect of influencer content on key outcomes related to tourism
destinations. The findings indicated that awareness/interest and trust/engagement had the
greatest impact. Also, content quality predicted visit intention by informing decision-making,
and perceived credibility made influencer recommendations appear more persuasive. In
addition, social media intensity acted as a moderating variable, amplifying these effects among
more active social media users. Finally, Manthiou et al (2024) acknowledged that the rapid
growth of the social media influencer industry has provided unprecedented opportunities for
the tourism industry to engage and connect with travelers, and defined a construct for travel
influencers and identified five key dimensions: inspiration, authenticity, attractiveness, content
expertise, and trustworthiness. These dimensions suggest that travel influencers can play an
effective role in attracting audiences and motivating them to engage more with tourism
destinations by using these characteristics.

These studies generally highlight the significant effects of social media influencers on
audience behavior, including purchase intentions, travel intentions, and interactions related to
tourism destinations. Research has shown that characteristics such as physical attractiveness,
social appeal, and content expertise, along with the quality of the content provided and audience
trust, play a key role in shaping behavioral intentions. Also, factors such as accurate
information, creating a sense of responsibility, and emotional interactions can directly influence
audience attitudes towards a brand or destination. However, these studies have mainly focused
on the characteristics of influencers and have not addressed the exact reasons for how these
characteristics are influential. Also, a specific segment of tourism, especially sports tourism,
has received less attention. While the role of influencer marketing in improving destination
image and initial interactions has been confirmed, a deeper investigation of the communication
mechanisms and the role of two-way interactions between influencers and audiences, especially
in more specialized areas such as sports tourism, seems necessary. Therefore, future research
should elucidate the precise mechanisms of influencer influence and examine less studied areas
such as sports tourism in more depth in order to develop more comprehensive marketing
strategies for effective interaction with audiences.

Despite the increasing importance of influencers in social media and their key role in shaping
audience behavior, especially in the field of sports tourism, no comprehensive and structural
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model has been presented to fully explain the complexities and multiple dimensions of their
influence on sports tourism behavior. Analyzing this influence, which includes complex
interactions between the characteristics of the influencer, the content produced, the
characteristics of the audience, and the social media context, is not possible using simple
descriptive or correlational methods and requires a comprehensive and multi-level approach.
This research gap is especially evident in Iran; the lack of robust and up-to-date data, along
with the absence of a coherent theoretical framework that can clearly explain the cause-and-
effect relationships between the variables involved in this process, has made effective planning
and policymaking in the field of utilizing the capacity of influencers for the development of
sports tourism difficult.

Furthermore, social media is recognized globally as a key tool for attracting sports tourists
and motivating them to participate in activities, but Iran has not been able to effectively use
social media influencers to develop sports tourism. Limited and scattered activities in this area
indicate a lack of specific and targeted strategies. While influencers can play an effective role
in attracting sports tourists, there is still no accurate understanding in Iran of the impact of
influencer characteristics, the quality of their content, and audience interactions with this
content on sports tourist behavior.

These problems and challenges, along with the inherent complexities of analyzing the effects
of influencers on sports tourist behavior, highlight the need for comprehensive and structured
research to identify influential factors, model the relationships between variables, and provide
solutions to improve the state of sports tourism in Iran. Therefore, this study seeks to answer
the question of what factors influence social media influencers on sports tourist behavior and
how these effects can be analyzed in the form of an interpretive structural model?

Method
This study is applied in terms of purpose and mixed (qualitative-quantitative) in terms of

method. In the qualitative part, the research approach is based on content analysis, and the
quantitative part includes interpretive structural modeling, which is one of the common methods
in the field of operations research and is used to identify and analyze relationships between
complex elements (Sorooshian et al, 2023). The participants of this study in the qualitative part
were sports tourists and followers of social media influencers in the field of sports. The
purposive sampling method and its strategy were snowball type, and 15 interviews were
conducted according to theoretical saturation. The selection criteria for these individuals
included experience of direct interaction with social media influencers, participation in sports
tourism activities, diversity in age, gender, and sports tourism background. In the quantitative
section, the participants included university faculty members, tourism company managers,
members of sports tourism committees, and startup activists in the field of sports tourism. The
selection criteria for these individuals included expertise in the field of sports tourism, academic
expertise, and management or operational experience with social media influencers, and 10 of
them were purposively selected (Attri, Dev & Sharma, 2013; Mandal & Deshmukh, 1994).
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Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data in the qualitative part. The interview
questions were organized in two parts. The first part was related to demographic questions and
the second part was dedicated to specialized questions. For example, what is your definition of
a social media influencer? What role do social media influencers play in changing your
behavior? What characteristics and behaviors of these people most influence you and why? In
the quantitative part, a 12x12 square matrix was used.

To assess the validity and reliability of the results in the qualitative section, the strategies of
credibility, transferability, confirmability, and process audit study were used. To increase
credibility, the research process was reviewed and confirmed by 3 university professors with
expertise in sports tourism, and two independent coders were used to code several interview
samples. In line with transferability, the opinions of three independent experts who did not
participate in the research were obtained to ensure that the findings were generalizable to similar
fields. In order to ensure confirmability, all interviews were fully recorded and recorded. In
addition, in the process audit study, the research information was provided to 3 participants and
the accuracy of the analyses was confirmed. Also, to assess the reliability of the codings, two
interviews were coded by the researcher and another analyst, and the agreement rate in similar
and dissimilar codes was 91%. In the quantitative section, face validity and the inter-rater
agreement reliability index were used to evaluate the square matrix whose dimensions were
12x12. The Cohen's kappa coefficient obtained was 0.78, indicating considerable agreement
between experts (Landis & Koch, 1977). According to Landis & Koch (1997), kappa values
between 0.61 and 0.80 indicate substantial agreement. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
final structural self-interaction matrix has acceptable reliability. To assess the validity and
reliability of the results in the qualitative section, the strategies of credibility, transferability,
confirmability, and process audit study were used. Qualitative data were collected between
August 2013 and January 2013. Participants were asked to participate in semi-structured
interviews. Social networks were used to collect data, because the temporal and spatial
flexibility offered by these networks is generally beneficial to qualitative research, allowing
researchers to access diverse and geographically dispersed populations that are not easily
accessible (Stewart & Williams, 2005). Upon completion of the qualitative section, a 12x12
square matrix was prepared based on the main themes and sent to the initial participants to
examine the relationships. The relationship measurement method was based on four symbols
(O, X, A, V). This means that if factor i had an effect on factor j, the symbol V was used. If
factor i was influenced by factor j, the symbol A was used. Also, if factors i and j had an effect
on each other, the symbol X was used, and if they did not, the symbol O was used. For
qualitative data analysis, the Braun & Clarke (2006) coding guideline was used, which has two
main stages: primary coding and focused coding. Also, the interpretive structural modeling
method was used to analyze the data, and the Excel 2021 macro was used to perform this
analysis.
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Research Findings
Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the participants in the qualitative part of

the study. Of the 15 participants, 8 were female and 7 were male. The average age of the
participants was 34 years, and the age range was 25 to 45 years. Their sports tourism experience
ranged from 4 to 15 years, with an average of 8 years, indicating relative experience in the field
of sports tourism. In terms of education level, the largest number of participants had a master's
degree (7 people), and the rest had diploma, bachelor's, and doctoral degrees. The type of
participation in sports tourism was also diverse and included participation in friendly sports
tours, attendance at mountain sports competitions, participation in winter sports events, and
adventure activities.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of qualitative participants

i Education L .
Row Gender AP Tounjlsm Type of participation in sports tourism
(years) experience level
1 Woman 28 7 Bzéchelor S Participate in/ friendly sports tours
egree
2 Man 35 10 I\(/jlaster S Adventure tourism
egree
3 Woman 40 6 Bachelor's Attending water gports educational and
degree recreational camps
4 Man 32 8 I\(/jlaster S Participate / infriendly sports tours
egree
5 Woman 29 12 Bachelor's Participating in n_wquntam sports
degree competitions
6 Woman 45 8 Master's Partl(:l_patlon in recreatlo_nal and
degree professional mountaineering tours
7 Man 38 15 Bachelor's Participation in CL_JIturaI / sports events
degree such as indigenous games
8 Woman 42 5 PhD Sports tour operator
9 Man 33 6 Master's Participating in winter sports events such
degree as skiing
10 Woman 30 4 Diploma Participating / in family sports tours
11 Man 25 9 Bachelor's Experience / destmgtl_o_n—spe(:lflc sporting
degree activities
12 Woman 37 10 “3:;2;3 Participate In/ friendly sports tours
13 Man 41 7 Master's Adventure tourism
degree
14 Woman 31 12 Bachelor's Part|C|_pat|on in recteatlo_nal and
degree professional mountaineering tours
15 Man 39 7 PhD Travel related to national and international

sporting events

Table 2 shows the demographic characteristics of the participants in the quantitative part of
the study. Of the 10 participants in the quantitative part, 7 were male and 3 were female. The
average age of these individuals was 42 years, and their age range was between 36 and 52 years.
The participants’ work experience ranged from 10 to 23 years, with an average of 16 years. In
terms of education level, 5 had a master's degree and 3 had a doctorate. The participants' fields
of activity were also diverse, including roles such as heads of tourism associations, university



Sport Marketing Studies, Volume 7, Issue 2, 2026 8

faculty members, officials and experts in sports tourism committees, managers of nature and
tourism companies, and startup activists in this field.

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of quantitative section participants

Row Gender FE3 V_Vork EelaEH g Field of activity
(years) history level

1 Man 46 17 Master's President of the West Az_erl?aljan Sports Tourism
degree Association

2 Man 38 10 PhD Member of / Ardabil Sports Tourism Committee

3 Woman 46 23 PhD University faculty

4 Man 42 18 Master's Sports Tourism Officer, Dom_estlc Tourism
degree Development Office

5 Woman 51 19 PhD University faculty

6 Man 39 18 “g:;tree? Head of / Golestan Tourism Development Group

7 Woman 36 14 Master's Sports tourism activist, tour leader, / and tourism
degree startups

8 Man 52 21 Master's Managing Director of Nature and Tourism
degree Company

9 Man 37 13 Master's Employee of the Sports Tourism Committee of the
degree Ministry of Cultural Heritage and ...

10 Man 37 12 PhD Startup / activist in the field of sports touris

Table 3 presents the results of the qualitative analysis of the interview transcripts. Based on
the coding process, 57 sub-themes were identified, which were categorized into 12 higher-level
abstract concepts and determined as main themes. These themes included audience behavioral
expectations, travel-related job behavioral expectations, conveying a desired destination image
to the audience, arousal, audience behavioral tendencies, audience relationships, pervasive
cyberspace, helping the audience make decisions, information quality, content quality,
influencer influence, and influencer characteristics.

Table 3. Sub-themes and main themes related to the impact of social media influencers on sports tourist

behavior
Main themes Sub-themes Interview code
Audience belief in influencer / p1 P12
recommendations '
Audience behavioral expectations Social demand P1, P12, P15
(Cy) Influencers being role models / for audiences P2, P5, P10
Audience / willingness to imitate popular
influencers P9, P11, P14
Easy introduction of tourist destinations P6, P11
Collaboration / of tour operators and travel-
related businesses with influencers P7,P13,P14
Behavioral expectations for travel- Reaching a wider market P2, P5, P10, P12
related jobs Getting noticed / P3, P12, P14
(C) Educating followers on how / to travel P4
. . P1, P2, P3, P6, P10,
Cost-effectiveness of advertising P13 P14, P15
of advertising P4, P12
_ The increasing use of / social networks P11, P12P,1FélS, P14,
AII-encompafélr;g Cyberspace Access to a larger audience P10, P11
3 Searching for tourist / destinations in P9 P13

cyberspace
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Main themes Sub-themes Interview code
High follower rates in / cyberspace P5
The impact of the Internet / and cyberspace P9. P15
on advertising ’
Credibility P9, P10
Wide connections P6, P8
Influencer reputation P7, P11
Influencer characteristics ___Expertise P/
(Ca) Commitment to your followers P1, P7,P8, P11
Knowledge P10, P13
Impartiality and fairness P2, P4, P7,P14, P15
Influencer work fit P4, P13, P14
Social activity P10, P12
Emphasize the authenticity of / advertising P8
and content
Information quality Share people’s personal / and real experiences P3, P4, P9
(Cs) Provide specialized and technical / p?
information
Create high-quality posts P7
Content quality Cre_ating unique content P7
(Co) Producing eye-catching content P13, P15
Providing high-quality content P14
Attracting target audiences P9, P10
Attracting audience trust P4, P11
High audience adherence to / influencers P4
Influencer influence Transmitting thoughts and / feelings to target P12 P13
(Cy) audiences '
High influence of / influencers on social P13
networks
Influencer follower communities P13
Encourage followers / to gain new P13
To arouse experiences
(Ce) Stir up the passion for / travel among
followers P1, P4, P6, P15
Identify suitable destinations P10, P14
Better introduce the destination P1, P12, P14, P15
Helping the audience make Provide destination information to / the P4 P6. P13
decisions audience s
(Co) Identify the audience's wants / and needs P4, P14
Improve consumer awareness P10
Increase awareness of the destination P8, P9
Direct communication with target / audience P2,
_ o - Establishing a frlearL%Ii)(/er:iLatlonshlp with the P5. P11, P12
Relationship WIth the audience Highlighting the role of the / audience P
(C0) ceviewt ) — PL, P4, P5, P6, P12,
eviewing audience opinions / and feedback P13 P14
Interacting with the audience P1, P4, P10
Audience’s positive attitude / towards the P3, P5, P8
Conveying the desired image of the Creati desi k()jles/tlgatlpn — nth
destination to the audience reating a eSIrad_e e'stln_at:jon image in the P8, P11
(Cu) Attractinge;un ;r(\j(;g:czltg a [ specific
destination P12,P15
Audience behavioral tendencies Altracting new toqrists P3, P9
(C1) Word of mouth advertising in/ cyberspace P10, P14
Revisiting the destination P3, P12, P14

Table 4 shows the structural self-interaction matrix. Based on this table, it can be seen that
the factor “Audience Behavioral Expectation (C1)” is influenced by the factor “Comprehensive
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Virtual Space (C3)”. Therefore, the relationship of these factors with “A” is shown for input (1,
3) in the structural self-interaction matrix. While the factor “Audience Behavioral Expectation
(C1)” is effective on “Information Quality (C5)”. Therefore, the relationship “V” is assigned
for input (1, 5) in the structural self-interaction matrix.

Table 4. Structural self-interaction matrix

Agent Reagent C2 C3 Cs GCs GCs C7 Cg Cg Cio Cu Ca
Audience
behavioral / C1 X A A \Y \Y 0] 0] V V 0] O
expectations
Behavioral /
expectations for C A A \ \ O O \% \% @] @]

travel-related jobs
All-encompassing /

Cs X 0] o] o] o] 0] 0] 0] 0]
cyberspace
Influencer / C O o o 0 0o o o0 O
characteristics
Information quality Cs X V \Y X X \Y O
Content quality Cs \Y \Y X X V 0]
Influencer influence Cy X A A X Vv
To arouse Cs A A X Vv
Helping the /
audience make Co X \Y 0]
decisions
Relationship with
the / audisnce Tio v o
Conveying the
desired image of the c v
destination to the 1
audience
Audience
behavioral / Cuw
tendencies

With the structural self-interaction matrix determined, the symbols (O, X, A, V) were
converted into a two-by-two matrix (i.e., 1T and OT), which is called the initial access matrix.
The rules for converting symbols to binary digits were as follows:

If the entry (i, j) in the structural self-interaction matrix is V, the entry (i, j) in the access
matrix will be 1 and the entry (j, i) will be zero.

If the entry (i, j) in the structural self-interaction matrix is A, the entry (i, j) in the access
matrix will be zero and the entry (j, i) will be 1.

If the entry (i, j) in the structural self-interaction matrix is X, the entry (i, j) in the access
matrix will be 1 and the entry (j, i) will be 1.

If the entry (i, j) in the structural self-interaction matrix is O, the entry (i, j) in the access
matrix will be zero and the entry (j, i) will be zero.
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"Based on the above rules, the relationship symbols for all factors in the structural self-
interaction matrix were completely converted to binary numbers 0 and 1 (according to Table
5).

Table 5. Initial Access Matrix

Agent / Ci C2 C3 Cs Cs Cs¢ C7 Cg C9 Cio Cu Ci2 Penetration power
C: 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 6
C, 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 6
Cs 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 o0 o0 0 0 4
C4 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 o0 o0 0 0 4
Cs 0 0 0 0O 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 7
Ce 0O 0 0 0o 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 7
Cs 0 0 0 0O 0O 01 1 o0 O 1 1 4
Cs 0 0 0 0O 0O 01 1 o0 O 1 1 4
Co 0O 0 0 0o 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 7
Tio 0 0 0 0O 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 7
Cu 0 0 0 0 0O 01 1 o0 O 1 1 4
Ci 0 0 0 0 0O 0 0 0o 0 o 0 1 1

Dependencypower 4 4 2 2 6 6 7 7 6 6 7 4

In Table 6, the final access matrix was calculated by incorporating transferability.
Transferability means a relationship in which if variable A is related to B and B to C, then A is
necessarily related to C. Transferability was measured using power-regression analysis.

Table 6. Final Access Matrix

Agent Ci C2 C3 Cs Cs Cs C7 Csg Co9 Cio Cu Ci2 Penetration power
C: 1 1 0 0 1 1 = * 1 1 *1 *1 10
C, 1 1 0 0 1 1 = * 1 1 *1 *1 10
Cs 1 1 1 1 * *1 *1 *1 * *1 *1 *1 12
C4 1 1 1 1 * *1 *1 *1 *1 *1 *1 *1 12
Cs o o 0o 0o 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 *1 8
Ce o o 0o 0o 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 *1 8
C; 0 0 0 0 0 0O 1 1 0 O 1 1 4
Cs 0 0 0 0 0 0O 1 1 0 O 1 1 4
Co o o o o 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 *1 8
Tio o o o o 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 *1 8
Cu 0 0 0 0 0 0O 1 1 0 O 1 1 4
Co 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0O o0 o0 0 1 1

Dependency power 4 4 2 2 8 8 11 11 8 8 11 12

In the accessibility matrix, each factor has a dependency set and an influence set. Then, to
determine the level of each factor, leveling is performed and a conical matrix is generated. The
commonality between factors is determined based on the reachability (impact or output) and
the prerequisite (impactability or inputs). The first variable whose commonality between the
two sets is equal to the reachable set is placed at the first level. Therefore, the elements of the
first level will have the most impact in the model.
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Table 7. Dividing the final access matrix into different levels

Agent Reagen Achlevgment (Ai) Prerequisite Subscr?ptlon Level
(R) (C)
Audience / be_zhaworal C 2. 4391 5. 4
expectations
Behavioral expectgtlons for C, 2. 430 2.1 4
travel-related jobs
All-encompassing cyberspace Cs 43 43 43 5
Influencer / characteristics Cs 4¢3 4¢3 43 5
Information / quality Cs 10965 969 1‘(‘) ¥21 40965 3
Content quality Ce 10965 969 1‘(‘) $21 10965 3
. 8«7 654321
Influencer / influence C; 118 <7 11 410 <9 118 7 2
87 b5 4321
To arouse Cs 11 <8 <7 11 <10 <9 11 8«7 2
Helping the gL_Jdlence make Co 10 9 6 <5 96 54321 109 6 <5 3
decisions 10
Relatlonsh_lp/W|th the Two 10 <9 6 <5 9654321 10 <9 <6 <5 3
audience 10
Conveying the desired image B 7B E AR
of the destination to the Cu 118 <7 8765432l 1187 2
. 1110 <9
audience
Audience behavioral / 8765432l
tendencie Cz 12 12 <11 <10 <9 12 !

The standard matrix was then used to develop the final diagram and structural model. By
grouping all factors at one level, the final reach matrix was created across columns and rows.

I
===4
\%/

i i

Figure 1. Interpretive structural model of the impact of social media influencers on sports tourist
behavior
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For example, factors such as (audience behavioral expectation) and (travel-related job
behavioral expectation) are observed at level 4, while (ubiquitous virtual space) and (influencer
characteristics) are at level 5. Next, all factors were sorted based on their level classification.

Figure 1 shows that the factors in the hierarchical model are divided into five levels.
“Audience behavioral tendencies C12” is at the highest level (level one) and is directly
influenced by “Influencer influence C7”, “Arousal C8”, and “Transferring the desired image to
the audience C11” which were at the second level. The third level factors include “Information
quality C5”, “Content quality C6”, “Audience decision-making assistance C9” and
“Relationship with the audience C10”. At the fourth level, the factors “Audience behavioral
expectation C1” and “Travel-related occupation behavioral expectation C2” were located,
which are influenced by the fifth level factors, namely “Overall virtual space C3” and
“Influencer characteristics C4”.

Finally, Mi'kmaq analysis was used to determine the key variables. Using Mi'kmag analysis,
factors can be classified into four clusters: (1) autonomous cluster, consisting of factors with
weak influence and dependence; (2) dependent cluster, consisting of factors with low influence
and high dependence; (3) independent cluster, consisting of factors with strong influence but
weak dependence; and (4) linked cluster, consisting of factors with both strong influence and
dependence.

3.4

1,2
IV III

th S -1 0o \D

Driving Power

| S I N R LN

7.8.11

1 12

00123

4 6.7 8 9 10 11 12
Depengence Power- — >

Figure 2. Results of the Mi’kmaq analysis
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According to the Mikmak analysis, no factor is seen in the autonomous cluster. Factors such
as "influencer influence"”, "stimulation”, "transferring a favorable image to the audience™ and
"audience behavioral tendencies™ are in the dependent cluster. The factors "ubiquitous virtual
space”, "influencer characteristics”, "audience behavioral expectations™ and "travel-related job
behavioral expectations™ are in the independent cluster, which have a great influence. Finally,
it was found that the factors "information quality sources"”, "content quality"”, "assistance to
audience decision-making" and "relationship with the audience"” are in the linked cluster and

play a key role in connection with other factors.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to construct an interpretive structural modeling of the impact of social

media influencers on the behavior of sports tourists. The findings showed that the impact of
social media influencers on the behavior of sports tourists can be explained at five levels. At
the lower level, the themes of the pervasive cyberspace and the characteristics of the influencer
were located. This means that the pervasive cyberspace and the characteristics of the influencer
act as the main basis and platform for influence. The pervasive cyberspace refers to the
increasing development of the use of social networks, which has created a broad and dynamic
environment for influence. The characteristics of the influencer also refer to the factors that
determine the degree of influence of these people on the behavior of the audience. This finding
is consistent with the results of the studies of Nasirabadi, (2024), et al., (2024) Movahednia and
Zahabi et al., (2023). This is because Nasirabadi (2024) showed that characteristics such as
physical and social attractiveness, trustworthiness, perceived expertise, and content quality of
influencer pages have a significant impact on followers’ behavioral intentions and purchase
intentions. Movahednia et al (2024) also showed that physical attractiveness of influencers has
the greatest impact on brand attitude, while trustworthiness has the least impact on purchase
intention. In addition, Zahabi et al (2023) showed that the level of users’ mental engagement
with influencers on social media has a positive impact on brand attitude, purchase intention,
and travel intention.

The pervasive cyberspace has become one of the most important tools of influence by
creating a broad platform for social communication and online interactions. According to the
cognitive response theory (Petty et al., 2014), audiences respond positively to information and
messages that are presented from credible sources and in accessible environments. This theory
explains that the pervasive cyberspace, by facilitating access to information and creating
interactions, provides conditions for people to engage with and process messages. Studies,
including Nasirabadi (2024), have shown that social networks play an important role in shaping
the behavioral intentions of audiences through social interaction and providing timely
information. Especially in the field of sports tourism, searching for destinations, reviewing the
experiences of other users, and receiving recommendations through social networks have a
direct impact on tourists' decision-making.
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Influencers' characteristics, including attractiveness, expertise, credibility, and
trustworthiness, directly affect their impact on audiences. According to the source theory of
communication (Wellman, 2023), the impact of messages depends on the credibility,
attractiveness, and expertise of the source of communication. This theory explains that
influencers who have visual and social attractiveness and provide specialized content are more
likely to gain the trust and change the attitude of the audience. This is especially prominent in
the tourism industry, where trust and quick influence are of great importance. Furthermore, this
two-way interaction significantly affects the behavior of sports tourists and their decision-
making, strengthening the position of the aforementioned theories in this field.

At the fourth level of the model, the themes of audience behavioral expectation and travel-
related business behavioral expectation were located. This means that these two themes act as
important mediators in the influence process and help shape the final behavior of tourists.
Audience behavioral expectation includes the desire to receive reliable information,
personalized recommendations, and imitate the models provided by influencers. In contrast, the
behavioral expectation of travel-related businesses focuses on the role of influencers in
promoting tourism destinations, increasing visibility, and accessing new markets. This finding
is consistent with the results of studies by Zahabi et al (2023) and Omeish et al., (2024). . Zahabi
et al (2023) showed that the level of users’ mental engagement with influencers has a direct
impact on their willingness to travel, attitude towards the brand, and purchase intention. This
finding confirms that audiences’ behavioral expectations are naturally formed from interacting
with influencers’ content and play an important role in guiding their final decision-making.
Omeish et al.’s (2024) study also showed that influencer marketing has a significant impact on
destination image, visit intention, and user experience quality. This research emphasized that
influencers fulfill the expectations of travel-related businesses in increasing awareness of
tourism destinations and strengthening visit intention through the production of targeted content
and continuous interaction with audiences.

This level of the model is related to Latané’s (1981) social influence theory, which states
that individuals’ behavior is shaped in a social context and in response to authoritative sources.
Influencers in this model act as authoritative and influential sources and, through direct
interaction with audiences and collaboration with businesses, play a mediating role in the
decision-making and action processes of tourists. As a result, the fourth level of the model
indicates the importance of behavioral expectations in strengthening the influence of
influencers and emphasizes the two-way interaction between audiences, influencers, and travel-
related businesses. These interactions play a significant role in shaping the ultimate behavior of
tourists and the development of the sports tourism industry.

At the third level of the model, the themes of information quality, content quality, audience
decision-making assistance, and audience relationship were located. Like the fourth-level
themes, these themes act as intermediate elements in the influence process and play an
important role in gaining audience trust and guiding their behavior. Information quality includes
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sharing real and personal experiences, providing specialized and technical information, and
producing high-quality and unique posts and content. Emphasizing the authenticity of
advertising and content strengthens the sense of trust in the audience and helps them make
decisions. Content quality refers to the production of eye-catching and high-quality content that
can identify suitable destinations and increase the attractiveness of travel for the audience.
High-quality content, including creative images and videos, plays an important role in attracting
the audience. Audience decision-making assistance helps to promote awareness and informed
decision-making by providing accurate information about tourism destinations, better
introducing the destination, and identifying the needs of the audience. This makes consumers
travel more consciously and choose more suitable destinations. Relationships with audiences
also include establishing friendly communication, reviewing feedback, and interacting directly
with audiences. This interaction strengthens the sense of participation and importance of
audience opinions and increases the effectiveness of advertising. These findings are consistent
with the results of studies by Akbari et al., (2023) and Hernandez-Méndez & Baute-Diaz,
(2024). Akbari et al (2024) showed that satisfaction with image and quality content has a
mediating role in the influence of influencers on purchase intention. In addition, Hernandez-
Méndez & Baute-Diaz (2024) emphasized that the quality of content and information provided
by influencers has a direct relationship with users' attitudes towards destinations and travel
decisions.

This level of the model is related to Chaiken’s (1980) information processing theory, which
states that the quality and depth of information received affects how audiences process
information mentally and make their final decisions. High-quality information and content
encourage audiences to process it more deeply and thus make more accurate decisions. In
addition, the third level of the model emphasizes the importance of information and content
quality along with human interactions. These elements directly affect audiences’ trust and their
ability to choose tourism destinations and play a fundamental role in the success of the
influencer advertising process.

At the second level of the model, the themes of influencer influence, arousal, and conveying
a desired image to the audience were located. These themes, like the third-level themes, act as
key factors in the influence process and play an important role in motivating and changing the
audience's attitude. Influencer influence includes gaining the audience's trust, their high
adherence to influencers, and conveying thoughts and feelings to the target audience.
Influencers, with their high influence on social networks and creating communities of loyal
followers, have great power in encouraging audiences to gain new experiences. This level of
influence allows influencers to have a significant impact on the audience's attitude and
behavior. Arousal refers to stimulating the desire to travel among followers and creating a
positive attitude towards tourism destinations. Influencers, with their emotional and inspiring
content, encourage audiences to new experiences and increase their desire to travel. Also,
conveying a desirable image to the audience includes creating a positive image of the
destination in the minds of the audience and attracting them to specific destinations. By
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producing creative and attractive content, influencers can create a unique and desirable image
of the destination, which ultimately leads to an increase in the audience's intention to visit.
These findings are consistent with the results of the studies of Kilig et al., (2024) and Omeish
et al., (2024). Kilig et al (2024) showed that influencers play an important role in attracting
audiences and encouraging them to participate in tourism by inspiring and conveying positive
images. The study of Omeish et al., (2024) also emphasized that influencer marketing
significantly affects the destination image and the audience's intention to visit.

This level of the model is related to Kelman's (1958) social influence theory, which states
that credible and attractive sources can directly change people's attitudes and behaviors.
Influencers, as credible sources, play an important role in guiding audience behavior by
establishing emotional connections and conveying strong messages. In addition, the second
level of the model emphasizes the importance of influencers' influence and their ability to
arouse audiences and convey a favorable image. These elements directly affect audience
attitudes and behaviors and play a fundamental role in the success of the influencer influence
process in the tourism industry.

The findings showed that the behavioral intentions of the audience are at the highest level of
the model. This theme indicates the final results of the influence of social media influencers on
the audience and refers to their actual behaviors and lasting influence. These findings are
consistent with the results of the studies of Omeish et al., (2024) and Kilig et al., (2024). (2024)
Omeish et al showed that influencer marketing not only strengthens the initial visit intention
but also repeat tourism behaviors. The study of Kili¢ et al., (2024) also emphasized that
influencers can increase the sustainable engagement of the audience with tourism destinations
by conveying positive and inspiring experiences.

This level of the model is related to Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior, which
states that behavioral intentions, influenced by attitudes, social norms, and perceived control,
are predictive of actual behavior. Influencers direct the behavioral intentions of audiences
towards actual actions by creating positive attitudes toward destinations, influencing social
norms, and providing actionable information. Furthermore, the highest level of the model
emphasizes the importance of behavioral intentions as the final outcome of the influence
process. These elements not only influence the actual behavior of audiences, but also contribute
to the sustainable development of tourism and the success of influencer marketing in the tourism
industry.

Furthermore, according to the Mikmak analysis, the position of factors in different clusters
indicates the pattern of mutual influence and their role in the influence process of social media
influencers. The absence of factors in the autonomous cluster indicates that all factors identified
in this study have sufficient importance and influence, and none of them acts independently and
without connection with other factors. This result indicates the coherence and correlation
between the different factors in the influence model.
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Dependent factors include "influencer influence", "evoking", "conveying a favorable image
to the audience”, and "audience behavioral tendencies”. These factors represent the direct
results of the influence process and are strongly dependent on independent and interrelated
factors. For example, influencer influence and arousing emotions in the audience depend on
contextual factors such as the pervasive cyberspace and the characteristics of the influencer.
Also, audience behavioral tendencies, such as revisiting or word-of-mouth advertising, are
directly influenced by the quality of the information and content provided. These dependencies
indicate that dependent factors are mainly the result of the influence of other factors and cannot
play their role properly without the presence of appropriate contexts.

Independent factors, including “pervasive cyberspace”, "influencer characteristics”,
"audience behavioral expectations"”, and "travel-related business behavioral expectations”, have
great influence and act as fundamental and underlying elements in the model. These factors
directly affect the structure and path of influence and shape the relationships and behavioral
patterns of other factors. For example, pervasive cyberspace provides a broad platform for
social communication and message transmission, without which other factors cannot function
well. Influencer characteristics also play a key role in attracting trust and guiding audience
behavior. Audience and business behavioral expectations, as the main determinants in shaping
the direction and intensity of influence, directly affect the performance of dependent factors.

Linking factors, including "information quality sources”, "content quality”, "audience
decision support”, and "relationship with the audience”, play a key role in the relationship
between independent and dependent factors. These factors are the bridge between the influence
of independent factors and the final results in dependent factors. For example, information and
content quality are tools that connect the characteristics of the influencer and the overall
cyberspace to results such as evoking or conveying a desired image. Relationship with the
audience also ensures the sustainability and effectiveness of the influence and helps to build
trust and effective communication. Linking factors are simultaneously influenced by
independent factors and influence dependent factors, which explains their key position in the
model.

Conclusion
This analysis shows that all factors are in an integrated and interconnected structure and no

factor can act completely independently. Independent factors provide the context and context
for influence, connecting factors make this influence flow, and dependent factors are the final
results of this process. This coherence and correlation clearly highlights the importance of
careful planning and coordination between the different elements in the process of influencers
influencing the audience.

According to the results of this study, businesses active in the field of sports tourism (such
as travel agencies, hotels, accommodation complexes, sports tour organizers, and sports tourism
service providers) are advised to review their digital marketing strategies by focusing on the
comprehensive capabilities of cyberspace and, in this way, expand their influence to new target
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markets. Targeted cooperation with influential people who have key characteristics such as
credibility, attractiveness, and expertise related to sports tourism can significantly enhance the
effectiveness of these strategies. Prioritize smart investment in producing valuable, unique
content that is tailored to the needs and interests of the target audience. The content produced
should include accurate and up-to-date information, narratives of real experiences, and eye-
catching images of sports destinations and events in order to gain the trust of the audience and
play a decisive role in their decision-making process for traveling to sports destinations. It is
also recommended that the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts and the
organizations in charge of sports tourism at the national and provincial levels provide material
and moral support for the production of luxurious and attractive content with themes related to
sports tourism that are produced and published by influential people on social media. This will
help to better introduce the country's sports tourism attractions and capacities and attract
domestic and foreign tourists. They should hold specialized training courses for tourism guides
and other activists in this field on how to interact and cooperate effectively with influential
people and utilize the diverse capacities of cyberspace in line with the sustainable development
of sports tourism. In addition, it is recommended that sports federations and national and
provincial Olympic and Paralympic committees utilize the high capacity of national athletes
and Paralympic champions as sports tourism ambassadors and involve them in promotional and
advertising programs for sports tourism destinations. In order to introduce domestic and
international sports events as widely as possible, plan and implement continuous and targeted
cooperation with influential people active in social networks. This can provide the basis for
attracting tourists interested in sports events. Finally, all activists and stakeholders in the field
of sports tourism (including government organizations, the private sector, and influential
people) are advised to prioritize constructive and continuous interaction with audiences by
responding to comments, receiving and analyzing feedback, and creating a sense of
participation in cyberspace. This will play a key role in gaining the trust of the audience and
attracting sports tourists. In order to increase the behavioral tendencies of the audience (such as
revisiting the destination, positive word-of-mouth advertising, and introducing sports
destinations to others), they should strive to convey positive, tangible, and inspiring experiences
to the audience and encourage them to discover new sports tourism destinations.

This study had limitations that could affect the interpretation and generalization of the
results. The first limitation relates to the sampling method. Although the use of purposive
sampling and snowball strategy in this study, especially in the qualitative section, provided
access to samples relevant to the research topic, due to its non-random nature, the samples may
not be fully representative of the population of sports tourists and followers of influencers.
Therefore, the findings can only be generalized to specific groups of these audiences who are
directly connected to social media and sports tourism influencers and participated in the
sampling. The second limitation relates to the generalizability of the findings. Although the
qualitative section attempted to examine the transferability of the results by using expert
opinions, due to the qualitative nature of the research and the limited sample size in the
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qualitative section (15 people), generalizing the results to the entire community of sports
tourists and followers of influential people on social media requires caution. In addition, given
that the samples in the qualitative section were mainly selected from active users on social
networks, the findings of this study may not be fully generalizable to all sports tourists,
especially those who use social media less or live in different cultures and geographical areas
with specific behavioral patterns. Therefore, in generalizing the results of this study to wider
populations, sufficient attention should be paid to cultural, social differences, and patterns of
social media use.

For future research, it is suggested to investigate possible negative effects such as creating
unrealistic expectations of tourism destinations or psychological effects on audiences. Also,
conducting comparative studies in different cultures and geographical regions can help identify
cultural and social differences in the influence of influencers. In addition, it is suggested to use
more advanced mixed methods such as multilevel analysis to examine the effects of mediating
and moderating variables. Finally, future studies can investigate the long-term effects of
influencer interactions on sports tourist behavior and assess the sustainability of their
promotional effects.
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