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Abstract 
Background and Aim: The objective of the present study is to investigate the intersection of 

digital marketing and sustainable urban tourism, focusing on Ardabil City as a case study. 

Digital marketing provides innovative tools for promoting destinations, along with advancing 

responsible tourism practices. Sustainable urban tourism also seeks to balance economic 

growth, cultural preservation, and environmental management in urban spaces. 

 Methods and Material:The research method is inductive and a qualitative approach based 

on Grounded Theory. The participants in the research process include experts, university 

professors, and experienced employees in the fields of tourism and marketing. Additionally, a 

purposive sampling method was used, and to reach theoretical saturation and development, 

interviews were conducted with 12 people  and analyzed using MaxQDA software.  

Results and Discussion: Based on the results, the causal conditions (weakness in promoting 

sustainable tourism attractions, weakness in the digital ecosystem, mismatch of existing 

marketing methods with modern tourist expectations, and cultural and social challenges); the 

contextual conditions (geographical and natural features, facilities and infrastructure, and the 

economic and social structure of the local community); the intervening conditions (political 

and managerial factors, human resource training and expertise, and technological and 

infrastructural barriers); the strategies (utilizing digital marketing elements, integrated and 

interactive platform strategies, and collaboration and synergy strategies); and the outcomes 

(increased awareness and attraction of responsible tourists, economic and social 

empowerment of the community, branding of Ardabil City as a sustainable destination, and 

environmental results) were identified. 
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

 
Introduction 
Due to its high growth potential, the tourism industry can attract foreign investors, leading to 

the development of tourism infrastructure and the creation of accommodation and recreational 

facilities. The tourism industry must adhere to the principles of social responsibility to 

contribute to the sustainable development of local communities and the preservation of the 

environment (Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2022). Digital marketing is a vital tool for 

promoting sustainable urban tourism. This approach, while enhancing the visibility of tourist 

destinations and improving visitor experiences, also supports long-term sustainability goals. 

For example, digital platforms such as social media, search engines, and online advertising 

have been used in numerous case studies worldwide to promote cultural and ecological 

attractions. These tools not only attract tourists but also align with sustainability initiatives by 

fostering community engagement and environmental conservation efforts (Veseli, 2025; 

Sharafuddin, 2024). Urban tourism focuses on cities as destinations, offering cultural, 

historical, and recreational experiences. This type of tourism plays a vital role in urban 

development by driving economic growth and improving infrastructure. Sustainable urban 

tourism models should prioritize the use of digital tools to promote responsible tourism 

practices while addressing urban challenges. This approach creates a balance between tourism 

growth and urban sustainability. 

 

Methodology 
The present study is classified as applied research. Given the nature of the topic, this research 

was conducted using qualitative methods and a grounded theory approach. The necessary data 

and information were collected using two methods: desk research and field research. The desk 

research method was used to complete and strengthen the theoretical foundations of the 

research and to access documentary data for the document analysis phase, while the field 

research method was used to gather the necessary information and observations. Since the 

research topic requires a field investigation and the presence of the researcher among the 

study population, interviews and observation were used for data collection. Instead of testing 

hypotheses, grounded theory takes a step toward producing and constructing a theory derived 

from the social context, exploring and extracting from the subjects' perspectives. The goal of 

using grounded theory is to have a theory that has a deep link to our data (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967). Participants in the research process included experts, university professors, and 

experienced employees in the fields of marketing and tourism. 

 
Results and Findings 

Based on the research findings, a total of 196 open codes, 17 axial codes, and finally, 42 

selective codes were extracted from the interviews. Based on the results, the following 

components were identified: causal conditions (weakness in promoting sustainable tourism 

attractions, weakness in the digital ecosystem, mismatch between existing marketing methods 

and modern tourist expectations, and cultural and social challenges); contextual conditions 

(geographical and natural features, facilities and infrastructure, and the economic and social 

structure of the local community); intervening conditions (political and managerial factors, 

human resource training and expertise, and technological and infrastructural barriers); 

strategies (utilizing digital marketing elements, integrated and interactive platform strategies, 

and collaboration and synergy strategies); and consequences (increased awareness and 

attraction of responsible tourists, economic and social empowerment of the community, 

branding of Ardabil City as a sustainable destination, and environmental outcomes). 
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Conclusion  

The conducted research indicates that digital marketing plays a vital and central role in the 

development of sustainable tourism in Ardabil. The results of the qualitative analysis suggest 

that current challenges, such as a weakness in promoting sustainable attractions and an 

inefficient digital ecosystem, can be resolved with targeted digital strategies. These strategies 

include creating engaging content, using interactive platforms, and strengthening stakeholder 

collaboration. The implementation of this model can bring about positive consequences, such 

as attracting responsible tourists, economically empowering the local community, and 

improving the city's branding. Ultimately, the findings confirm that by leveraging Ardabil's 

unique potential and aligning actions with sustainability principles, the city can be introduced 

as a leading model for sustainable urban tourism. 
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