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Abstract

This study aimed to sociologically explain the role of the establishment and expansion of eco-lodges in the tourism development of Qeshm
Island and to analyze their cultural, livelihood, social, environmental, and institutional consequences for the host community. This
qualitative study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm using thematic analysis. Participants included provincial tourism
managers, managers and officials of the Qeshm Free Zone Organization, eco-lodge owners and managers, and university academics.
Fifteen participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling with maximum variation until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding using
MAXQDA 2020. Trustworthiness was established through Lincoln and Guba’s criteria, source triangulation, negative-case analysis, peer
review, audit procedures, and saturation analysis. The inferential synthesis of the themes indicated that eco-lodges play a conditional and
dual role in Qeshm’s tourism development. On the empowering pathway, they deepen tourist experiences, strengthen linkages with the
local economy, enhance recognition of indigenous culture, diversify livelihoods, and facilitate cooperative networks. Conversely, under
weak governance conditions, they may accelerate cultural commaodification, unequal access to resources, land-price inflation, erosion of
social trust, reactivation of local divisions, pressure on common resources, and degradation of sensitive habitats. The final explanatory
model demonstrated that institutional and governance conditions determine whether the developmental potential of eco-lodges is
strengthened or neutralized, positioning Qeshm between trajectories of decline and gentrification and a transition toward community-
based regenerative tourism. Eco-lodges do not inherently guarantee sustainable tourism development on Qeshm Island. Their
developmental contribution depends on community-centered governance, meaningful local participation, land-market regulation,
carrying-capacity management, protection of common resources, and equitable benefit distribution. A shift from quantitative
accommodation growth toward regenerative, community-based tourism can transform eco-lodges into effective mechanisms for local
economic development, cultural preservation, and enhanced socio-ecological resilience.

Keywords: Eco-lodges; Tourism Development; Host Community; Cultural Commodification; Community-Based Governance; Qeshm
Island.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Tourism development in contemporary destinations can no longer be assessed solely through growth in visitor
numbers, accommodation capacity, or tourism revenues; rather, it must be evaluated in relation to its economic,
social, cultural, institutional, and ecological consequences for host communities. Contemporary sustainability
scholarship increasingly distinguishes between quantitative tourism growth and genuine tourism development,
emphasizing that tourism contributes to sustainable development only when economic benefits are
accompanied by environmental protection, social justice, meaningful local participation, and institutional



AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

capacity (Sharpley, 2020). This shift has strengthened interest in alternative forms of tourism, particularly
community-based tourism, rural tourism, ecotourism, and homestay or eco-lodge models. A systematic review
of rural homestays indicates that such accommodations can integrate local culture, everyday life, architecture,
food, and livelihood systems into the tourism experience while simultaneously generating economic
opportunities for host communities (Janjua et al., 2021). Recent literature further shows that community-
based tourism has evolved from an early emphasis on employment and income generation toward concerns
with empowerment, justice, resilience, governance, and socio-ecological sustainability (Tuyen et al., 2025).
In this context, community participation is meaningful only when local residents possess real influence over
ownership, management, decision-making, and the distribution of benefits (Mtapuri et al., 2022).
Community-led models similarly stress that sustainable rural tourism depends on strengthening local
institutions, networks, enterprises, and decision-making capacity rather than treating residents merely as
service providers (Cvijanovic et al., 2025). Eco-lodges are particularly important because they create a direct
interface between the tourist economy and the host community’s lifeworld. They may diversify household
income, create local employment, support women’s participation, preserve vernacular architecture, revitalize
local products, and strengthen cultural recognition. Evidence from homestay management has demonstrated
economic, social, institutional, and intergenerational empowerment effects (Sianipar et al., 2026), while
livelihood-oriented research suggests that community-based homestays can contribute to sustainable
development by strengthening multiple livelihood assets (Pasanchay & Schott, 2021). In Iran, eco-lodges have
likewise been associated with rural tourism development, local employment, revitalization of traditional
houses, and economic empowerment (Ghadiri Masoum et al., 2020; Pourjoupari et al., 2024). Nevertheless,
the effects of eco-lodges are not inherently positive. Community-based tourism may reproduce local
inequalities when access to capital, land, political connections, and institutional resources is uneven, and
nominal participation may conceal unequal power relations (Dolezal & Novelli, 2022). Tourism growth may
also contribute to land inflation, spatial displacement, commercialization of social relationships, and forms of
tourism gentrification that reduce local control over place (Milano et al., 2024). Cultural consequences are
similarly ambivalent: tourism may strengthen local pride and recognition, but it may also encourage staged
authenticity and the commaodification of everyday cultural practices. Authenticity in tourism is increasingly
understood as negotiated and socially constructed rather than fixed, making the interaction between hosts,
visitors, market expectations, and cultural representation particularly significant in eco-lodge settings (Rickly,
2022). Ecological concerns are equally critical in island destinations, where limited water resources, fragile
habitats, waste-management constraints, and restricted carrying capacity intensify the consequences of tourism
expansion. Research on socio-ecological resilience demonstrates that community-based tourism in island
settings contributes to sustainability only when it is linked to local knowledge, community institutions, and
resource governance (Weis et al., 2021). In Qeshm Island, where the UNESCO Global Geopark, mangrove
forests, coastal ecosystems, distinctive village landscapes, and indigenous cultural practices constitute major
tourism assets, sustainable tourism development requires integration of ecosystem services and social-
environmental justice (Saberi Nahrforouzani, 2024). Existing research on Qeshm has also highlighted
shortcomings in geotourism interpretation and visitor education (Nekouei Sadri et al., 2022). The emerging
paradigm of regenerative tourism therefore provides a relevant framework, shifting attention from merely
minimizing tourism damage toward actively restoring the social and ecological systems of destinations
(Bellato et al., 2023). Accordingly, the present study aimed to sociologically explain the role of the
establishment and expansion of eco-lodges in the tourism development of Qeshm Island and to analyze their
cultural, livelihood, social, environmental, institutional, and prospective consequences for the host community.
Methods and Materials
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This study employed a qualitative research design within an interpretive paradigm and used thematic analysis
based on a thematic-network approach combined with three-stage open, axial, and selective coding. The study
field was Qeshm Island, and participants were selected from four groups with direct knowledge of the
phenomenon: senior tourism managers and experts from the provincial Cultural Heritage, Tourism and
Handicrafts administration; tourism and supervisory managers of the Qeshm Free Zone Organization; owners
and managers of eco-lodges located in different areas of the island; and university academics specializing in
sociology, geography, and tourism management. Purposive and snowball sampling were used with a
maximume-variation strategy. Eligibility criteria included at least five years of relevant professional experience,
postgraduate education or direct experience in managing an eco-lodge on Qeshm Island, familiarity with the
island context, and informed consent. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation, resulting in 15
participants comprising five provincial tourism managers, four Qeshm Free Zone managers, three eco-lodge
owners, and three university academics. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
structured around one main question and six subsidiary questions addressing cultural, livelihood, social,
environmental, institutional, and future-oriented dimensions. The interview protocol was reviewed by two
subject specialists and refined following a pilot interview. Data analysis followed six stages: familiarization
with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes,
and producing the analytical report. A total of 105 interview responses were examined line by line. Similar
codes were grouped into basic themes, basic themes into organizing themes, and organizing themes into global
themes. During axial coding, themes were classified as causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences; selective coding was then used to identify the core category and
construct the final explanatory model. MAXQDA 2020 was used for data organization and coding.
Trustworthiness was strengthened through source triangulation across the four participant groups, negative-
case analysis, thick description, maintenance of an audit trail, peer review, direct support of themes through
participant narratives, and systematic assessment of thematic saturation.

Findings

The analysis of 450 coded references generated 187 basic themes, 49 organizing themes, and seven global
themes. The seven global themes were: “eco-lodges as a mediating and conditional institution of destination
” “the duality of cultural recognition and commodification of the indigenous lifeworld,” “fragile
transition from traditional solidarity to contractual-

development,
livelihood diversification within structural inequality,

29 ¢

29 ¢¢

market relations,” “fragility of the island ecosystem and the tragedy of common resources,” “an obstructive
institutional structure within dual governance,” and “transition from a scenario of decline toward community-
based regenerative tourism.” The main-question analysis showed that the developmental role of eco-lodges
was regarded as positive but conditional. Eco-lodges contributed to the diversification and deepening of the
tourism experience, connected tourism with the local economy, distributed tourism demand spatially toward
lesser-known villages, complemented accommodation capacity, and operated as educational and mediating
interfaces between visitors, local residents, and attractions. However, the theme “conditions and limitations of
realizing the developmental role” was the most prominent, receiving 30 references and support from 14 of the
15 participants, indicating that expansion in the number of lodges alone was not considered equivalent to
tourism development. Culturally, both recognition of local culture and cultural commodification received
substantial attention. Eco-lodges enhanced visibility of local food, architecture, customs, and everyday life,
yet commercialization and staged performances could weaken cultural meaning and authenticity. In the
livelihood dimension, participants identified income diversification, local value-chain formation, and family
employment alongside unequal access to financial resources, land, opportunities, and institutional support. In
the social dimension, cooperative networks and local regulation coexisted with erosion of trust, competition,
reactivation of clan-based divisions, normative tensions, changing authority structures, and a shift toward
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contractual and market-oriented social relations. The environmental dimension received the highest number of
coded references, with 74 references in total. Waste and wastewater problems, pressure on water and energy
resources, damage to sensitive habitats, erosion of geosites, vehicle pressure, soil compaction, mass tourism,
and exceeding carrying capacity were repeatedly emphasized. The institutional dimension was
overwhelmingly critical: dual governance, overlapping institutional authority, regulations poorly adapted to
local architecture and land tenure, financial barriers, bureaucratic control, centralization, limited community
participation, land commaodification, weak infrastructure, and insufficient training were identified as major
constraints. In the future-oriented dimension, all 15 participants referred to an undesirable future if current
trends continued. Axial coding demonstrated that developmental capacities functioned as causal conditions,
island-specific vulnerabilities as contextual conditions, and governance and institutional structures as
intervening conditions that could strengthen or neutralize developmental potential. The core category emerging
from selective coding was “ecotourism as a two-sided field of development: between community-based
empowerment and the commodification of the island lifeworld.” Saturation analysis showed that 98.9% of
basic themes had emerged by the fourteenth interview, while 38 of the 49 organizing themes were supported
by all four participant groups. Four future scenarios were identified according to the degree of community-
based governance and ecological regulation: community-based regenerative tourism, unregulated local
ecotourism, top-down institutional conservation, and commaodification with tourism gentrification.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that eco-lodges on Qeshm Island should not be understood as automatically
developmental or inherently destructive. Their effects depend on how they are embedded within the
relationship among the local lifeworld, tourism markets, and governance systems. Eco-lodges possess
substantial potential to deepen the tourism experience, retain expenditure within local communities, diversify
household livelihoods, revitalize cultural assets, and strengthen community networks. At the same time, these
benefits can be undermined when land markets become speculative, benefits are concentrated among better-
connected actors, environmental costs are socialized, local culture is reduced to a marketable performance, and
institutional arrangements fail to regulate carrying capacity and resource use. The study therefore indicates
that the key distinction is not between the presence or absence of eco-lodges, but between different governance
regimes under which eco-lodges operate. Where local ownership, meaningful participation, equitable benefit
distribution, ecological regulation, and culturally sensitive management are strong, eco-lodges can become
instruments of community empowerment and regenerative development. Where these conditions are weak, the
same tourism model may accelerate cultural commodification, social differentiation, ecological pressure, and
spatial gentrification. The prominence of environmental concerns further shows that the “eco” dimension of
eco-lodging cannot remain merely a branding strategy; it must be operationalized through carrying-capacity
management, waste and wastewater systems, water-use regulation, habitat protection, visitor education, and
monitoring of cumulative impacts. Likewise, the dominance of institutional barriers suggests that
responsibility cannot be assigned solely to individual lodge owners or tourists. Sustainable outcomes require
coordination among tourism authorities, the Qeshm Free Zone Organization, local communities,
environmental institutions, and village-level actors. The study ultimately concludes that the desirable pathway
for Qeshm Island is a transition from quantitative accommodation growth toward community-based
regenerative tourism, in which local ownership, ecological limits, cultural integrity, institutional coordination,
and distributive justice become central criteria of tourism development. Under such conditions, eco-lodges can
function not merely as accommodation enterprises but as mediating institutions capable of linking local
livelihoods, cultural continuity, environmental stewardship, and sustainable destination governance.
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