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Abstract

Ecotourism, as a key component of sustainable tourism development, plays a
significant role in enhancing livelihoods and economically empowering local
communities; however, employment quality in this sector is often overlooked.
This study aimed to identify and analyze the dimensions and components of
ecotourism business development based on the decent work approach. The
research employed a qualitative design using thematic analysis. The study
population consisted of experts and managers of ecotourism businesses in
Iran, and purposive sampling was applied. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis to extract and
categorize the main themes. The findings indicated that the key dimensions of
ecotourism business development based on decent work approach include
productive employment, fundamental labor rights, social protection, social
dialogue, gender equality and equal opportunities, and occupational health and
safety, which collectively enhance employment quality, workforce
motivation, and active community participation. The results also emphasized
the necessity of strengthening legal and social support, empowering
employees, institutionalizing transparency and dialogue, and adhering to
principles of justice and occupational safety to establish a solid foundation for
sustainable and equitable ecotourism development.

Keywords: Ecotourism, Decent Work, Sustainable Employment, Social
Justice, Gender Equality.
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1. Introduction

Ecotourism, as one of the most effective forms of sustainable tourism,
emphasizes responsible travel to nature, environmental protection, and
strengthening local culture, and allocates a greater share of benefits to
local communities compared to mass tourism. Despite the valuable
potential of ecotourism for economic empowerment, the sustainability
of these achievements is guaranteed only when employment quality is
also considered. The "decent work™ approach of the International
Labour Organization provides a comprehensive framework for creating
jobs with fair wages, job security, social protection, and respect for
workers' rights. However, many ecotourism businesses in Iran operate
informally and seasonally, falling short of decent work standards. This
research was designed to identify and explain the dimensions,
components, and indicators of ecotourism business development based
on the decent work approach.

2. Literature Review

Domestic and international studies have shown that ecotourism can
create significant improvements in economic, social, and
environmental empowerment of local communities, and with
participatory planning and strengthening local capacities, it can pave
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sustainable paths such as job creation, nature conservation, and rural
livelihood improvement. However, a deeper examination of the
literature reveals that the field of ecotourism still lacks an integrated
approach to explain and operationalize the dimensions of decent work.
Numerous studies have addressed structural barriers, human resource
limitations, skill deficiencies, and gender inequality, but have paid less
attention to the fundamental components of decent work including job
security, fair wages, occupational safety, professional development
opportunities, and gender justice in the employment structure of
ecotourism. The need to develop a theoretical and practical framework
that integrates the decent work approach into the ecotourism
development process is identifiable as a serious gap in existing research.

3. Methodology

This research was conducted with a qualitative approach and
developmental-applied nature. Participants consisted of 21 tourism
experts including ecotourism accommodation managers, rural
development specialists, human resource experts, tourism
entrepreneurs, tour guides, and handicraft producers with 3 to 15 years
of work experience. Purposive sampling was conducted using the
snowball method. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data
analysis was performed using thematic analysis and the Attride-Stirling
framework at three hierarchical levels. The analysis process was
managed in six stages using NVivo 12 software. To assess validity and
reliability, strategies including multiple observers, collaborative
review, and systematic literature review were employed, and inter-
coder agreement exceeded 85%.

4. Results

Thematic analysis results revealed that the key dimensions of
ecotourism business development based on the decent work approach
include six overarching themes:

Productive Employment: Includes developing local job opportunities
through increasing opportunities and attracting local workforce; job
stability and sustainability through converting seasonal employment to
permanent and establishing standard contracts; and productivity and
fair income through training, fair pricing, and ensuring timely wage
payments.
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Fundamental Labor Rights: Includes compliance with legal labor
standards through formal contracts, minimum wage, and authorized
working hours; justice and fair treatment through fair evaluation
systems and preventing discrimination; and prohibition of exploitation
and child labor through banning employment of individuals under 18.
Social Protection: Includes insurance coverage and legal protections
through social security, accident, and unemployment insurance; job
security and financial support through support funds and minimum
income guarantee; and support for vulnerable groups by prioritizing
employment of female-headed households and rural youth.

Social Dialogue: Includes institutionalizing dialogue through local
councils and people's participation; resolving labor disputes through
mediation committees and transparent grievance mechanisms; and
transparency in decision-making through information dissemination
and access to financial information.

Gender Equality and Equal Opportunities: Includes equal opportunities
in employment and promotion with equal quotas and anti-
discrimination policies; equal pay and benefits through transparent
payment systems; and women's empowerment through skill-building
workshops and entrepreneurial networks.

Occupational Health and Safety: Includes workplace safety through
safety systems and periodic inspections; accident prevention through
training and protective equipment; and physical and mental health
through periodic medical examinations and stress-free work
environments.

5. Discussion

Findings indicate that integrating the decent work approach into
ecotourism creates a multidimensional framework for sustainable and
equitable employment. In the productive employment dimension,
unlike previous studies that merely emphasized employment quantity,
this research also emphasizes job quality and sustainability. In social
protection, insurance mechanisms and support funds create a secure
work environment. In social dialogue, institutionalizing participation
and transparency increases trust and job satisfaction. In gender equality,
this research has articulated more operational mechanisms such as
equal quotas and transparent payment systems. In occupational health
and safety, this research has filled the existing gap in previous literature
by providing an integrated framework for risk management.
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6. Conclusion

This research demonstrated that the six dimensions of decent work
including productive employment, fundamental labor rights, social
protection, social dialogue, gender equality and equal opportunities,
and occupational health and safety, collectively enhance employment
quality and local community participation. This framework can serve
as a guide for policymakers and managers for sustainable and
responsible ecotourism development. The research faces limitations
such as purposive sampling, interpretive nature, and lack of tourist
participation. It is suggested that quantitative and mixed-methods
research, international comparative studies, longitudinal research,
multi-stakeholder participation, in-depth case studies, crisis impact
assessment, and intervention effectiveness evaluation be conducted.
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