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Introduction: Sporting activities play an increasingly prominent role in various
dimensions of human life. In addition to creating employment and stimulating local
economies, they, through patriotic motivations and indigenous cultural practices, foster
richer social interactions and contribute to the establishment of social cohesion. A
representative example is the Choukheh wrestling event in Esfarayen County, Iran,
which functions as a symbol of both local and national identity. Accordingly, the present
study aimed to analyze the role of the Choukheh sports-tourism event in promoting social
cohesion in Esfarayen.

Data and Method: The research design was descriptive-analytical and, in terms of
purpose, applied. The statistical population comprised 195 household heads who were
selected by random sampling. The measurement instrument was a researcher-designed
questionnaire whose face validity was confirmed by experts; its reliability, assessed by
Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.747. Inferential statistics were used for data analysis.

Results: The one-sample t-test results indicated that, given the significance level
obtained for all indicators (p = 0.001) and the respondents’ overall mean exceeding the
numerical midpoint of 3, the examined indicators in the study area were at a moderately
high to high level. The Friedman test showed that the highest score (mean rank=5.83)
was attributed to the component sense of belonging and place identity.

Conclusion: The study’s findings suggest that hosting sporting events generates a
positive image of the community, increases cultural exchange, encourages public
participation in physical activity, and enhances opportunities to introduce Esfarayen
County nationally and internationally. Therefore, such events serve as important hubs of
social and cultural convergence and cohesion.
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Introduction

Sports tourism, recognized as the world’s third-largest industry, functions as a vital resource for societies
by generating income and employment and thereby contributing to economic, social, and cultural objectives.
More specifically, sports tourism is a growing segment of the tourism industry that attracts large numbers
of visitors through competitions and sporting events. Indigenous and local sports, as a significant component
of leisure and mass-participation sport, have recently received increased attention in many countries, and
efforts are underway to revive and develop these forms of physical activity. The expansion of indigenous
and local games to attract domestic and international tourists, aimed at creating employment, producing and
marketing local products, and stimulating community development, can foster social cohesion among
residents. Social cohesion refers to the process of harmonizing and integrating social structures and denotes
the degree to which individuals become incorporated into a unified social system. From this perspective,
social cohesion plays an important role in improving the quality of life in communities. The increasing
importance of social cohesion, particularly in areas experiencing demographic change, has opened new
avenues for tourism-related research. The development of local community tourism is a fundamental
strategy to help such areas overcome poverty, out-migration, and other socioeconomic problems. Despite
these potentials, Iran has not yet undertaken a systematic effort to identify and harness the distinctive
capacities of indigenous and local sports for tourism development. The traditional Choukheh wrestling
competitions have long been held each year (March—April) in the Zeynalkhan wrestling arena in Esfarayen.
These events attract more than eighty thousand spectators annually from provinces, towns, and villages
across the country, an attendance that astonishes observers, and roughly half of the spectators travel from
other provinces to witness the matches. The events also draw foreign visitors from neighboring countries
such as Turkmenistan and Tajikistan. Given the influx of domestic and international visitors to Esfarayen
during March and the city’s natural tourist attractions, an important research question emerges: To what
extent does the Choukheh wrestling event contribute to social cohesion in Esfarayen?

Data and Method

The present study employed a descriptive-analytical design and, in terms of objective, was applied research
conducted in the field. Data collection combined documentary (library) and field methods. The documentary
phase involved systematic note-taking from written sources (books, articles, periodicals, reports, theses, and
statistical yearbooks) to derive indicators. The field phase consisted of administering a structured
questionnaire. To analyze the role of sports tourism events on social cohesion, the study used established
criteria and components relevant to tourism and social cohesion, selected through library research and
theoretical review. Baseline information about the study event, regional characteristics, tourist attractions,
and specific details of the Choukheh wrestling event were obtained from the Department of Cultural
Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts, the Department of Physical Education, and the Esfarayen county
governor’s office. The statistical population comprised local residents of Esfarayen County who were likely
to attend the competition; questionnaires were completed in person at the event venue. The sampling frame
was based on the number of households in Esfarayen County (36,519 households according to the 2016
census). Using Cochran’s formula with a margin of error of 0.07, a sample of 195 households was selected;
one household head from each sampled household served as the respondent.

Results

The results indicated that 158 respondents (82.72%) reported satisfaction with the social effects of the
Choukheh wrestling events, while 33 respondents (17.28%) were not satisfied. Moreover, 26 respondents
(13.61%) personally participated in the Choukheh wrestling event, whereas 165 respondents (86.39%) did
not participate. Besides, 86 respondents (45.03%) reported that a family member participated in the event,
while 105 respondents (54.97%) indicated no family involvement. The analysis further demonstrated that
the Choukheh sports-tourism event had a statistically significant and considerable effect on social cohesion
in Esfarayen County.
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Conclusion

The study concluded that, from the perspective of local residents, the Choukheh wrestling event has
positively influenced social cohesion. To identify the most important impact of the sports tourism event on
the components of social cohesion in Esfarayen, the Friedman test was applied. Results showed that the
highest mean score (7.85) belonged to the component sense of belonging and place identity, whereas the
lowest mean score (1.20) related to the component improvement in residents’ lifestyle and tranquility. In
sum, fostering a sense of attachment and place identity is a key element of citizens’ affiliation with urban
environments and serves as a foundational perceptual and substantive basis for embedding sporting events
within both the mental and physical landscapes of the community.
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