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Abstract

Purpose- Empowering women is essential for the development of any country across economic, social, political,
and other dimensions. When a woman is empowered, she gains the opportunity to better understand and advocate
for her rights, thereby enhancing her economic and social standing. Accordingly, the aim of this study is to identify
and examine the most significant factors influencing the empowerment of rural women and to classify these factors
based on their relative importance using a qualitative meta-analysis approach.

Design/methodology/approach- In this study, from a total of 73 published articles on the topic of rural women's
empowerment, 48 relevant articles were selected based on their alignment with the research objectives and their
use of fieldwork and literature-based methodologies. The timeframe for the domestic studies ranged from 2012 to
and for international studies from 2011 to 2024. Initially, the research problem and objectives were defined, and
then, among the available studies, those meeting the inclusion criteria were sampled. The data extracted from these
studies were then collected, coded, and categorized based on the research aims. Ultimately, the findings were
standardized to a common scale to allow for comparison. The geographical scope of the selected studies included
Iran, as well as countries in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America.

Findings- The results indicate that in the economic domain, income generation (17.1%), employment (13.8%),
access to loans and banking facilities, and land ownership (9.2%) are among the most influential factors. In the
socio-cultural domain, factors such as literacy and education (8.5%), cultural norms (7.6%), and knowledge and
skills (6.7%) play a critical role. In the psychological domain, self-confidence (14.4%), the ability to make
independent choices (9.8%), and self-esteem (8.5%) were key determinants. Politically, mobility freedom (26.1%),
women's participation in managerial and governmental positions (19.1%), and restrictive governmental regulations
(14.2%) were the most significant. Among these categories, political factors accounted for the largest share (12.4%),
followed by economic (5.5%), psychological (3.5%), and socio-cultural (3.2%) factors in contributing to the overall
empowerment of women.

Originality / Value- The findings of this study can contribute to identifying the most critical factors affecting the
empowerment of rural women and can inform the development of effective support policies. Such policies may
include promoting gender awareness through mass media, forming rural self-help groups through governmental
and non-governmental organizations to provide social and economic support and etc.

Keywords: Empowerment, Rural women, Indicators, Qualitative Meta-Analysis.
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1. Introduction
ccording to international reports, rural
women in developing countries face
A unfavorable conditions across various
indicators such as poverty, literacy,
employment, and access to resources
and job opportunities. Therefore, strategies aimed at
creating diverse opportunities for these women—as
half of the population and human capital—through
their engagement in different sectors, can contribute
to their empowerment and, ultimately, to
community development (Ahmadi & Fakour,
2019). Today, women's empowerment has become a
higher priority in the global development agenda
and is strongly linked to multiple development
outcomes. Achieving gender equality and
empowering women is the fifth Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG), which is set to be
realized by 2030 (Soharwardi & Ahmad, 2020).
Women's empowerment has emerged as a focal
point in the programs and activities of the United
Nations and other governmental and non-
governmental organizations. Consequently, it has
also become a major concern for social scientists,
policymakers, bureaucrats, and researchers.
However, there is no consensus among scholars on
the exact definition of the term “empowerment.”
Different academics have attempted to define the
concept from their own perspectives. The term
“empowerment” carries diverse meanings across
socio-cultural, economic, and political contexts.
Exploring local interpretations of empowerment
across the globe reveals a wide range of definitions.
These definitions often encompass concepts such as
power, self-control, self-reliance, personal choice,
the ability to fight for one’s rights, independence,
decision-making power, and freedom. Such
definitions are deeply embedded in local value
systems and belief structures. One of the most
common interpretations of empowerment refers to
increasing the power of disadvantaged groups to a
level that becomes comparable to that of dominant
groups (Mandal, 2013).
The empowerment of women is a dynamic and
multidimensional process that enables women to
gain control over their lives and strengthens their
agency (Mazaheri et al, 2015). It improves
women's quality of life and enhances their ability to
participate in decision-making processes across
social, cultural, and economic dimensions,
contributing to their present and future well-being

(Falahati et al., 2020). In developing countries,
women constitute a significant portion of the rural
population and assume diverse roles and
responsibilities. Rural women are active both within
the household and in outdoor activities such as
agriculture, horticulture, animal husbandry, and
handicrafts (Noori & Alimohammadi, 2009, cited in
Mamsen, 1995). Compared to their male
counterparts, women generally have lower levels of
education, earn less income, possess fewer assets,
and have less economic control. This disparity
disrupts various aspects of their lives and subjects
them to poor health, limited educational and
occupational opportunities, and reduced autonomy
over personal choices (Saluja et al., 2023). As a
result, women often suffer from exclusion and
marginalization, missing out on employment,
education, healthcare, and justice, due in part to
patriarchal socio-cultural norms that limit their
access to development and empowerment
opportunities (Isran & Isran, 2012).

Thus, gender norms and cultural barriers often
constrain women's participation in decision-making
processes and their access to resources, hindering
both their empowerment and their involvement in
rural development (Ali & Kamraju, 2023). Ignoring
women’s roles and perspectives restricts their
participation in development programs (Jabeen et
al., 2020). Active participation of women in rural
affairs  first requires their empowerment.
Accordingly, in order for women to realize their
capabilities and potential, they must engage with the
various factors that affect their empowerment in line
with relevant policies and programs (Gholami Avati
et al.,, 2010, cited in Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor, 2002). Once empowered, women are able
to make independent decisions based on their full
potential, thereby improving their family’s quality
of life and becoming productive members of society
(Sabir & Majid, 2023).

Given the current circumstances and the abundance
of studies conducted on the empowerment of rural
women and its multiple dimensions—as well as the
diversity of theories on this subject—there is a clear
need for a comprehensive review of the literature on
women’s empowerment. Identifying the key factors
affecting the empowerment of rural women can help
recognize existing obstacles and propose practical
solutions. Accordingly, the aim of this research is to
identify the most influential factors contributing to
the empowerment of rural women across different
dimensions, through a review of studies conducted
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in Iran from 2012 to 2024 and international studies
from 2011 to 2024. For this purpose, researchers'
viewpoints and findings have been reanalyzed using
a qualitative meta-analysis method to extract the
most significant factors influencing rural women's
empowerment.

2. Theoretical Framework

Empowerment has been defined in a variety of
ways. It is generally understood as a process
through which individuals progress in overcoming
barriers and engaging in activities that enable them
to determine their own destiny (Hanaysha & Tabhir,
2016). Women's empowerment, specifically, refers
to gaining the ability to think and act freely,
fostering a sense of self-worth, believing in the
capacity to bring about desired changes, exercising
the right to make choices and control one's life,
realizing one's full potential, and achieving equality
within society (Phala & Mukonza, 2021).

The American Oxford Dictionary defines women’s
empowerment as making women stronger and more
confident in controlling their lives and asserting
their rights—that is, giving them the power to
confront the challenges of being women in society.
For centuries, women were not equal to men in
many respects. They were denied the right to vote,
own property, or work in many professions. Having
emerged from that dark era, women now possess
greater agency to pursue any path they choose. This
means they have the freedom to determine their
future, choose a career, vote, and do anything a man
can do. When we speak of women's empowerment
today, we refer to women who assume leadership roles.
Whereas in the past women were subordinate, empowerment
now implies increased spiritual, political, social, and
economic power (Waghamode & Kalyan, 2014).
Empowerment is therefore a multidimensional
process comprising economic, psychological,
political, social, and cultural aspects. Economic
empowerment is defined as the ability of women to
earn sufficient income to lead a decent life and meet
their basic needs (Ebad-Allah et al, 2022), It
encompasses access to credit, increased household
asset ownership, control over financial affairs, and
financial autonomy (Dalal et al., 2012). Women’s
access to credit and savings enhances their
economic roles and decision-making power in
matters related to finance (Marinova, 2010).
Common indicators used to assess women's
economic empowerment include income, savings,
access to and control over markets, raw materials,

equipment, capital, credit, and facilities (Katsekpor
et al., 2024).

Social empowerment helps women develop a sense
of independence and self-confidence, enabling both
individual and collective action toward their goals
(Jose et al., 2021). It is a process that fosters
autonomy, power, confidence, and other necessary
tools for initiating change and paving the way for a
better future. It occurs at both individual and
collective levels and supports marginalized
groups—including women—who lack access to
basic needs, healthcare, education, and more. Social
empowerment also involves transforming social
relationships, institutions, and discourses that marginalize
the poor and perpetuate poverty (Sen et al., 2023).
Psychological empowerment refers to enhancing
women’s self-belief in achieving their goals. It
differs from actual power or decision-making and
instead reflects how women internally evaluate their
ability to reach their goals (Cattaneo & Chapman,
2010, p. 646). It is characterized by indicators such
as intellectual independence, increased self-esteem,
a sense of personal power, and enhanced self-
efficacy (Kwaku Kyem, 2004). Through this
process, women develop greater autonomy and self-
confidence. As their confidence grows, they become
more capable of defending their rights and gaining
control over resources. They learn to recognize their
internal desires and needs and develop the necessary
skills to fulfill them (Fallsoleyman et al., 2023).
Political empowerment of women is defined as a
process of increasing their capacity through
expanded choices, agency, and participation in
social  decision-making processes. Political
empowerment of women is considered a tool for
economic development as it enhances institutional
quality (Awoa et al., 2022). It is a process that
enables women to increase their mobility, break
social isolation, strengthen their self-confidence and
societal roles, and establish a presence in public
spaces (Israr et al., 2020).

Several theories have been proposed to
conceptualize women’s empowerment. One such
theory is the Cultural and Social Differences
Theory, which argues that in addition to addressing
existing inequalities, women must simultaneously
question and resist the underlying structures that
perpetuate inequality across different levels (Tarasi
et al.,, 2019). According to this theory, cultural
norms—internalized through socialization—frame
politics as a male domain, assigning women’s
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responsibilities solely to household and family roles.
These expectations constitute significant barriers to
women’s empowerment in various spheres of society
(Charmchian Langerodi & Alibaygi, 2013).

Given these persistent inequalities and barriers,
gender equality has emerged as a strategic approach
to integrating the concerns and experiences of both
women and men into all political, economic, and
social policies. This ensures that both genders
benefit equally, preventing the continuation of
inequality. Accordingly, the empowerment of
women and the achievement of gender equality
have become crucial issues (UN Women, 2020).
Gender equality increases productivity, promotes
innovation, and strengthens inclusive and sustainable
development. It also improves health and education
outcomes and boosts political and social participation.
Recognizing its importance, many organizations
and development-oriented governments have
pursued policies and programs aimed at reducing
gender disparities. These efforts seek to empower
women, promote their rights, and create an enabling
environment for their full and equal participation in
all aspects of society (Jimmy & Olsson, 2023). At
the same time, empowering women requires
establishing necessary infrastructures to support
their development across economic, social, cultural,
political, and educational domains, enhancing their
capacity for choice, self-reliance, and control over
their own lives (Niaghi, 2019).

One such infrastructure is seen as a prerequisite for
sustainable development, which emphasizes the real
and active participation of women alongside men in
development processes. Without question, women’s
full participation depends on their empowerment,
which serves as the foundation for their
involvement in development (Mozaffari, 2015).
Among the most influential frameworks is feminist
theory, which attributes women’s lower societal
status to limited opportunities, family constraints,
and lack of educational resources. Feminists argue
that, since gender equality is a recognized right,
women must be entitled to legal protections,
employment, education, and asset ownership
(Sadeghi et al., 2011, citing Valarie, 1999). They
further advocate for equal opportunities in all
domains, asserting that men must revise their
attitudes and perceptions about traditional female
roles (Sadeghi et al., 2011, citing Sargent, 1999). In
this view, empowerment means enabling women to
access resources and exert greater control over their
lives—leading to enhanced independence, self-

confidence (Seifi, 2020), and self-esteem, which
improves their self-image (Ugbomeh, 2001).

In the realm of psychological empowerment,
Spreitzer’s theory stands out. It conceptualizes
psychological empowerment as a motivational
construct comprising four core cognitive
dimensions: Meaning — the extent to which
individuals perceive their work as meaningful.
Competence — the belief in one's capability, skills,
and abilities to perform tasks, helping women trust
in their own decision-making capacity (Monje-
Amor et al, 2021), Self-determination — the
autonomy to decide how to perform tasks,
associated with freedom and independence. Impact
— the perceived degree of influence one has on
strategic, administrative, or operational outcomes
(Oliveira et al., 2023). This theory highlights that
women gain confidence, power, and knowledge to
collaborate with others who share similar goals for
societal change (Hibbs, 2022). Women come to
believe that with confidence, competence, and self-
efficacy, they can increase their motivation,
personal well-being, and engagement in national
programs such as education, politics, health,
agriculture, and development (Manuere & Phiri, 2018).
Another prominent model is Malhotra’s framework,
which identifies two key dimensions of women’s
empowerment: resources/capacities and agency.
The first dimension, resources, can be intangible,
human, or social, including education, wealth,
employment, social connections, and access
opportunities (Kabeer, 2001). These are considered
prerequisites for empowerment and the first step
toward expanding women’s choices. Resources are
thus foundational capital that facilitate the
empowerment process and protect women against
unexpected life challenges (Kalantari et al., 2010,
citing Alderman, 1997; Agarwal, 1997).

Agency refers to the capacity to make strategic life
choices and control over critical resources and
decisions. Malhotra’s model emphasizes that
agency can be strengthened through reforms in:
Social structures (e.g., access to higher education
and improved literacy rates among women), Legal
systems (e.g., rights to property, divorce, and legal
protection), Economic frameworks (e.g., access to well-
paying jobs and leadership positions), Political institutions
(e.g., voting rights and female representation in government
at local and national levels) (Malhotra et al., 2002).

To measure agency, assets are used as indicators.
These include human, material, social, political, and
psychological assets (Alsop & Heinsohn, 2005).
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Material (financial) assets—such as capital, credit,
and raw materials—can lead to bank loans, input
acquisition, new business development, and
increased income and savings. This fosters women’s
financial independence, decision-making power,
and overall empowerment (Khalvati et al., 2007,
citing Alsop & Heinsohn, 2005). Social (human)
assets—such as education, awareness, and skill
development—enhance women’s knowledge and
abilities, leading to increased psychological assets,
including self-confidence, self-worth, and the
elimination of traditional stigmas. This encourages
participation in collective activities and the
articulation of personal aspirations. Political
assets—including voting rights, civil liberties, and
participation in formal and informal groups—
enable women’s political empowerment (Khalvati
et al., 2007). According to Kabeer (1999), resources
and agency together form what Sen refers to as
"capabilities"—the ability to live the life one values
and achieve meaningful goals. Political assets, such
as the right to vote, civil liberties, membership in
formal and informal groups, political participation,
and presence in political offices, play a crucial role
in empowering women (Khalvati et al., 2007).
Together, resources and agency form what Sen
refers to as capabilities—that is, the ability of
women to live the kind of life they value and to
pursue meaningful ways of being and doing (Kabeer,
1999). In Alsop and Heinsohn’s empowerment
framework, in addition to agency, a third dimension
known as the structure of opportunity is introduced.
This structure is defined as the formal and informal
institutional contexts in which individuals operate.
These contextual factors interact with resources and
agency to produce varying degrees of
empowerment. Within this framework, women
utilize their choice opportunities and subsequently
evaluate the outcomes of these choices. The structure
of opportunity is shaped by the presence and
performance of formal and informal institutions and
legal systems. It encompasses laws, regulatory
frameworks, and prevailing social norms, all of
which determine whether individuals or groups have
access to assets and whether they are allowed to make
use of them (Alsop & Heinsohn, 2005).

The structure of opportunity includes formal and
informal institutions such as the state, society, and
the labor market. According to the conceptual
model proposed in this theory, increasing agency is
made possible through the accumulation of various

types of assets: Social and human assets such as
education, schooling, and skill development;
Financial assets including income, employment,
savings, and investment; Psychological assets such
as self-confidence, self-belief, and a sense of self-
worth; Political assets including voting rights, and
holding positions in political and governmental
institutions. These assets are developed and
exercised within the opportunity structure—an
arena in which formal and informal institutions
interact and operate. Governments play a critical
role in empowering women through mechanisms of
justice, policymaking, and public service delivery.
Under the justice dimension, governments empower
women by providing access to institutional
mechanisms-both formal and informal-for addressing
problems, enhancing women's awareness of
organizations that protect their rights, and ensuring
fairness in how these organizations engage with women
(Figure 1). In the domains of policy and service
provision, governments play a significant role in
empowering rural women by facilitating their
participation in electoral activities, granting them
the right to vote, and providing access to various
essential services. These include healthcare,
education, recreational opportunities, public
utilities, and other community services, all of which
contribute meaningfully to the empowerment
process. At the family level, the head of the
household—typically the father or husband—can
enhance women’s empowerment by granting them
autonomy in decision-making and encouraging their
participation in family and social matters. Providing
women with freedom of movement to access
healthcare centers, schools, workshops, and training
courses, as well as supporting their involvement in
diverse activities, can significantly contribute to
their sense of agency and empowerment. Within the
community, the degree of women’s participation in
social activities and their influence in community-
level decision-making processes directly affects the
empowerment of rural women. The market
dimension also plays a crucial role and encompasses
labor, financial, and goods markets: In the financial
market, women’s access to income, loans, and credit
facilities—as well as their ability to save and invest
across various sectors—enables them to purchase
agricultural inputs, raw materials, and consumer
goods. This purchasing power, referred to as the
“goods dimension,” fosters their autonomy and
financial empowerment. In the goods market, rural
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women's and girls’ access to inheritance also plays
a key role in enhancing their empowerment,
offering them control over economic resources and
property. In the labor market, the division of labor

and responsibilities, the extent and volume of
household duties, and the pursuit of income-generating
home-based or small-scale enterprises are all significant
contributors to women’s empowerment. (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Research
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3. Methodology (Parhizkar et al., 2023, p. 904, citing the Statistical
This study employs a combination of library-based Analysis Academy of Iran, 2021). The study covers
(documentary) research and qualitative meta- a time span from 2012 to 2022 (1391-1401 in the
analysis. The documentary method was used to Iranian calendar) and 2011 to 2024 for international
review the background, literature, theoretical research. Data were gathered from various sources,
foundations, and relevant conceptual frameworks. including the Scientific Information Database
The qualitative meta-analysis method involves (SID), the Comprehensive Humanities Portal, the
synthesizing the results of multiple studies to derive Noor Specialized Journals Database (Noormags),
new, integrated findings (Shiyani & Zare, 2019, p. and Google Scholar. Subsequently, studies on
79, citing Mohammadi, 2019). In other words, women's  empowerment—particularly ~ rural
meta-analysis gathers previous research on a women's empowerment—were reviewed. The
particular topic, analyzes, and classifies them geographic scope of the selected research includes
accordingly. This approach converts the results of Iran as well as countries in Asia, Africa, the Middle
various studies into a common scale and then East, and Latin America. The statistical population
applies preliminary and limited data analysis of this research consists of articles that address the
techniques. In this method, the research problem is empowerment of rural women and identify
first identified and the objective of the study is influencing factors. In total, 73 articles were
clarified. Then, from the body of existing studies, initially reviewed. In the first stage, 10 articles were
those that align with the research criteria are excluded due to lack of direct relevance. In the
selected as samples. The data extracted from these second stage, 15 articles were eliminated due to
studies are collected, coded, and categorized based topic duplication. Ultimately, 48 articles were
on the research objectives. Finally, the results are selected for final analysis (titles of the selected
standardized to allow for meaningful comparisons articles are listed in Table 1).

Table 1. List of studies utilized in the meta-analysis

Title of Study Author(s) Year
Qualitative analysis of factqrs 1nﬂuen01pg rural women's Naseri & Asgari 2024
empowerment in Ilam province
Identification and' analysis of dlmenS}ons a‘nd components of Zafarinasab, Golzari, Nourian, & Razavi 2023
rural women's empowerment using mixed methods
Evaluation of empowerment level of rural women in Azimi, Alibaygi & Papzan 2022
Kermanshah
Political and social empowerment of_ women in South Caucasus Atai &Zangeneh 2021
in the post-Soviet era
Meta-synthesis of factors affecting rural women's Zafarinasab, Golzari, Nourian, & Razavi 2021
empowerment
Economic and social empowerment of rural women in Zanjan Moghaddas Farimani, Mirtorabi & 2020
province Ghaemmaghami
Role of rural women's empowerment in analyzing socio- Falahati, Ghasemi, Badsar 2020
economic-cultural factors
Internal and external factors influencing rural women's Mohammadi, Avatefi-Akmal, Zamiri- 2019
empowerment (Kermanshah & Hamedan) Arasteh & Rahimian
Drivers of rural women's empowerment: Case study of Zanjan Tarasi, Karimzadeh & Aghayri Hir 2019
Strategic planning for psychological empowerment of rural Ghasemi, Alizadeh & Ghandehari 2018
women
Evaluation of factors mﬂu.encmg rural women's empowerment Abolfathzadeh, Yousefi, MozaffarAmini 2016
in Esfahan
Explaining factors influencing women's empowerment in rural Shafici Sabet & Yousefi 2016
settlement development
Social and psychological factors affecting empowerment of . .
women heads of households (Abas Abad) Mojarradi & Badsar 2016
Identification of 5?010-econ0mlc factors affecting rural Qanbari & Ansari 2015
women's empowerment (Rostam)
Occupational empowerment factors of rural women (Ilam) Seyedeh, Eshraghi Samani & Poursaied 2015
Survey and analysis of components affecting rural women's Barghi & Qanbari 2014
empowerment (Esfahan)
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Title of Study Author(s) Year
Economic empowermenF of Women.and girls in Africa, Latin Safavi, Zamiran, Maarefvand & Arshi 2014
America and Caribbean
Psychological empowerment of rural women Charmchian Langerodi & Alibaygi 2013
Assessing economic and social empowerment of rural women Sadi, Shabanali Fami & Latifi 2012
Empowerment of women: Oku Forest Area, Cameroon Foncha & Eforkwe 2024
Women's empowerment models in Indonesian villages: role of pakuna, Hunowu, Datamula, Sunarsi, 2024
Quran recitation traditions Wahyni, Tamu & Daulay
Bibliometric analysis of women empowerment studies after . )
SDGs (2015-2022) Adeleye, Olivo & Farkas 2024
Economic empowerment of rural women in Wolaita, Ethiopia Kuma & Godana 2023
Women empowerment in India: A critical analysis Singh & Singh 2023
Tribal women's empowerment: Challenges and prospects Bukhari, Khushk, Khoso & Shah 2023
Measuring women empowerment in the Global South Desai, Chen, Reddy & McLaughlin 2022
Gender federalism and poht.lcal empowerment in Sindh, Ahmed, Magsood & Nawaz 2001
Pakistan
A study on women's empowerment in India Rani 2021
Measuring women's empowerment in developing countries: A Nahar & Mengo 2021
systematic review
Dimensions and drivers of IturaI. women's empowerment in Obayelu & Chime 2020
Nigeria
Status of women's empowerment in Bangalore, India Menon & Sharma, Rajintha 2020
Empowerment index of rural women in Mohmand, Pakistan Israr, Rahman, Ahmad & Pervaiz 2020
Factors affecting women's empowerment in Bangladesh Tabassum, Begum, Rana, Faruk & Miah 2019
Comparative study ofuljban an_d rural women's empowerment Saravanakumar & Elizabeth Varakumari 2019
in Tamil Nadu
Women's empowerment in East Africa Miedema, Haard\(()éis;ré Webb Girard & 2018
Women's empowerment drivers in Uganda Sell & Minot 2018
Empirical evidence on rurgl women's empowerment in South Abrar ul hag, Jali & Islam 2017
Punjab, Pakistan
Empowerment index: A tool to ‘measure rural women's Roy, Chatterjee & Dutta Gupta 2017
empowerment in India
Socio-economic and psychologlcal factors of women's Batool, Ahmad, Qureshi 2016
psychological empowerment
Multidimensional approach I\tl(i)gxzr(;?en s empowerment in rural Ayevbuomwan, Opoola & Adeoi 2016
Empowerment and social part1c1pa.t10n of Muslim women in Cherayi & Justin 2016
South India
Social and economic dete}‘mmapts of women's empowerment Bushra & Wajiha 2015
in Pakistan
Women's empowerment in rural local government in Hossain 2015
Bangladesh
Individual and social factors_ influencing women's Assad, Nazier & Ramadan 2014
empowerment in Egypt
Women empowerment in India: A study Waghamode & Kalyan 2014
Concept and types of women's empowerment in India Mandal 2013
Measuring rural women's empowerment in Bangladesh Mahmud, Shah & Becker 2012
Women's empowerment 1nig£;a(n: Based on empowerment Varghese 2011

4. Research Findings

The findings of the study are presented in two parts:
descriptive findings and qualitative findings.

4.1. Descriptive Findings

The years in which the studies related to the
research topic were conducted in this meta-analysis
vary across domestic and international research:
Among the 19 domestic articles analyzed:1 case

(5.2%) was conducted in 2024, 1 case (5.2%) in
2023, 1 case (5.2%) in 2022, 2 cases (10.5%) in
2021, 2 cases (10.5%) in 2020, 2 cases (10.5%) in
2019, 1 case (5.2%) in 2018, 3 cases (15.7%) in
2016, 2 cases (10.5%) in 2015, 2 cases (10.5%) in
2014, 1 case (5.2%) in 2013, and 1 case (5.2%) in
2012. (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Frequency of domestic studies based on year of publication
In the international studies reviewed, out of a total 2020, 2 cases (6.8%) in 2019, 2 cases (6.8%) in

of 29 articles: 3 cases (10.3%) were conducted in 2018, 2 cases (6.8%) in 2017, 3 cases (10.3%) in
2024, 2 cases (6.8%) in 2023, 1 case (3.4%) in 2016, 2 cases (6.8%) in 2015, 1 case (3.4%) in 2014, 1 case
2022, 3 cases (10.3%) in 2021, 3 cases (10.3%) in (3.4%) in 2012, and 1 case (3.4%) in 2011. (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Frequency of international studies based on year of publication

An analysis of the number of co-authors in the reviewed studies (16.6%) had four authors, 1 study (2%) had five
studies reveals the following: authors, and 1 study (2%) had six authors. (Table 2)

6 studies (12.5%) had one author, 16 studies (33.3%) had

two authors, 17 studies (35.4%) had three authors, 8
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Table 2. Frequency of the number of co-authors

Number of
Authors 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total
Frequency 6 16 17 8 1 1 48
Percentage (%) | 12.5 | 333 | 354 | 16.6 2 2 100

In both domestic and international studies, the
distribution of authors' academic positions among
the 137 identified contributors was as follows: 60

members, 36 individuals (26.2%) were researchers,
29 individuals (21.1%) were PhD students or
graduates, and 12 individuals (8.7%) were Master's

individuals (43.7%) were university faculty students or graduates. (Table 3).
Table 3. Frequency of authors’ academic positions
Academic Faculty Researcher PhD Students/ Master’s Total
Position Graduates Students/Graduates
Frequency 60 36 29 12 137
Percentage (%) 43.7 26.2 21.1 8.7 100

Authors of the 48 reviewed articles came from 14
different academic disciplines: 12 articles (15.1%)
in Agricultural Economics, 11 (13.9%) in
Economics, 9 (11.3%) in Sociology, 8 (10.1%) in
Agricultural Extension and Education, 8 (10.1%) in
Rural Development, 6 (7.5%) in Women’s Studies,

5 (6.3%) in Geography, 5 (6.3%) in Psychology, 3
(3.7%) in Health Sciences, 3 (3.7%) in Political
Science, 3 (3.7%) in Law, 2 (2.5%) in Social Work,
2 (2.5%) in Educational Management, and 1 (1.2%)
in Environmental Sciences. (Table 4).

Table 4. Frequency of researchers’ academic disciplines
Soci
Disciplin Agr. Econom | Sociolo Agr. . Rur Wo,me Geograp | Psycholo | Healt Pol La | al Ed. Environm
o Econom ics Extensi | al n’s h . w | Wor Managem ent Total
ics &y on Dev. | Studies gy Sci. X ent
Freque |y 11 9 8 8 6 5 3033 2 2 1 79
necy
Percent
age 15.1 13.9 11.3 10.1 |[10.1 7.5 6.3 37 3737 25 2.5 1.2 100
(%)

Regarding gender distribution among researchers
involved in studies on women's empowerment:
23 cases (47.9%) involved female authors, 25 cases

(52%) involved male authors, and 27 cases (56.2%)
involved both female and male collaboration. (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Frequency of researchers by gender
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Based on the reviewed studies on women's
empowerment in this meta-analysis: 7 cases
(11.6%) focused on economic topics, 11 cases
(18.3%) on social topics, 16 cases (26.6%) on

combined economic and social topics, 7 cases
(11.6%) on economic, social, and psychological
topics, 8 cases (13.3%) on psychological topics, and
11 cases (18.3%) on political topics. (Table 5)

Table 5. Frequency of topics addressed in women's empowerment studies

. . . . Economic & | Economic, Social ..
Topic Economic | Psychological | Social Social & Psychological Political Total
Frequency 7 8 11 16 7 11 60
Percentage (%) 11.6 13.3 18.3 26.6 11.6 18.3 100
Regarding the methodological approach: 5 cases (2.1%) exploratory, 1 case (2.1%) causal-

(10.4%) used a descriptive approach, 14 cases
(29.1%) descriptive-analytical, 9 cases (18.7%)
survey-based, 1 case (2.1%) grounded theory, 1 case

comparative, 1 case (2.1%) descriptive-exploratory,
5 cases (10.4%) descriptive-correlational, and 11
cases (22.9%) literature review. (Table 6).

Table 6. Frequency of studies by research approach

Descriptive-

Grounded

Causal-

IDescriptive-

Descriptive- |Literature

Approach  Descriptive Analytical Survey Theory Exploratory Comparative [Exploratory [Correlational | Review Total

Frequency 5 14 9 1 1 1 1 5 11 48

Perif/n)tage 10.4 29.1 18.7 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 10.4 229 | 100
0

Based on research method: 33 cases (68.7%) were
quantitative, 11 cases (22.9%) qualitative, 3 cases

Table 7. Frequency of studies by research method

(6.2%) mixed methods, and 1 case (2%) meta-
synthesis. (Table 7).

Method Quantitative | Qualitative Mixed Meta-synthesis Total
Frequency 33 11 3 1 48
Percentage (%) 68.7 22.9 6.2 2 100

Research tools used in the studies: 18 cases (37.5%)
used questionnaires, 14 cases (29.1%) used
document analysis, 9 cases (18.7%) interviews, and

7 cases (14.5%) used combined tools (interview +
questionnaire). (Table 8).

Table 8. Frequency of studies by research tool

Combined
Tool Questionnaire | Interview (Questionnaire & Document Analysis | Total
Interview)
Frequency 18 9 7 14 48
Percentage (%) 37.5 18.7 14.5 29.1 100

Use of statistical techniques: 12 cases (23.5%) used
Anova, 17 cases (33.3%) regression analysis, 1 case
(1.9%) SWOT analysis, 1 case (1.9%) Kendall’s

cases (3.9%) Spearman test, 5 cases (9.8%)
correlation and Chi-square, and 11 cases (21.5%)
did not include hypothesis testing. (Table 9).

Tau-b, 2 cases (3.9%) grounded theory analysis, 2

Table 9. Frequency of studies by statistical analysis method

Kendall Grounded Correlation No
Method ANOVA Regression SWOT Spearman & Chi- Hypothesis Total
Tau-b Theory
Square Test
Frequency 12 17 1 1 2 2 5 11 51
Perc(f/“)tage 235 333 1.9 1.9 3.9 3.9 9.8 215 100
0

11



(\

JRRI?

Journal of Research and Rural Planning

No.3 / Serial No.50

Theories used in the reviewed studies: The study
incorporates a diverse theoretical base to analyze
women’s empowerment. The following theories and
their relative contributions were identified: 5 items
(10.4%) from Sara Longwe’s framework, 2 items
(4.1%) from Alsop and Heinsohn’s model, 8 items
(16.6%) from Kabeer’s theory, 3 items (6.2%) from
Welfare theory, 2 items (3.8%) from gender and
development theory, 6 item (12.5%) from gender
equality theory, 6 items (12.5%) used Malhotra’s
theory, 2 items (4.1%) from Poverty alleviation
theory, 1 item (2%) each from the following:
Equality theory, Efficiency theory, Exploitation
theory, Marginalization and integration theory,

Structural-functional theory, Class and state
incapacity theory, Action theory, Feminization of
poverty, Everyday life sociology, Ugboume’s
theory, Glass ceiling theory, Biological differences
theory, Effectiveness theory. other theories, poverty
alleviation, equality, efficiency, marginalization &
integration, sustainable development, cultural and
social difference, feminist theories, structural-
functionalism, class/state incapacity, action theory,
sociology of everyday life, Ugbomeh ’s theory,
glass ceiling, biological differences, effectiveness,
Hashemi’s theory, Lin Bennet’s theory, and social
exclusion. (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Frequency of theories used in the reviewed studies.

4.2 Qualitative Findings

Content Analysis of Articles on the Empowerment of
Rural Women- The analysis of research findings on
the empowerment of rural women revealed that the
studies are categorized into four main dimensions:

4.2.1 Economic Factors

According to Table 10, among the economic factors
influencing rural women's empowerment, income
generation holds the highest share with 17.1%. It is
followed by employment (13.8%), and access to

economic, socio-cultural, psychological, and loans and banking facilities as well as land
political. ownership (both with 9.2%). (Table 10).
Table 10. Economic Factors Influencing the Empowerment of Rural Women
Variable Frequency Percentage (%) Variable Frequency Percentage (%)
Income 26 17.1 Marketing 6 3.9
generation
Employment 21 13.8 Access to inputs and 5 33
tools
Access to loans Cooperative
and banking 14 9.2 p M 5 33
e membership
facilities

12
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Variable Frequency Percentage (%) Variable Frequency Percentage (%)
Land ownership 14 9.2 Access to raw 4 2.6
materials
Savings 10 6.5 Access to water 4 2.6
resources
Market access 9 5.9 Livestock ownership 4 2.6
Sale of products 8 52 Access to suit able 3 1.9
transportation
Access to .
financial 8 52 Entrepreneurship and 3 1.9
e business creation
nstitutions
Business startup 6 39 Access to job-related ) 13
investment ) and production skills )
Total 152 100.0

4.2.2 Socio-Cultural Factors
As presented in Table 11, among the socio-cultural
factors, literacy and education (8.5%) was the most

cited, followed by restrictive cultural norms (7.6%),
knowledge and skills (6.7%), and access to health

services (6.5%). (Table 11).

Table 11. Socio-Cultural Factors Influencing the Empowerment of Rural Women

Variable Frequency Percentage (%) Variable Frequency Percentage (%)
Literacy and 38 8.5 Age 12 2.7
education
Restrictive 34 76 Spouse: S 1 24
cultural norms occupation
Participation in
Knowledge and 30 6.7 religious 10 2.2
skills .
ceremonies
Participation in
H_ealth an(_i 29 6.5 women's 10 2.2
medical services
conferences
Membership in
Gender 27 6.0 women's 9 2.0
associations
Membership in
Marital status 25 5.6 governmental or 9 2.0
non-governmental
NGOs
Patriarchal and Awareness of
male-dominated 22 4.9 " 7 1.5
market conditions
culture
Housework and Awareness of
child-rearing 19 4.2 citizenship rights 7 15
Pg;ﬁ&?; (:liclln Collaboration
. 19 4.2 with officials and 5 1.1
vocational .
. authorities
training
e
. 19 4.05 spouse and family 5 1.1
extension
programs
Use of mass Engagement in
media '(r'adlo, 16 36 charl'table qnd 3 067
television, public service
newspapers, etc.) activities
Access to and Legal and
usage of the 16 3.6 economic rights 1 0.22
internet such as mahr

13
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Variable Frequency Percentage (%) Variable Frequency Percentage (%)
Participation in
exhibitions and 15 33 dowry 2 0.45
festivals
Awareness of
emerging 13 2.9
technologies
inheritance 13 2.9
insurance 13 29
coverage
Total 444 100.0
4.2.3 Psychological Factors to act upon personal desires (9.8%) and self-esteem

According to Table 12, the psychological factor (8.5%). (Table 12).
with the highest impact on women's empowerment
is self-confidence (14.4%), followed by the ability

Table 12. Psychological Factors Influencing the Empowerment of Rural Women

Variable Frequency Percentage (%) Variable Frequency Percentage (%)
Self-confidence 22 14.4 Initiative 4 2.6
Autonomy in acting 15 9.8 Group work 4 2.6
on personal will
Self-esteem 13 8.5 Perseverance and 3 1.9
seriousness
Positive mindset 9 5.9 Women's 3 1.9
leadership
Motivation 8 5.2 Self-reliance in 3 1.9
challenges
Use of others'
opinions in 6 3.9 Value placed on 3 1.9
i . women’s opinions
decision-making
Belief in one’s own 6 3.9 Trust of men in 3 19
abilities women
Intellectual .
5 32 Trust in Experts 4 2.6
Independence
Problem-solving
Responsibility 5 32 for novel 3 1.9
challenges
Government
Risk-Taking attention and
Behavior 3 3.2 support for 3 1.9
women
Openness to
Future Planning 5 32 . adop.t e 2 1.3
innovative and
modern methods
Self-Efficacy 4 26 Continuous 2 1.3
learning
. Voluntarily
Ability to mentor 4 2.6 engaging in tasks 1 0.65
others _—
and activities
Women'’s trust in
Autonomy 4 2.6 cach other 3 1.9
Total 152 100.0
4.2.4 Political Factors mobility (26.1%), followed by restrictive laws and
According to Table 13, the most influential political regulations (19.1%) and women’s presence in

factor in empowering rural women is freedom of

14
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leadership and governmental positions (14.2%).
(Table 13).

Table 13. Political Factors Influencin

the Empowerment of Rural Women

Variable Frequency | Percentage (%) Variable Frequency Percentage (%)
Freedom of T
movement 11 26.1 Pargl?g?éfsn m 5 11.9
(mobility)
Women in
leadership and 3 191 Laws supporting 3 71
governmental ' women ’
positions
Restrictive Participation in
governmental laws 6 14.2 raﬁies 2 4.7
and regulations
Political Presence in
representation of 5 11.9 Lo . 2 4.7
women judicial bodies
Total 42 100.0

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Women’s empowerment is defined as a process that
brings about change in women’s lives and enables
them to lead a complete human life. This process
encompasses both external dimensions (such as
health, education, awareness, mobility,
participation in decision-making, etc.) and internal
dimensions (such as self-awareness, self-
confidence, self-belief, etc.), ultimately leading to
an improved quality of life for women. Therefore,
enhancing women's empowerment necessitates
identifying and analyzing the contributing factors.
Given the significance of the topic, this study
aimed to identify the key factors influencing the
empowerment of rural women and to categorize
these factors through a qualitative meta-analysis.
Based on the reviewed literature, the influential
factors were classified into four -categories:
economic, socio-cultural, psychological, and
political. According to the findings, among the
economic factors, income generation was the most
prominent variable, accounting for 16.7% of the
total. Therefore, providing income-generating
opportunities for women through support for
agricultural activities, horticulture, handicrafts,
tourism, entrepreneurship, access to financial
resources and credit institutions, and promoting
women’s participation in economic activities and
market access can significantly contribute to their
empowerment. Moreover, women’s membership in
savings cooperatives, access to low-interest loans,
ownership of land and water resources, and the
presence of formal cooperatives in villages can
enhance their ability to launch businesses and
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increase their income. The second most influential
economic factor was employment (13.8%).
Confining women to unpaid and exhausting
household tasks, along with limited access to
adequate training and financial services, hinders
empowerment. Therefore, enabling women to
participate in technical and vocational training,
providing financial support such as low-interest
loans, easing loan conditions, and improving
access to raw materials and agricultural inputs can
improve employment prospects and ultimately
contribute to rural women’s empowerment. In the
socio-cultural dimension, access to employment,
income generation, land ownership, water
resources, and participation in training workshops
were found to significantly enhance women’s self-
confidence. In the political dimension, the most
influential factor was freedom of mobility,
accounting for 26.1%. The ability of rural women
to move freely—such as attending schools,
hospitals, markets, or making personal choices
without the interference of a spouse or male
relatives—plays a critical role in their
empowerment. Additionally, social participation—
such as attending social events, helping neighbors
during emergencies, volunteering in organizations
like the Red Crescent, taking part in village
meetings, organizing cultural programs, and
voting—also contributes to empowerment. The
second major political factor was women's
presence in governmental and managerial positions
(19.1%). Increasing women's participation in
national and local elections without external
interference and lifting legal restrictions—such as
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the need for a husband’s permission to travel—are
extensions of freedom of mobility. Women's
leadership in governmental positions enables the
design and implementation of policies that respond
to their needs, including access to healthcare,
education, and social services. Moreover, female
representation in institutions fosters broader
political participation, enhances recognition by
men and political groups, and expands job
opportunities. Formal and informal education,
exposure to media, and spatial mobility were also
among the most impactful factors on women’s
empowerment. Educational institutions must
implement more effective training programs for
rural women. Agricultural organizations can also
provide income-generation training with financial
support in fields such as home gardening,
childcare, livestock fattening, aquaculture, and
handicraft production. Gender awareness through
media is essential to raise consciousness among
men and women. Key issues include tackling
gender inequality in education, income, health,
inheritance, early marriage, property rights, and
divorce. = Launching  campaigns—such as
awareness marches or public gatherings around
International Women's Day, Human Rights Day,
and Mother’s Day—using posters and banners can
serve as effective tools for spreading gender
awareness. Moreover, cultural programs such as
plays and folk music can highlight the importance
of women and their empowerment. The
government can establish legal counseling offices
in family courts or rural areas to provide free legal
advice to women on matters such as marriage, self-
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Abstract

Purpose- This study elucidates the profound impact of power struggles on rural management and the multifaceted
challenges confronting rural municipalities (RMs) in Iran. The concept of rural mismanagement, initially proposed
to decentralize power and reduce government control, has been a pivotal theme in Iranian rural development
literature. Over the past 23 years, tensions between mismanagement and the government have intensified,
culminating in an escalation of power struggles among rural stakeholders. This research enriches the existing
literature by offering novel insights into the common obstacles faced by rural mismanagement in developing
countries.

Design/methodology/approach- The study employed qualitative thematic analysis to examine the challenges faced
by RMs. Snowball sampling was utilized to identify informed respondents. Through qualitative interviews with 60
local administrators, rural management experts, government officials, and residents, we identified that villages with
fewer than 20 households are not recognized as villages and lack RMs, resulting in adverse social and economic
consequences. For thematic analysis, interview data were analyzed using the immersion technique and the
MAXQDA text analysis program to uncover underlying meanings, structures, themes, and patterns.

Findings- This research underscores the challenges facing rural management in Iran and the necessity to expand
its functional areas and activities beyond rural boundaries. The findings reveal that RMs are constrained in their
responsibilities, limiting their capacity to effectively address organizational concerns. Moreover, distrust in the
government undermines the ability of RMs to address community issues, despite their expectations. The research
highlights the difficulties RMs encounter in countries with centralized and hierarchical governance structures. The
application of the research results underscores the importance of empowering local management, facilitating
participation, and institutionalizing processes to address fragmented policymaking and conflicts of interest in rural
management. This approach aligns with broader challenges in Iranian rural development, including weak
management structures and lack of coordinated programs, which hinder sustainable development.

Keywords: local management, Government, Hierarchical structure, RM, Iran.
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1. Introduction
rbanization, rural areas in many
countries re-main the cornerstone of
livelihoods and food security.
Nevertheless, the development of
these areas is often impeded by
persistent governance gaps. Scholars have observed
that top-down planning models frequently neglect
local cir-cumstances. Ge and Lu (2021), for
instance, stress that effective rural spatial
governance re-quires the integration of both top-
down and bottom-up approaches and the active
involve-ment of multiple stakeholders. Without
such integration, centralized plans risk overlooking
the genuine needs of communities. Similarly,
Sakketa (2023) finds that successful rural de-
velopment depends more on robust institutional
frameworks and strong political commitment than
on the mere availability of resources. His research
in sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates that, in the
absence of adequate infrastructure, legal
protections, and inclusive participation, rural areas
are unable to benefit from broader economic
transformations.
Numerous empirical studies have documented the
detrimental effects of rural mismanagement. In
China, for example, Ruan and Wang (2023) reveal
how village-level elites circumvent formal
regulations: local officials employ brib-ery and
patronage to control communal land, manipulate
village elections, and suppress dis-sent. Evidence
further suggests that even well-intentioned
reforms—such as new rural revitalization
initiatives—can inadvertently trigger a series of
negative outcomes, including the consolidation of
power by individual offi-cials, elite capture, and
widespread corruption. In Ethiopia, Bekele et al.
(2022) demonstrate that state-led land policies have
intensified conflict. Their study shows that large-
scale agricultural investments have encroached
upon communal pastures, resulting in land-use
disputes driven by pasture scarcity and insecure
land tenure. The centralized allocation of rural
resources, without safeguarding customary rights,
has led to in-creased resistance and social friction.
These cases, spanning both authoritarian single-
party systems and more pluralistic, reveal a
common pattern: when local voices and rights are
disre-garded, centralized planning often leads to
cor-ruption, conflict, and a decline in trust in gov-
ernment. Overall, the literature indicates that

weaknesses in local institutions—such as insuf-
ficient accountability, limited participation, and
inadequate  resources—perpetuate mismanage-
ment. These systemic deficiencies are funda-mental
to many of the failures observed in rural governance
under centralized planning systems.

Managing rural areas in Iran has been a signifi-cant
challenge due to the chronic disintegration of
development management (Badri et al., 2021). In
recent decades, various independent organi-zations
with different approaches have taken charge of rural
development, resulting in a lack of coordination and
a fragmented approach to rural affairs (Afsharipour
et al., 2021; Kosec & Wantchekon, 2020). As a
result, weaknesses and gaps in rural management
have emerged, and there is an urgent need for a
proper structure to advance rural affairs with a
multi-dimensional and coordinated
approach(Andrews, 2003; Copus et al., 2017). One
of the Iinstitutions re-sponsible for rural
management in Iran is the RM, which provides rural
services and manages at the village level (Badri et
al., 2013; Zohouri et al., 2017). However, more
needs to be done to address the shortcomings and
weaknesses of rural people in achieving sustainable
develop-ment in rural areas (Rezvani, 2011). The
literature on RMs stresses the importance of
preserving resources, promoting development, and
em-powering different groups to participate in deci-
sion-making processes (Afsharipour et al., 2021).
Effective RMs should encourage thinking about the
environment and become a factor in analyzing and
solving economic, social, and environmental
problems in rural areas (Badri et al., 2021; Salehi et
al., 2014).

Iran's rural management system is deeply em-
bedded in a highly centralized legal and admin-
istrative framework, which has resulted in the
concentration of power within national-level
decision-making bodies. This centralization has
significantly = undermined local autonomy,
transparency, and the accountability of local
executive institutions. The legal foundations of rural
management in Iran suffer from multiple
deficiencies that impede the development of
effective and participatory local governance. One
prominent issue lies in the structural legal
weaknesses that characterize Iran's rural gov-
ernance. Although the establishment of rural
councils is legally mandated under Article 100 of
the Constitution, the actual implementation of
robust legal mechanisms to support these coun-cils
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remains inadequate. Ambiguities and incon-
sistencies across key legal documents—such as the
Law on the Establishment of Islamic Coun-cils
(1996) and the Law on the Management of Rural
Affairs—have led to overlapping jurisdic-tions,
restricted financial autonomy, and persis-tent
administrative subordination to central ministries
(Hashemi & Ghaffary, 2017).

A critical legal deficiency is the absence of a
comprehensive legal framework delineating the
powers and functions of village councils. While
these councils are formally recognized, they often
function merely as executors of central government
directives rather than as autono-mous, sovereign
entities. The legislative and financial decision-
making powers of these councils remain vague,
rendering them subor-dinate to provincial and
county officials ap-pointed by the Ministry of
Interior. This struc-tural dependence erodes the
foundations of local governance and democratic
accountability, which are essential for effective
rural admin-istration (Badri et al., 2021).
Furthermore, Iran's legal system lacks coherent and
context-specific land ownership regulations suitable
for rural areas. Land management in rural regions is
governed by a disjointed set of outdated laws—
including the Land Reform Law (1962), the Public
Lands Law (1975), and the Rangeland Management
Law—mnone of which have been sufficiently revised
to reflect the contemporary realities of rural life or
to recognize customary land rights. This fragmented
legal landscape contributes to tenure insecurity,
particularly in  tribal and  semi-nomadic
communities where informal land claims frequently
conflict with formal state ownership, resulting in
land disputes and inefficient land utilization
(Hosseini et al., 2015). Another significant
shortcoming is the absence of legal mechanisms for
accountability and anti-corruption at the rural level.
Although national oversight institutions such as the
Gen-eral Inspectorate of the State and the Supreme
Court of Accounts are mandated to monitor public
sector performance, their oversight is primarily
restricted to higher tiers of government. There is a
notable lack of statutory provisions for the
establishment of regional or local bodies capable of
ensuring financial transparency and ethical
governance at the village level. This in-stitutional
vacuum facilitates lobbying and ma-nipulation
during council elections and curtails meaningful
public participation (Tajbakhsh, 2022).
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A theoretical gap in RMs that needs to be ad-dressed
is the lack of a proper structure to ad-vance rural
affairs with a multi-dimensional and coordinated
approach(Afsharipour et al., 2021; Bagheri et al.,
2013; Copus et al., 2017). In de-veloping countries
like Iran, the division of power between the local
administration and the governing body can hinder
the progress of RMs(Crosta et al., 2006; Niedomysl,
2007). Centralized countries may resist power
transfer to public institutions, making it difficult to
achieve effective RMs (Salehi et al., 2014; Zohouri
et al., 2017). Global experiences have shown that
good governance, based on demo-cratic and
egalitarian development, can influence all interested
forces in the administration of rural affairs and
respond to the needs of these groups (Reis, 2016).
Effective RMs should facilitate participation,
institutionalization, and planning in the affairs of
villagers(Niedomysl, 2007). RMs should focus on
empowering different groups and promoting
participation, planning for the future, investing in
opportunities, striving for happiness, increasing
well-being, and ultimately improving the quality of
life in rural areas (Afsharipour et al., 2021; Bagheri
etal., 2013).

This study aims to investigate the challenges RMs
face in Iran. The establishment of RMs in Iran was
intended to decentralize power and reduce
government control. Yet, over the past 23 years,
tensions between RMs and the government have
escalated, leading to power struggles. This Re-
search contributes to the current literature on RMs
by offering fresh insights into the common obstacles
encountered by RMs in developing nations.
Furthermore, it highlights how power dynamics in
centralized and hierarchical coun-tries can hinder
the efficacy and productivity of RMs.

2. Research Theoretical Literature

As a local institution in Iran, the RM manages and
administers villages (BadrilBadri et al., 2013). The
RM, managed by the Village head, is recognized as
the primary institution for rural management in Iran
(Salehi et al., 2014). These municipalities serve as
crucial references for providing local community
services and executing assigned tasks. In Iran's
administrative and management system, the RM is
considered a non-governmental public institution
that receives financial resources to perform its
duties(Afsharipour et al., 2021). Following the
Islamic Revolution, Islamic councils were en-
trusted with managing rural areas. However, in
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1996, the law on determining the duties and powers
of RMs increased the role and im-portance of RMs
in local administration(Zohouri et al., 2017). In
1998, RMs officially entered Iran's rural
management arena with a stronger role after
approving the "Law on the Establish-ment of Self-
sufficient RMs in the Country's Villages."
According to this law, the Village head, nominated
by the council and elected for a four-year term with
the District administration's approval, holds
executive responsibility for rural management
(Afsharipour et al., 2021).

Due to their proximity to the people, under-standing
of societal problems and needs, and close
relationships with relevant departments and
organizations, RMs hold a crucial position in Iran's
administrative system (Zohouri et al., 2017). They

District
administration

can serve as an effective interme-diary between the
people and the government to address local
problems and needs (Badri et al., 2021). The Law
on Definitions and Rules of Duties of RMs defines
the RM as a rural execu-tive unit with the rank of
administrative super-visor (Salehi et al., 2014).
Today, RMs are re-sponsible for managing financial
and tax affairs, implementing local laws and
regulations, main-taining security and public order,
monitoring and controlling economic activities,
managing and providing rural services, meeting the
needs of villages, controlling the process of
development and migration of villagers to cities,
man (Afsharipour et al., 2021). Figure 1 shows the
position of RMs in the administrative system.
(Figure 1).

Government

Housing

Foundation
of Islamic

Revolution

village ]

Figure 1. The position of the RM in the rural management system in Iran

2.1. Literature Review

Rural municipalities are local governments
responsible for governing and providing ser-vices to
rural areas. The concept of rural municipalities is
grounded in the principle of local governance,
which is based on the idea that local authorities are
best placed to understand and address their
communities' unique needs and challenges
(Mokhtari Karchegani, Tavakoli, et al., 2024). This

approach originates from the decentralization
theories advanced by Jean-Paul Faguet, Rondinelli
et al. (1983). It emphasizes the transfer of authority
and resources from central governments to local
institutions (Andersson et al., 2009). According to
this theory, local governments are more effective
and accountable when decision-making powers are
devolved, particularly in rural areas where localized
knowledge plays a critical role (Karchegani et al.,
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2025; Vargas-Hernandez et al., 2025). Successful
experiences of Rural municipalities can be found in
various countries, including Canada (Douglas,
2023), Australia (Brunet-Jailly & Martin, 2020),
and Norway (Stpule & Seholt, 2019). In Canada,
rural municipalities are typically responsible for
road maintenance, waste management, and
emergency  services. In  Australia, rural
municipalities are responsible for various services,
including water supply, waste management, and
community development (Brunet-Jailly & Martin,
2020). The specific responsibilities and powers of
rural municipalities can vary widely depending on
the country and its system of government.

In the literature on decentralized governance,
institutionalist perspectives—particularly in Faguet
(2014) studies—highlight a strong correlation
between the level of development and the
institutional policies of decentralization. These
perspectives assert that when local governments
possess sufficient capacity and autonomy,
governance outcomes are significantly improved.
Allowing local authorities to make decisions in rural
areas can result in more effective and responsive
service delivery (Popoola et al., 2022). This is
because they are better equipped to understand their
community's unique needs and challenges, which
leads to tailor-made policies and services (Islam,
2025). As aresult, resources can be used efficiently
and residents can experience better outcomes.
However, rural municipalities can face challenges
due to a lack of financial and human resources. The
smaller populations and limited tax bases in rural
areas make it difficult to pro-vide high-quality
services (Biljohn & Lues, 2020). Additionally, a
shortage of skilled professionals, such as engineers
and planners, can limit the ability of rural areas to
implement complex policies and projects (Lessing,
2021).

Despite these challenges, evidence suggests that
rural municipalities can effectively address the
needs of rural communities. For example, a study
conducted in Norway found that rural
municipalities could provide high-quality ser-vices
despite facing significant resource constraints
(Gjerstad et al., 2015). The study also found that
rural municipalities could collaborate effectively
with other local authorities and community
organizations, which helped enhance service
delivery and promote economic development. rural
municipalities are an essential form of local
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governance that can provide responsive and
effective services to rural communities (Mokhtari
Karchegani, Tavakoli, & Portahari, 2024). While
they face challenges such as a lack of resources and
skilled professionals, evidence suggests that they
can effectively address rural areas' needs (Saputra &
Havlicek, 2024). As such, there is a need for further
Research and policy development in this area to
support the development and Sustainability of rural
municipalities.

3. Methodology

This study utilized qualitative thematic analysis to
explore the challenges facing RMs. To identify
knowledgeable respondents, we employed snowball
sampling, a widely used qualitative research method
that involves selecting future sample members
through previous sample members, resulting in the
sample size growing like a snowball (Torabi et al.,
2021). This method is particularly useful when
access to the study population is complex, often due
to small numbers and subject sensitivity. Given the
sen-sitivity of our research topic, we anticipated that
potential respondents, especially government
experts, might be reluctant to participate unless they
trusted the researchers. Our assumption proved to be
correct, resulting in a six-month interview period.
Despite conflicts with some individuals and
government managers, we gained many
stakeholders' trusts and encouraged some to
cooperate.

Before conducting the interviews, we established
cordial relationships with the stakeholders during
the winter of 2022. Most of the interviews were
conducted in person, while local authorities were
contacted to facilitate referral chains. After
approaching 67 potential participants, we ultimately
secured interviews with 60 respondents (Table 1).
To ensure robust results and avoid potential bias,
respondents were selected from all categories of
stakeholders who impact or are impacted by RMs.
Interviews were conducted at participants' homes,
workplaces, or by phone, using a semi-structured
interview guide consisting of three general
questions focused on the challenges facing the RMs
under study. As shown in Table 1, the majority of
respondents were affiliated with local managers
(30%) and In terms of gender, 56.4% were male and
43.6% were female. held at least a master’s degree
(45%). Over half had more than 10 years of
executive experience in rural governance.
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Table 1. Respondents' profile
Variable Sector Frequency (n) Percent (%)
30%
local managers 18 °
Institutional Affiliation rural management experts 17 28.3%
government officials 12 20%
Residents 13 21.7%
Gender 34 56.40%
Female 26 43.60%
Bachelor's degree 22 36.7%
Education Level Master's degree 27 45.0%
PhD 11 18.3%
Less than 5 years 8 13.3%
. . 5-10 years 21 35.0%
Years of Executive Experience 11-20 years 19 31.7%
More than 20 years 12 20.0%

3.1. Data collection

The study employed pre-arranged appointments,
conducting semi-structured interviews either in
person or by phone based on participants'
preferences. Prospective respondents were invited
to participate via telephone. Our interview questions
were selected after con-ducting a comprehensive
literature review and consulting experts in the field,
focusing on eliciting detailed and comprehensive
responses that would allow us to explore a range of
related topics and issues. Our interview guide
consisted of three primary questions:

What are the primary challenges facing RMs?
What are the expectations of local communities
about RMs?

How would you assess the relationship between
RMs and the Government?

The researchers asked additional questions as
needed to account for the various factors affecting
the challenges faced by RMs, such as political,
cultural, social, and economic factors. While all
interviews were recorded, seven participants chose
not to be recorded and instead, notes were taken.
The interviews were translated from Farsi to
English, and confidentiality was assured to the
participants prior to the interview. Data collection
continued until the point of theoretical saturation,
with a total of 60 inter-views conducted. The length
and number of questions varied based on the topic
and the participant's response, with the average
inter-view lasting 45-60 minutes and consisting of
10-15 questions.

3.2. Data analysis

Using thematic analysis, we examined interview
data by reviewing transcriptions and notes mul-tiple

times to ensure transcription reliability. We utilized
the immersion technique and MAXQDA textual
analysis program to uncover the data's underlying
meanings, constructs, themes, and patterns. Our
approach involved both logical and intuitive
thinking, utilizing open coding and charting to
visualize data and group codes based on semantic
and conceptual relationships. We selected central
themes for each code network and linked sub-
codes/sub-themes to understand the relationships
between concepts. We returned transcribed
interviews to respondents for review to ensure
research validity, but only one-third provided
additional feedback. We analyzed keywords and
categories developed from the research question
and emerged themes. Our findings were presented
clearly, organizing interview texts according to
themes and categories and using quotes and
examples to illustrate results. Our emergent
thematic structure and codes reflected the
subjectivities of respondents' experiences and
captured the social distribution of issues raised.

4. Research Findings

4.1. The position of RMs in Iran's administrative
system

The present Research sheds light on the challenges
that RM in Iran faces, primarily related to their
focus on physical issues. This narrow scope has left
them ill-equipped to address rural residents' social
and economic challenges, especially given the
absence of government institutions in rural areas.
RMs, the executive organization of rural
management, and municipality managers must
possess the legal and customary authority to carry
out their duties effectively. Currently, the law
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defines 48 duties for village officials, of which 35%,
17%, 10%, and 37% are executive, supervisory,
information, and communication tasks with
government organizations, respectively. However,
these tasks are often unclear and general, leaving no
instructions for how the villagers' activities are
carried out. Although the law requires RMs to
cooperate with government organizations, there is

no written law mandating cooperation with RMs,
despite its crucial role in mediating between people
and government organizations. Therefore, it is
crucial to recognize RMs' role in these
organizations' laws to im-prove their efficiency. The
executive body can coordinate or cooperate with the
RMs to per-form their activities.

Lack of a comprehensive
legal framework

The government's weak

trust in municipalities

Ambiguity in the powers
and duties of the law and
the executive

One-sided relationship RMs' lack of
between the independence in | Inter-institutional
government and the decision-making and incoherence
villagers implementation
Focus on physical and Politicization of rural Inability to perform a Lack of RMs

development

quick-retumn issues
programs

wider range of [+

responsibilities AcaunEDility

§|

.| Failure to meet expectations
and public dissatisfaction

Figure 2. Low government trust and insufficient powers of RMs

The challenges RMs face in Iran are not unique, as
developing countries worldwide face similar issues.
RMs are often expected to carry out various tasks
beyond their capabilities, such as managing
infrastructure, providing basic ser-vices, and
promoting economic development (Czudec &
Zajac, 2021; Mashau et al., 2022; Miceikien¢ et al.,
2021). This situation results in RMs being unable to
adequately address the needs of rural residents,
leading to social, eco-nomic, and environmental
problems. To address this issue, the literature
suggests that RMs should adopt a wider scope of
responsibilities similar to that of local government
in urban areas. This would require a decentralization
of power, with local institutions assuming greater
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responsibility for managing their affairs. However,
decentralization alone is insufficient to address the
challenges RMs face. The research findings
highlight that the lack of trust in local administration
by the governing body is a significant obstacle to
carrying out activities outside the physical structure
of the village. A broader cultural shift is necessary,
in which government officials view RMs as a
partner rather than a rival. Such a shift would
require a fundamental change in how government
officials view rural areas and their residents, and
would necessitate a concerted effort to promote
greater under-standing and collaboration between
rural and urban areas. The present Research
highlights the challenges RMs face in Iran regarding
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their focus on physical issues. To address these
challenges, RMs should adopt a broader scope of
responsibilities, akin to that of local government in
urban areas. However, this will re-quire a broader
cultural shift in which government officials view
RMs as a partner rather than a rival (Niedomysl,
2007). This shift will facilitate greater collaboration
and understanding between rural and urban areas,
leading to greater social, economic, and
environmental Sustainability in rural areas. Figure 2
shows the insufficiency of RMs' powers due to the
government's low trust.

Also, the findings of this Research highlight the
need for multi-level and joint governance in rural
areas, which can be operationalized through a more
efficient coordination mechanism among different
stakeholders.  Iran's cur-rent administrative

hierarchy structure is considered inappropriate for
implementing such policies, and experiences from
other countries have shown that inter-sectoral
coordination is crucial for sustainable rural
development. The literature on rural governance
also emphasizes the importance of coordination
mechanisms among different stakeholders, both
horizontally and vertically. Studies have shown that
horizontal coordination among local stakeholders is
essential for successful rural development, and it
depends on various factors such as democratic
processes, social, human, institutional, and
symbolic capital, and the legal and regulatory
structure. On the other hand, vertical coordination
among local institutions and higher political
hierarchies is crucial for effectively implementing
rural policies and programs.

» hierarchical structure |«

Y

Centralized
administrative and

Lack of clarity regarding

departmental structure

responsibilitiesand (4

inlran

Weakness in
cooperation and
acceptance of Rural
municipalities by
government institutions

Vertical inconsistency

accountability

A

Insufficient position of
Rural municipalities in
the administrative <
structure, particularly at
lower levels

- Horizontal inconsistency

Figure 3: Hierarchical structure and horizontal and vertical inconsistencies

Moreover, the literature suggests that the success of
rural governance depends on the type and level of

coordination at different levels. For instance, in
Finland, the government formed a large
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interdepartmental committee of different ministries
to remove obstacles to rural development. In
Canada, the federal government created a rural
secretariat in the Ministry of Agriculture and Food
to manage rural development policies in a
coordinated way. Similarly, in Mexico, the inter-
administrative  coordination plan for rural
development is an organizational agreement to
resolve inter-departmental conflicts and ensure the
effective implementation of rural policies and
programs.

In Iran, the centralized administrative and
departmental structure has hindered the efficient
coordination of activities related to rural
development among executive bodies. The lack of
clarity regarding responsibilities and accountability
has also been identified as a significant challenge.
To address these issues, the Research suggests that
expert work should be carried out to determine the
method of coordination, everyone should follow the
same policy, and the division of duties should be
done naturally. The study also highlights the
weakness in cooperation and acceptance of RMs by
government institutions, both horizontally and
vertically. This can be attributed to the insufficient
position of the RMs in the administrative structure,
particularly at the lower levels. Therefore, there is a
need to strengthen the position of the RMs and
increase their power and influence in the ad-
ministrative structure to ensure the effective
implementation of rural policies and programs. This
Research contributes to the existing literature on
rural governance by highlighting the importance of
multi-level and joint governance and the need for
efficient coordination mechanisms among different
stakeholders. The findings suggest that Iran's
current administrative hierarchy structure is
inappropriate for implementing such policies, and
experiences from other countries provide valuable
insights into effective coordination mechanisms
(Badri et al., 2021). Finally, the study underscores
the need to strengthen the position of RMs in the ad-
ministrative structure to ensure the successful
implementation of rural policies and programs.
Figure 3 shows the hierarchical structure and
horizontal and vertical inconsistencies.

4.2. RMs incomes

The findings of this study shed light on the
challenges rural communities face in terms of
income generation and the limitations of the current
institutional framework in addressing these
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challenges. The Financial Regulations of RMs
provide seven sources of income for the institution.
However, the low incomes in rural areas,
particularly in villages with low and marginal
populations, mean that village assistants receive
minimal income, and rural farmers' income is
primarily dependent on the construction sector,
which is an unstable source of income due to its high
fluctuations. While criticizing the low income of
RMs in sparsely populated villages, one of the
Village heads stated that "it is stipulated by law that
RMs should be self-sufficient in income.” Also, in
this regard, another participant said that "despite the
formal transfer of administrative responsibilities to
the dehyars since the early 2000s, their financial
autonomy has remained severely limited.” It is
further noted that “However, these approaches are
either poorly implemented or inherently
unsustainable, which requires in-depth aca-demic
study. "In Iran, most of the income of RMs also
comes from construction taxes. However, small
villages with very little building construction cannot
generate  sufficient income to cover the
infrastructure cost, despite the provision of
equipment".

The findings indicate that legal regulations
constitute another exacerbating factor in the
financial challenges faced by rural areas, rooted in
broader institutional frameworks. Specifically,
revenue generation by rural management
institutions in Iran is deeply entangled in legal
obstacles, bureaucratic red tape, and macro-level
economic fluctuations. At the micro level, these
issues are further compounded by the absence of
formal  oversight mechanisms, speculative
behaviors of key actors, and weak community
participation. According to Article 5 of the relevant
law, village administrators (dehyars) are required to
achieve financial self-sufficiency. However, they
lack access to key fiscal instruments such as
progressive taxation, land value registration, or
local commercial levies-tools commonly available
in de-centralized systems worldwide (Shucksmith,
2018). As one participant noted, "The minis-tries-
especially the Ministry of Interior and the Planning
and Budget Organization-keep a tight grip on
financial transfers. They don’t give us much room
to adjust budgets to fit local needs, and village
administrations are basically left on their own."
Moreover, the findings suggest that the inability to
attract investors and build partnerships with other
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development stakeholders constitutes an-other
major financial barrier for rural areas. Legal
deficiencies and the centralized political-economic
structure have hindered rural councils from
formalizing relationships with external actors. In
contrast, urban municipalities in Iran often succeed
in negotiating financial arrangements through
strategic alliances with higher authorities or private
sector entities. As another participant put it,

"There’s no law that officially recognizes village
councils and dehyars as financially competent
agents. That’s what keeps them from taking part in
public-private partnerships or joint regional
development investments.”" As a result, rather than
positioning rural economies along broader
development trajectories, this institutional and legal
isolation has effectively pushed them further to the
margins.

External structural-
institutional factors

Macroeconomic

Consequences and internal factors

volatility

National inflation

Low income of farmers

RMs incomes .
and villagers

Weakness in collecting
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Legal ambiguities — commercial and
industrial taxes
Weakness in attracting
L I
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independence of
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Lack of formal
oversight
mechanisms

of actors

Speculative behaviors | |

Administrative
bureaucracy

Weakness in budgeting | |
in line with local needs

RMs unstable source
of income

Figure 3: Factors that make RMs' income sources unstable

The study suggests that empowering village
assistants and supervisory bodies and delegating
authority to them can help overcome these
challenges. This aligns with the global trend of local
governments worldwide aiming to solve rural
problems and reduce communication with higher
centres by creating mechanisms within villages.
Decentralization of power and resources can lead to
better management and diversification of income
based on an all-around plan in the village.
Incentives for economic activities should be
allocated to those who participate, increasing
creativity in the RMs and encouraging them to

participate more in the local community. Regarding
the use of village heads' creativity to generate
income for the village, an expert in RMs stated that
"the main activity of villagers in Iran is agriculture,
but they cannot benefit from this job as agriculture
is exempt from taxes.” Furthermore, the law
presents a significant obstacle to creating new ways
to increase the income of rural farmers. Therefore,
if the law and regulations permit rural farmers to
generate income according to their rural talents,
their financial problems can be reduced to some
extent”.
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The literature supports the idea that decentralization
can improve rural communities' outcomes. For
example, scholars have argued that decentralization
can lead to better service delivery, more effective
governance, and greater community participation in
decision-making processes (Salehi et al., 2014;
Singh & Shishodia, 2016; Zohouri et al., 2017).
Similarly, researchers have highlighted the
importance of empowering local institutions and
communities to address rural communities'
challenges (Humlerova, 2017; Torabi et al., 2025;
Torabi et al., 2021). The study also suggests that
communication with entrepreneurs and sharing
successful experiences can motivate villagers, and
custodian institutions should facilitate
communication. This 1is consistent with the
literature, which suggests that networking and
collaboration among stakeholders can lead to better
outcomes for rural communities (Afsharipour et al.,
2021; Villanueva, 2021).

4.3. Management of villages under 20 households
According to the definition of a village in Iran, a
village is a homogeneous settlement in terms of its
environment (natural, social, cultural, and economic
conditions) and has a specific independent
registered or customary domain and territory. At
least 20 households or one hundred people live
there, whether concentrated or scattered. According
to this law, places and farms with fewer than 20
households and fewer than 100 people are deprived
of the blessing of having a rural management
institution due to not meeting the conditions for
establishing RMs. Therefore, these places and farms
lack coherent and systematic management, like
villages with over twenty households. For example,
one of the beneficiaries criticized the current
approach and claimed, "Unfortunately, we do not
have a management structure for the villages below
the population's household level. Although these
settlements are not included in the definition of a
village in this country... but if it were not a city
place! Alternatively, it was not a village! Shouldn't
they be served? Does that mean they should be
forgotten? Is this justice?"

The lack of management structures for villages with
less than 20 households in Iran highlights a gap in
the governance system, policy-making, and
community development. Good governance,
effective  policy-making, and  community
development are essential for rural development. In
the case of Iran, the applicability of the definition of
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a village and the lack of attention to the
management issue in micro and middle-level plans
suggests a need for policy reforms. Community-
based approaches to RMs could be a potential
solution to address the needs of local communities
and ensure effective and sustainable management
structures(Lopez-Penabad et al., 2022; Nunes et al.,
2022). Further Research is needed to explore the
potential of community-based approaches to RMs
and their implications for rural development in Iran.
In the Population and housing census 2014, there
were 22,819 villages with less than 20 households.
According to the information of the Iranian
Statistics Center, villages with less than 20
households suffer from high migration of young
people, low literacy levels, low employment, and
severe poverty compared to other rural areas of the
country due to a lack of services. On the other hand,
due to social-geographical isolation and a lack of
guardians in these places, access to services for this
type of citizen is low. Therefore, considering the
population and the relatively high number of places
and farms, a new structure for management at these
levels seems necessary. To solve this problem,
governments sometimes start the policy of
consolidating small and scattered settlements.
However, it should be noted that applying this
policy sometimes leads to the loss of resources and
weakness in the country's humanitarian and defence
capabilities. One of the beneficiaries from the group
of academics claimed: "Some of these places and
fields have a suitable location; we should not allow
these places to wither and disappear little by little.
Because many of these places and farms have
significant production, some of them used to be
villages that lost their population over time and now
face this RM vacuum... instead of solving the
problem, we should solve the problem by
destroying these places and erasing their identity.
However, we must design a mechanism that allows
easy access to services for this type of citizen, not
uneconomically."

Good governance is essential for effective rural
development. According to Agrawal and Tripathy et
al. (2021), good governance is a set of processes that
promote accountability, transparency, and the rule
of law. In rural areas, effective governance can help
ensure equitable resource distribution, sustainable
development, and increased access to
services(Addink,  2019). Rural governance
structures can be complex and include local,
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regional, and national levels of government. In the
case of Iran, the lack of management structures for
villages with less than 20 households highlights a
gap in the governance system, which could be
addressed  through policy-making.  Another
beneficiary, criticizing the non-implementation of
some legal provisions of the Fifth Development
Plan in Iran, stated, "In the fifth development plan,
the concern of these points was taken into
consideration, but in the micro and middle-level
plans, practically no attention was paid to it... as if
the program has assigned that these points should be
organized in some way..." in fact, Policy-making is
an essential tool for rural development. Policies can

help address rural areas' challenges, including
poverty, unemployment, and limited access to
services. In the case of Iran, the non-implementation
of some legal provisions of the Fifth Development
Plan highlights a challenge in policy-making. The
Fifth Development Plan aims to promote rural
development, providing services and infrastructure
in rural areas. However, the lack of attention to the
management issue in villages with less than 20
households in micro and middle-level plans
suggests a policy gap. Figure 4 shows the challenges
of villages with less than 20 households that do not
have a village municipality.
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Gap in Governance o | Structuresinvillages | Challenge in Policy-
System - with less than 20 ‘ making
households
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Figure 4: the challenges of villages with less than 20 households that do not have a village municipality

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This study explores the challenges encountered by
RMs in Iran and provides insights into the need to
expand their functional area and duties beyond
village boundaries. It highlights the significance of
anew management structure for small communities,
which can inform further studies on RMs in Iran and
other countries facing similar challenges. While
previous Re-search has focused on community-
oriented capacities in RMs in developed countries
(Badri et al., 2013; Copus et al., 2017; Douglas,
2005), this study provides a new perspective on the
specific challenges faced by countries with
centralized institutional structures. The weak
institutionalization of local management in
developing countries impedes sustainable rural

development (Kato et al., 2022), and this study
critically examines prevailing approaches to local
management, emphasizing the role of villagers in
the local development process (Zohouri et al.,
2017).

This Research contributes to rural management
literature by providing unique insights into RMs'
general challenges in developing countries. It
highlights how power relations in centralized and
hierarchical countries can reduce the efficiency and
effectiveness of RMs, leading to struggles for power
between RMs and the Government and hindering
effective rural management (Castro-Arce &
Vanclay, 2020). The centralization of power in Iran
has led to a hierarchical structure resistant to the
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transfer of power to public institutions, making it
difficult to achieve effective rural management.
Additionally, this study highlights how power
struggles have led to a fragmented approach to rural
management, resulting in weaknesses and gaps
(Clark et al., 2007). A lack of coordination and a
fragmented approach to rural affairs have emerged
due to various independent organizations with
different approaches taking charge of rural
development (Badri et al., 2021). The Research
emphasizes the need for a coordinated and multi-
dimensional approach to advance rural affairs. To
improve rural management, the study recommends
empowering RMs (Torre & Traversac, 2011),
facilitating participation (Miiller et al., 2020),
institutionalizing planning (Kato et al., 2022; Kim
& Lim, 2016), and focusing on promoting
development and pre-serving resources (Shortall,
2008). It also recommends distinguishing between
city and village administrative mechanisms in
planning and management systems, delegating a
wide range of duties and functions to local
administration, and expanding the area of influence
of RMs from point management to territorial
management. The study highlights the negative
consequences of neglecting the holistic approach in
local management (Mokhtari karchegani et al.,
2020) and recommends moving from governance to
good governance to lead to multi-level and
collaborative action (Horlings & Marsden, 2014).
Institutionalizing the rural management system is
crucial to address challenges in the diverse nature of
villages in countries such as Iran. The National
Rural Area Management Organization could assist
in integrating RMs, while horizontal and vertical
coordination could strengthen the effectiveness of
the planning and rural management system.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

The study recommends granting extensive powers
to the local government to diversify the local
government's income (Olmedo & O’Shaughnessy,
2022), managing lands within the legal boundaries
of villages, and consolidating service delivery and
allocation of financial credits by the Central
Government (McAreavey, 2009). Regional
management could facilitate service delivery to
small places while considering local capacities.
Precise and efficient laws could prevent arbitrary
behaviour of local and extra-local managers (Van
Assche, 2015), and incentives for social innovation
could encourage the active involvement of local
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communities and private investors to increase the
efficiency and competitiveness of local
management (Satota et al., 2019). The central
governments should allocate special credit to
marginal and less fortunate villages based on their
territorial duty (Miceikiené et al., 2021).

5.2. Limitations and Suggestions for Future
Research

This study is not without limitations, which should
be acknowledged. First, some potential participants
refused to be interviewed due to the focus of the
study on the challenges of public administration in
rural areas. This limitation may affect the
generalizability of the results, and thus, caution
should be exercised when interpreting them.
Second, since this Research was conducted in a
centralized political structure with an oil economy,
the findings may not be generalizable to other
government structures, such as welfare and socialist
governments. Therefore, further Research is
necessary to determine whether these results hold in
different political and economic contexts.
Additionally, future studies should explore the
relationship between the structure of the planning
and management system and the effectiveness of
RMs.

Despite its limitations, this research lays a valuable
foundation for future investigations. In the political
sphere, subsequent studies could explore how
varying planning systems and the
institutionalization of local governments influence
rural governance. To address fiscal mis-
management rooted in institutional shortcomings,
future research should explore the potential of
participatory governance and decentralization to
local governments. Engaging rural stakeholders in
planning processes—through inclusive
communication, capacity-building initiatives, and
shared decision-making frameworks—can foster
more coherent and equitable governance structures.
For instance, reinforcing local and regional
institutions by  promoting  accountability,
empowering local actors, and encouraging effective
participation is vital to overcoming rural
mismanagement. In the social dimension, future
studies could investigate the contributions of social
capital, grassroots innovation, and community-
driven initiatives to sustainable rural management.
Economically, the impact of small village
consolidation on rural income diversification and
improved market connectivity warrants further
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examination. Mapping the networks of local and
trans-local stakeholders and investors can help
develop context-sensitive strategies that address
inefficiencies and align with local priorities.
Additionally, measures such as securing land tenure
rights -including the formal recognition of
customary claims- and ensuring transparency in
implementation are widely recognized as effective
practices for enhancing the financial management
of rural municipalities. Finally, future research
should assess how local management practices
affect environmental sustainability and the
conservation of natural and human resources. These

research directions are essential for advancing
knowledge and formulating effective rural resource
management strategies.
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Abstract

Purpose- During the 21st century, ecotourism has become a mainstream alternative for tourists. It is a critical approach
to integrating economic growth with the protection of the environment, ensuring sustainable tourism while at the same
time transforming modalities of tourism. The aim of the research is to evaluate the impacts of ecotourism in the southern
slopes of the Alborz region by utilizing the DPSIR approach.

Design/methodology/approach- The research location is the old settlements from Kan to Darabad that enjoy a large
tourism potential with various attractions (natural, human, infrastructural, and physical). The sites enjoy a combination
of tourism activities (ecotourism, cultural, sportive, food, and religious). The research is applied research in objective
and descriptive-analytical in method. The data has been collected through library research (statistical and documentary)
and field research (survey and interviews).

Findings- The research population in this study included 30 experts, including experts in field of tourism, professors
from universities, officials from the Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts, and Tourism Organization of Tehran, and officials
from various related organizations, selected with the Delphi method. The research tried to evaluate the effects of
ecotourism in the southern slopes of Alborz by utilizing the DPSIR approach, which showed that environmental effects
at the five-element level -Driving Force, Pressure, State, Impact, and Response- make it possible to undertake a cause-
and-effect analysis of environmental pressures from ecotourism. The results of the research identified 10 driving forces,
7 pressure elements, 9 state indicators, and 9 effects. The main response favored policy-making, strategic planning,
and management in utilizing natural and human opportunities, capabilities, and resources of the southern slopes of
Alborz. The goal is to achieve sustainable development of tourism and the region through nature-based integrated
sustainable tourism by converting current challenges and weaknesses into strengths and windows of opportunities.
Research limitations/implications- The vast geographical region that is encompassed by the research from Kan to
Darabad was prone to numerous limitations, including the non-availability of official data pertaining to the volume of
tourists and tourism-based attributes of the research region, non-response of certain tourists to certain questions that
were asked during the survey, and time limitations for the completion of the questionnaire.

Originality/value- The research employed the use of past research to promote theoretical research discussion and to
seek alternative research indicators through the use of scoring with the DPSIR methodology.
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1.Introduction

Today, tourism, as an inseparable part of the human
experience, has always played a significant role in
the discovery of new places and cultures. This
activity has become the most important source of
income, employment, and the development of
infrastructure and facilities in many countries.
However, its uncontrolled and excessive growth,
and the increase in the number of tourists without
proper planning, have become a threat to the
environment. Among the types of tourism that affect
the economic income of countries, ecotourism is of
great importance, as it emphasizes the preservation
of natural values and local communities. This new
form of tourism, which supports and protects the
environment, is dependent on nature and its
resources (Trisic et.al, 2023).

Global reports indicate that with new and
technological developments, tourism has also
undergone changes. The strong inclination towards
nature-based and ecocentric tourism is one such
change. 74% of travelers prefer to use
environmentally friendly accommodations
(Benameur et.al, 2024, p.823). Despite the
importance of ecotourism, an analysis of the global
environmental situation in recent decades shows the
destructive effects of humans on the environment,
leading to severe issues such as deforestation,
increased wastewater, reduced water quality, drastic
climate change, and many other effects. Therefore,
an ecosystemic approach and paying attention to
human actions within the ecosystem structure are
crucial for better biosphere management.

The DPSIR framework (Driving Force, Pressure,
State, Impact, Response), developed by the
European Environment Agency (EEA), is a suitable
analytical tool for identifying causal relationships
between humans and the environment. It has been
used in this study to assess ecotourism in the studied
area.

Many regions in Iran have high and suitable
potentials for tourism, especially ecotourism. Each,
according to its natural features and due to the
country's climatic and geographical diversity, has
played a role in attracting domestic and foreign
tourists since ancient times. The villages located in
the southern foothills of the Central Alborz, which
have now become part of the urban fabric, are one
of the country's important tourist-attracting regions,
with their environmental capacities and specific
activity characteristics. This area includes pristine

areas, natural landscapes, rivers, valleys, peaks, and
diverse plant and animal species, and is known as
the air corridor of Tehran, playing a crucial role in
purifying the capital's polluted air. Alongside the
environmental capacities of the Tehran foothills,
there are challenges and problems such as
environmental, economic, socio-cultural,
managerial-institutional, and infrastructural issues
facing the urban environment, which make an
investigation inevitable with the focus on achieving
sustainability and improving environmental quality.
The main challenge of this research is the lack of a
systematic framework for a comprehensive analysis
of ecotourism in the southern foothills of Alborz
(from Kan to Darabad); a framework that can
identify the driving forces and environmental
pressures, explain the existing state and impacts,
and finally, provide appropriate managerial
responses.

Therefore, based on the DPSIR framework, what
are the driving forces, pressures, existing state,
impacts, and managerial responses related to
ecotourism for achieving sustainability in the
southern foothills of Alborz (from Kan to Darabad)?
Based on the stated question, the objective of this
research is to identify the causal chains and perform
an environmental analysis of ecotourism to provide
solutions for reducing the harmful effects of nature-
based tourism on the environment of the southern
foothills of Alborz.

2. Research Theoretical Literature

2.1. Tourism

In terms of terminology, the word "tourism" is
derived from the word "tour," meaning a journey
from one point to another. In French, it means
traveling around, and in Persian, it is used to mean
traveling a lot (Mahallati, 2003).

According to the World Tourism Organization
(WTO) definition, tourism refers to the activities of
a person traveling to and staying in places outside
their usual environment for not more than one
consecutive year for leisure, business, and other
purposes (Reichman, 1995; Gunn & Var, 2002).
Many experts, researchers, and international
academic and research communities have accepted
and officially recognized the World Tourism
Organization's definition.

2.2. Ecotourism

Although many researchers and scholars have
expressed their views on this term, the first person
to use it was Hector Ceballos-Lascurain while he
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was working on a nature conservation project.
Others trace the word's use back to an earlier period
and to Hetzer (Alia, 2011). Hetzer believed that
ecotourism emerged in response to negative and
inappropriate development practices and the
disregard for environmental considerations, based
on the following criteria:

1. It protects the environment and has the least
negative impact on the natural environment
(Nazari, 2009: p. 2).

2. It promotes the culture of local communities and
has the least negative impact on culture,
maximizing responsibility towards the host
community and reducing threats to biotic
communities (Drumm & Moore, 2002;
Blamey, 2001).

3. It ensures increased economic benefits for the
host community.

4. It increases the satisfaction of tourists to attract
their participation (Niazmand, 2004).

5.1t educates and raises awareness about the
environment for both tourists and the host
community (McKinney, 2016).

6. It defines new markets and attractions (Fleischer
& Tchetchik, 2005).

7. It educates and promotes the culture of citizens
(TIES, 2002).

Therefore, ecotourism is a commitment to achieving
conservation goals, improving the welfare of local
communities, increasing participation, and creating
new businesses (Jin et al., 2020). It is a platform for
creating partnerships and a shared guide for tourists
who are seeking to experience and learn about
natural areas and diverse cultures (Drumm &
Moore, 2002). For this reason, ecotourism has the
potential to contribute to sustainable tourism
development, revitalize forgotten rural areas, and
reduce their poverty (Wondirad, 2020). Since
ecotourism is an environmentally friendly activity
that occurs in naturally rich areas and is a type of
sustainable tourism (Imani et.al, 2022: p. 74), it
provides better connections, job creation, and

development (Cheia, 2013).

2.3. Sustainability Theory and Socio-Ecological
Systems

DPSIR is variously determined by numerous inter-
/multi-disciplinary theories, yet it has much stronger
correspondence to the theory of sustainability and to
the theory of social-ecological systems (SES).

43

Since the early 1990s, the field of tourism has
undergone a serious reappraisal through the prism
of sustainability principles, to the point of bringing
cultural, natural, and historic resources, as well as
indigenous communities' heritage, into sharper
focus. From all the different concepts that tried to
combine sustainable principles with those of
tourism, by far the most common and favorably
received has been that of ecotourism. In particular,
from 1994 to 1996, among the most complete of the
definitions of the field of ecotourism were
expressed by academics. Those definitions had
aimed at augmenting precision and clarity by
emphasizing the role of conservation, of education,
of ethics, of sustainability, and of the respective
effects and local benefits that accrue (Boroumand et
al., 2021).

Sustainable ecotourism has several linkages to
various United Nations-established Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) (Healy et al., 2023)
such as:

Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation

SDG 8: Decent work and economic growth

SDG 12: Responsible Consume and Production
SDG 13: Climate Action

Sustainable Development Goal 15: Land Ecosystem
Conservation and Biodiversity.

To comprehend environmental sustainability is to
discern the interaction of anthropogenic drivers,
pressures, and responses. The DPSIR is employed
as an analytic method for measuring these
processes. The social-ecological systems theory
also contends that society and the environment are
a combined, continuous whole in which
humankind's drivers impose pressures upon the
environmental framework. These pressures provoke
state changes in the environment to invoke
correspondingly proper managerial responses based
upon the resulting effects. Such a theoretical
methodology reveals the complex and dynamic
interactions of humankind within an open-ended
system of dependency by way of feedback. DPSIR
framework establishes the causal linkages that bind
human activities, the resulting direct ecological
impacts, and after-effects and effects. It is thus
considered to be an influential instrument for
sustainability analysis and for tracking natural
resource management (Binder et al., 2013: p. 26).
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DRIVER

-Pleasant climate, natural
tourism potential, and
investment in tourism

PERSSUERS

-Waste generation, excessive
increase in water consumption,
and the production of wastewater
and runoff

STATE

-Pressure on natural resources,
disruption of ecosystems,
damage to vegetation cover, and
increased traffic and congestion

IMPACT

-Environmental damage,
increased cost of living for local
residents, investment, and
growth of construction

guidelines

RESPONSES

-Policy-making and planning for
sustainability preservation,
spatial planning, and drafting

SOCIAL SYSTEM

-Policy development and
management

ECOLOGYCAL SYSTEM

-Policy development and
environmental spatial planning

Figure 1: Conceptual Model of the Research

2.4. Research Literature Review

In recent decades, the DPSIR model has been used
in various studies to assess sustainability.
Furthermore, numerous studies have been
conducted on ecotourism. While each of these two
concepts individually has an extensive history, there

have been limited studies on the impact of
ecotourism using the DPSIR assessment model.
Table No. ... provides a limited overview of the
research conducted in the two fields of study
(ecotourism, the DPSIR framework, and the
connection between the two).

Table 1. Research Background

Ecotourism (In the field of ecotourism)

Row | Article Title (In the field of ecotourism) Author Research Outcome
Method
A Study of the Role of Dubai's Ras Al Most visitors prefer watching
Khor Wetland in Guiding Urban Tourists Deci and Ryan Questioning flamingos over strolling through

Towards Environmentally-Friendly (2012)

tourists markets and hotels (highlighting
the importance of ecotourism)

A Study on the Role of Ecotourism in the
Sustainable Development of Malaysia's
2 East Coast Economic Region (ECER) by
Assessing the Region's Ecotourism
Potential (In the field of ecotourism)

Bhuiyan (2011)

The study examined the strengths
and weaknesses of this region in
terms of sustainable development
and the ecotourism industry, and
proposed appropriate strategies to

Strategic study
method
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Row | Article Title (In the field of ecotourism) Author Research Outcome
Method
reduce weaknesses and further
enhance strengths.
Ecotourism Site Selection in Thailand's . . T.hey exgmlped SIX 1-nd1cz.1tors and
. . Bunruamkaew and Site selection eight criteria and identified the
3 National Parks Using GIS and AHP (In the . .
. Murayam (2011) methods best location for ecotourism
field of ecotourism)
development.
. . . Analytic . .
4 A Study on Nature Tourism in India Kumari et al. Hierarchy Emphasis on the importance of
(Sikkim State) (In the field of ecotourism) (2010) Process (AHP) ecotourism
The environmental consequences
Application of the DPSIR Framework in DPSIR of population growth and the
5 the Integrated Environmental Assessment Salehi (2018) framework unplanned expansion of Tehran
of Climate Change in Tehran City have led to increased temperatures
and greater vulnerability.
The DPSIR framework can
The DPSIR framework and its DPSIR classify and simplify diverse
6 applicability in environmental decision- Khatibi (2015) information about the
. framework . .
making environmental system and provide
its outputs to policymakers.
The overall efficiency of tourism
in the Yellow Sea Basin has
shown a fluctuating upward trend
An empirical analysis of the over time, and the initial
environmental efficiency of tourism in environmental value of tourism,
7 environmentally prioritized areas based on Yang (2022) DPSIR -SBM | economic and technological
the DPSIR-SBM framework: A case study development capacity, ecological
of the Yellow River Basin, China pressure, and government
intervention have influenced the
convergence of the river basin and
its three sub-basins.
. . Supporting the local community is
8 Rapid development and its challenges Irani et al. (2022) DPSIR essential to address existing
(Ecology of Iran) framework
challenges.
There has been a decline in
Environmental impact assessment of DPSIR cult.ural values a}r}d customs,
. Mohammadpour socio-cultural dualities, land-use
9 tourism development on the Lute Desert framework and .
. (2021) . changes, and ultimately the
using the DPSIR-TOPSIS framework ecotourism .
development of tourism in the lute
Desert.
Increased construction and the
Assessment of ecotourism impacts in the Tavakolinia et al. DPSIR expansion of seconda}ry homes
10 Rudbar and Qasran region 2017 framework and | have caused harmful impacts on
& ecotourism the environment of the Rudbar,
Qasran, and Lavasanat regions.
Quantitative analyses and
How can the DPSIR framework be used to DPSIR interdisciplinary applications of
11 structure problems and facilitate empirical Lewison (2016) framework and | environmental factors, with a
research in coastal systems? ecotourism focus on social and cultural
dimensions.

A review of prior research indicates that most
studies have either addressed ecotourism
independently or merely employed the DPSIR
framework for analyzing environmental issues,
while investigations combining these two domains
remain limited. For instance, Deci & Ryan (2012)
examined the role of the Ras Al Khor wetland in
Dubai in directing tourists toward ecotourism,

45

Bhuiyan (2011) explored the role of ecotourism in
the sustainable development of Malaysia’s coastal
areas, and Bunruamkaew & Murayam (2011)
conducted ecotourism site selection in Thailand’s
national parks using GIS and AHP. In Iran, studies
such as Tavakolinia et al. (2017) investigated the
impacts of ecotourism in Roudbar-e¢ Qasran using
the DPSIR model, while Mohammadpour (2021)
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analyzed the effects of tourism in the lute Desert
through the DPSIR-TOPSIS approach. In the
present research, previous studies have been utilized
to enrich the theoretical foundations of the study and
to help determine part of the research indicators.
The distinctive contribution of this study lies in the
fact that, for the first time, it assesses the impacts of
ecotourism in the southern foothills of the Alborz
Mountains (from Kan to Darabad) within the
DPSIR framework, applying a scoring-based
approach. This method not only identifies driving
forces, pressures, states, and impacts, but also
enables the formulation of managerial and policy
responses.

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Geographical Scope of the Study

The southern foothills of the Alborz Mountains,
particularly the section overlooking the Tehran
metropolitan area, represent one of the key
ecotourism destinations. Due to the presence of
historic villages with diverse natural, cultural, and
infrastructural ~ attractions, this region holds
substantial potential for tourism development. In
mountainous areas, including the young folds of the
Alborz, some parts are characterized by steep slopes
and highly challenging accessibility, making them
naturally impassable. Based on local experience, the
most effective routes and communication paths in
such terrains are those aligned with valleys (Sojasi
et al., 2014, p.15). Within this region, a wide range
of tourism activities—including ecotourism,
cultural tourism, sports, gastronomy, and religious
tourism—take place, attracting large numbers of
visitors during different seasons of the year (Ali

Akbari, 2016). The study area encompasses a
portion of Shemiran County, centered around the
urban point of Tajrish, including District 1 and parts
of Districts 2 and 5 of Tehran Municipality. In terms
of urban services, it falls under the jurisdiction of
Tehran Municipality, while politically and
administratively it is governed by the Shemiranat
County Administration. The southern foothills of
the Alborz Mountains, extending from Kan to
Darabad, form part of the southern slopes of the
Alborz range, bounded to the west by the Kan
Valley and to the east by the Darabad Valley.

This region, recognized as one of the most
important and sensitive piedmont ecosystems of
Iran, is characterized by historic rural settlements
situated in close proximity to the Tehran metropolis.
It possesses remarkable biodiversity and unique
natural landscapes—including natural parks, river
valleys, waterfalls, and native vegetation—as well
as religious, historical, and cultural attractions. The
elevation and topographic diversity of the area
create climatic contrasts with the Tehran plain, such
that as one ascends from the lowlands to higher
altitudes, temperatures decrease while precipitation
levels rise. This climatic gradient contributes
significantly to the region’s pleasant and favorable
weather conditions (Mahmoudian et al., 2009).
However, despite its climatic advantages and
strategic natural location, the area faces numerous
challenges. Human activities and excessive pressure
on natural resources have resulted in various
environmental problems, most notably pollution
and the degradation of natural resources, including
vegetation cover (Tehran Environmental Studies
Office, 2021).
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\
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Figure 2. Geographical Location of the Study Area
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3.2. Research Method

From a methodological perspective, this study
adopts a descriptive—analytical approach with an
emphasis on causal relationships. Data were
initially collected in qualitative form and
subsequently  transformed into  quantitative
measures for analysis. In terms of research purpose,
the study is classified as applied research. A library-
based method was employed to develop the
theoretical foundations and review the research
background, as well as to gain an understanding of
the study area. For data collection, field methods
were utilized, including a researcher-designed
questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. The
statistical population of the research comprised 30
specialists, including academics and key experts in
the field of tourism, selected using the Delphi
method. For data analysis, descriptive statistics and
the scoring method were applied. The ranking of
variables was based on weighted averages, impact
intensity, effect scale, and reversibility. Data
categorization was conducted according to the five
dimensions of the DPSIR model and presented in
the form of tables and detailed analyses.

Data collection was carried out by consulting
official documents and reports from relevant
research centers, as well as through expert
questionnaires and interviews. The researcher-
designed questionnaire was developed to assess the
impacts of ecotourism (nature-based tourism) on the
region within the DPSIR framework, using the
driving force, pressure, state, and impact criteria.
The questionnaire was constructed based on expert
consultations through the Delphi method. This
process was implemented in two stages: in the first
stage, experts identified the main factors affecting
the environment, and in the second stage, they
assigned scores to these factors.

3.3. The DPSIR Framework

The DPSIR framework is an acronym derived from
the terms Driving forces, Pressures, State, Impact,
and Response, which together define the causal
chain of factors influencing the environment. It
provides a means to identify and interrelate these
determinants while also seeking to establish a
logical linkage among them (Zakaei, 2011).

This concept was first introduced by the OECD in
1994 and was later adopted by the European
Environment Agency (EEA) in 1994 and 2007 as a
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strategic framework for environmental assessment
and policy development. Within this framework, the
categories of driving forces, pressures, states,
impacts, and responses are distinguished from one
another (Kristensen, 2004).

Based on this framework, which begins with
Driving Forces (D)—including economic sectors and
human activities—and extends through Pressures
(P) (such as leakage, emissions, and waste), State (S)
(physical, biological, and chemical conditions), and
Impacts (I) on ecosystems, human health, and
functions, finally leading to Responses (R) in the
form of political or policy actions (such as
prioritization,  goal-setting, and indicators)
(Tavakolinia et al., 2017).

Using this framework, the factors related to the
study area were extracted, and the results were
presented across five dimensions—environmental,
economic, socio-cultural, physical, and managerial—
institutional—encompassing 20 variables and 40
indicators.

4. Research Findings

According to the DPSIR framework, which is
applied to describe the relationships between the
sources of problems and their outcomes, the present
study sought to identify drivers and pressures and to
establish causal relationships between human
activities and the environment. The current status of
the region was analyzed within the stages of the
DPSIR model using the scoring method. In this
approach, each indicator was assigned a score
ranging from 1 to 5:

5 = Very good / Positive

3 = Moderate

1 = Very weak / Negative

Intermediate scores represent values ranging from
very weak to very good. The scores were derived
from field-based sources, expert observations, and
specialist opinions, aggregated through averaging
methods. The tables related to driving forces,
pressures, states, impacts, and responses were scored
according to three key criteria: intensity of impact,
scale of impact, and reversibility, and the final
composite scores were subsequently calculated.
4.1. Driving Forces

In the southern foothills of the Alborz
Mountains, ten major driving forces Wwere
identified, the most significant of which are as
follows:
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Table 2. Major Driving Forces and Their Ranking in the Study Area
No. Driving Force Iilrtrzel:l:ictty Irsnc[:lx:t Reversibility g:(::: Rank
1 Pleasant climate 4.6 4 5 13.6 1
2 Potential and ngtural tourism 43 45 4 133 2
attractions
Investment in local tourism (e.g.,
3 nature-based, cultural-historical, 4 5 4 13 3
and experiential tourism)
4 Growth of tourist population due 43 5 27 12 4
to lifestyle changes
Strength of local institutions (e.g.,
5 neighbo_rhood councils, 3 3.9 5 119 5
community management,
environmental NGOs)
Tourism revenues through the
6 expansion of restaurants, cafés, 39 3.6 4 11.5 6
and food outlets
Climate change (reduced
7 precipitation and rising 5 5 1 11 7
temperatures)
8 Religious tourism attractions 3.25 3 4 10.25 8
9 Growth of seasonal population 3 4 2.7 9.7 9
Expansion of transportation,
10 especially road construction in 4 3.66 2 9.66 10
mountainous areas

Climate as a Driving Force- The findings indicate
that one of the key driving forces attracting tourists
to the study area is its pleasant temperature
compared to other parts of Tehran. Within the study
boundaries, summer is the warmest season of the
year with an average temperature of 27.37°C, while
the months of December, January, February, and
March are the coldest, with an average of 5.3°C. The
months of April (16.4°C), November (11°C), and
October (18.8°C) are characterized by more
moderate and pleasant temperatures relative to other
months, thus accounting for the highest tourist
inflow during these periods (Meteorological
Organization, 2021).

In terms of precipitation, the area experiences very
little rainfall during the summer months, while the
majority of precipitation occurs between November
and May. A significant portion of this precipitation
falls as snow, which in itself serves as a catalyst for
tourism development in the region. Snowfall,
particularly in late autumn, attracts visitors for
activities such as hiking, sports competitions, and
nature-based recreation.

Despite its favorable climate, this part of Tehran has
not been immune to micro-level climate change.

1 The SPI was calculated by the authors based on
meteorological data provided by the Meteorological
Organization over a 30-year period from 1993 to 2023.

Over the past 30 years, the precipitation regime
based on the SPI index has shifted from 1.20
(relatively wet) to —0.046 (near normal).
Accordingly, based on SPI' standards, Tehran is
approaching drought conditions. This climatic
change has directly affected tourism activities,
particularly winter recreation such as skiing, due to
the reduction in snowfall (Driving Force ranked 7).
According to Figure 2, which illustrates the moving
average of temperature from 1993 to 2020, the
average increased from 15.8°C in the first decade to
16.1°C in the second decade, and 16.9°C in the third
decade. Therefore, over the 30-year statistical
period, the temperature rose by 1.1°C, which has
had a notable impact on tourism activities.
Population as a Driving Force- The share of Tehran’s
population relative to the national population
increased from 8 percent in 1956 to 12 percent in
2024. Similarly, the population of the study area has
followed an upward trend, rising from 216,467
persons in 1986 to 591,375 persons in 2022 (Tehran
Municipality, 2024).
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Figure 3. Moving Average of Temperature and Precipitation
(Source: Representation of temperature and precipitation moving averages using R software)

Based on expert opinions and survey results, the
growth of seasonal population (ranked 9) and
overall population increase have acted as driving
forces impacting environmental resources,
demographic characteristics, economic conditions,
physical transformations, and management-related
challenges.

The growing population during weekends and
holidays, the temporary settlement of Tehran
residents in second homes, congestion along hiking
trails, the expansion of accommodation facilities,
the increase in restaurants, cafés, and recreational
centers (ranked 6)—which in turn generate seasonal
employment opportunities—along  with  the
organization of seasonal parking facilities, the
strengthening of urban water and sewage systems,
the establishment of comprehensive seasonal
service centers, the implementation of tourism
projects by local institutions, and periodic
environmental clean-up initiatives conducted by
voluntary environmental groups (ranked 5), as well
as investment in local tourism (ranked 3) that has
enhanced regional income, all constitute significant
driving forces influencing tourism activities in the
region.

Natural and Religious Attractions as Driving Forces-
The region possesses a wide range of natural and
religious tourism potentials and attractions (ranked
2 and 8). The significance of natural attractions lies
in the presence of river valleys, mineral springs,
waterfalls, and wildlife habitats, all of which
contribute to the ecological and recreational value
of the area. Easy access to mountainous zones and
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ski resorts serves as an important driving force for
attracting seasonal tourists and weekend visitors.
Religious and pilgrimage sites (18 locations),
including Imam Zadeh Davood, Imam Zadeh Saleh,
and [mamzadeh Ghasem, constitute additional
driving forces drawing tourists from various regions
to this area. Furthermore, historical monuments
such as the Kan inscription, located in the Kan
Valley, and the Darabad River historic bridge,
which dates back to the Safavid era (Habibi, 2015),
add distinctive value and reinforce the tourism
potential of the region.

Drivers of Transport Expansion and Accessibility-
The availability of transport infrastructure in the
region (Rank 10) through the means of public
transport systems (i.e., metro, bus rapid transit,
shared taxis, and highway networks) and the
expansion of secondary mountain roads, have
played an integral role in improving and simplifying
access for the people in Tehran, nearby
municipalities, and arriving tourists. Empirical
evidence from the Municipality and the Traffic
Police is indicative of the fact that after the
introduction of the Tajrish Metro Station, there was
a double increase in tourists flowing into the
northern mountainous zones of Tehran on Fridays
and national holidays. In addition, with Nowruz and
other major national holidays, the usage of using the
metro to gain access to northern recreational zones
of Tehran rose as much as 35% (Tehran Metro
Operating Company, 2021).

The key drivers identified in the southern foothills
of the Alborz Mountain range are a combination of
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natural factors (tourism potential and climatic
conditions) and man-made drivers (populations
growth and investment). In one regard, the drivers
have brought about the economic and social
advancement of the area; on the other, they have
created significant environmental pressure. Recent
changes in climate, defined by increasing

temperatures and shrinking rainfall, have altered the
trends and diversities of the tourism activity
patterns, thereby acting as an overriding driver.

4.2. Pressures

According to the afore-discussed factors and their
resulting outputs, varying types of environmental
pressures (P) have been established, as in Table 3.

Table 3 — List of Environmental Pressures in the Study Area

No. Pressure Factor Intensity of | Scale of Reversibility | Total | Rank
Impact Impact
1 Waste generation 4 4 3.5 11.5 1
Excessive consumption and
2 over-extraction of water 4.5 3.83 2.5 10.83 2
resources
3 Wastewater apd runoff 4 37 3 107 3
generation
4 Land-use change 4.5 3.68 2.5 10.68 4
5 Degradation of rangelands 45 3.67 2 10.17 5
and orchards
Increase in mobile sources of
6 air pollution and traffic 4.5 3.5 2 10.00 6
volume
7 Overexploitation qf natural 4 36 ) 9.6 7
resources and rivers
8 Soil erosion 4.5 3 2 9.5 8

The rationale and mechanism of what has occurred
within the DPSIR framework are assessed through
the concepts of Driver (D) and Pressure (P).
Accordingly, in the study area (District 1 and parts
of Districts 2 and 5), due to the passage through
relatively dense residential zones, air pollutants
derived from human activities have generated
pressures—stemming from a combination of
anthropogenic  activities and  unsustainable
development—that  have  directly  affected
ecosystem health. Among these pressures, the
following can be highlighted:

Waste and Wastewater/Runoff Generation- Solid
waste production in the mountainous areas of
Shemiran (northern districts of Tehran such as
Darband, Darakeh, Darabad, Evin, Velenjak, Kan,
Souhanak, and surrounding highlands) is
considered one of the major environmental
challenges. Owing to its unique natural features,
high tourist influx, and proximity to urban fabric,
this region is highly vulnerable to the pressures
caused by waste generation (Rank 1). Tourists and
mountaineers, mountain restaurants and teahouses
in areas such as Darband, Darakeh, Tochal, and
Kan, as well as peripheral villages and mountain
settlements such as Kan, Sulgan, and Souhanak, in
addition to pilgrims and visitors to religious or

historical sites—especially during holidays—
constitute the main sources of solid waste
production.

The average daily waste generation in Tehran
(urban + rural) is approximately 45,000 tons, of
which nearly 1% (equivalent to ~450 tons per day)
is attributed to the mountainous areas of Shemiran
(based on regional updates and the share of tourism-
oriented populations). The per capita waste
production in northern Tehran (including Shemiran)
is about 1,200 grams per person per day, which is
significantly higher than the citywide average and
almost twice the national average (~600—760
grams).

Wastewater production (Rank 3) also imposes
considerable pressure on the environment. Certain
restaurants and facilities operating along riverbanks
(e.g., in Darakeh and Darband) discharge their
sewage directly into rivers without treatment
(Kouzehgar et al., 2015, pp. 11-25).
Overexploitation of Natural Resources (Water, Soil,
Vegetation)- The overuse of natural resources
(water, soil, and vegetation) (Rank 7) has severely
contributed to erosion, pollution, and ecosystem
degradation, exerting destructive impacts that, if
continued, will gradually undermine the
environmental sustainability of the region.
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Deforestation and rangeland degradation (Rank 5),
caused by overgrazing, wildfires, logging,
construction activities, and climate change, have
resulted in reduced vegetation cover, increased soil
erosion, and a decline in biodiversity, thereby
negatively affecting ecosystems and water
resources (Tehran Provincial Department of Natural
Resources).

Soil erosion (Rank 8) in this area, due to
topography, steep slopes, and intense rainfall, has
exerted detrimental effects on soil quality,
vegetation cover, water resources, and regional
infrastructure. Overextraction from springs and
ganats, particularly for tourism-related purposes
(restaurants, cafés, etc.), along with the reduced
discharge of rivers such as Darakeh and Darband
due to unauthorized or unregulated water use,
combined with the discharge of untreated sewage
into surface water bodies, have led to water quality
deterioration and rendered these resources
increasingly unusable (Tehran Regional Water
Company, 2019).

Transit Traffic and Land-Use Change- Transit traffic

pollution due to the high volume of vehicles and
prolonged congestion along local access routes
(Rank 6). On weekends and public holidays,
intercity traffic toward northern Tehran and the
Shemiran region becomes extremely heavy. Given
the old urban fabric of Shemiran and the limited
capacity of its narrow streets and entry routes, the
existing  infrastructure is  insufficient to
accommodate the vehicular load.

Land-use change (Rank 4) has had major impacts on
soil erosion, biodiversity loss, water resources, and
natural ecosystems. Remote sensing analyses using
Landsat imagery revealed that from 1988 to 2018,
the extent of residential, commercial, industrial, and
transportation areas steadily expanded, while open
spaces and green areas (shown in red) significantly
decreased (Figures 4 and 5). In this area, land-use
transformation has primarily included the
conversion of natural lands into residential and
tourism zones, which has placed significant stress
on the environment and natural resources,
threatening the integrity of ecosystems and
adversely affecting local communities’ livelihoods

Figure 4. Built-up areas in 1985

4.3. State
In light of the pressures resulting from the
aforementioned drivers, specific conditions have

Figure S. Built-up areas in 2024

and the region’s economic sustainability.

-

emerged in the study area. These changes can be
examined within the framework of the resulting
“States” (S), as presented in Table 4.

Table 4 — List of State Indicators in the Study Area

No. State Indicator Intensity of | Scale of Reversibility Total Rank
Impact Impact
1 Pressure on resources and 45 417 25 11.17 1
ecosystem disruption

P Damage to v.egetatl.on cover and 433 3.67 3 11 B

soil erosion
Increased traffic congestion

3 during holidays and crowding 4.25 4.17 2.5 10.92 3
along routes

4 Dispersed 1nve§tment in local 383 367 3 105 4

tourism
5 Alterations in architecture and 495 3.67 25 1042 5
landscape
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No. State Indicator Intensity of | Scale of Reversibility Total Rank
Impact Impact
6 Insufﬁc1§nt fac111t1es. for the 367 367 3 1034 6
floating population
7 Limited infrastructure and weak 375 383 25 10.08 7
waste management system
8 Increased water and soil pollution 3.62 3.67 2.67 9.96 8
9 Cultural changes 3.75 3.67 2.5 9.92 9
10 Emergence of new seasot}al jobs 437 367 1.67 971 10
(e.g., growth of eateries)

Ecosystem Disruption and Pressure on Resources-
Ecosystem disruption (Rank 1), caused by urban
development, land-use changes, excessive
exploitation of natural resources, and pollution, has
led to biodiversity loss, alterations in vegetation
cover, damage to vegetation and soil erosion (Rank
2), and increased water and soil pollution (Rank 8).
As a result, the natural capacity of the region to
accommodate tourism has been significantly
reduced.

Changes in Regional Architecture and Landscape-
Alterations in the architecture and landscape of the
region (Rank 5) have significantly influenced
aesthetics, cultural identity, ecosystems, and overall
quality of life. Inappropriate architectural practices,
implemented without consideration of climatic
conditions, topography, and land slope, have
contributed to increased visual pollution,
degradation of natural scenery, and the erosion of
local identity. The expansion of tourism and
uncontrolled villa construction have drastically
transformed the traditional architecture and
landscape of Shemiranat. The use of incompatible
materials, irregular construction patterns, and the
destruction of vegetation cover have diminished
visual quality and undermined the region’s
indigenous identity.

In addition, road development has caused the
destruction of vegetation, alteration of the natural
landform, greater vehicular influx, noise/visual
pollution, and the fragmentation of natural scenery,
thereby disrupting the cultural landscape. The

vertical expansion of buildings—particularly along
mountain slopes—has eliminated the natural
skyline and reduced visual access to pristine
landscapes. In some areas, natural views have been
replaced with faceless building facades lacking
spatial identity. Contemporary architectural trends
in the area fail to reflect the climate, culture, and
natural environment of Shemiran.

Cultural Change- Cultural transformations (Rank 9)
in this region encompass social and cultural impacts
stemming from urban development, tourist influx,
and shifts in local lifestyle patterns. These changes
have affected cultural identity, traditions, and social
interactions. The arrival of urban and non-local
tourists has influenced dress codes, social behavior,
music, language, and local interactions. Younger
generations in Shemiran’s villages are increasingly
inclined toward wurbanized lifestyles, while
traditional culture is gradually fading.

In addition to these factors, the emergence of new
seasonal jobs (e.g., growth of eateries) (Rank 10)
and the shortage of facilities for the floating
population (Rank 6) have also contributed to
shaping new conditions in the study area.

4.4. Impacts

Within the DPSIR framework, the degree of impacts
is evaluated to determine the resulting
consequences. The most significant impacts in the
study area, as identified by experts and respondents,
are presented in Table 5.
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Table 5 — List of Impacts in the Study Area

Intensity of

No. Impacts Impact

Scale of

Reversibility Total Rank
Impact

Environmental damages
(destruction of vegetation cover,
1 decline in water quality, 4
biodiversity loss, and depletion of

natural resources)

3.7 3.7 11.4 1

Rising cost of living (land,
2 housing, and services) for local 43
residents

Investment and construction
3 growth (degradation of tourism 4
destinations)

Dependence of the local

. 4.5
€conomy on seasonal income

3 3 10.5 4

Increase in social tensions
5 (conflicts between local residents 4
and tourists)

Cultural diversification and
erosion of indigenous culture

Transformation of the native
landscape

Increased risks (floods,
8 wildfires, biological and health 3
hazards, etc.)

Pollution (air, water, noise,

visual, etc.) 33

Environmental Damages, Increasing Risks, and
Growth of Constructions- Environmental damages
(Rank 1) have had significant impacts on the quality
of life and the natural landscape of the region. These
effects have led to the degradation of natural beauty
and the destruction of habitats. As illustrated in
Figures 3 and 4, vegetation cover (marked in red)
has substantially declined between 1985 and 2025,
while built-up areas have increased. The expansion
of construction activities, particularly along
riverbanks and foothill lands, has negatively
affected water and soil quality as well as plant
species. With the intensification of human activities
in natural areas, ecosystems have been disrupted,
leaving destructive consequences. Such
consequences include the reduction of soil fertility
for agriculture, the occurrence of hazards such as
flooding (Rank 8) due to vegetation loss and the
increase in built-up areas, and the decline or
transformation of tourism destinations and
activities—all of which represent negative
outcomes of intensified human activities in natural
landscapes.
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Dependence of the Local Economy on Seasonal
Income- The growth of seasonal income (Rank 4),
particularly in tourism, local services, and seasonal
businesses (such as restaurants, cafés, and local
shops), has had a notable impact on the regional
economy. However, these effects have been highly
sensitive to economic fluctuations, environmental
conditions, and tourism policies. Rising living costs
and the decline in local quality of life (Rank 2),
caused by increasing prices, reduced income, and
economic transitions, are strongly evident.

5.5. Response

Various approaches exist for addressing and
mitigating problems, as well as reducing negative
impacts—either directly through the state (D) or
impact (I), or indirectly by acting on pressure (P)
and driving force (D). The relationship between
driving forces and pressures with technology-based
economic activities and their corresponding systems
is particularly important. Effective responses to
these impacts largely depend on how they are
perceived and on the application of new
technologies and innovative methods.
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Table 6. List of Response Forces in the Study Area
Impact | Scale of
Intensity | Impact

No. Response Reversibility | Total | Rank

Policy-making and planning for maintaining
1 sustainability and environmental compatibility 4.5 3 4 11.5 1
with ecotourism activities
Spatial planning in the three dimensions of
economy, society, and environment, with
emphasis on integrated natural resource
management
Developing guidelines to balance investment
3 between various economic sectors and nature- 3.75 3 4 10.75 3
based tourism

Planning and management for pollution

3.5 3 4 10.5 4
control

Restoration of vegetation cover and
5 implementation of watershed management 3.25 3 4 10.25 5
projects
Development of sustainable tourism with
6 emphasis on education and local capacity 4 3 3 10 6
building

7 Organization and optimal management of land use 3.5 2 4 9.5 7

Establishing cooperation among governmental
institutions, municipalities, environmental
8 organizations, and local communities for 4 3 2 9 8
tourism development with an emphasis on
awareness-raising and education

In the ecotourism domain of Shemiranat, spatial making, preserving and enhancing cultural identity
planning aimed at sustainable use of natural and traditions, and providing education for both
resources and the development of responsible residents and visitors. Environmental responses
tourism (Ranks 2 and 6) should be examined across include preserving vegetation cover and water
three key dimensions: economic, social, and resources, implementing precise tourism zoning
environmental. Economic responses include based on ecological carrying capacity, managing
diversifying income sources, strengthening local waste, controlling construction activities, and
employment, and managing tourism-derived applying green technologies. These measures
revenues. Social responses include active collectively fall within a spatial planning framework
participation of local communities in decision- for tourism development.

Table 7. Responses within the Framework of the Socio-Ecological Systems Theory (DPSIR Model)

Row | Dimension Component Response
= Growth of tourist population “* Spatial planning in economic, social, and environmental
Driving - Grpwth of seasonal population dimer}signs ' S
1 Force = Climate change ¢ Establishing  cooperation among institutions and
=Expansion of transport and implementing pollution reduction projects
accessibility *¢ Preparing a comprehensive tourism development plan

= Wastewater and runoff production [% Planning and management for pollution control

=Overexploitation ~ of  natural |% Spatial planning with emphasis on integrated natural
resources resource management

=Land-use changes *+ Organization and optimal management of land use

2 Pressure

% Sustainable tourism development with emphasis on
education and local capacity building

+“* Policy-making and planning for environmental compatibility

“* Revision of construction laws and regulations

= Cultural changes
3 State = Transformations in architecture
and landscape
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=Environmental degradation and % Planning and management for environmental damage and
pollution pollution control
=Investments in  construction (% Restoration of vegetation cover and watershed projects
4 Impact sectors “* Developing guidelines for balancing investments across

= Dependence of the local economy
on seasonal income
= Social vulnerabilities

economic sectors and nature-based tourism
“* Building partnerships among institutions for awareness-

raising and community education to reduce impacts

6. Discussion and Conclusion

The southern foothills of the Alborz, stretching from
Kan to Darabad, possess unique geographical
advantages, rich natural resources, and valuable
historical, cultural, and religious attractions,
providing  considerable  potential for the
development of nature-based tourism. However,
due to the lack of integrated planning, weak
resource management, uncontrolled construction,
mounting pressure on natural resources, and
insufficient tourism services, this potential has not
been properly utilized. The region, with its
traditional villages, rich biodiversity, mountain
landscapes, indigenous culture, and accessibility
(through metro, roads, and hiking trails), offers high
capacity for the development of sustainable
ecotourism.

Nevertheless, the analysis conducted using the
DPSIR framework (Driving forces, Pressures, State,
Impacts, and Responses) combined with a scoring
method reveals that:

e Unregulated construction in foothill areas has
disrupted ecological balance.

e Increasing waste generation and the deterioration of
water quality (e.g., Darakeh River) are direct
consequences of uncontrolled tourism.

e Weak local participation and lack of education have
reduced the effectiveness of conservation and
management policies.

e The region’s economic and cultural potential, if
guided by sound policy-making, could play a
significant role in fostering sustainable tourism and
improving local livelihoods.

This research applied the DPSIR model to identify
and analyze the continuous interactions among
drivers (D), pressures (P), state (S), impacts (I), and
responses (R) in the southern Alborz foothills.
Within the framework of socio-ecological systems
(SES) theory, these five components function as
interlinked parts of a dynamic human—environment
system. The findings show that the social system
(e.g., tourist population growth, infrastructure
development, cultural transformations, and
uncontrolled construction) interacts directly with
the ecological system (e.g., natural resources,
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vegetation, biodiversity, climate). Without effective
management, this interaction imposes severe
pressures on the ecosystem’s carrying capacity.
Feedback loops play a critical role in this complex
system. For example, climate change and
environmental degradation diminish the quality of
tourist experiences, which, in the long run, result in
local economic decline—creating a vicious socio-
ecological cycle.

According to the SES perspective, sustainability can
only be achieved through synergy among
stakeholders (citizens, tourists, government, local
institutions) and targeted conservation of natural
resources. Land-use planning, participatory
education, sustainable tourism development, and
the adoption of green technologies are fundamental
requirements for maintaining the balance of this
system.

The study demonstrates that tourism impacts extend
beyond the environment, deeply affecting cultural,
economic, and institutional structures of
communities, thereby necessitating an
interdisciplinary and systems-oriented approach to
policymaking. Within the SES model, the southern
Alborz foothills represent a fragile socio-ecological
system that, while endowed with significant
potential for sustainable tourism, faces the risk of
collapsing human-nature equilibrium if current
trends of degradation and weak management
persist.

Strengthening the resilience of this system requires
planned interventions, cross-sectoral coordination,
and local community engagement. Providing
training opportunities for residents and enhancing
their participation in tourism development are vital
to ensuring that economic benefits remain within
local communities, thereby aligning tourism growth
with environmental conservation and social well-
being (Kiani et al., 2018: p.97).

The results of this study are consistent with the
findings of Yang, who emphasized the ecological
pressures of tourism on the Yellow River basin;
Mohammadpour, who highlighted cultural values
and socio-cultural dualities; Irani and colleagues,
who underscored the importance of supporting local
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communities for rural and urban-regional
development; and Tavakolinia et al., who identified
the destructive effects of land-use changes and
intensified construction in the Rudbar Qasran
tourism region. The novelty of the present research
lies in its causal-analytical environmental
assessment using a scoring method, applied for the
first time in the southern Alborz foothills.

In conclusion, achieving sustainable development
in the southern Alborz foothills is only possible
through comprehensive planning, integrated
management, and active participation of all
stakeholders. In this pathway, the DPSIR
framework serves as a scientific and practical tool
for guiding policies, controlling pressures, and
managing  resources—ensuring  not  only
environmental conservation but also improving the
quality of life for local residents and promoting

Footnote- This study was conducted within the
framework of the DPSIR model. The questionnaire
data were derived from the results of a doctoral
dissertation completed in 2025, entitled “4 Model
of Tourism Resilience to Climate Change (Case
Study: The Southern Foothills of the Alborz, from
Kan to Darabad).”

Acknowledgements

This article is derived from the doctoral
dissertation of the first author (Seyyed Sepehr
Arabi) in the Department of Tourism, Faculty
of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabataba'i
University, Tehran, Iran.

Authors contributions

The authors equally contributed to the
preparation of this article.

Conflict of interest

responsible tourism in the region.

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Aliakbari, E. (2016). Geography of tourism in Iran (3rd ed.). Tehran: Samt Publications. [In Persian]

2. Aliya, T.Z. (2011). Legal status of ecotourism in Iran. Taali-ye Hoqugq, 3(11), 129-140. [In Persian]
https://www.vekalatonline.ir/userfiles/Files/Taali-Hoghogh/10/m.olya7.pdf

3. Benameur, K. B., Mostafa, M. M., Hassanein, A., Shariff, M. Z., & Al-Shattarat, W. (2024). Sustainability
reporting scholarly research: a bibliometric review and a future research agenda. Management Review
Quarterly, 74(2), 823-866. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11301-023-00319-7

4. Bhuiyan, N. (2011). A framework for successful new product development. Journal of Industrial

10.

11.

12.

Engineering and Management, 4(4), 746-770. http://dx.doi.org/10.3926/jiem.334

Binder, C. R., Hinkel, J., Bots, P. W. G., & Pahl-Wostl, C. (2013). Comparison of Frameworks for
Analyzing Social-ecological Systems. Ecology and Society, 18(4). http://www jstor.org/stable/26269404
Blamey, R. K. (2001). Principles of Ecotourism, the Encyclopedia of Ecotourism. New York: CAB
International. https://doi.org/10.1079/9780851993683.0005

Boroumand, A. A., & Karimi, A. (2021). Re-conceptualizing and presenting a conceptual model for
sustainable ecotourism based on public participation. Journal of Environmental Science Studies, 6(1),
3419-3433. [In Persian] https://www.jess.ir/article 127544

Bunruamkaew, K., & Murayam, Y. (2011). Site suitability evaluation for ecotourism using GIS & AHP:
A case study of Surat Thani province, Thailand. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 21, 269-278.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.07.024

Ceballos-Lascurain, H. (1996) Tourism, Ecotourism and Protected Areas: The State of Nature-Based
Tourism around the World and Guidelines for Its Development. IUCN Publications, Cambridge, 301.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/iucn.ch.1996.7.en

Cheia, G. (2013). Ecotourism: Definition and concepts. Revista de turism-studii si cercetari in turism, (15),
56-60. https://revistadeturism.ro/index.php/rdt/article/view/461

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2012). Self-Determination Theory. In P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski,
& E. T. Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of Theories of Social Psychology (pp. 416-437, Vol. 1). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446249215.n21

Drumm, A., & Moore, A. (2002). Ecotourism development. A manual for conser vation planners and
managers. Volume I: An introduction to ecotourism planning. The Nature Conservancy, Arlington,
Virginia, USA .

56


https://www.vekalatonline.ir/userfiles/Files/Taali-Hoghogh/10/m.olya7.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11301-023-00319-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.3926/jiem.334
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26269404
https://doi.org/10.1079/9780851993683.0005
https://www.jess.ir/article_127544
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.07.024
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/iucn.ch.1996.7.en
https://revistadeturism.ro/index.php/rdt/article/view/461
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446249215.n21

Vol.14 Sustainable Ecotourism Assessment in the Southern... / Ghaderi et al. J[{ H HJ

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

Fleischer, A., & Tchetchik, A .(2005). Does rural tourism benefit from agriculture? Tourism Management,
26,493-501. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2003.10.003

Gunn, C. A., & Var, T. (2002). Tourism planning: Basics, concepts, cases. Psychology Press.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003061656

Habibi, M. (2015). The formation of a city: The history of Tehran’s physical developments. Tehran:
University of Tehran, Center for Studies and Research on Urban Planning and Architecture. (in Persian)
Healy, N., & Carvao, S. (2023). World Tourism Organization. In Encyclopedia of Tourism (pp. 1-3).
Springer, Cham. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-01384-8 413

Imani, B., & Alavi, S. (2022). An Analysis of the Infrastructure for the Development of Rural Ecotourism
in  Ardabil  Province. Journal  of  Research  and  Rural  Planning, 11(4),  73-98.
https://d0i:10.22067/jrrp.v11i4.2207.1053

Iran Meteorological Organization. (2021). Annual climatology report of Tehran Province (Northern
Tehran stations). Tehran: Ministry of Roads and Urban Development. (In Persian)

Irani, S., Ahmadi, N., & Rostami, M. (2022). Application of the DPSIR framework in analyzing the effects
of rapid development on natural ecosystems of Iran. lranian Journal of Ecology, 10(1), 15-32. (in Persian)
Jin, W, Drueke, E., Li, S., Admasu, A., Owen, R., Day, M., Sun, K., Cheong, S.-W., & Zhao, L. (2020).
Observation of a ferro-rotational order coupled with second-order nonlinear optical fields. Nature Physics,
16(1), 42-46. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41567-019-0695-1

Khatibi, A., Danekar, A., Pour-Ebrahim, Sh., & Vahid, M. (2015). Introduction of the DPSIR model and
its applicability in environmental decision-making. Human and Environment, 13(4), 65-79. (In Persian)
https://he.srbiau.ac.ir/article 8959 bb9010bc043fcb0825a5baa9669a8cd3.pdf

Kiani Salmi, S., Heydari Soureshjani, R., & Basereh, H. (2018). Investigating the Tendency of the Rural
Society to Tourism Development and Identifying the Factors Affecting It (Case Study: Tourism Villages
of Karaj). Journal of Research and Rural Planning, 7(3), 83-102. https://doi:10.22067/jrrp.v7i3.67853
Kouzehgar, L., Moslemi, A., & Vahidian, M. (2015). Impact of service units’ wastewater on water quality
of northern Tehran river valleys (Case study: Darakeh and Darband). Environmental Sciences Quarterly,
13(4), 113—124. [In Persian] https://envs.sbu.ac.ir/article 97582

Kristensen, P. (2004). The DPSIR framework. National Environmental Research Institute, Denmark, 10,
1-10. https://www.academia.edu/download/124687946/Microsoft s.doc.pdf

Kumari, S., Behera, M., & Tewari, H. (2010). Identification of potential ecotourism sites in West District,
Sikkim using geospatial tools. Tropical ecology, 51(1), 75-85 .
https://www.cabidigitallibrary.org/doi/full/10.5555/20103030865

Lewison, R., Rudd, M., Al-Hayek, W., Baldwin, C., Beger, M., Lieske, S., Jones, C., Satumanatpan, S.,
Junchompoo, C., & Hines, E. (2016). How the DPSIR framework can be used for structuring problems
and facilitating empirical research in coastal systems. Environmental Science & Policy, 56, 110-119.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2015.11.001

Mabhalati, S. (2003). An introduction to tourism (2nd ed.). Tehran: Shahid Beheshti University Press. [In
Persian]

McKinney, T. (2018). Ecotourism. In W. Trevathan (Ed.), The International Encyclopedia of Biological
Anthropology Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118584538.ieba0149

Mohammadian, A. A., Ghasemi, H., & Houshmand Fini, G. (2009). Shemiran County. Tehran: Iranian
Encyclopedia Foundation. [In Persian]

Mohammadpour, R. (2021). Environmental impact assessment of tourism development on the Lute Desert
using DPSIR-TOPSIS framework. Journal of Ecotourism and Environmental Planning, 10(3), 45-62.
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.20080875.2021.26.2.5.9

Nazari, A. (2009). Economic valuation of protected areas and their role in sustainable development.
Iranian Journal of Environment, 9(2), 2. [In Persian] https://civilica.com/doc/238365

Niyazmand, Mziyar. (2004). Ecotourism: Definitions, concepts, and requirements for development. Koja
Monthly, 1,28. [In Persia] http:/noo.rs/eqTqf

57


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2003.10.003
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003061656
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-01384-8_413
https://doi:10.22067/jrrp.v11i4.2207.1053
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41567-019-0695-1
https://he.srbiau.ac.ir/article_8959_bb9010bc043fcb0825a5baa9669a8cd3.pdf
https://doi:10.22067/jrrp.v7i3.67853
https://envs.sbu.ac.ir/article_97582
https://www.academia.edu/download/124687946/Microsoft_s.doc.pdf
https://www.cabidigitallibrary.org/doi/full/10.5555/20103030865
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2015.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118584538.ieba0149
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.20080875.2021.26.2.5.9
https://civilica.com/doc/238365
http://noo.rs/eqTqf

JH HIP Journal of Research and Rural Planning No.3/ Serial No.50

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

Reichman, J. (1996, January). Remarks by Jerome Reichman. In Proceedings of the ASIL Annual
Meeting (Vol. 90, pp. 276-284). Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272503700086353

Salehi, A. Sh. L. Z. A. S. V. R. (2018). Analysis of the factors influencing human environmental conditions
in Tehran based on the DPSIR model. Human Geography Research, 2(18). [In Persian]
https://doi.org/10.22059/jhgr.2016.59970

Sojasi Ghidari, H., Roknodin eftekhari, A., & Purtaheri, M. (2014). Prioritizing Ecotourism
Entrepreneurship Development in Rural Regions (Case Study: Villages with on River-Valley Tourism
Potentials in Tehran province). Journal of Research and Rural Planning, 3(1), 13-27.
http://doi:10.22067/jrrp.v3i5.19611

Tavakolinia, D. J., Motakan, A. A., Sarrafi, M., & Burburi, F. (2017). Assessing the impacts of ecotourism
on the Rudbar Qasran and Lavasanat region using the DPSIR framework. [ranian Journal of Remote
Sensing & GIS, 10(1), 109-126. [In Persian]
https://gisj.sbu.ac.ir/article 96439 b91c1b4480c¢73c6b948e31c028e5a39f.pdf

Tehran Municipality Environmental Studies Office. (2021). Report on the analysis of Tehran’s
environmental status with emphasis on mountainous areas. Tehran: Tehran Municipality, Deputy for
Urban Services, Organization for Urban Beautification. [In Persian]

Tehran Regional Water Company. (2019). Report on the status of surface and groundwater resources in
northern Tehran (Case study: Darakeh and Darband). Tehran: Ministry of Energy, Iran Water Resources
Management Company. [in Persian]

Tehran Urban & Suburban Railway Operation Company. (2021). Annual report on public transportation
performance with emphasis on tourist stations (Tajrish and Northern Tehran). Tehran: Tehran
Municipality, Deputy for Transportation and Traffic. [In Persian]

Tehran Municipality, (2024). Developments in the population of Tehran and its environment. Tehran:
Tehran Municipality

TIES. (2002). The International Ecotourism Society. Ecotourism: In collaboration with Principles,
Practices and Policies for Sustainability. http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/library/ecotourism.htm
Trisi¢, 1., Nechita, F., Milojkovi¢, D., & Steti¢, S. (2023). Sustainable tourism in protected areas—
Application of  the prism of  sustainability model. Sustainability, 15(6), 5148.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15065148

Wondirad, A. (2020). Ecotourism development challenges and opportunities in Wondo Genet and its
environs, southern Ethiopia. Journal of Place Management and Development, 13(4), 465-491.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMD-12-2018-0109

Yang, B., Ding, L., Zhan, X., Tao, X., & Peng, F. (2022). Evaluation and analysis of energy security in
China based on the DPSIR model. Energy Reports, 8, 607-615.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.egyr.2022.01.229

Zakaei, M. (2011). Environmental status of Tehran. [In Persian]

58


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272503700086353
https://doi.org/10.22059/jhgr.2016.59970
http://doi:10.22067/jrrp.v3i5.19611
https://gisj.sbu.ac.ir/article_96439_b91c1b4480c73c6b948e31c028e5a39f.pdf
http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/library/ecotourism.htm
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15065148
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMD-12-2018-0109
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.egyr.2022.01.229

Journal of Research and Rural Planning
Volume 14, No. 3, Summer 2025, Serial No. 50, Pp. 41-60
eISSN: 2783-2007 ISSN: 2783-2791

JLRIY
Original Article |

DPSIR g2 5k 3l ooliinl b 55l (295 0950k 50 jlsly s 598 95T Glomi

http://jrrp.um.ac.ir

ol yg9 dwal lebls Lo pode 7 il pel g s * (5306 Juslows!
ol )l o bbbl dodle olLiils o 5,K50 5 Luiiils-)

ol ¢ Ol bbbl dodle olSTils o 6,50 ,5 (6 50 (sozeiidlo-T
b o o bolls aadle olTiils o g0 o o JLuiils =1

Okl (Ol ol s S yteliyy 5 Ledla oliol = F

b guuo oS

Hokaie 4y il oads Ol alo hgy b as wileols LSis (6,505
4w 5 (SCOTING ) asjlial o9, 5 cmogs Hll 5l o ools Judow
aald el 00l oolaiwl Lbd.ol.u 6).\..\.1;«“.?)) 9 u.:l.,_u A feT T}
Ol Jla 5o @l LTI b (S 51 liss =5 e o090me L2
]

Gudnd glbassl Y

5 2SS 7S ez 0 alezl S e 590 ) ¢
(SB35 3 (o 5yl ke 5 Ol lsa

ng.a)ls).u_u ‘LS’“"‘Jo éﬁL.A )‘ 4.3‘5)(5) oolawl 4.].4.>)‘ )L.MB J.ALC A
R [ W [ P D S SO | A

i ,8 Dl s g Sl ey sgass

(Sam 8 b (3.8 oy y Jaisre (o )50 e 5 Lol sl A
olylas yioli8l g dad 6,580 ,5 4y golazdl- cloix! Siuly
(2l )5 ke pldd (s yael  wiile Gl o510l A
GG s slacinlw (ol d &8 Lie (riuwsST Lol
e 4z LSS Co e gl

5 65805 2l o e sloisy 5450 5k 4 DPSIR Jus
S e slog SRS e ol |) Gla.omw..\) Q‘M
o Jelse | o5 5l g s a5 o lolit
Corez &b,y dile) Sludl g (52 5 Ol 5 5,500 ,5 slaadl> asile)
5 obaidl By, el g Gl elgs cnl ol ()15 be o
oy dame slo)lad (S0 saw Ll cailoads ddlaie claizl
&S 3l Gldle o sendBl Gl s wlos S ol 58 sz es BB
MfW‘GMém)bwwsu)‘P 4>)O‘)M.>|)$‘;«>9A

doudio )

sl 6 K585 Glgie 4 050 g Can HF 5O )5S
Lo cblis (g jluaz LS Ban bogal 6,550 5 Gl p g5l
asdl gloanlyd Conal (e golaidl sloiz! asugs b Con;
) axdly slazel dibaio o3 4 3l slaosS iz sladiols e
ST i sla Sy s sl e 3 s b oS
bilos,S 40,20 1) (6,550 5 g p ) 395 (S5l p g (Saa b
el 00l G j Jazme o 50 A i (63,4l sl ol
— Lo ,Lsd — 5 oo (slng ) DPSIR Lo gl anlllas oy
slosaly Slearn 2Ll lp ) Gl = by = Conss
kol Ban 10,5 o )5 @ dblais (pl 50 e )5TsST Sy Laime
Lo o 5 b 5 e slo oy lolid il gy
Sy ol pals gl Jo ol &l jshaie dy e y999ST (S
shosliial b e bz 2 e Sl 6 X005 5l Jol>
(G"’b ‘):"‘ «Carog ‘)L*:é ‘Jr’“ S92) DPSIR u;j‘ u?—")l-"
ol ol LIS b 5 s lolig) 5,0l iz o9l
Ol By s 6l Lyl Camjlazme ulil vy szl
sladsly Jlos slp gl cnl )3 g 0ud &l Ceny s a5 (L]
el azd, (IS4 aslllas 550 03g05te ;O ua 535S |

G b9y ¥

b (helod-(hrogs gy g (owlid () Ll jl aslllae o5
o (S oy 41l 45 (e e ol 5T
O ol il i8S 8 Lo 5500 (s (oS 5l ey 5 00 (5 )]
Sl Sl alels (o) 5l conl (93,18 Slisdios g9 5l Sas i
Sl adlane CELd 5 Aaghy dndn 5 6B Sle (g
aeliies ) She s, o ool (6,510,5 (sl 5 sl o0 aslil
) G skl dmal> ool i) IS 4 (alas 5 colo Gixe
0557 kS (B3 5 wlul abex Sl masie S35l e Y

1] gine bl g

608 Jucloww! x5

Olpl ol (bbbl adle oRidls s laslus 5 o e 0aSiiils (6 X0 ,5 09,5 :u")‘ﬂ

Email: eghaderi2002@gmail.com : S 58 oy



N\
JRRI?

Journal of Research and Rural Planning

No.3 / Serial No.50

(5,5 alog) o) of lie oS (20l8 5 wiloy 2al381 @
.»loMJ)MS 6;;:,¢; POV WO 6L:a.ul,,3 )'l
S el (90l 95maS g (oo glaoles by oS i @
Liloads Cu pae g cbla> slaciolaws (5,135 5
Soge 3 ikl (Sep 5 goladl by, @
Il drwg )0 page 1B Wl e e (5 IS Cenlin
S Ll (e anelar Cutione 5 (6 K005
il Sl pe sleanels ;o ol e, FsST 4 (ol
@ ol b 5 (25 )L GleSo @z LS g5 yael
oasis sl 688 6yl DPSIR Coz e ool cy laome
and oo &l o diz EMSln 90 5 ot ; OIS
5 Sy bumme Glaguilsl i doe lilie o Sl gigees
Bl Gredi g bptarusST bl dojlas 205 sl galy>
ol (5900 (6,500 5 5l ai¥ole
(shemacsy bl « DPSIR Jos s ;55551 :ae3lganls
il 585 Gl (g slaasels
1098 g Sl
09,5 2l S e 1555 Al jlasd Sy ;S gy
(bbb asdle olSiils (g lulus g e 0aSils ¢ 5,80 5

Sl Gl el s

5 ol 335 36 S e Jole lsie 4 5 K505 g5 g SIS
Sy Judo 4 (0 gV bl 5l cidu g ) ddlaie) Slalllas odgae
L aS Iso (slo 0¥ aloz 510l s o515 L (5Sime 3blie 5|
Glolis & e ¢ ol sad Jols Ll gle ool
ook &S INLL anwgs 5 Gladl Sleidled Sl (oS Showss 5
Le Slapags ol 428 56 piecwsS] ol eaione
Sl sy 935 yole Caws 5l g ol L_j%ﬂ Jolss ulS” s
wais abls en dnwgs 5 pBaSwsl (Jad peze L oS
Olye 4 5 el laals g (Samp Coge Sl b 0gh o
sladhie do il cpl oszg Lol ol me (g0l pé slovsly
slp @b ey cgiloced b s Salen JleS> 5200
Y K TS X
G a9 ey F
(St 895 51 610595 b g (so03 Slaliwg, b Sl e adlare
Gk 5D ceslin (o s 5 (oogr S8 B Sl S slajIWlte
Syl e oljosly 5 (pogasy (eses JBy Jo bshS gk
oBplnil (o o Jl Gl L)1 ol e 9555 Anngs 60 (VL
il iy lid oS o) DPSIR _Lidos gzl 51 oslical b
45 ae3 o0 i (mojlital by g (Gl

poy 4 ke aduls g (2L bl o slegesls @

el ol (SG5e0sST Jolas 09>

Use y¢ devil d 0 . .
end theariclemine | HOW to ciite this article:

Ghaderi, E., Aarabi, S.S, Kazemian, Gh & Pourahmad, A. (2025). |Received: 24-07-2025
Sustainable ecotourism assessment in the southern foothills of the Alborz |Revised: 31-08-2025
(Kan to Darabad River Valleys) using the DPSIR framework. Journal of Accepted: 22-09- 2025
Research & Rural Planning, 14(3), 41-60.
http://dx.doi.org/10.22067/jrrp.v14i2.2507-1142

Date:

Available Online: 22-09-2025

60


http://dx.doi.org/10.22067/jrrp.v14i2.2507-1142

Journal of Research and Rural Planning
Volume 14, No. 3, Summer 2025, Serial No. 50, Pp. 61-82 , \

eISSN: 2783-2007 ISSN: 2783-2791 )
http://jrrp.um.ac.ir JIIIIIH

I Original Article |
Innovative Digital Marketing Strategies in Rural Tourism: Leveraging
Augmented Reality and Intelligent Algorithms in Technological Ecosystems

Mohsen Arman!, Davood Feiz?, Elham Sadat Kia®*

1- Ph.D. Student in Marketing Management, Semnan University, Semnan, Iran.
2- Full Prof. in Management, Semnan University, Semnan, Iran.
3- Ph.D. Student in Marketing Management, Semnan University, Semnan, Iran.

Abstract

Purpose- This study aims to identify and analyze innovative digital marketing strategies in rural tourism, with a
specific focus on leveraging Augmented Reality (AR) and intelligent algorithms within technological ecosystems. The
main research question is: How can augmented reality and intelligent algorithms be utilized to enhance digital
marketing in rural tourism to effectively attract tourists and promote sustainable local development? This research
addresses a gap in the integration of AR and artificial intelligence in rural contexts, where prior studies have often
examined these technologies in isolation and with less emphasis on rural settings.

Design/methodology/approach- Employing a qualitative exploratory approach and thematic analysis method, data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 16 experts in digital marketing, information technology, and
management. Snowball sampling was used for participant selection, with theoretical saturation achieved after the 16th
interview.

Findings- The analysis revealed seven overarching themes: technological transformation of the tourism experience
(e.g., AR virtual tours and Al personalized recommendations), empowerment of local communities (through digital
literacy training and local content production), redefinition of marketing strategies (e.g., location-based marketing and
algorithm-optimized advertising), cultural and environmental sustainability (preservation via virtual museums and
reduced ecological impact), implementation barriers (e.g., weak infrastructure and ethical concerns), horizons of
innovation and research (e.g., gamification and metaverse), and digital identity reconstruction (through cultural
branding with emerging technologies).

Research limitations/implications- Limitations include the focus on a specific cultural context (e.g., rural Iran), lack
of longitudinal data for long-term change analysis, and reliance on qualitative data potentially influenced by researcher
bias. Implications suggest longitudinal studies to assess long-term technology impacts and comparative research across
diverse regions.

Practical implications- Rural tourism managers can develop localized AR platforms, implement digital literacy
programs for local populations, and deploy Al-powered location-based marketing systems to boost tourist attraction
and enhance local sustainability.

Originality/value- This study provides the first comprehensive framework for integrating AR and intelligent
algorithms in rural tourism marketing, emphasizing rural-specific challenges like infrastructure deficits and cultural
resistance, adding value for sustainable development in developing regions.

Keywords- Digital marketing, Rural tourism, Augmented Reality, Intelligent Algorithms, Sustainable development.
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1. Introduction
he integration of digital marketing
strategies into rural tourism has gained
significant importance as destinations
I seek to enhance visibility and attract
diverse tourists, fostering sustainable
local development. Recent
advancements in Augmented Reality
(AR), Artificial Intelligence (Al), and Big Data
have opened innovative avenues for marketing,
enabling rural regions to leverage immersive
technologies and data-driven insights (Xie, 2022;
Wang, 2023). This study addresses the research
question: How can augmented reality and
intelligent algorithms be utilized to enhance digital
marketing in rural tourism to effectively attract
tourists  and  promote  sustainable  local
development? The objectives include identifying
innovative marketing strategies, analyzing the
impacts of AR and Al on tourist behavior and
community engagement, and proposing solutions to
overcome implementation barriers in rural contexts.
Despite a growing body of literature on emerging
technologies in tourism, a critical research gap
persists regarding the integrated use of AR and Al
in rural tourism marketing. Most studies have
focused on urban or well-established tourist
destinations, leaving rural-specific challenges—
such as weak technological infrastructure, limited
digital literacy, and cultural resistance—
underexplored (Krishnamma, 2025; Alsufyani,
2025). For instance, while AR enhances tourist
engagement through immersive experiences,
studies indicate that over 60% of AR projects in
rural areas fail due to inadequate internet
connectivity (Jang et al, 2023). Similarly, Al-driven
personalization improves marketing effectiveness,
but privacy concerns and cultural resistance in local
communities can hinder adoption (Irsyad et al,
2024). This gap underscores the need for
comprehensive studies that examine the synergy of
AR and Al in rural tourism, particularly in
developing regions like Iran, where digital
marketing remains underutilized.

The transformative potential of AR and Al in rural
tourism is well-documented. AR creates interactive
experiences, such as virtual tours and QR-based
applications, that showcase cultural and natural
attractions, enhancing visitor satisfaction and
promoting local heritage (Zaifri et al, 2023). Al
through recommender algorithms and data
analytics, optimizes marketing campaigns by
predicting trends and tailoring content to diverse
tourist segments (Dewi et al, 2025). The COVID-19
pandemic  further accelerated this digital
transformation, pushing rural destinations to adopt
strategies like social media marketing and
influencer collaborations to align with evolving
consumer preferences for safe and personalized
experiences (Vu et al, 2025; Kristiani et al, 2025).
Big Data plays a pivotal role in understanding
tourist behavior, enabling targeted marketing that
aligns with sustainable practices (Nannelli et al,
2023).

This study focuses on rural areas, particularly in
developing regions like Iran, examining specific AR
tools (e.g., QR-based apps and virtual tours) and Al
tools (e.g., recommender systems and data
analytics) within cultural and natural destinations.
Key limitations include weak technological
infrastructure, low digital literacy among local
communities, and privacy concerns, which may
constrain technology adoption (Jang et al, 2023;
Ying et al, 2024). The scope excludes urban tourism
contexts and focuses on rural-specific challenges
and opportunities.

In conclusion, the convergence of AR, Al and Big
Data in digital marketing offers transformative
opportunities for rural tourism. By embracing these
innovations, rural destinations can enhance
marketing efforts, foster deeper tourist engagement,
and promote sustainable practices that benefit local
communities and the environment (Kumar and
Barua, 2024). This study contributes to
understanding how these technologies redefine
marketing strategies, addressing empirical themes
such as technological transformation, local
community empowerment, marketing redefinition,
sustainability, barriers, innovation, and digital
identity in rural tourism contexts.
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Table 1. Comparative Table of Research Gaps in Rural Tourism Digital Marketing

Previous Studies
(Reference)

Research Gap in Previous Studies

How This Study Addresses the Gap

Xie & He (2022)

Focus on smart technologies (big data and Al) in
general tourism, without integrating AR and Al in
rural contexts or analyzing rural-specific challenges
like weak infrastructure.

This study integrates AR and Al, analyzing rural
challenges (e.g., infrastructure, digital literacy) in
developing regions like Iran, focusing on
sustainable digital marketing.

Wang et al (2023)

Emphasis on AR interactive experiences in tourism,
but limited to urban destinations and lacking
integration with Al or analysis of rural challenges
like cultural resistance.

Integrates AR with Al for interactive experiences
in rural cultural/natural destinations, critically
analyzing cultural resistance and proposing
community empowerment solutions.

Krishnamma et al
(2025)

Examines technology adoption challenges in
tourism, but lacks focus on rural contexts, AR/AI
integration, or privacy analysis in digital marketing.

Focuses on privacy as a key limitation in rural
areas, proposing specific AR/AI tools (e.g., QR
apps, recommender algorithms) for safe,
sustainable marketing.

Alsufyani et al
(2025)

Analyzes technology challenges in tourism,
primarily urban, without exploring AR/AI synergy
in developing rural contexts.

Examines AR/AI synergy in rural Iran, analyzing
developing region challenges like low digital
literacy and proposing local training for
empowerment.

Jang et al (2023)

Notes AR project failures due to weak
infrastructure, but lacks integration with Al or focus
on sustainable rural marketing.

Combines AR with Al to overcome infrastructure
issues, proposing targeted marketing strategies that
enhance environmental and economic
sustainability.

Irsyad et al (2024)

Examines Al personalization in tourism, but lacks
AR integration or analysis of cultural resistance in
rural communities.

Integrates Al personalization with AR experiences,
critically analyzing cultural resistance and
proposing culturally sensitive solutions for rural
adoption.

Zaifri et al (2023)

Focuses on AR interactive experiences, but limited
to general aspects without rural challenges or Al
integration.

Extends AR experiences to rural destinations with
Al integration, enhancing tourist satisfaction and
local heritage preservation, linked to sustainability
and innovation themes.

Dewi et al (2025)

Analyzes Al algorithms for personalized marketing,
but lacks focus on rural areas or AR integration.

Uses Al for personalization in rural marketing,
combined with AR for effective campaigns,
proposing solutions for higher conversion and
local retention.

Vu et al (2025)

Examines COVID-19’s impact on digital
transformation, but lacks focus on AR/AI in rural
contexts.

Integrates COVID-19 impact with AR/AI for post-
pandemic rural strategies, like social media and
influencers, to attract safe tourists.

Kristiani et al
(2025)

Notes digital strategies like social media, but limited
to general aspects without AR/AI integration in rural
areas.

Combines social media with AR/AI for rural
marketing, focusing on destination appeal and
sustainability to overcome rural challenges.

Nannelli et al
(2023)

Role of big data in targeted marketing, but lacks
AR/Al integration or rural challenge analysis.

Integrates big data with AR/AI for sustainable
rural marketing, analyzing tourist behavior and
aligning with local and environmental needs.

Ying et al (2024)

Examines digital literacy limitations, but lacks focus
on rural tourism marketing with AR/AL

Proposes digital training for rural communities as a
solution to literacy barriers, linked to
empowerment and AR/AI adoption.

Kumar & Barua

Emphasis on sustainability in digital tourism, but

Focuses on sustainability through AR/AI,
proposing local economic development and

(2024) lacks integrated AR/AI focus in rural areas. environmental preservation, linked to digital
identity and innovation themes.
Table 2. Table of Introduction Aspects in Rural Tourism Digital Marketing
Aspect Description Sources

Importance of
Digital Marketing
in Rural Tourism

Integration of digital marketing strategies enhances visibility, attracts
diverse tourists, and promotes sustainable local development through
interactive technologies and data-driven insights.

Xie & He (2022), Wang et al
(2023), Kumar & Barua
(2024)

Research Gap

Limited studies on the integrated use of AR and Al in rural tourism
marketing, with most research focusing on urban destinations. Challenges
like weak infrastructure, cultural resistance, and privacy concerns in rural

settings remain underexplored.

Alsufyani et al (2025), Jang
et al (2023), Irsyad et al
(2024)
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How can augmented reality and intelligent algorithms be utilized to enhance

Resea.rch digital marketing in rural tourism to effectively attract tourists and promote Zaifri et al (2023), Dewi et
Question . al (2025)
sustainable local development?
o Identlfy'mnovau?/e marketing strgtegles using AR/ALI, analyze thelr'lmpacts Nannelli et al (2023), Vu et
Objectives on tourist behavior and community engagement, and propose solutions for

barriers like infrastructure and digital literacy in rural contexts.

al (2025)

Recent Studies

AR enhances tourist engagement through virtual tours and QR-based apps,
preserving local heritage. Al optimizes marketing with recommender
algorithms and data analytics. Social media and influencer collaborations
align with post-COVID preferences.

Wang et al (2023), Zaifri et

al (2023), Dewi et al (2025),

Kristiani et al (2025), Vu et
al (2025)

Focus on rural areas in developing regions (e.g., Iran), examining specific
AR tools (QR-based apps, virtual tours) and Al tools (recommender

Nannelli et al (2023),

Scope systems, data analytics) in cultural and natural destinations, excluding urban Alsufyani et al (2025), Ying
et al (2024)
contexts.
Weak technological infrastructure (e.g., over 60% of AR projects fail due to | Jang et al (2023), Irsyad et al
Limitations poor internet), low digital literacy among local communities, and privacy (2024), Krishnamma et al

concerns related to Al-driven data collection, limiting technology adoption.

(2025), Ying et al (2024)

Empirical Themes

Technological transformation (AR/AI integration), local community
empowerment (digital training), marketing redefinition (personalized
campaigns), sustainability (cultural/environmental preservation), barriers
(infrastructure, privacy), innovation (new marketing tools), and digital
identity (redefining rural destinations).

Kumar & Barua (2024),
Zaifri et al (2023), Dewi et
al (2025), Nannelli et al
(2023), Bretos et al (2023)

2. Research Theoretical Literature

The integration of digital marketing strategies into
rural tourism has attracted increasing scholarly
attention in recent years, particularly with the
advent of technologies such as Augmented Reality
(AR), Artificial Intelligence (Al), and Big Data.
These  technologies  have fundamentally
transformed how rural destinations interact with
potential tourists, significantly enhancing marketing
effectiveness and the overall tourist experience (Xie
& He, 2022; Vu et al, 2025).

Augmented Reality, as a powerful marketing tool,
enables the delivery of immersive and interactive
content that enhances visitor satisfaction and
engagement. Through virtual tours and real-time
visualizations, AR allows tourists to explore
destination attractions before their visit, thereby
enriching their decision-making process (Bretos et
al, 2023). This technology not only enhances user
experience but also plays a critical role in preserving
local culture and heritage, while increasing
marketing effectiveness through personalized
content based on individual preferences (Setiawan,
2024; Ozdemir, 2021).

The integration of digital technologies into rural
tourism has increasingly been recognized as a
critical strategy for enhancing tourist engagement
and promoting sustainable local development. This
theoretical background examines the application of
Augmented Reality (AR), Artificial Intelligence
(Al), and Big Data in digital marketing within rural
tourism contexts. By leveraging theoretical

frameworks such as smart tourism, the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM), and the Unified Theory
of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT),
this study elucidates the relationships between these
technologies and marketing outcomes, addressing
the research question:
How can augmented reality and intelligent
algorithms be utilized to enhance digital marketing
in rural tourism to effectively attract tourists and
promote sustainable local development?

Recent studies emphasize the transformative
potential of AR and Al in tourism marketing. AR
enhances visitor experiences by providing
immersive interactions with cultural and natural
resources, thereby increasing satisfaction and
engagement (Zaifri et al, 2023). In contrast, Al
enables personalized marketing strategies by
analyzing data and providing customer insights,
which are vital for attracting diverse tourist
segments (Dewie et al, 2025). Big Data plays a
pivotal role in understanding consumer behavior
and preferences, enabling targeted marketing that
aligns with sustainable practices (Nannelli et al,
2023).

2.1. Conceptual Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is rooted in
the smart tourism paradigm, which emphasizes the
integration of advanced technologies to enhance
tourist experiences and destination competitiveness.
The UTAUT model provides insights into the
adoption of AR and Al technologies by users,
indicating that performance expectancy, effort
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expectancy, social influence, and facilitating
conditions  significantly impact technology
acceptance in tourism (Caliskan et al, 2023). This
framework facilitates an examination of how AR
and Al redefine marketing strategies in rural
tourism.

2.2. Conceptual Propositions

e Proposition 1: The implementation of AR in
rural tourism marketing enhances tourist
engagement by providing interactive and
immersive experiences, ultimately leading to
greater visitor satisfaction and loyalty (Zaifti et
al, 2023).

e Proposition 2: Al-driven personalization of
marketing improves the effectiveness of digital
marketing strategies, resulting in increased
conversion rates and customer retention in rural
tourism contexts (Dewie et al, 2025).

e Proposition 3: The use of Big Data analytics in
understanding tourist behavior and preferences
strengthens sustainable tourism practices by
enabling targeted marketing that aligns with
local community needs and environmental
considerations (Nannelli et al, 2023).

Despite the promising applications of AR, Al, and

Big Data in rural tourism, several limitations persist.

Weak digital infrastructure in rural areas can hinder

the effective implementation of these technologies,

leading to disparities in access and participation

(Jang et al, 2023). Additionally, privacy concerns

related to data collection and usage pose significant

challenges, potentially deterring tourists from
engaging with digital marketing initiatives

(Krishnamma et al, 2025). Furthermore, limited

digital literacy among local communities can

constrain the successful adoption of these
technologies, necessitating targeted training and

support (Ying et al, 2024).

The integration of AR, Al, and Big Data into digital

marketing offers significant opportunities for

enhancing rural tourism. Future research should
focus on empirical studies that explore the long-
term impacts of these technologies on tourist
engagement and  sustainable  development.

Moreover, addressing barriers to technology

adoption, such as infrastructural limitations and

privacy concerns, will be essential for maximizing
the benefits of digital marketing in rural tourism
contexts.

On the other hand, Al technologies—particularly

predictive  analytics and  recommendation
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systems—play a crucial role in optimizing digital
marketing strategies. For example, a study
conducted in Bali, Indonesia, demonstrated that Al
significantly improved audience targeting and
engagement rates, ultimately increasing return on
investment in marketing campaigns (Dewie et al,
2025). The integration of Al with big data analytics
enables the identification of behavioral trends and
patterns, allowing for more accurate resource
allocation and marketing actions (Lu et al, 2024;
Xie et al, 2022). This approach aligns with the
concept of smart tourism, which aims to enhance the
sustainability and competitiveness of rural
destinations  through innovative technology
adoption (Vu et al, 2025).

Despite the numerous benefits, implementing these
technologies in rural areas poses several challenges.
These include high implementation and
maintenance costs, inadequate technological
infrastructure, and limited digital literacy among
local stakeholders—all of which hinder the
adoption of advanced technologies like AR and Al
in rural tourism (Dewie et al, 2025) One of the
critical factors in ensuring the sustainability of rural
businesses is the establishment of adequate and
appropriate infrastructure. Equally important is the
acceptance of technology by rural communities,
their trust in these innovations, and the provision of
relevant training to enhance their digital literacy and
engagement with technology.(Anabestani et al,
2024) Limitations in the realm of technology
negatively  impact employment, economic
development, and the well-being of rural residents,
while also creating temporal and spatial constraints.
(Anabestani et al, 2023).

Additionally, balancing technological innovation
with the preservation of cultural authenticity and
traditional practices remains a major challenge that
requires close collaboration and active participation
from local communities (Muntean et al, 2025;
Kristiani el al, 2025). Addressing these barriers
necessitates digital skill training and government
support (Kristiani el al, 2025). Studies suggest that
smart rural tourism, as an innovative approach,
emerges from the integration of factors such as
smart economy, smart governance, smart
infrastructure, smart people, smart connectivity, and
smart education. According to the research by
Anabestani and Barani Aliakbari (2023), a spatial
analysis of these factors in the target tourism
villages of eastern Kermanshah Province highlights
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the critical role of these indicators in promoting
sustainable rural tourism development. This study is
grounded in the premise that blending smart
technologies with the unique characteristics of rural
areas can lead to a comprehensive framework for
enhancing tourist experiences and empowering
local communities. Such an approach, recognized in
the theoretical literature as a foundation for spatial
planning, emphasizes the importance of aligning
infrastructure, community participation, and
intelligent management

The COVID-19 pandemic has also played a
significant role in  accelerating  digital
transformation in rural tourism. Faced with travel
restrictions and health concerns, rural destinations
were compelled to strengthen their online presence
and adopt digital tools to attract and engage with
potential visitors (Kristiani el al, 2025). This
experience highlighted the importance of flexibility
and rapid adaptation in marketing strategies,
offering new opportunities to rethink and innovate
traditional marketing models.

Existing literature also identifies multiple directions
for future research. These include exploring the role
of gamification in AR applications and assessing the
long-term impacts of Al on rural tourism marketing
(Bretos et al, 2023). Understanding the acceptance
of AR and Al technologies among users and
stakeholders—especially through frameworks such
as the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology (UTAUT) and the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM)—is another critical area
of inquiry (Caligkan et al, 2023; Zuhroh et al, 2024).
Furthermore, evaluating the effectiveness of
different digital marketing channels, such as social

media and influencer marketing, particularly in
rural tourism, can provide a more precise
understanding of successful marketing practices
(Saura et al, 2020). In the conducted research on the
bibliometric and content analysis of global
trends in digital transformation and rural
tourism, the article identifies five key clusters in
studies related to digital transformation within rural
tourism:

¢ The impact of digital marketing strategies on
rural destinations.

e The role of digital technology solutions in
supporting sustainable tourism
development.

¢ The application of information technology in
community-based rural tourism.

e The use of GIS and scanning technologies for
rural tourism management.

This study emphasizes the growing significance of
digital transformation in rural tourism and proposes
future research directions to strengthen the
relevance and advancement of this field. (Vu et al,
2025)

In conclusion, the integration of AR, Al, and big
data into digital marketing strategies offers
unprecedented and innovative opportunities for
rural tourism. Despite technical, financial, and
cultural challenges, the potential benefits of these
technologies in attracting more tourists, enhancing
visitor experiences, and fostering sustainable rural
development are substantial. Continued and
deepened research, along with a focus on training
and empowering local communities, is essential for
the effective utilization of these technologies and
for ensuring a sustainable future for rural tourism.
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'

Role of Big Data and Al in
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Figure 1. Digital Transformation in Rural Tourism

According to the diagram, multiple key dimensions
of digital marketing strategies in rural tourism are
interconnected. This framework demonstrates that
digital transformation in this domain not only
enhances the overall tourist experience but also
highlights the pivotal role of tools such as
augmented reality (AR) and artificial intelligence
(Al) in increasing visitor engagement and
satisfaction.
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At the same time, the implementation of these
technologies entails certain challenges that must be
addressed. To overcome such barriers, future
research is expected to focus on issues such as
gamification and user acceptance, aiming to
improve the effectiveness of digital tools in
attracting and retaining audiences.

Furthermore, the diagram emphasizes the
significance of branding and the integration of
digital marketing instruments. The intelligent use of
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emerging technologies can contribute to building
stronger brands for rural destinations and, through
big data and artificial intelligence, pave the way for
more sustainable marketing practices.

These insights are derived from recent studies (Xie
et al, 2022; Dewi et al, 2025; Wang et al, 2023)
which underscore the critical role of technology in
advancing and promoting sustainable tourism
practices

The diagram also illustrates that digital
transformation in rural tourism has evolved along
two main pathways:

The Augmented Reality (AR) Pathway- Since 2017,
increasing attention has been directed toward
emerging technologies such as augmented reality.
This technology enhances visitor satisfaction and
engagement by creating immersive experiences,
thereby enabling a more effective presentation of
rural cultural and natural resources. Looking ahead,
research is expected to focus on gamification and
user acceptance, which will ultimately pave the way
for the sustainable development of rural tourism.
The Artificial Intelligence (AI) Pathway- On the other
hand, the growing demand for innovative marketing
strategies has facilitated the integration of artificial
intelligence into this field. Al has improved precise
audience targeting and boosted engagement rates.
However, the implementation of digital strategies
continues to face challenges, such as resistance to
technology adoption. Consequently, the integration
of branding with digital marketing becomes crucial
for building stronger destination brands. Ultimately,
big data and Al are expected to play a pivotal role
in advancing rural tourism marketing.

3. Research Methodology

The present study is exploratory qualitative research
conducted with the aim of identifying and analyzing

novel digital marketing strategies in rural tourism.
The data were analyzed using the thematic analysis
method. This research adopts an inductive
approach, which focuses on deriving theory from
data, and is grounded in an interpretivist
philosophy, emphasizing the understanding of
experts’ subjective meanings.

The statistical population of the study consisted of
experts in the field of digital marketing, specialists
in artificial intelligence technologies within
advertising agencies, as well as professors of
management, marketing, and information
technology from universities in Tehran, Isfahan,
and Semnan. The selection criteria for participants
included possessing academic expertise or practical
experience in digital marketing or artificial
intelligence—evaluated through their résumés or
published works—and having more than three years
of managerial experience in relevant projects.

The snowball sampling method was applied,
whereby initial experts were identified by the
researcher and subsequently, additional participants
were recruited through their referrals. In total, 25
participants were selected, with the sample size
determined based on theoretical saturation.
Specifically, by the 16th interview, overlapping and
repetitive codes emerged, and no new information
was added to the dataset.

Ultimately, 16 participants were finalized as the
representative sample, with theoretical saturation
occurring between interviews P7 and Pl6.
However, to ensure greater validity, interviews
continued up to P18. The following table illustrates
the process of theoretical saturation. The criterion
for saturation was the absence of new codes after
repeated comparisons.

Table 3. Stages of Interview Saturation

Interview .. Cumulative Codes up | Repeated New .
Code Description to this Interview Codes Codes Saturation Status
P1 Beginning of coding process 36 — 36 Developing
P2 Expansion of basic concepts 64 8 28 Developing
P3 Emergence of complementary concepts 88 12 24 Developing
P4 Overlap with previous interviews 108 15 20 Developing
P5 Gradual reduction of new themes 122 14 14 Developing
P6 Decrease in frequency of new codes 133 11 11 Developing
P7 Begmmpg of.theoretlcal saturation; 142 9 9 Start of Saturation
identification of key concepts
P8 Consolidation of initial concepts 150 8 8 Approachmg
Saturation
P9 Moving closer to theoretical saturation 158 8 8 App roaghlng
Saturation

68



N\
JLRI?

Vol.14 Innovative Digital Marketing Strategies in Rural Tourism .../ Arman et al.
Interview s e Cumulative Codes up | Repeated New .
Code Description to this Interview Codes Codes Saturation Status
P10 Minor additions to the model 166 8 8 Approaching
Saturation
P11 Continuation of relative saturation 174 8 8 App roachlng
Saturation
P12 Further reduction of new codes 182 8 8 App roachlng
Saturation
P13 Nearing complete saturation 190 8 8 App roachlng
Saturation
P14 Noticeable decline in codes 196 6 6 App roachlng
Saturation
P15 Almost no new codes 198 2 2 Near Corr.lplete
Saturation
P16 Complete saturation; no new codes 198 0 0 Comp1§te
Saturation
P17 Initial confirmation of saturation with 198 0 0 Conﬁrmed
no new codes Saturation
PIg Final confirmation of saturation with no 198 0 0 Conﬁrrped
new codes Saturation

The primary data collection tool was semi-
structured interviews, conducted in person, by
telephone, and online, and recorded with the
consent of participants. The interview questions
were designed to explore experiences with the use
of technologies such as augmented reality, artificial
intelligence, big data, and recommender systems in
rural tourism marketing, as well as to assess the
extent to which these technologies enhance
engagement, attract tourists, and contribute to
sustainable development. Each interview lasted
between 45 and 60 minutes. With participants’
informed consent, the interviews were audio-
recorded and subsequently transcribed.
Ethical considerations were strictly observed,
including obtaining informed consent, ensuring data
confidentiality (by storing data on a secure server
and anonymizing names), and safeguarding the
right to withdraw from participation at any stage.
The interview protocol consisted of five key
questions:
3.1. The interview included five key questions
1. How do emerging technologies such as
augmented reality and intelligent algorithms

contribute to enhancing the effectiveness of
digital marketing in rural tourism?

2. What factors facilitate or hinder the successful
implementation of digital technologies in rural
tourism marketing strategies?

3. What impacts do augmented reality and
artificial intelligence have on tourists’
experiences, interaction with content, and
decision-making in selecting rural destinations?

4. How can the use of digital marketing
technologies increase local community
participation in tourism development and the
preservation of indigenous culture?

5. What role does technology-based digital

marketing play in achieving sustainable
development goals in rural tourism
destinations?

To ensure clarity and comprehensibility, the
interview questions were reviewed several times
and pilot-tested with three experts. This procedure
confirmed that respondents consistently and
accurately understood the concepts. The interview
protocol table (aligned with the research questions)
is presented below:

Table 4. Interview Protocol (Aligned with Research Questions)

Main Question Objective

Probes (Follow-up

Questions) Alignment with Research Question

1. How do emerging technologies
such as AR and intelligent
algorithms enhance digital

marketing?

To examine the role
of technologies

applications in virtual

Examples of AR Directly related to the application of
AR and Al in attracting tourists and

tours fostering sustainable development

2. What are the success factors for
implementing digital technologies?

To identify enablers
and barriers

Infrastructural challenges
such as poor internet

Refers to the challenges of
implementation in rural contexts

connectivity
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Main Question Objective

Probes (Follow-up

Questions) Alignment with Research Question

To analyze the

3. What impacts do AR and Al offects on fourist

have on the tourist experience?

Influence on interaction
and decision-making

Related to the effective attraction of
tourists

behavior
4. How do technologies enhance ;l:)(;nerii lnoirte Role in preserving Refers to promoting sustainable local
local community participation? Y indigenous culture development
empowerment
5. Whatis the' role of teqhnqlogy- To eYaluate Sustainable Development | Directly aligned with the core research
based digital marketing in sustainable .
. Goals (SDGs) question
sustainable development? outcomes

The data obtained from the interviews were analyzed
using thematic analysis based on the six-step framework:
1. Familiarization with the data: At this stage, the
researcher repeatedly and actively reviewed the
data with the aim of identifying meanings and
patterns. Initial note-taking and marking of
emerging concepts—Ilater used in subsequent
stages—began here.
Generating initial codes: After familiarization,
initial coding was performed. Relevant
segments of the data were identified and coded
according to the research focus. Coding could
be either data-driven or theory-driven,
depending on the research objectives.

3. Searching for themes: The initial codes were
systematically organized into potential themes.
Some codes formed main themes, others became
sub-themes, while unrelated codes were discarded.

4. Reviewing themes: At this stage, the identified
themes were refined through a two-level
process: first, by reviewing themes against the
summarized codes, and second, by evaluating
them against the entire dataset. Coding and
theme development continued wuntil a
satisfactory thematic map was achieved.

5. Defining and naming themes: Once finalized, the
themes were defined, named, and analyzed.
This included revisiting each theme to specify its
scope and detailing the data represented within it.

6. Producing the report: In the final stage, the
researcher conducted the ultimate analysis and
prepared the research report. The report
included refined themes and  their

™

interpretations. This step-by-step, structured,
yet flexible process allowed the researcher to
systematically analyze the data and provide
reliable findings.
The coding rules were carefully designed and
applied to ensure consistency and validity of the
data analysis. For the initial codes, an inductive
(data-driven) coding approach was employed,
meaning that codes were directly derived from the
interview transcripts without relying on pre-existing
theoretical assumptions, thereby enabling the
discovery of natural patterns in the data.
Conversely, for identifying and refining themes, a
deductive approach was applied, guided by well-
established theoretical frameworks such as the
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and the
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology (UTAUT). This inductive—deductive
combination enabled the researcher to remain
faithful to the data while also benefiting from
theoretical frameworks to structure the themes.
To examine coding reliability, the researcher, along
with a collaborating scholar (as a second coder),
independently analyzed a subset of the data. Four
interviews (A, B, C, and D) were randomly selected
and coded independently by both coders. The results
were then compared, and the level of agreement and
disagreement across codes was analyzed. To
calculate intercoder reliability, Cohen’s Kappa
coefficient was employed, which indicates the
degree of agreement between two coders. The closer
the coefficient is to one, the higher the reliability. The
table below presents the results of intercoder reliability.

For this calculation, Cohen’s Kappa formula was applied
Reliability (%)=Total Number of Codes2xNumber of Agreementsx100

Table 5. Intercoder Reliability Results

Interview ID | Number of Codes | Number of Agreements | Number of Disagreements | Intercoder Reliability
A 50 18 5 0.72
B 46 15 6 0.63
C 48 17 4 0.69
D 54 19 2 0.74
Total 198 69 17 0.70 (Average)
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To examine the reliability of the research
instrument, several measures were undertaken.
First, key concepts such as augmented reality and
rural tourism marketing were precisely defined to
ensure a shared understanding among the
interviewees. The interview questions were
reviewed multiple times to guarantee their clarity
and comprehensibility, and a pilot study with three
experts confirmed that respondents correctly
understood the concepts. The interviews were
conducted uniformly by the researcher, following a
standardized interview protocol, which included the
sequence of questions and the method of recording
responses, to maintain consistency in data
collection. Furthermore, the initial findings were
presented to five interviewees to assess the stability
of the data, and their feedback was used to refine the
codes and themes. These measures enhanced the
reliability of the analysis and ensured that the
research instrument produced valid and consistent
results.

To ensure the validity of the findings, triangulation
was employed, whereby data were collected from
three sources: digital marketing consultants and
artificial intelligence specialists in advertising
agencies, faculty members from universities in
Tehran, Isfahan, and Semnan, and researchers in the
field of marketing management. These sources
provided diverse perspectives, and by comparing
the codes and themes extracted from each source,
the consistency of the data was confirmed. In
addition, existing theoretical and empirical
literature was used as a supplementary source for
validation. To control data quality, the preliminary
analysis results were presented to five interviewees
to verify the researcher’s interpretation of their
statements. The feedback indicated that some
findings required adjustment to accurately reflect
the interviewees’ intended meanings, and these
modifications were implemented. This process not
only reinforced the validity of the findings but also
ensured that the results aligned with the actual
perspectives of the participants.

Researcher reflexivity was considered a critical and
self-aware approach. Given the researcher’s prior
experience in the field of augmented reality (AR),
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which  could potentially influence data
interpretation, specific measures were taken to
mitigate such biases. One of these measures
involved daily journaling, which entailed detailed
documentation of the researcher’s thoughts,
assumptions, and personal  preconceptions
throughout the data analysis process, helping to
identify and manage potential biases. Additionally,
regular debriefing sessions were held with research
colleagues to obtain external perspectives and
critical feedback, thereby preventing unconscious
directional influences. Systematic = member
checking was also conducted, with the feedback
used to adjust and refine the findings, substantially
reducing bias and enhancing the credibility of the
results. These measures provided greater assurance
of the neutrality and transparency of the research
process. To ensure reproducibility, the research data
were organized and maintained manually and
systematically in designated folders with precise
labeling.

4. Research Findings

In the present study, to identify and analyze rural
tourism marketing within the digital marketing
ecosystem—particularly  considering Al-based
technologies—semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 16 experts and specialists. The
participants included professionals in marketing, Al
developers and engineers, digital marketing
consultants, and academic faculty members
specializing in digital marketing and consumer
behavior.

Regarding demographic characteristics, 70% of the
participants were male, and 30% were female. Age
distribution was as follows: 35% were under 40
years old, 45% were between 40 and 50 years old,
and 20% were over 50 years old. Educational
backgrounds varied, with 13% holding a bachelor's
degree, 37% a master's degree, and 50% a doctoral
degree. In terms of professional experience, 25%
had less than 10 years of experience, 45% had
between 10 and 15 years, and 30% had more than
15 years of work experience.
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistics of the Study

Feature Category Number (n) | Percentage (%)
Gender Male 11 70%
Female 5 30%
Under 40 years 6 35%
Age Group 40 to 50 years 7 45%
Above 50 years 3 20%
Bachelor’s degree 2 13%
Education Master’s degree 6 37%
Doctorate degree 8 50%
Less than 10 years 4 25%
Professional Experience 10 to 15 years 7 45%
More than 15 years 5 30%

Table 7. Table of Sample Interviews, Texts, and Initial Code Conclusions

Intervi . o .
LervIew Interview Text Initial Code Conclusions
Number
"T h ked i ill h h i . L
0 .be on.est, we worke d in a village w erewes owcased lt.s The use of AR for the interactive display
attractions using AR. For instance, by scanning a QR code, tourists . . .
P5 e s . of attractions has increased tourist interest
could see how an old structure used to look, as if it were alive before . .
. . " and extended their stay duration.
their eyes! They got very excited and stayed longer.
"We held a free workshop in a village where kids and young people Free digital training has enhanced the
PO learned how to create content with their phones. We also had a digital skills of local communities and created
course, and one person learned to develop an app and now earns new economic opportunities for young
income from selling handicrafts online, which is amazing!" individuals.
"In a village, we created a virtual museum that displays local dances Virtual museums utilizing VR have
P12 and handicrafts using VR. Tourists can explore it without harming the improved the preservation of cultural
culture. The locals are happy because it preserves their heritage and heritage while simultaneously increasing
attracts more visitors." tourist attraction.

The analysis of the interview data resulted in the
identification of 198 initial codes, which were
categorized into 22  organizing themes
(subcategories). Ultimately, these organizing
themes were synthesized into 7 overarching themes

that represent the identification and analysis of
innovative digital marketing strategies in rural
tourism, utilizing augmented reality and intelligent
algorithms within technological platforms.

Table 8. Analysis of Codes from Interviews on Digital Marketing in Rural Tourism

Overarching Theme

Organizing Theme

Open Codes (Examples)

Technological
Transformation in
Tourism Experience

(Subcategory)
Interactive display of attractions with AR, virtual pre-trip tours, digital
Augmented Reality in reconstruction of old buildings, 360-degree cultural heritage experience,
Destination—Tourist multisensory digital experience, enhancing tourist mental engagement,
Interaction interactive educational content, improving spatial perception, use of QR codes

on tourist routes

Artificial Intelligence
in Preference Analysis

Analyzing past trips, identifying individual preferences, building tourist
behavior models, personalized place recommendations, trip scheduling based
on timing, travel style classification, sentiment analysis of feedback,
personalized messaging, predicting tourist return

Internet of Things and
Geospatial Data

Automatic notifications near attractions, wearable devices connected to
destination systems, monitoring crowded spots, GPS navigation, energy
consumption control in accommodations, analyzing tourist movement paths,
using Beacons on trails, real-time alerts, tourist density analysis

Empowering Local
Communities through
Technology

Local Content
Production by
Residents

Recording local narratives, using native language in apps, documenting
rituals, local podcasts, local-led tour narration, ritual visualization with AR,
transferring traditional knowledge, participatory ethnography, visual content

creation by local youth

Digital Literacy and
Education in Villages

Free digital training courses, AR workshops for students, developing local
platforms, government support for media literacy, promoting family learning,
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Overarching Theme

Organizing Theme
(Subcategory)

Open Codes (Examples)

local digital mentoring, digital content design training, improving digital
business skills, personal data management education

Redistribution of
Benefits from Digital
Marketing

Increasing handicraft sales, online rental of local homes, income from local
advertising, collaboration with local influencers, creating tech-based jobs,
digital financial flow in the community, renting technology infrastructure,

youth employment in content management, financial benefits from platform

partnerships

Redefining Marketing
Strategies

Location-Based
Marketing

Location-dependent ads, instant offers near attractions, GPS use in apps,

alternative route suggestions, tourist flow analysis, location-based digital

ticket sales, location-specific discount offers, combining spatial data with
demographics, traffic pattern analysis

Optimizing
Advertising with
Smart Algorithms

A/B testing campaigns, detecting message effectiveness, interaction rate
analysis, dynamic ad budget allocation, selecting channels by region, smart ad
scheduling, personalized message design, real-time feedback analysis,
improving click-through rates by content redesign

Using Data Mining to
Attract Tourists

Clustering tourists by travel style, identifying less-visited areas, extracting
keywords from social media, analyzing tourist return rates, comparing
seasonal tourism performance, local trend analysis, length of stay in specific
areas, analyzing interest changes over time, complaint analysis

Digital Preservation of

Creating virtual museums, VR documentation, digitizing local narratives,
preserving cultural symbols on platforms, digitally archiving dances and
music, simulating traditional ceremonies, 3D scanning, interactive handicraft

Heritage
exhibitions, developing local cultural databases
Reducin Alerts for sensitive environmental areas, distributing tourists in space and
. & time, using data to prevent overcrowding, monitoring litter on trails,
Cultural and Environmental - . . = . .
. e optimizing eco-tourism routes, calculating digital carbon footprints, real-time
Environmental Vulnerability through . L . .
[ ecological alerts, optimizing energy consumption, monitoring trees and water
Sustainability Technology
resources
Using cultural symbols in apps, consulting elders before content creation,
Balancing Technology displaying trafiitional textures in digitgl spaces, prege@ing local tone in
and Tradition messaging, native storytelling, preventing commercialization of symbols,
empathetic participation, integrating digital narratives with rituals, aligning
with community values
. Weak internet, lack of AR/VR equipment, absence of local servers, inability to
Technological . X .
. run heavy apps, high bandwidth costs, lack of technical support teams,
Infrastructure in : . o "
Villages dependency on urban internet, infrastructure quality disparities, no local cloud
services
. Unfamiliarity with content design, poor media literacy, cultural resistance to
Implementation L
. . . technology, inability to analyze data, lack of knowledge of smart tools,
Barriers and Digital Skill Gap . . . . ;
generational gap in tech understanding, fear of digital mistakes, dependency
Challenges . X
on outsiders, shortage of trained personnel

Ethical and Data
Security Challenges

Breaches of tourist privacy, location data leaks, insecure data storage, lack of
clear policies, absence of encryption standards, concerns about app
eavesdropping, commercial use without consent, lack of awareness of data
rights, risks from uninformed use of algorithms

Innovation Horizons
and Research

Adoption of New
Technologies in Rural
Tourism

Acceptance analysis using TAM model, AR adoption among youth, trust in
new technologies, cultural impact on acceptance, resistance of traditionalists,
motivators for Al use, tourists” familiarity with technology, AR use in nature

trips, willingness to try new experiences

Future of Gamification
in Travel Experience

Designing local missions with points, use of digital badges, combining games
with navigation, measuring user engagement with challenges, interaction with
hidden QR codes, raising digital tourist levels, encouraging responsible
tourism, using games for environmental education, virtual point festivals

Mixed Reality and
Metaverse in
Destination Marketing

Designing digital destination spaces in the metaverse, simulating interactions
in virtual worlds, pre-trip destination experience, creating tourist avatars,
linking physical and digital realities, leveraging cultural NFTs, interactive
virtual tours, ritual displays in the metaverse, ticket sales in mixed reality

Recreating Digital
Identity in Rural
Tourism

Cultural Branding with

Creating digital symbols from cultural elements, designing interactive AR
logos, using native music in apps, building local brand narratives with Al,

New Technologies

developing virtual characters to introduce destinations, digital storytelling of
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Organizing Theme

Overarching Theme (Subcategory)

Open Codes (Examples)

village history, game design based on local myths, creating NFTs for cultural
symbols, digital social campaigns to strengthen village brand

Digital Storytelling of
Destinations

Producing local stories as multimedia content, combining archival photos with
interactive effects, documenting rituals with digital narratives, simulating
village historical journeys, video interviews with elders, identity podcasts,

reconstructing local tales, interactive storytelling in apps, visual storytelling of

time travel

Participation in Digital
Identity Creation

Collecting symbols from residents, using local language and dialect, involving
Symbolic Community | children in digital design, slogan selection by locals, creating digital characters
inspired by real people, choosing colors and symbols from rituals, showing
daily life in AR videos, family narratives as brand content, public campaigns

for brand design

Integrating Digital
Identity Across
Marketing Channels

Using consistent signs and colors on websites, logo and symbol coherence
across platforms, shared music in videos, unified brand messaging on social
media, digital branding package design, consistent storytelling in content
production, visual style coherence in AR, synchronizing digital campaigns
with brand narrative, slogan consistency with digital destination voice

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to identify and analyze
novel digital marketing strategies in rural tourism,
with an emphasis on leveraging Augmented Reality
(AR) and intelligent algorithms. Using an
exploratory qualitative approach and thematic
analysis method, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 25 experts in digital marketing,
information technology, and management. Seven
overarching themes were extracted: technological
transformation in the tourism experience,
empowering local communities with technology,
redefining marketing strategies, cultural and
environmental  sustainability, = implementation
barriers and challenges, innovation and research
horizons, and digital identity reconstruction in rural
tourism. These themes provide a comprehensive
framework for understanding the impact of new
technologies on rural tourism marketing and
suggest practical solutions to capitalize on
opportunities and manage challenges.

The theme of technological transformation in the
tourism experience revealed that AR and artificial
intelligence  significantly  enhance  tourists'
experiences. Codes such as "interactive display of
attractions with AR," "virtual tours before travel,"
and "preference analysis with AI" emphasize
creating personalized and interactive experiences.
These technologies increase tourist engagement by
providing multisensory content and customized
recommendations. For example, a study shows that
AR offers deeper, more informative interactive
experiences, while Al enables personalized
experiences tailored to individual tourist

preferences. Implementing these technologies
significantly increases destination attractiveness
and supports sustainable tourism development
(Setiawan, 2024).

Correia (2025) explains how Al and AR create
personalized and deeply engaging experiences for
tourists, improving learning outcomes and visitor
satisfaction. The integration of these technologies
facilitates immersive interactions with cultural
heritage, enhancing cognitive engagement and
personalizing the tourism experience.

The theme of empowering local communities with
technology focuses on the role of technology in
increasing participation and capacity of rural
residents. Codes like "local content production by
residents,"  "digital literacy training," and
"economic  benefit redistribution” indicate
strengthening local capacities. These findings align
with Mohd (2025), who shows that AR aids in
preserving culture and empowering communities by
documenting local rituals and presenting them as
digital content.

A related study highlights how improving digital
literacy among rural women can lead to significant
socio-economic empowerment and inclusion. It
stresses that digital literacy initiatives can help
overcome barriers faced by rural women, enabling
access to resources and fuller participation in their
communities. This aligns with the idea of local
content production and education as empowerment
tools (Meenu et al, 2025).

Another research shows that digital literacy training
significantly improves rural participants' skills,
leading to better economic opportunities through
digital marketing of local products. The findings
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suggest such training not only enhances individual
capabilities but also contributes to the overall
economic well-being of the community, supporting
the concept of redistributing economic benefits
(Budiarto et al, 2024).

The theme of redefining marketing strategies
demonstrated that smart technologies make
marketing more targeted and effective. Codes like
"location-based advertising," "optimization with
intelligent algorithms," and "data mining for tourist
attraction" reflect transformation in marketing
campaigns. El-Alaoui et al (2025) emphasizes that
investing in smart digital technologies enables the
development of flexible and effective marketing
strategies. This study highlights how technologies
like location-based ads and data analytics can
enhance offer personalization, improving tourist
appeal and satisfaction.

Another study discusses how big data and Al-based
marketing strategies offer a new level of precision
in tourism marketing. It shows that these
technologies enable tourism businesses to create
targeted marketing campaigns, optimize their reach,
and ultimately increase revenue through more
effective engagement with potential tourists (Lu et
al, 2024).

The theme of cultural and environmental
sustainability emphasizes the role of technology in
preserving heritage and the environment. Codes
such as "digital heritage documentation," "reducing
environmental vulnerability," and "balance between
technology and tradition" indicate a commitment to
sustainability. A related study examined how
integrating traditional practices with technology
enhances cultural heritage preservation. Findings
showed that "technology acceptance" explains
about 45.5% of the variance in "cultural
engagement," while "digital documentation"
accounts for 38% of the variance in "preservation
effectiveness." This highlights the importance of
digital tools in ensuring sustainable heritage
practices (Lukita et al, 2024).

Other research on intangible cultural heritage
preservation revealed that digital methods are vital
for protecting orally transmitted knowledge and
practices. The study emphasized the need for
increased awareness and documentation to ensure
sustainability of these cultural assets, showing that
digitalization plays a crucial role in preserving
cultural diversity (Isa et al, 2018).
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The theme of implementation barriers and
challenges addressed technical, cultural, and ethical
limitations in rural areas. Codes such as "weak
internet infrastructure," "digital skill gap," and
"privacy violations" highlight key obstacles. A
study analyzing digital inclusion in rural Ecuador
found that only 27% of rural households had
internet access compared to 67% in urban areas. It
identified "technology infrastructure limitations"
and ‘"insufficient digital skills training" as
significant barriers. Cultural resistance and
economic constraints further hinder equitable
access to ICT (Boné-Andrade, 2023).

Another study explored challenges faced by
businesses adopting digital marketing strategies in
rural areas. Key barriers included "limited internet
access," "low digital literacy," and "cultural
resistance" to change. The study stressed the need
for tailored solutions such as improving local digital
infrastructure and promoting digital literacy through
partnerships (Garg et al, 2024).

The theme of innovation and research horizons
focused on future potentials of new technologies.
Codes like "gamification in travel experience" and
"mixed reality in the metaverse" illustrate
innovative pathways. A study on designing
immersive gamified experiences in the metaverse
showed these experiences can significantly enhance
student learning. Results indicated gamification
greatly increases motivation and engagement,
principles that can be effectively applied in travel
experiences as well (Damasevisius  and
Sidekersniene, 2023).

Another study introduced the metaverse as a
transformative platform for various sectors
including tourism. It emphasized integrating
extended reality technologies like AR and mixed
reality to create immersive experiences and redefine
user interaction innovatively. This research
highlighted innovative potentials in marketing,
education, and tourism, envisioning a promising
future for these technologies (Koohang et al, 2023).
The theme of digital identity reconstruction
emphasizes technology's role in strengthening
destination branding. Codes like "cultural branding
with AR," "digital storytelling," and "symbolic
community participation" indicate the creation of
digital identity. A study focusing on an AR app in
Tarragona, Spain, showed AR significantly
improves destination brand communication and
tourist experiences. It demonstrated that AR apps
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can create satisfying tourism experiences and
effectively  convey  destination  branding,
highlighting AR’s high potential in tourism
branding strategies (Huertas and Gonzalo, 2020).
Another study examined the use of digital
storytelling as a participatory media technique
enhancing community engagement. It emphasized
that digital narratives can reinforce -cultural
branding by sharing local community stories,
thereby strengthening identity and ties to the
destination (Klaebe et al, 2007).

From a theoretical perspective, this study fills the
gap in rural tourism marketing literature by
elucidating the synergistic role of AR and intelligent

algorithms, providing a comprehensive framework
to understand the impact of new technologies.
Practically, the findings assist rural destination
managers in designing effective marketing
strategies using digital tools like AR, recommender
systems, and location-based marketing,
empowering local communities and enhancing
cultural and environmental sustainability. However,
the success of these strategies depends on managing
infrastructural, cultural, and ethical challenges. This
study suggests new avenues for future research,
including exploring gamification, the metaverse,
and technology adoption, which could contribute to
sustainable rural tourism development.

Table 9: Comparative Analysis of Themes and Findings in Discussion and Conclusion

Overarching Kev Findines Connection to Practical Challenges and Future
Theme y g Existing Studies Applications Limitations Directions
Utlhza'Flon of AR and AR provides deeper, Use of AR and Al . Investigating the
. Al for interactive and . . to enhance High costs of
Technological lized . more informative . long-term
. personalized tourist . destination appeal technology .
Transformation . : . experiences; Al . . effectiveness of
. . experiences; enhancing . and support implementation
in Tourism enables personalized . AR and Al on
. mental engagement and . . sustainable and need for user .
Experience . experiences (Setiawan, . L. tourist
customized tourism training. .
. 2024). experiences.
recommendations. development.
AR plays a role in
Increased participation cultural preservation Strengthening
and ca a(I:)i v 0 frl)'ural and community local capacity with Studvine the
Empowering \C capactty empowerment through training and Cultural resistance | . yimng
residents through local . . . . impact of digital
Local content production ritual documentation content creation; and limited trainine on rural
Communities dicital Ti terr)ac trainir’l (Mohd, 2025). Digital | creating economic | technology access worgn en’s
with Technology £ Y & literacy improves opportunities in rural areas. Y
and economic benefit . g participation.
redistribution economic outcomes through digital
’ (Meenu et al, 2025; marketing.
Budiarto et al, 2024).
Investment in digital
Use of S?“a” technologies creates | Designing targeted .
technologies for flexible marketin marketin Dependence on Analyzing the
Redefining targeted advertising, . ) & etng. digital impact of data
. . . strategies (El-Alaoui campaigns with . L .
Marketing optimization with . . . infrastructure and | mining on tourist
Stratesi loorith ad et al, 2025). Big data | tools like location- . .
gies algorithms, and data ; data privacy behavior on a
- . and Al increase based ads and data
mining for tourist . .. . concerns. large scale.
attraction marketing precision analytics.
) (Lu et al, 2022).
Technology enhances
Preservation of cultural Crlélst:rrj;t?z:tjf;
heritage and 4 SPS‘V acceptance and Use of digital Lack of resources | Examining the
Cultural and environment through 3é(y ’ docurrr)len tation tools for heritage | for documentation long-term
Environmental digital documentation, . ffegtiveness (Lukita protection and and insufficient impact of
Sustainabilit reducing environmental ot al, 2024). Digital reducing technology technology on
Y vulnerability, and me;h’o ds areivi tagl for environmental acceptance by environmental
balancing technology impacts. local communities. | sustainability.
with tradition oral knowledge
' preservation (Isa et al,
2018).

Barriers and
Challenges in
Implementation

Technical limitations
(weak internet), digital
skill gap, and ethical
issues (privacy
violations).

Internet access in rural
areas is limited (27%
vs. 67% urban) with

insufficient digital
skills training (Boné-

Weak
infrastructure,
- cultural resistance,
and privacy
violations.

Developing local
solutions to
improve
infrastructure.
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Overarching Kev Findines Connection to Practical Challenges and Future
Theme y g Existing Studies Applications Limitations Directions
Andrade, 2023).
Cultural resistance and
economic constraints
are barriers (Garg et
al, 2024).
Gamification increases
Future potential of meor?\;at;):llei{:d Use of Investigatin
. technologies like gagem gamification and | Lack of familiarity vestgatng
Horizons of . . (Damasevisius and . gamification and
. gamification and ) . metaverse for with new
Innovation and Sidekersniene, 2023). . . . technology
metaverse for . immersive and technologies and L.
Research . . Metaverse is a . . . adoption in rural
innovative travel . innovative high costs. .
experiences transformative interactions tourism.
P ’ platform (Koohang et ’
al, 2023).
AR improves
destination brand Desienin
Strengthening communication and esigning Technical
- . . ) branding with AR . .
. . destination branding tourist experiences . challenges in AR Studying the
Digital Identity . . § and digital . . . .
. with cultural branding, | (Huertas and Gonzalo, . implementation | impact of digital
Reconstruction . . . .. narratives to . . .
. . digital storytelling, and 2020). Digital and insufficient storytelling on
in Rural Tourism . . ; strengthen . . .
symbolic community storytelling enhances destination community brand identity.
participation. community identi participation.
engagement (Klaebe et -
al, 2007).

reduce the digital skill gap and enable local
communities to play an active role in creating
the destination’s digital identity.

Implement AI-powered location-based

6. Practical Recommendations

1. Develop native AR platforms to introduce
attractions: Rural tourism destinations can
design  AR-based applications offering 3.

interactive content such as 360-degree virtual
tours, digital reconstruction of historical
buildings, and display of local rituals. These
platforms should be developed with local
residents' participation to produce authentic and
indigenous content. For example, codes like
“interactive display of attractions with AR and
“local narrative tours by residents” highlight
AR’s potential to enhance tourist experience
and preserve local culture. These tools can be
activated via QR codes on tourist routes and,
linked to location-based systems, provide
customized recommendations to tourists.

Digital literacy training for local communities to
produce content: Given the theme of
"empowering local communities," free digital
training workshops should be held for rural
residents, especially youth. These workshops
should focus on digital content design, using
AR tools, and managing marketing platforms.
Codes like “digital content design training” and
“free digital training courses” emphasize digital
literacy’s importance in increasing local
participation. Such programs can be supported
by government or tourism organizations to

77

marketing systems: Using intelligent algorithms
to analyze spatial data and deliver location-
based ads, such as sending discount
notifications near attractions or suggesting
alternative routes, is recommended as an
effective strategy. Codes like “location-
dependent advertising” and “tourist flow
analysis” emphasize the potential of this
approach. These systems can increase tourist
engagement using GPS and beacons and help
prevent overcrowding at busy spots, also
supporting environmental sustainability.
Create virtual museums and digital cultural
archives: To strengthen cultural sustainability,
rural destinations can create AR and VR-based
virtual museums  documenting rituals,
handicrafts, and local narratives. Codes like
“virtual museum creation” and “digital
archiving of dances and music” emphasize the
importance of digital heritage preservation.
These cultural archives can be developed with
community participation and offered to tourists
through digital platforms and social networks,
increasing destination appeal and preserving
local culture.



Table 10. Research Limitations

Limitation

Explanation

Stakeholder
Responsibilities

Proposed Timeline
for Addressing
Limitation

Qualitative data analysis based
on an interpretive paradigm

Qualitative analysis, due to its interpretive
nature, may be affected by the researcher’s|

Researcher and team for
review and validation, in

Immediate review and
validation within 1-2

Data collection conducted
solely through interviews

may reduce the depth of analysis, and the
use of complementary methods (e.g.,
observation or questionnaires) could be
beneficial.

for designing complementary
methods, in partnership with

research institutions.

may be influenced by the personal perspectives, although efforts . . |
. - . collaboration with months post-analysis
researcher’s mindset and have been made to mitigate bias by . .
. . - R . independent experts. completion.
preconceptions focusing on participants’ experiences.
Limiting data collection to interviews .
g Researcher and research team Design and

implementation of
complementary methods
over 3-4 months.

Conducting the study within a
specific time frame may not
reflect dynamic changes in
user behavior or the market

The temporal limitation of the study may
hinder analysis of long-term changes in
behavior or market trends; longitudinal

studies are recommended.

Researcher and funding

supporters for planning

longitudinal studies, in
collaboration with

Planning and initiation
of longitudinal studies
over 6-12 months.

universities.

Influence of the study’s
specific cultural context

Researcher and cultural
experts for comparative
analysis, in collaboration with
international researchers.

The specific cultural context (e.g., rural
areas of Iran) may limit the
generalizability of findings to regions
with different cultures.

Conducting comparative
analysis over 4-6 months
across various regions.

Lack of longitudinal data for
long-term change analysis

Researcher and tourism
organizations for collecting
longitudinal data, in partnership
with regional bodies.

The absence of longitudinal data restricts
the analysis of dynamic changes in
tourist behavior or technology impacts.

Initiation of longitudinal
data collection over 12-
18 months.
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Abstract

Purpose- Geographical space relations have recently experienced profound changes under the influence of several
factors, including tourism. The extensive effects of tourism on geographic space have often made negative structural
changes. Since tourism outwardly supports local economies, these outcomes have seldom received careful
investigation. Therefore, it is highly important to pay attention to the cultural effects, particularly the lasting and
frequently disruptive effects on cultural relations. To this end, the present research aims to uncover how the
phenomenon of tourism affects the geographic space structure, which forms the central core of human-environment
interaction.

Design/methodology/approach-This research adopted a qualitative design with quantitative content analysis. The
method was content analysis, while snowball sampling was used in line with the research method. The participants
consisted of fifteen residents, leading to the extraction of one hundred concepts and twenty-five axial categories. To
measure the frequency of each category and its proportionate role in affecting rural spaces, the related diagrams were
drawn and analyzed with the help of MAXQDA software. The geographical scope of this research comprises selected
villages in the Bala Taleqan district.

Findings- The findings point out significant and negative effects of tourism on the study area, including economic,
social, and environmental effects. The greatest negative effects were observed in the social dimension. Results
demonstrate that tourism exerts a pervasive effect on the cultural and value systems of the local community, gradually
transforming and eroding them. This indicates that the region has been significantly damaged by tourists.

Research Limitations- This study focuses on Bala Taleqan and seeks to investigate the consequences and effects of
tourism on this region.

Practical implications- Recognizing the negative effects of rural tourism and suggesting solutions for local managers
to reinforce positive effects while reducing negative effects in Bala Taleqan.

Originality/Value- In contrast to conventional studies, this study often emphasizes a critical approach, identifying
damages, challenges, and the reasons for local resistance to rural tourism. Therefore, by identifying the motives behind
such opposition, the study can find solutions for the development of rural tourism and fostering better relations between
local inhabitants and tourists.

Keywords- Tourism, Geographic Space, Rural Relations, Rural Communities, Taleqan.
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ural tourism can have negative
consequences and effects on the
culture of the host society, including
higher crime and delinquency, changes
oriented behaviors, social tensions,
and a sense of cultural backwardness. Furthermore,
rural tourism is important in terms of several
aspects: it can improve the regional tourism
regional planning, and protect the capacities of
tourism areas at the district and provincial levels.
The control of negative effects (especially socio-
cultural effects) as the necessary need for a tourist
achieving sustainable rural tourism development are
other important effects of tourism. The success of
the tourism industry depends on how the support of
residents and hosts is understood. Even though
on services and attractions, its successful progress
greatly depends on reciprocal interaction between
host communities and tourists. Negative attitudes in
the local community and hosts are eventually
likelihood of future tourism (Sadeghi Deh
Cheshmeh et al., 2020: 266).
In many developing countries, most key actors in
tourism, namely governments, who design tourism
tourism. In their destination planning, their main
concern is often increasing tourist arrivals without
paying attention to cultural considerations.
Consequently, positive and negative cultural effects
host communities. In Iran, mismanagement of
settlement areas has caused the transformation of
the environment under human activity. In such
assessments, the World Travel and Tourism Council
pollution. (Goeldner, 2003: 85) The effects caused
by this phenomenon in generating spatial
discontinuities and environmental imbalances are as
follows:
facilities leads to soil degradation, a reduction in
fertility and water retention, modifications in soil
texture and structure, and increased soil bulk
density. Tourism also has various impacts on

1. Introduction

in architectural style, more luxury-
industry, ensure that tourism becomes a part of
area, and identifying and mitigating such effects for
tourism is a basic resource-driven activity, relying
transferred to tourists, which in turn reduces the
development policies, focus on economic aspects of
of tourism (e.g., loss of local identity) are ignored in
(WTTC) has paid specific attention to land-based
The preparation of infrastructure and recreational
vegetation. One form is the destruction of

vegetation, primarily during construction, which
diminishes coverage, lowers frequency and height,
weakens resistance, and reduces reproductive
capacity. These changes can be observed in the
damage to vegetation, land, and trees caused by
tourists. (Rahbari, 2005: 6) Another factor for the
destruction of vegetation is the new and non-native
species, which through multiple methods, disrupts
native flora and fauna, thereby disturbing the
ecological order of the area. (Tekiehkhah & Khalili,
2014: 4)

Land-use conversion is another environmental
consequence that tourism may cause if not properly
managed. Moreover, shifts in water quality are
among the most important effects of tourism
activities during the phases of preparation,
construction, and operation, creating hazardous
conditions for buildings, infrastructure, and the
health of residents and visitors. (Shakeri, 2015: 61)
During the 1970s, the consequences of tourism were
critically examined by anthropologists and
sociologists, who emphasized its negative socio-
cultural effects. In terms of economic development,
tourism affects host communities by increasing
retail sales, expanding the number of commercial
institutions, altering tax structures, enlarging
markets for locally produced handicrafts, and
increasing job opportunities. (Chen, 2001: 2)
However, the destruction of natural resources and
cultural and historical heritage is an important issue
that is linked to the environmental effects of tourism
development. (Alkorish & Jenkins, 1997: 91)
Therefore, in the spatio-temporal continuum, which
is the essential framework of human relations,
geographical phenomena emerge in line with the
constructive nature of space. Based on the spatiality
and considering that spatial thinking is the basis of
interaction, the influence of tourism as a human
phenomenon on the structure of space is not an
exception. According to the content above, the
present study seeks to answer the following
question: What cultural, environmental, and
economic effects has tourism had on the rural spaces
of Bala Taleqan.

2. Research Theoretical Literature

Over the past decade, peri-urban tourism has been
regarded as a means of creating new life in
economies. It has also been introduced as a way to
preserve and honor local culture and resources. The
unstable conditions of agriculture and the risks and
uncertainties for this sector, which threaten not only
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the incomes of villagers and agricultural producers
but also the lives of a portion of society, have
doubled the growing need for new sources of
revenue in peri-urban regions. Consequently,
finding new income opportunities that rely on the
internal features of communities, and planning to
reduce the negative aspects of such activities, have
become among the most important priorities of
development authorities in countries. Therefore, in
the last two decades, peri-urban communities and
managers and policymakers have sought to
reinforce and diversify income sources for
residents, and plan to organize activities and
programs that have often been operating without
planning in peri-urban regions (Byrd, 2008: 8).
Experiences about tourist presence in an area reveal
that unplanned peri-urban tourism may have more
negative effects than benefits. Results of different
studies indicate that planned tourism development
pursues objectives, such as sustainable local
employment, economic growth, and raising
incomes, increased expenditures associated with
infrastructure creation, encouraging growth in other
branches of the economy, engaging local
communities in conserving the environment and
local culture, and enhancing cultural exchanges
between visitors and residents (Ghaderi, 2023: 25).
With respect to the socio-cultural effects of tourism
on the lives of residents, various theories and
models have been proposed, including Doxey’s
(1975) model, Butler’s (1980) Tourism Area Life
Cycle (TALC), and Social Exchange Theory. From
the early 1960s to the mid-1970s, simultaneously
with the rapid expansion of tourism, this
phenomenon was regarded as a powerful strategy
for development, particularly from an economic
dimension. During this period, the focus was
primarily on the economic benefits resulting from
tourism, while its social and cultural consequences
were regarded with optimism, ignoring cultural
effects. Since the mid-1970s, the mere supportive
framework of tourism has been criticized, and the
attention has shifted to the unfavorable socio-
cultural and environmental consequences of
tourism, which result from weak planning (Gartner,
2006: 153).

Despite its varied nature, rural tourism always
carries a huge cultural load. This mutual cultural
exchange can be observed in both host and guest
communities, with differing levels of acceptance or
rejection  according to social conditions.
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Recognizing the effects of tourism on host
communities has become a main field of interest for
geographers and other tourism researchers. These
effects can be negative and positive, which must be
carefully assessed in analyzing their influence on
host communities. The cultural aspect is among the
most important dimensions of tourism. Indeed, the
cultural and social effects of tourism are central
considerations in tourism development in any
region, especially in rural areas, where the intensity
of cultural interaction between host and guest is
high, but it has rarely been investigated in academic
circles. This type of tourism, which depends on the
presence of cultural resources and attractions, is
often labeled culture-based tourism (Adabi
Mamagani et al., 2014: 55).

Toulabi Nejad et al. (2022) found that tourism in the
villages of Chabahar County had significant effects
on the economic and social welfare indicators of
rural households. The systematic study by
Ghasemlou et al. (2022) indicated that
approximately 69 percent of the effects of tourism
development on the livability of rural regions were
assessed as positive in a way that the strongest
effects were observed in the physical and economic
dimensions, and the weakest in the environmental
dimension. Mohebi and Amiri (2024) argue that
rural tourism can serve as an effective instrument
for economic growth at times and in places where
agriculture alone cannot remain a reliable source of
livelihood over the long term. In most rural areas,
where agriculture dominates the economy and
remains vulnerable, attention to other development
activities, such as tourism, as a complement to this
sector, can ensure improvement in living conditions
for rural populations in multiple aspects. Therefore,
proper planning in each village, considering its
potential, can effectively resolve unemployment
and job problems for villagers. Planning for rural
tourism development is thus considered a practical
solution for addressing the employment problem in
these areas. By its special dynamism, this industry
can have major effects on the economic, social, and
environmental conditions of rural communities,
particularly at the local scale.

Research by Ghadiri Masoum et al. (2012)
demonstrates that in Taleqan County, tourism has
generated flows of capital through the sale of
agricultural products and land. In terms of
environmental conservation, most of the effects
have been negative, and land degradation, noise
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pollution, and traffic have increased. Regarding the
marketing of agricultural products, villagers have
begun to sell their products directly to tourists in
recent years, which has strengthened reciprocal ties
between the local and host communities. Finally,
concerning migration, conditions depend on
household economic status, social welfare, and the
degree of development of the studied regions.
Alizadeh et al. (2025) believe that tourism has a
direct effect on the quality of service provision,
which in turn can affect the level of satisfaction that
residents have toward tourism. When services are
disrupted, it often results in locals’ dissatisfaction
with the presence of tourists.

Rural tourism is regarded as one of the key bases of
sustainable development in rural regions. This type
of tourism, by emphasizing the use of both cultural
and natural attractions of rural areas, plays a central
role in generating jobs and income for local
communities while also preserving rural heritage
and enhancing the living quality of residents
(Torabi, Khavarian-Garmsir, et al., 2023). However,
the unsustainable development and inadequate
planning of tourism in such areas may lead to
negative environmental outcomes and the depletion
of valuable natural assets (Ghaderi & Henderson,
2012). Therefore, a more comprehensive
understanding of tourists’ environmental behaviors
and recognizing the drivers of responsible
environmental behavior have been recommended as
a fundamental prerequisite for sustainable planning
and management of rural tourism destinations (Gao
et al., 2017; Torabi et al., 2024).

Mohibizadeh et al. (2025) emphasize in their study
that socio-cultural resilience is the most important
factor in rural tourism development, and the degree
to which rural tourism succeeds is largely tied to this
dimension.

In several well-known destinations around the
world, the expansion of mass tourism has changed
cultural authenticity as a result of the increase in the
number of visitors from diverse cultural
backgrounds, because tourism is a place-based
phenomenon and affects the characteristics of
destinations at different scales (Ziaei, 2015: 120).
This phenomenon can change spatial components of
tourism areas and affects the residents’ sense of
place, as the globalization of tourism often
coincides with the commodification (Ghadami,
2014: 43). Harold Proshansky’s theory suggests that
place identity forms part of an individual’s overall

identity, resulting from their broader understanding
of the physical world were they live (Proshansky,
1978, p.147). Among the socio-cultural effects of
tourism for place identity is the “demonstration
effect”, which points to the obvious differences
between visitors and host communities, in such a
way that the mere presence of tourists can cause
behavioral changes among locals, especially
younger generations (Bemanian, 2009: 20). Under
such circumstances, residents observe the financial
capability of tourists, and as they realize their
inability to achieve the lifestyle displayed by
visitors, they may experience disillusionment. This
pursuit of imitation decreases their sense of
belonging to their living places (Mison, 2011: 74).
The beautiful villages of Taleqan are dispersed
across the northern and southern slopes at an
altitude of 1,400 to 2,600 meters along rivers and
springs and have attracted a large number of
visitors. Bala Taleqan, located about 100 kilometers
northwest of the capital of Alborz Province, is
within a vast valley of the Alborz Mountains. The
region of Taleqan comprises 84 mountain villages,
with a longitude of nearly 80 kilometers from
northeast to southwest and a latitude of
approximately 15 kilometers, encompassing an area
of about 1,400 km?. The geographical coordinates
of Taleqan are around 80° longitude and 38.5°
latitude. The Shahroud River, known as the lifeline
of this land, originates in the eastern foothills with a
longitude of nearly 105 kilometers westward. It
carries the waters of more than 15 small and large
rivers fed by springs and snowmelt, eventually
joining the Sepidrud, merging with the Ghezel Ozan
River, and flowing towards the Caspian Sea. Bala
Taleqan consists of two districts: the central district
and Bala Taleqan.

According to the 2016 census conducted by the
Statistical Center of Iran, the population of the Bala
Taleqan district was recorded at 26,976 people. The
city of Taleqan, situated in a highland region within
the Alborz range, consists of four neighborhoods:
Shahrak, Galinak, Kulej, and Pordeh Sar. Its
location in the central Alborz causes it a
mountainous and summer-like climate, leading to a
seasonal habitation. During the summer months, the
population exceeds 15,000, but the permanent
population is around 8,000. The villages for this
study were selected based on the number of tourist
arrivals and include villages of Bala Taleqan
(Hashan, Karkabud, Geliyard, Owrazan, Vashteh,
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Guran, Mangolan, Avanak, Sagran, Navizak,
Sagran Chal, Bezaj, Khasban, Jozinan, Hasan Jun,
and Haranj). Due to easier accessibility and their
strong historical and cultural backgrounds, these
villages have received more tourists compared to
other villages in Taleqan.

Between the 1960s and 1980s, the concept of
tourism  compatibility = received  attention,
introducing the idea of alternative tourism into
tourism literature (Weaver, 2012, pp. 39-42). This
concept stresses that tourism development must
account for the prevailing conditions within local
communities, encompassing economic, social,
cultural, and environmental dimensions, as well as
their capacities. Tourism should be planned and
implemented in a way that aligns with these local
conditions and capacities (Swarbrooke, 1999, p.
318). By the late 1990s, scientific and practical
achievements from the supportive, precautionary,
and compatibility perspectives outlined the
requirements for tourism development, underlying
theoretical discussions within the sustainable
development paradigm framework (Weaver, 2004,
p. 512). Later, the concept of carrying capacity
emerged, which has two special functions in tourism
planning. First, it recognizes that tourism
destinations have finite and perishable resources
that must be presented to acceptable limits. Second,
it provides a framework for evaluating the social
effects of tourism development (Neidig, 2006, p.
27). During the same period, social exchange theory
gained attention, rooted in behavioral psychology
and the economic theory of utility-based fairness
(Kim, 2002, p. 12). Human relationships are
interpreted through the balance of costs and
benefits, where individuals decide whether to
commit to an interaction after weighing its costs and
benefits. (Ap, 1990, pp. 610-616). Tourism
outcomes are categorized as positive (benefits) or
negative (costs) (Gursoy et al., 2002).

Doxey (1975) introduced an index for stages of
resident satisfaction and dissatisfaction in tourism
destinations to explain how local attitudes shift as
tourism grows. With rising tourism density,
increasing prices, and perceived threats to
traditional lifestyles, opposition to development
from local communities becomes apparent.
Residents often feel that their community is
changing and tourism costs outweigh its benefits,
resulting in  annoyance toward  tourism
development, as the growth of tourism causes
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hostility and opposition among residents toward
tourists and tourism facilities. (Ardakani, 2003, p.
63).

Geographical ~ space  comprises  structures,
compositions, phenomena, and systemic and spatial
relationships. Each dimension is integrated within
the overall framework of space and forms a
specialized subject within geographic sciences,
including locational, biological, and climatic
aspects. Despite numerous positive effects of
tourism, it has also fundamentally changed the
spatial structure of destination areas. These
enduring changes have been the subject of extensive
global research on the cultural effects of tourism on
the culture of host communities. In this regard,
Taghdisi et al. (2012) studied the socio-cultural
effects of tourism in Dalahu County, indicating
increases in social and cultural anomalies and
changes in local traditions due to tourism. Adabi
Mamaghani, Khani, Sajasi, Gheidari, and Farrokhi
(2014) studied culture-centered tourism on social-
cultural changes in rural destinations, indicating that
tourism significantly affected social and cultural
dimensions. Amini and et al (2015) studied host
community attitudes towards tourism development
in Damab Village, Isfahan Province, indicating that
tourism caused  socio-cultural  disturbances,
including the commercialization and
commodification of the village’s cultural aspects, as
well as the expansion of social and cultural
irregularities. Sheikhi (2015: 23), in a study in
Sistan and Baluchestan, indicated that sustainable
tourism development could reduce inter-ethnic
tensions in multiethnic communities.

In summary, rural tourism has diverse positive and
negative effects on host communities. Its cultural
effects are particularly significant, including
negative effects, such as cultural transformations,
conflicts between residents and tourists, changes in
cultural patterns, and in some cases, changes in local
culture. Economically and environmentally, tourism
affects rural income and product sales while
sometimes contributing to agricultural degradation.
The socio-cultural consequences of rural tourism
can affect its trend, provoking widespread
resistance from local communities. Social and
cultural anomalies, changes in customs, and tension
between tourists and residents exemplify these
consequences.



(\
JRGIY

Journal of Research and Rural Planning

No.3 / Serial No.50

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Geographical Scope of the Study

The research was conducted in the Taleqan region,
with its maps presented in Figures 2 and 3. Taleqan
is the center of Bala Talegan District and one of the
cities in Alborz Province, Iran. The county
comprises about 86 villages. The total area of
Talegan is approximately 1,200 km?, located at
36°12" N latitude and 50°47’ E longitude. This
region is a highland area, situated 133 kilometers
northwest of Tehran and 96 kilometers from Karaj.
Its borders include Mazandaran Province in the

north, Savojbolagh County in the south, Fashgel
Dareh and Abyek County in the southwest, and the
Alamut region in the northwest. According to the
most recent census, Taleqan’s population is
estimated at 3,545. However, due to its placement
within the central Alborz Mountains, it has seasonal
population fluctuations, particularly during spring
and summer. Local languages include Taleqani and
Mazandarani. Villagers between Jostan and the
Kandovan Mountains speak Mazandarani with the
Taleqani-Tabari accent, while those in western
Jostan speak in Mazandarani with the Taleqani
accent (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Study Area

3.2. Methodology
This study employed content analysis as its
methodological framework, using a qualitative
approach with a quantitative content analysis
strategy. The research process included the
following steps:

- Collecting and analyzing data until saturation;

- Coding data at three levels (finding concepts in

data): open, axial, and selective coding.

The data collected for grounded theory development
were analyzed using theoretical coding. Initially,
suitable codes were assigned to different segments
of the data and organized into categories, a process
known as open coding. The researcher then
examined the dimensions of these categories and
their interrelationships during axial coding.
Through theoretical sampling during the coding
process, additional data about different individuals,
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events, and situations were collected, providing a
rich image of concepts and categories. Selective
coding was finally used to monitor the categories,

leading to the emergence of a theoretical
framework.
This research aligns with the interpretivist

paradigm, in which tourism effects as a social reality
are shaped through shared interpretations produced
and reproduced by social actors. An inquiry strategy
was used to explore meanings and interpretations to
develop scientific understanding from the
perspectives of social actors. Sampling was
purposive, using multiple purposive techniques
combined with snowball and theoretical sampling

strategies. Snowball sampling enhanced research
validity according to participant trust. Codes were
extracted through in-depth interviews with residents
and experts in two stages: initially to extract
concepts and subsequently to construct a continuum
of core and selective codes.

Accordingly, data collection methods included field
visits (in-depth interviews), snowball sampling,
semi-structured interviews with experienced,
primarily local participants, and desk studies. By the
15th interview, responses became repetitive,
indicating data saturation. Analysis was performed
using grounded theory (Figure 2).

Conceptual
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Figure 2. Grounded Theory.

Table 1 illustrates the household distribution and

population of the villages in Taleqan.

Table 1. Villages in the Study

Province | County District Village Population | Households
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Talegan Hashan 53 23
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan | Karkabud 111 44
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan Owrazan 267 84
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Talegan Geliyard 309 90
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Talegan Vashteh 893 296
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan Guran 380 132
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan | Mangolan 291 103
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan Avanak 92 41
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan | Sagran Chal 216 66
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan Sagran 140 49
Alborz | Taleqgan | Bala Taleqgan Navizak 248 81
Alborz | Taleqgan | Bala Taleqan Bezaj 281 96
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan Khasban 778 279
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan Jozinan 449 151
Alborz | Taleqan | Bala Taleqan | Hasan Jun 762 275
Alborz | Taleqgan | Bala Taleqgan Haranj 582 202

4. Research Findings human mechanisms established over centuries,

As discussed above, tourism, especially in recent
years, has significantly altered rural spatial
structures and settlement patterns, often introducing
external, disorganized, and non-native elements.
These interventions have disrupted long-standing
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resulting in structural-functional inconsistencies
across the geographic space and diminishing spatial
cohesion. Intervening and contextual factors, by
guiding basic and emergent actions, have
contributed to a general disorder in settlement
organization.
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In this study, approximately 100 initial concepts
were extracted from participatory interviews with
local villagers. Through initial coding, 25 open
codes were generated, which then led to the axial
codes or categories. Using MAXQAD software,
frequency diagrams were drawn for each final
category, demonstrating their relative influence.
Finally, 20 core dimensions were identified,

forming the pattern for the grounded theory
paradigm of the study.

Table 2 presents a wide range of economic, social,
and environmental factors affecting the region.
Participants reported the extensive degree of
regional degradation and that tourism has imposed
significant negative effects.

Table 2. Core Concepts and Axial Categories

Row Concepts Axial Codes

1 Tourists have caused damage to agricultural fields. Land Degradation
During the summer, villagers face security risks due to increased .

2 . . Insecurity
tourist arrivals.

3 Guards are hired in spring and summer to ensure village safety. Lack of Security

4 Tourists excessively exploit local environmental resources. Environmental Damage

5 Many tourists are unfamiliar with village nature and misbehave. Social Incompatibility

6 Tourists often generate cultural and value conflicts with villagers. Cultural Conflicts

7 Tourists do not respect the cultural values of residents. Social Disorder

8 Tourists roam the village at all hours, contrary to local norms. Overcrowding

9 Most tourists ignore villagers’ religious and traditional practices. Disrespect for Cultural Values

10 Tourist presence has risen land prices, tempting locals to sell. Rising Land Prices

11 Tourists introduce elements that harm rather than benefit the village. Incompatible .Cultural

Interventions

12 Tourism growth has changed traditional village life. Lifestyle Changes

13 Tqunsm has changed living standards in ways often incompatible Changing Local Standards
with village geography.

14 T01.1r1.s.ts often cause pollution through smoking, hookah, and other Environmental Pollution
activities.

15 Increased traffic and tourist gatherings disrupt village tranquility. Noise Pollution
Young villagers imitate tourists, leading to family challenges and Transformation of Local

16 . : .
identity changes. Identity

17 Tourism growth has caused deterioration of the historical village Damage to Historical Texture
texture.

13 Warm seasons and higher tourist numbers increase noise and Disturbance of Peace
disorder.

19 Tourist style of clothing is often different from local village norms. Cultural Conflicts

20 Tourists serve as inappropriate examples for rural youth. Unsuitable Role Modeling

11 Caplta}lst and commercial influences hqve replaced the traditional Commodification of Villages
rural lifestyle due to the presence of tourists.

22 Tourists’ cultural roots differ significantly from locals. Social Differences

23 Tourl.sts disrespect religious ceremonies and roam in inappropriate Cultural Misbehavior
clothing styles.

24 Tourist arrivals increase housing costs, causing economic difficulties Rising Capitalism
for locals.

25 Rural .housmg architecture increasingly imitates urban architecture, Changing Settlement Texture
often improperly.

Furthermore, the results presented in the table have
been organized into selective codes, shown in Table
3. Land degradation has been one of the most
critical negative consequences of tourism.
Unfortunately, tourists have caused significant
damage to agricultural lands, making farmers the
primary opponents of tourism in the region because

not only have they failed to benefit from tourism,
but their lands have also suffered harm. Social
problems, especially rooted in the traditional social
and cultural structure of the area, have led to
conflicts between tourists and residents, while
environmental effects have also been extensive
(Table 3).
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Table 3. Frequency of Selective Codes

Row | Selective Codes and Dimensions | Frequency
1 Land degradation 15
2 Insecurity 15
3 Environmental damage 15
4 Social incompatibility 14
5 Incompatible cultural interventions 14
6 Noise pollution 15
7 Disrespect for cultural values 14
8 Rising land prices 15
9 Rising capitalism 14
10 Lifestyle changes 13
11 Changing local standards 14
12 Environmental pollution 14
13 Transformation of local identity 18
14 Damage to Historical Texture 14
15 Disruption of Peace 13
16 Unsuitable Role Modeling 13
17 Commodification of villages 12
18 Changing construction patterns 13
19 Changes in Settlement Texture 13
20 Cultural Misbehavior 12

Figure 3 illustrates the commodification of rural
tourism. This diagram highlights how tourism has
fully transformed the cultural structures of villages
toward profit-oriented practices, disregarding the
cultural dimensions of tourism. Commodification is
concerning because a segment of the village,
benefiting financially from tourists, has begun

@ Increaze in land prices
Rize of capitalizm

@ Commodification of
the village

Abszlute frequenc s

promoting ceremonies that superficially appear
culturally authentic but are in reality exaggerated
and unreal, and not performed similarly in the past.
This extremism has caused disputes between elders
and village leaders, as tensions rise over the
misrepresentation of traditional practices.

Frequency

~

1

///\\ /\ \ / \\.
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G 7 a 9 10
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Figure 3. Frequency of Selective Codes

Figure 4 shows the consequences of tourism on
environmental degradation, including damage to
farmland and historical sites. The diagram indicates
the pervasive negative effects of tourism on the
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region’s physical structure. Traditional rural
buildings are being replaced with villa-urban
constructions, altering the area’s traditional rural
structure.
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Fgure 4. Frequency of Selective Codes

As depicted in Figure 5, tourism has led to
significant environmental pollution, including
noise and waste, which has negatively affected the
aesthetic quality of the area. Unfortunately,
tourists, particularly from Tehran, have left various
types of waste, creating an unsightly

@ Environmental Pollution

Noise Pollution

Abszlute frequencies

environment near Talaghan Dam. Noise from
recreational activities and singing in the village and
central town during weekends disturbs local
religious residents, and these disruptions are
especially offensive during periods associated with
mourning ceremonies.

Frequency

Dacumant spctinas

Figure 5. Frequency of Selective Codes

Figure 6 demonstrates that the cultural and social
identity of the rural environment has been deeply
changed, with tourism altering the view of the area.
Traditional lifestyles and local values have
diminished, and patterns of life have shifted from
rural to urban under the influence of tourists. This is

most apparent among the youth, who embrace these
changes, while their fathers resist them, attributing
these shifts to tourists, who they claim have
“corrupted their children”. This has led to
considerable intergenerational conflicts within
families.
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Figure 7 indicates that social changes have been the
most significantly influenced by tourism, with the
most profound changes occurring in the social
dimension. In other words, rural social structures
have undergone widespread change. Additionally,
due to inadequate waste collection systems, limited

cooperation from residents, and the weak
performance of village councils, waste management
remains a major challenge. This is particularly
problematic in Talaghan, where natural tourism and
scenic landscapes are central attractions.

@ Economic
¥ Social
¥ Physical

Pollution

Figure 7. Frequency of Core Categories

As mentioned above, the primary effect of tourism
in the rural areas of Bala Talaghan has been on
socio-cultural relations, followed by economic,
physical, and environmental categories. The major
challenges stem from the religious texture of the
villages and the incompatibility between tourists

and local social norms. Consequently, social
problems have increased, and there has been
minimal cooperation for rural tourism development.
Tourism events and ceremonies have become arenas
of social challenges rather than opportunities to
strengthen culture (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Paradigmatic Pattern Derived from Grounded Theory

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The rapid expansion of tourism and its increasing
influence on human relations, environmental
stability, and residential landscapes have led to
significant structural disturbances and imbalances.
As traditional residential and spatial patterns have
been surpassed, a basic duality has emerged in the
villages under study. The destruction of spatial and
identity connections, particularly in Bala Taleqan,
has affected religious, cultural, and belief-based
dimensions. The lack of effective management and
strategic  planning has resulted in the
commodification of rural and residential spaces,
undermining the villages’ structural and functional
purposes. Since the meaning of space is rooted in
social interactions and spatial-identity structures,
the growth of capitalism and the uncontrolled
exploitation  of local resources  without
consideration of the host culture have disrupted
customary practices. Changes in the organization of
space have consequences due to unrestrained
growth under capitalist pressures. Furthermore,
insufficient planning and limited participation by
local people in shaping tourism objectives in
Taleqan have exacerbated spatial conflicts, leading
to an imbalance of geographic space structures and
ecosystem instability. According to this research
and existing studies, tourism, particularly since its
uncontrolled growth after the 1960s, has been
gradually scrutinized due to its negative social,

economic, and cultural impacts, highlighting a
deficiency in management and planning. Social
anomalies, especially driven by inadequate
management and region-specific policy-making,
have been particularly notable, concerning village
commodification and reinforcement of
centralization. The most significant role of tourism
in host communities in recent decades has been
related to social, cultural, and particularly religious
norms. Compared with prior research, while
tourism has generated economic benefits, it has
simultaneously produced widespread challenges
affecting local social standards, thereby reshaping
the geographic spaces of communities. Sustainable
development that is balanced and aligned with local
patterns seeks to restore equilibrium in spatial

components; without such alignment, the result is a

proliferation of spatial disarray across the national

geographic landscape.

Based on the aforementioned content, the following

recommendations are offered:

- Enforce and monitor regulations concerning land
use changes and the protection of rural
landscapes.

- Avoid converting non-touristic areas into tourist
destinations.

- Pay attention to the social structure and core
values of host communities when designing
policies and planning.
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- Implement management and planning frameworks
according to local communities and spatial
structures.

This study, consistent with Adabi Mamaghani et al.

(2014), emphasizes that social and cultural

development is the most profound impact of tourism

in the region, highlighting the necessity of
addressing cultural dimensions for successful rural
tourism. Furthermore, Toulabi Nejad et al.report
that tourism can enhance economic and social
welfare for rural households, provided its negative
cultural and social effects are minimized. These
findings are consistent with Ghasemloou et al.

(2023), demonstrating the visible impact of tourism

development on the quality of life of residents.

Additionally, as Movahedi and Amiri (2024) argue,

rural tourism, if managed for cultural impacts, can

become a tool to improve villagers’ livelihoods. In
line with Taghdisi, Taghvaei, and Piri (2012), this
research argues that tourism leads to an increase in
socio-cultural anomalies and alterations in local
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Abstract

Purpose- Islamic countries are generally characterized by rural lifestyles and relatively young populations. Despite
the global trends of accelerated urbanization and population aging, the traditional structure of rural settlement in
these countries has remained largely unchanged. The present study aims to examine the structural factors
influencing food security in Islamic countries by analyzing the extent and distribution of rural populations as the
key contributors to food security, as well as the demographic composition and environmental structures that shape
agricultural production.

Materials, Methods, and Approach- The development strategies of many countries worldwide are based on the
quality, efficiency, and spatial distribution of rural populations. The proportion of the rural population in relation
to employment distribution across economic sectors and its contribution to gross domestic product (GDP) are of
critical importance to policymakers in both developed and developing nations. The research employs a descriptive—
analytical method, utilizing reliable international data sources and global organizational statistics. The statistical
population includes 51 Islamic countries, and the data are classified according to the characteristics and attributes of
the study population within the research topic.

Findings- First, Islamic countries generally possess rural structures and youthful populations. Second, significant
disparities exist in settlement and rural habitation patterns across Islamic countries. Approximately 60% of the rural
population of Islamic countries reside in just six nations -Pakistan, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Nigeria, Ethiopia, and
Egypt- whereas in six others- Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Djibouti, the Maldives, and Brunei Darussalam- the total
rural population does not exceed one million people. Finally, the capacity for agricultural production and food
security across Islamic countries is generally fragile. Twenty-six countries have less than 5% of arable land, and
twenty-seven countries exhibit an average agricultural value-added of less than USD 5,000 per farmer, rendering
them effectively food-insecure and dependent on imports.

Keywords: Food security, Islamic countries, Rural population, Agricultural economy, Rural economy.
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1. Introduction
ccording to data from the United

Nations and affiliated population
research institutions, in 1960 the
global ru

ral population was approximately 2

billion people, accounting for 66.4% of
the world’s total population. By 2020, rural areas
were home to 3.4 billion people, representing 29.4%
of the global population (Table 1). International
reports from 2020 indicate that 1.2 billion rural
inhabitants lived in South Asia, 938 million in East
Asia, 656 million in Sub-Saharan Africa, 261
million in Oceania and peripheral archipelagos, 123
million in Latin America, 113 million in the
European Union, 78 million in other parts of the
Eurozone, and 64 million in North America (United
Nations Population Studies Office Report, 2020).

International data show that the most significant
declines in the proportion of the global rural
population occurred between 2010 —2020, followed
by 2000 —2010. The global rural population trend
over the past six decades reveals an accelerating
decline in rural proportions, primarily driven by
urban migration and the decreasing rate of rural
population growth. Nonetheless, rural populations
in developing countries increased by over 100
million people during the decade leading up to
2020, reaching approximately 700 million. In fact,
much of the net, gradual growth in global rural
population has taken place in developing regions.
According to official international data, the rural
population of developing countries was about 180
million in 1950, rising to approximately 500 million
in 2000 (Table 2).
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Figure 1. Trend in the Ratio of the Global Rural Population

Table 1. Trends in the Rural Population of Developing Countries Over the Past Seventy Years

Row Year

Population (millions)

1 1950

180

1960

217

1970

267

1980

325

1990

400

2000

498

2010

598

R (R[N | [W(N

2020

701

Source: United Nations Population Studies Office Report, 2020.

The rural population of each country plays an
essential role in the structure of agriculture and the
provision of food security. In Islamic countries,
food security largely depends on the structure of
rural society and agricultural infrastructure.
Evidently, if an Islamic country has a higher
capacity for grain production, it creates
opportunities for export, whereas the lack of such
capacity leads to grain imports. Therefore,

considering the level of production, imports, or
exports of grains in Islamic countries is crucial for
understanding their level of food security.

In this regard, studies indicate that in most research
and investigations related to food security
conducted by international organizations, attention
is given to the production of seven major cereal
crops—including wheat, rice, barley, maize, and
other edible grains—referred to as cereals. This
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term differs from grains, which specifically denotes
maize and wheat plants (for example, see reports by
FAO, the World Bank, the Global Food Security
Index, UNESCO, and the official Global Food
Security website). Nevertheless, annual reports
listing global rankings of countries in terms of food
security emphasize 18 key indicators for achieving
food security. These indicators include nutritional
standards, urban absorption capacity, food
consumption as household expenditure, food loss,
protein quality, agricultural import tariffs, dietary
diversity, agricultural infrastructure, the proportion
of the population living below the global poverty
line, GDP per capita, food safety net programs,
access to financial resources, agricultural research
expenditure, administrative corruption, political
stability risk, adequacy of food supply, and food
safety (Global Food Security Index, 2022).
However, it appears that indicators such as the
number of agricultural beneficiaries, the amount or
per capita of production, arable land per capita,
cereal production per capita, soil quality, and the
level or share of cereal imports are serious variables
that can be used in evaluating food security (Safari,
2023). According to the Global Food Security
Index, countries such as Qatar, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain, and other southern Persian Gulf
nations—which, on the one hand, lack adequate
levels of agricultural and cereal production, arable
land, and rural working populations, and on the
other hand, possess high capacities for importing
and providing food for their urban populations due
to income from underground resources—rank
higher in food security than many cereal-producing
countries. This demonstrates major shortcomings in
current ranking systems. For this reason, the present
study, by reviewing global food security indicators
and the ranking of Islamic countries, aims to
analyze and classify the food security situation in
Islamic nations using a composite approach that
considers additional parameters such as arable land
per capita and annual cereal imports. Based on this
framework, the following research questions are
posed:
1.How do rural population capacity and
agricultural capabilities contribute to the GDP
and food security of Islamic countries?
2. What is the status of Islamic countries according
to composite food security indicators?
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Food security refers to the access of all individuals
in a society, at all times, to sufficient and healthy
food for an active and healthy life, in which
household income plays a key role. Food security is
achieved when the per capita household food basket
is properly selected and prepared, and factors such
as food production or imports, public education on
healthy nutrition, and national-level policymaking
are considered important in ensuring its
components. The concept of food security differs
from that of food safety, which emphasizes the
provision of healthy and uncontaminated food; in
fact, food safety is a subset of food security.
According to the World Bank, food security is
defined as the access of all people to sufficient food
for a healthy life throughout their lifetime. This
definition is built upon three main elements: food
availability, food accessibility, and stability of
access. Food availability concerns domestic
production or imports; food accessibility refers to
the physical and economic access of households to
food; and the stability of access emphasizes
consistent and reliable availability of food for all
individuals.
Based on global organization estimates, 70 percent
of global hunger exists in rural areas. Although
agricultural and food production takes place in rural
regions, per capita access to food in rural areas is
lower than in urban regions. Moreover, studies have
shown that countries with greater governmental
investment in agricultural growth have experienced
less hunger and poverty, and higher levels of food
security.
At the World Food Summit held in 1996, the leaders
of all participating countries agreed that increased
investment in agriculture and for farmers enhances
rural and farmers’ access to healthy food and
improves food availability and accessibility
indicators. Therefore, the summit concluded that,
first, public and private investment in agricultural
development should be directed toward reducing
global hunger by half, second, agricultural
growth—rather than industrial growth—should be
considered a key factor in reducing poverty and
hunger; and finally, food security should be defined
as a major goal of planning in the third millennium
(Kalantari, 1994; Hoqugqi, 1998; FAO, 1992).
In contrast to food security, food insecurity refers to
insufficient access to adequate food. Adequate food
meets human nutritional needs; good food provides
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the nutrients necessary for the body’s organic
functions; healthy food contains essential vitamins,
nutrients, and energy; and culturally appropriate
food refers to food that is acceptable and familiar
within the community. Thus, availability, physical
and economic accessibility, utilization, and stability
of food supply are four key pillars of food security
(Kavenei, 2023).

The Food Security Index measures a country’s
ability to provide food for its citizens, based on three
fundamental factors: affordability, availability, and
quality (Wikipedia, Global Food Security Index).
Given the importance and credibility of food
security, it has become one of the main pillars of
national security. Countries, therefore, develop
different strategies for achieving it, depending on
factors such as culture, history, consumption
patterns, consumer preferences, production
resources, natural  resources, comparative
advantages, policymaking, and production planning
(Mehr News Agency Report No. 5491608).
According to the Research Institute for Agricultural
Planning, Economics, and Rural Development of
the Ministry of Agriculture Jihad, countries
generally follow seven strategies to achieve food
security: (1) support, service, and relief programs;
(2) investment in markets and advertising; (3)
identifying new resources and substitute products;
(4) empowerment; (5) storage; (6) structural and
institutional reforms; and (7) research and
development.

In the European Union, food security policies in
2020 were defined around four main objectives:

ensuring the supply and consumption of safe and
sustainable food, creating an innovative and
resilient agricultural sector, preserving biodiversity
and the environment while combating climate
change, and providing food in both urban and rural
areas (Moseley, 2009).

Accordingly, many countries—including several
Islamic nations—have developed diverse programs
to ensure food security in recent decades. These
include expanding agricultural activities, preparing
rural development plans, producing strategic crops,
leasing international farmlands, diversifying
cultivation, securing water resources, developing
protein  supply programs, and improving
productivity in agricultural production (for further
information, see Jafarvand et al., 2022; Safari, 2023;
Afrakhteh & Hajipour, 2024; Riahi & Siyadati,
2022).

Numerous studies have been conducted on food
security, particularly in recent years, some of which
are summarized in Table 2. The present study
differs from previous research in two fundamental
aspects. First, the scale of analysis in this study is
defined at the national and international level,
whereas most previous studies have examined the
issue at local scales. Second, the food security
indicators used in this research differ from those
commonly employed by international
organizations; instead, this study seeks to critically
review existing indicators and develop new
composite indicators for classifying food security
across Islamic countries.

Table 2. Recent Studies Related to Food Security

Authors Year Title Findings / Results
Utilized macro-level data from the Food and Agriculture
Bacherzadeh Estimation of the National Food Organization (FAO), the World Bank, the Central Bank, the
Ai ar ot al 2017 Security Level Using the New Budget and Planning Law, and the Ministry of Roads and
’ Global Food Security Index (GFSI) Urban Development to assess food security, indicating an
increasing trend with fluctuations in the country.
Evaluation of the Self-Sufficiency Identified the pressure and threats posed by the self-
. Strategy and Its Impact on sufficiency policy on Iran’s biological and water resources,
Veisi 2024 .o . . . . .
Territorial Governance and warning that its continuation endangers the social and
Environmental Sustainability in Iran economic life of many cities and villages.
The lmpact of Macroecongmlp Developed a macroeconomic uncertainty index based on
. Uncertainty on Food Security in . . . .
Ghorbani 2024 . estimates of seven key macroeconomic variables, finding a
Iran Using the Structural Vector long-term negative effect on food securit;
Autoregression (SVAR) Approach & & Y-
Nikbakht- Investigating the Opportunities and
. Challenges of Knowledge-Based Highlighted the priority purchase rights to preserve
Dehkordi & 2024 . . . . . . .
S Agriculture in Ensuring Sustainable | agricultural lands in the member states of the European Union.
Zeinalipour, ;
Food Security
Sardouyi-Nasab | 2024 Food Availability and Acc§ss1b111ty: Emphasized the meffectlvene‘ss‘ cal}sed by resource instability
Challenges and Solutions and the lack of long-term policies in the agricultural sector as
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Authors Year Title Findings / Results
major factors reducing domestic production and increasing
import dependency.

Food Security and Resource

Latifmanesh 2024 Management in Iran: Challenges

Technologies

and Solutions Based on Sustainable

Addressed the risks to food security, especially in rural and
agriculture-dependent regions.

Ghaderi 2024 Analysis of Its Challenges in the

Rural Areas of Urmia County

Examination of Food Security and

Identified five fundamental challenges to food security:
weaknesses in environmental policymaking, poor economic
conditions, environmental hazards, cultural barriers and social
change, and agricultural instability.

Source: Documentary Studies, 2024.

3. Research Methodology
The present study is descriptive-analytical in nature.
Data collection in this research has been carried out
through the use of official documentary sources at
both domestic and international levels. To make an
initial assessment of the list of Islamic countries,
using reliable sources and based on the majority of
Muslim populations, a list of 51 Islamic countries
was compiled and recorded. Then, based on recent
data from global statistical centers, rates related to
demographic structure and settlement systems (rural
and urban population ratios) were -classified.
Subsequently, data related to production,
agricultural structures, and arable lands in Islamic
countries, as well as indicators affecting food
security rankings, were organized. Accordingly, the
findings of the research were presented in five main
areas:

1. Distribution and classification of the rural
population in Islamic countries;

2. The share of the agricultural economy in the
per capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of
Islamic countries;

3. Classification of Islamic countries in terms of
the ability of agricultural employment in GDP;

4. Agricultural production indicators and food
security in Islamic countries;

5. Agricultural capability, production, and
imports in Islamic countries.

4. Research Findings

4.1. Distribution and Classification of the Rural

Population in Islamic Countries

According to existing and official sources, more

than 50 countries in the world are recognized as

Islamic countries, mostly located in Southeast Asia,

the Middle East, and North Africa. In identifying

Islamic countries, several points are noteworthy.

First, the boundaries of the Islamic world form a

connected region stretching from Morocco in North

Africa to the Indian subcontinent, and from Central
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Asia and Kazakhstan to East Africa, including
several disconnected parts in South and Southeast
Asia, Europe, and small Muslim-populated states
(Momeni, 2010). In all these areas, some countries
have a Muslim majority, while others have Muslim
minorities. The term “Islamic world,” which
probably first appeared in 1906 by Zuraymer in the
book The Mohammedan World of Today, had
previously been introduced by Muslim geographers
during the Golden Age of Islam under various titles
such as Islamic lands, Islamic territory, Muslim
region, and Islamic countries (ibid). Second, the
global Muslim population in 2006 was estimated at
1.362 billion, distributed across 204 countries. This
population was, first, spread across 50 independent
countries where Muslims made up between 50 to
100 percent of the total population; second, it
existed as religious enclaves within certain
geographical units in other countries; third, it
formed significant population groups in European
and American countries; and finally, it appeared as
small groups scattered across other parts of the
world (ibid). Third, the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) has 57 member states, some of
which do not have a Muslim population exceeding
50 percent (OIC website, 2024). Therefore,
countries with a significant Muslim majority are
emphasized and were included in this research.

Based on demographic information from United
Nations-affiliated centers in 2019 and 2020, among
the 51 countries examined in this study, Indonesia,
Pakistan, Nigeria, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Egypt
are the six most populous Islamic countries, each
with populations exceeding 100 million, while
Bahrain, Djibouti, the Maldives, and Brunei
Darussalam are the least populous, each with fewer
than two million people (Appendix Table 1).
According to the same data, the total population of
these countries is nearly two billion, although not all
of them are Muslim. Furthermore, the average
population of Islamic countries is less than 40
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million. Among these countries, 23 nations have a
population growth rate exceeding two percent, and
most of those with high growth rates are located in
North and sub-Saharan Africa. The remaining
Muslim countries have a growth rate below two
percent, and five countries have either less than one
percent growth or negative growth, which is
noteworthy.

According to 2019 statistical data, Bahrain,
Palestine, Lebanon, Qatar, Pakistan, Kuwait, and
Nigeria are among the countries with high
population density, while the Maldives, Libya,
Mauritania, Kazakhstan, Mali, and Saudi Arabia are
among those with low population density (ibid).
Despite the rapid trend of urbanization, the rate of
rural population in Islamic countries remains
relatively high. A high rural rate, however, does not
necessarily mean that these countries have strong
agricultural production capacity or food security.
Some countries such as Ethiopia, Afghanistan,
Burkina Faso, Tajikistan, Malawi, and Niger have
more than 70 percent rural population. Following
them are Uzbekistan, Bangladesh, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Pakistan, Tanzania, Chad, Sudan,
Somalia, Sierra Leone, Kyrgyzstan, Guinea,
Madagascar, the Maldives, Mali, and Yemen, where
more than 50 percent of the population lives in rural
areas. In total, 21 Islamic countries still have higher
rural population rates than urban ones.

In contrast, in countries such as Algeria, Iran,
Brunei Darussalam, Turkey, Djibouti, Iraq, Saudi
Arabia, Oman, Palestine, Libya, Malaysia, and
Morocco, there is a rapid trend of urbanization, and
the rural population rate is sharply declining to
below 30 percent. Additionally, in several other
countries such as Jordan, the United Arab Emirates,
Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, and Lebanon, the rural
population rate is below 15 percent, and in some
cases, close to zero (Table 4).

According to official data, Afghanistan, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Egypt, Sudan, Tanzania,
Niger, Burkina Faso, Malawi, Chad, Guinea,
Kyrgyzstan, and the Maldives are the 14 Islamic
countries with the highest rural population ratios. In
contrast, Lebanon, Jordan, and the six Gulf states of
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar,

Oman, Kuwait, and Bahrain have the lowest rural
population ratios and highest urbanization rates
among Islamic countries. The average rural
population rate among Islamic countries is about 44
percent, while the average urban rate is about 56
percent. The rural population rate among Islamic
countries with more than 30 million people is
around 47 percent, and among those with over 80
million people, it exceeds 50 percent. The average
rural population rate among Muslim countries with
fewer than 10 million people is approximately 32
percent, and among the six Gulf states, it is close to
10 percent. In fact, large-population Islamic
countries are mainly rural-based societies, while the
Gulf states represent urban-centered societies (ibid).
Out of'the total 1.984 billion people living in Islamic
countries, approximately 1.011 billion (or 51
percent) are rural dwellers, which indicates that
rural and nomadic lifestyles remain predominant in
the structure of Islamic societies.

Among Islamic countries, Pakistan, Indonesia,
Bangladesh, and Nigeria together account for about
45 percent of the rural population of the Islamic
world, and if Ethiopia and Egypt are added, this
share reaches around 60 percent. In contrast, in
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Djibouti, the Maldives, and
Brunei Darussalam, the total rural population does
not exceed one million people (ibid).

According to 2019 data, 16 Islamic countries are
experiencing negative rural population growth,
while only three countries have negative total
population growth. Some countries with high rural
population growth rates (above 3 percent) are small
in size and population.

Among the 18 Islamic countries with populations
exceeding 30 million, the average rural population
growth rate is 1.6 percent, indicating the persistence
of rural population structures in these countries.
Regarding the aging index, Islamic countries are
generally youthful societies, and apart from 14
countries where the elderly population exceeds 7
percent, the rest are predominantly young and
cannot be classified as aging nations. Particularly,
among the 18 Islamic countries with populations
above 30 million, the proportion of elderly people is
less than 5 percent (Tables 3 and 4).
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Table 3. Classification of Islamic Countries Based on Population (2019)
Row Group Islamic Countries
Group 1: Countries with a population of over Lo . . N
1 100 million Ethiopia, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Egypt, Nigeria
Group 2: Countries with a population between .
2 50 and 100 million Iran, Tanzania, Turkey
3 Group 3: Countries with a population between Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Algeria, Sudan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia,
30 and 50 million Malaysia, Morocco, Yemen
4 Group 4: Countries with a population between Burkina Faso, Chad, Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal, Syria, Somalia,
15 and 30 million Kazakhstan, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Niger
Azerbaijan, Albania, Jordan, United Arab Emirates, Bosnia and
5 Group 5: Countries with a population between Herzegovina, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Tunisia, Sierra Leone,
2 and 15 million Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Lebanon, Libya, Kyrgyzstan, Kuwait,
Guinea, Mauritania
6 Group 6: Countries Wlth. a_populatlon of less Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam, Djibouti, Maldives
than 2 million

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020

Table 4. Classification of Islamic Countries Based on the Percentage of Rural Population (2019)

Row Group

Islamic Countries

Group 1: Countries with a
rural population above 70%

Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Tajikistan, Malawi, Niger

Group 2: Countries with a

Uzbekistan, Bangladesh, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Pakistan, Tanzania, Chad, Sudan,

2 rural population between s . . .
50% and 70% Somalia, Sierra Leone, Kyrgyzstan, Guinea, Madagascar, Maldives, Mali, Yemen
Group 3: Couptrles with a Azerbaijan, Albania, Indonesia, Turkmenistan, Tunisia, Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal, Syria,
3 rural population between Kazakhstan, Egypt, Mauritania, Nigeria
30% and 50% » B8P 18
Group 4: Couptnes with a Algeria, Iran, Brunei Darussalam, Turkey, Djibouti, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Palestine,
4 rural population between Libva. Malavsia. Morocco
15% and 30% va, Malaysia,

Group 5: Countries with a

> rural population below 15%

Jordan, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, Lebanon

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020

4.2. The Share of Agricultural Economy in the Per
Capita Gross Domestic Product of Islamic
Countries

The per capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of
Islamic countries is significant in several respects.
First, it reflects the overall productive and economic
capacity of these nations. When this indicator is
compared with other indices, such as the share of
agriculture in GDP, it becomes possible to
determine the precise ability of Islamic countries to
ensure food security. This comparison reveals the
general status of these countries in terms of
agricultural  production, the efficiency of
agricultural production systems, labor force
capacity, agricultural economic structure, and,
ultimately, the quality of water and soil resources in
contrast to the extraction of underground resources.
The variations among these factors illustrate the
developmental patterns of Islamic countries over
recent decades.
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Accordingly, it can be stated that the first group—
oil-rich countries located in the southern Persian
Gulf—occupy high positions among Islamic
countries. When the per capita GDP of these nations
is compared with the global average, the results
show that their rates are above the world mean. In
addition to these six countries, Turkey, Brunei
Darussalam, Kazakhstan, and the Maldives are
among the distinguished nations in this regard and
can be placed in the first tier of Islamic economies.
The second group consists of seven countries
generally classified as those with relatively high per
capita GDP. A comparison of the population chart
and GDP chart of Islamic countries indicates that,
apart from Turkey and Saudi Arabia, there are
almost no highly populated nations within the high-
GDP-per-capita category. Instead, the majority of
high GDP values belong to countries with small
populations.

The third group includes 21 Islamic countries with
relatively low per capita GDP, while the fourth
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group—comprising 13 countries—is mainly located
along the sub-Saharan African belt or consists of
scattered states lacking significant underground
resources (see Table 5).

Regarding the share of agriculture in the
GDP—an indicator of the capacity of the
agricultural economy in production and food
security—Islamic countries can be categorized
into several groups. Data analysis shows that
the first group, consisting of nine countries,
derives more than 25% of its GDP from the
agricultural sector. These nations generally lack
robust agricultural economies and have low per
capita ~GDP, reflecting weak internal
economies, limited productivity, and overall
poverty.

The second group, comprising ten countries, obtains
15-25% of GDP from agriculture. In this category,
dependence on agriculture and, to a considerable
extent, on the rural economy is evident. However,
these countries still cannot be regarded as
economically strong or productive on a global
scale—or even within the Islamic world. A key

feature of this group is the presence of some
populous Muslim countries, such as Pakistan and
Nigeria, that exhibit notable capacities for
agricultural production and food security.

The third group includes sixteen countries with
relatively high capacities in agricultural production,
food security, and per capita GDP. Within this
group, large-population Islamic countries such as
Indonesia, Egypt, Turkey, and Iran are the most
prominent examples.

Finally, the fourth group consists of sixteen
countries in which the agricultural sector
contributes less than 5% to the national GDP. These
countries are generally characterized by high
urbanization rates, scarcity of water and soil
resources, or, conversely, wealth generated from
non-agricultural sectors, such as the oil-rich Gulf
states and others lacking structured agricultural
systems.

Overall, a review of the agricultural sector’s
contribution to GDP in Islamic countries indicates
that the location of many of these nations within the
global dry and desert belt—from West Africa to
Central Asia—has posed significant challenges to
their effective agricultural production (see Table 6).

Table 5. Classification of Islamic Countries by Per Capita Gross Domestic Product (2019)

No. GDP per Capita Group

Islamic Countries

Group 1 — Countries with per
capita GDP above USD 9,000

United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Oman,

Kazakhstan, Qatar, Kuwait, Maldives

Group 2 — Countries with per
2 capita GDP between USD 5,000
and 9,000

Albania, Iran, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Turkmenistan, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya

Group 3 — Countries with per
3 capita GDP between USD 1,300
and 5,000

Azerbaijan, Jordan, Uzbekistan, Algeria, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Tunisia, Djibouti,
Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal, Sudan, Syria, Palestine, Kyrgyzstan, Guinea, Malaysia, Mali,

Morocco, Egypt, Mauritania, Nigeria

Group 4 — Countries with per

4 capita GDP below USD 1,300

Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Tanzania, Chad, Somalia,
Sierra Leone, Niger, Madagascar, Malawi, Yemen

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020

Table 6. Classification of Islamic Countries by Agricultural Share of GDP (2019)

No. Group Islamic Countries
Group 1 — Countries where
1 agriculture accounts for more than Ethiopia, Uzbekistan, Tanzania, Chad, Sudan, Sierra Leone, Malawi, Mali, Niger
25% of GDP
Group 2 — Countries where Ibania. Burkina F Tasiki Paki Cote d’Ivoire. S 1. Gui
) agriculture accounts for 15-25% of Albania, Burkina Faso, Tajikistan, Pal 1s§an,. otq voire, Senegal, Guinea,
GDP Madagascar, Mauritania, Nigeria
Group 3 — Countries where Azerbaijan, Afghanistan, Jordan, Algeria, Indonesia, Iran, Bosnia and
3 agriculture accounts for 5-15% of Herzegovina, Bangladesh, Turkey, Tunisia, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Malaysia,
GDP Maldives, Morocco, Egypt
Group 4 — Countries where United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam, Turkmenistan, Djibouti,
4 agriculture accounts for less than 5% Syria, Somalia, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Palestine, Kazakhstan, Qatar, Kuwait,
of GDP Libya, Yemen

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020
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4.3. Classification of Islamic Countries by
Agricultural Employment Capacity in Gross
Domestic Product

In relation to the food security capacity of Islamic
countries, one of the most significant indicators is
the employment rate in the agricultural sector and
its comparison with the share of agriculture in the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of these countries.
For this purpose, official international data from
2019 and 2020 have been used. It is evident that the
employment rate in the agricultural sector alone
does not necessarily indicate a country’s capacity
for food security unless it is assessed alongside
other qualitative indicators. According to 2020
United Nations international data, the global
average rate of employment in the agricultural
sector is approximately 26 percent. Based on this
criterion, Islamic countries can be classified into the
following groups:

The first group includes African countries where
more than 50 percent of the workforce is employed
in agriculture. In some of these countries, such as
Somalia (83%) and Niger (75%), the rate is
particularly high. These nations are generally poor
and less developed, with a low per capita GDP. The
second group consists of Afghanistan, Sudan,
Malawi, and Tajikistan, where more than 40 percent
of total employment is concentrated in the
agricultural sector. The third group includes
countries with between 30 and 40 percent of their
workforce in agriculture. Among these, Pakistan,
Nigeria, and Bangladesh are notable due to their
large populations. The fourth group comprises
seven countries—such as Indonesia and Egypt—
where the share of agricultural employment ranges
from 20 to 30 percent. The fifth group includes
countries with 10 to 20 percent of total employment
in agriculture, among which Iran, Iraq, Turkey,

Algeria, and Malaysia are the most significant.
Finally, countries with less than 10 percent
agricultural employment—such as Saudi Arabia
and the Gulf states—form the sixth group (see Table
7). Based on data regarding the agricultural share of
GDP, Islamic countries can also be classified into
three main categories:

1. The first group includes countries where there is
a clear gap between the share of agricultural
employment and the agricultural share in GDP.
This indicates that the agricultural economy
and environmental resources of these nations
are insufficient to ensure sustainable or even
relative food security. Twelve countries fall
into this category: Ethiopia, Tanzania,
Afghanistan, Madagascar, Cote d’Ivoire,
Niger, Chad, Mauritania, Guinea, Azerbaijan,
Somalia, and Djibouti, with a combined
population of approximately 356 million people.

2. The second group consists of countries where
the structure of agricultural employment and
agricultural GDP share is relatively acceptable,
though the quality of this relationship is not
ideal. This group includes 16 countries (see
Table 8), with a combined population
exceeding 1.5 billion. Thus, it may be inferred
that out of the roughly two billion inhabitants
of Islamic countries (not including all Muslims
worldwide), around 1.5 billion people enjoy at
least a relatively adequate level of food security.

3. The third group comprises countries where the
agricultural economy and, consequently,
agricultural employment are marginal. These
nations are largely dependent on external
sources for their food security. This group
primarily includes the oil-rich Gulf states, with
an estimated total population of about 150
million (Table 8).

Table 7: Classification of Islamic Countries by Share of Employment in Agriculture (2020)

No. Group Islamic Countries
| Group 1 — Employment share above Ethiopia, Tanzania, Chad, Somalia, Sierra Leone, Guinea, Madagascar, Mali,
50% Mauritania, Niger
2 Groﬁgée_ef%%}?zrﬂeggil are Afghanistan, Sudan, Malawi, Tajikistan
3 Group 3 — Employment share Azerbaijan, Albania, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Djibouti, Céte d’Ivoire, Morocco,
between 30% and 40% Nigeria
4 Groﬁg;e;f%az)z%eggil are Uzbekistan, Indonesia, Burkina Faso, Senegal, Kyrgyzstan, Egypt, Yemen
5 Group 5 — Employment share Algeria, Iran, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Turkmenistan, Turkey, Tunisia, Syria,
between 10% and 20% Iraq, Kazakhstan, Lebanon, Libya, Malaysia
6 Group 6 — Employment share below Jordan, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam, Saudi Arabia, Oman,
10% Palestine, Qatar, Kuwait, Maldives

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020
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Table 8: Classification of Islamic Countries by Level of Food Security (2020)

Approximate
No. Group Islamic Countries Population
(Million)
Grgup I — Countries Azerbaijan, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Tanzania, Djibouti, Chad, Cote
1 with unstable food R . . L . 356
. d’Ivoire, Somalia, Guinea, Madagascar, Mauritania, Niger
security
. Jordan, Uzbekistan, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam,
Group 2 — Countries g . s . .
. Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Sudan, Syria, Sierra Leone, Saudi Arabia,
2 with dependent food . . . . 150
. Oman, Palestine, Kyrgyzstan, Qatar, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Malawi,
security .
Mali, Morocco, Yemen
Group 3 — Countries Albania, Algeria, Indonesia, Iran, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Bosnia and
3 with relatively stable Herzegovina, Pakistan, Turkey, Tunisia, Senegal, Iraq, Kazakhstan, 1,500
food security Nigeria, Maldives, Malaysia, Egypt

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020

4.4. Agricultural Production and Food Security
Indicators in Islamic Countries

In this section, official international data in three
areas are examined: the percentage of arable land in
Islamic countries, the food production index, and
the average value added per farmer (in U.S. dollars)
in Islamic countries. Accordingly, the average
percentage of arable land in Islamic countries is
12.3 percent, which is lower than the global rate
(14.3 percent). Among them, Bangladesh, Pakistan,
Malawi, and Nigeria, with more than 35 percent of
their total land area being arable, are considered
exceptional cases, while 26 Islamic countries have
less than 5 percent arable land (see Table 9).
According to official data from 2016, Bahrain,
Kuwait, and Sierra Leone were among the leading
countries, whereas Sudan, Syria, Lebanon,
Palestine, and the Maldives were among the
weakest countries in terms of the Food Production

Index (total volume of production compared to the
previous period). Also, based on official data from
the same year, the average value added per farmer
in Islamic countries was 9,524 U.S. dollars, which
is significant when compared to the global average
rate (3,500 U.S. dollars). In this context, the United
Arab Emirates and Brunei Darussalam, which have
exceptional rates, should be considered separately
from other Islamic countries, because the share of
employment in agriculture and the arable land in
these two countries is negligible, and their average
value-added index per farmer has little effect on the
overall trend among Islamic countries. Apart from
these two countries, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia,
Malaysia, and Turkey fall into the category of
countries with high indices; Iran, Algeria, Bahrain,
Qatar, and the Maldives fall into the medium
category; and the remaining Islamic countries are
classified as low-index countries (see Table 10).

Table 9. Classification of Islamic Countries Based on the Percentage of Arable Land (2020)

between 5-15%

No. Group Islamic Countries
1 Group One3goihare above Bangladesh, Pakistan, Malawi, Nigeria
Group Two — Share between .
2 25-35% Turkey, Syria
3 Group Three — Share Azerbaijan, Ethiopia, Burkina Faso, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Tanzania, Tunisia, Senegal,
between 15-25% Sierra Leone, Morocco
4 Group Four — Share Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Indonesia, Iran, Cote d’Ivoire, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Guinea,

Lebanon, Niger

Group Five — Share below

Albania, Jordan, Algeria, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, Djibouti, Chad, Sudan, Somalia, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Palestine,
5% Kyrgyzstan, Qatar, Kuwait, Libya, Maldives, Malaysia, Madagascar, Mali, Egypt,

Mauritania, Yemen

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020

Table 10. Classification of Islamic Countries Based on the Average Value Added per Farmer (in U.S. Dollars, 2016)

No. Group

Islamic Countries

1 Group One — Above 100,000 USD

United Arab Emirates, Brunei Darussalam

Group Two — Between 15,000-25,000
USD

Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Malaysia
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No. Group Islamic Countries
3 Group Three — Between 10,000— Jordan, Algeria, Iran, Bahrain, Qatar, Maldives

15,000 USD

4 Group Four — Between 5,000-10,000

Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Tanzania, Turkmenistan, Tunisia, Oman,
USD Kazakhstan, Kuwait, Madagascar, Egypt, Nigeria, Yemen

5 Group Five — Below 5,000 USD

Azerbaijan, Ethiopia, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Burkina
Faso, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Djibouti, Chad, Céte d’Ivoire, Senegal, Sudan, Syria,
Somalia, Sierra Leone, Iraq, Palestine, Kyrgyzstan, Guinea, Libya, Malawi,

Mali, Morocco, Mauritania, Niger

Source: The Global Economy, employment in agriculture, Country Ranking, 2020; The World Bank, employment in agriculture, 2020

4.5. Agricultural Potential, Production, and
Imports in Islamic Countries

According to reports published by the World Bank
and its affiliated organizations, in terms of the total
area of arable land, only seven Islamic countries
possess more than 100,000 square kilometers of
cultivable land. Regarding the production of seven
major grains - including wheat, rice, maize, barley,
and millet - which serve as globally recognized
indicators of food security and are characterized by

their high nutritional value, only nine countries
among the Islamic nations demonstrate a relatively
favorable status in terms of production. Based on
available 2023 data, wheat import statistics have
been recorded for 25 Muslim countries. Among
these, Egypt, Indonesia, Turkey, Algeria, Morocco,
Nigeria, and Bangladesh are listed among the top
ten wheat-importing countries in the world,
collectively importing over 61 million tons of wheat
(see Table 11).

Table 11. Volume of Wheat Imports in Islamic Countries, 2023

No. Group

Islamic Countries

Group One — More
than 5 million tons

Egypt (12), Indonesia (11), Turkey (10), Algeria (8.7), Morocco (7.8), Nigeria (6), Bangladesh (5.8)

Group Two —
2 Between 2 and 5
million tons

Saudi Arabia (4.9), Iran (4), Yemen (4), Afghanistan (3.9), Uzbekistan (3.5), Pakistan (3), Iraq (3),
Sudan (2.6), Syria (2.3), Tunisia (2.3), Kazakhstan (2)

Group Three —
3 Between 1 and 2
million tons

Malaysia, United Arab Emirates, Azerbaijan, Libya, Jordan, Tanzania, Tajikistan

Group Four — Less

4 than 1 million ton

Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Turkmenistan, Oman, Kuwait, Madagascar, Ethiopia, Burkina
Faso, Djibouti, Chad, Céte d’Ivoire, Senegal, Somalia, Sierra Leone, Palestine, Kyrgyzstan, Guinea,
Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Brunei Darussalam, Lebanon, Bahrain, Qatar, Maldives

e The numbers in parentheses indicate each country’s wheat import volume (in million tons). Countries are

listed in order of their total import volume.

Source: World Grain.Com, The International Business Magazine for Grain, Flour and Feed, December 2024.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis of official international data in this
study indicates that Islamic countries are primarily
rural in structure, and secondarily characterized by
a predominantly young population. Processes such
as urbanization and demographic transition
(including aging) have, thus far, not significantly
altered these two major structural features — rural
settlement patterns and youthful population
composition. Moreover, although a rapid trend of
urbanization is evident across Islamic countries, the
rate of rural settlement remains relatively high.
However, this high rate of rurality has not translated
into enhanced agricultural productivity or improved
food security. In particular, in countries such as
Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Tajikistan,
Malawi, and Niger, where more than 70 percent of

111

the population resides in rural areas and is mostly
employed in the agricultural sector, there has been
little success in increasing agricultural output per
capita or improving GDP contributions from
agriculture. Similarly, in other countries such as
Uzbekistan, Bangladesh, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Pakistan, Tanzania, Chad, Sudan, Somalia, Sierra
Leone, Kyrgyzstan, Guinea, Madagascar, Maldives,
Mali, and Yemen, where more than 50 percent of
the population lives in rural regions and is engaged
in farming, the situation remains comparable. In
fact, in 21 Islamic countries where the rural
population still exceeds the urban population, the
indicators related to the share of agricultural
employment in GDP and other components
influencing food security remain weak. In contrast,
in countries such as Algeria, Iran, Brunei
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Darussalam, Turkey, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Oman,
Palestine, Libya, Malaysia, and Morocco, a rapid
urbanization trend has been observed, leading to a
sharp decline in rural population rates. The results
indicate that this trend has had distinct impacts on
rural economies and agricultural production
structures.

Overall, based on official data, it can be stated that
the most populous Islamic countries tend to have
rural-based structures, while the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) states are predominantly urban-
centered societies. Out of the total 1.984 billion
people living in Islamic countries (not the total
number of Muslims worldwide), approximately
1.011 billion people — or 51 percent — reside in
rural areas.

Furthermore, the findings reveal a significant
imbalance in settlement systems among Islamic
countries. Roughly 60 percent of the total rural
population of the Islamic world is concentrated in
six countries: Pakistan, Indonesia, Bangladesh,
Nigeria, Ethiopia, and Egypt. Conversely, in six
other countries — Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Djibouti,
Maldives, and Brunei Darussalam — the total rural
population does not exceed one million people. In
2019, sixteen countries recorded negative rural
population growth, whereas among the eighteen
Islamic countries with populations exceeding 30
million, the average rural population growth rate
was 1.6 percent, reflecting the persistence of rural
settlement patterns in these nations. Apart from
fourteen Islamic countries where the elderly
population exceeds 7 percent, the remaining,
particularly the eighteen most populous Islamic
countries, exhibit youth-dominant demographic
structures.

On the other hand, serious concerns can be raised
regarding the performance of agricultural
economies (or rural economies) and the share of
agriculture in GDP, which reflects the capacity for
agricultural production and food security. The study
demonstrates that among the nine countries where
agriculture accounts for more than 25 percent of
GDP, most are not economically strong either in
terms of agricultural productivity or per capita GDP,
highlighting weaknesses in both domestic economic
capacity and agricultural production systems. Even
in relatively stronger economies such as Pakistan
and Nigeria, or in large-population Islamic
countries like Indonesia, Egypt, Turkey, and Iran,
agricultural production capacity and food security

remain fragile. Undoubtedly, the scarcity of

environmental resources such as water and arable

soil, along with the fact that significant portions of
the Islamic world lie within the global arid and
semi-arid belt stretching from West Africa to

Central Asia, plays a critical role in the vulnerability

of these countries in achieving sustainable food

security.

Accordingly, in response to the first research

question, the following conclusions can be drawn:

o Islamic countries with a high share of employment
in agriculture generally lack efficiency in their
agricultural economies, and food security in
these countries is unstable.

e Islamic countries with a moderate agricultural
employment rate (10-30%), and relatively
efficient agricultural production and GDP
contribution, can be classified as having partial
or relative food security.

e Twenty-six Islamic countries with less than 5
percent arable land are effectively food-
insecure and depend on agricultural imports,
while twenty-seven Islamic countries with an
average value added per farmer below USD
5,000 face unstable or externally dependent
food security.

e In terms of arable land area, only seven Islamic
countries possess significant agricultural
potential to ensure food security, and in terms
of production of the seven major cereal crops,
only nine countries demonstrate a relatively
favorable status.

e Official data from 2023 show that at least 25
Muslim countries import wheat in large
quantities; among them, seven countries —
Egypt, Indonesia, Turkey, Algeria, Morocco,
Nigeria, and Bangladesh — rank among the
world’s top ten wheat importers, with a
combined import volume of approximately 61
million tons.

The global classification of food security, as defined

by international organizations, is based on 18

parameters (see Table 13). These indicators are

categorized into three main dimensions:

1. Legal—Political,

2. Agricultural-Economic/Household, and

3. Production—Nutritional.

According to these indicators, the food security

classification of 113 countries worldwide —

including 32 of the 51 Islamic countries examined
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in this study — was published in 2022 (the most
recent global ranking available).

Based on this data, Finland, Ireland, Norway,
France, and the Netherlands ranked first globally,
each scoring above 80. Among Islamic countries,
the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kazakhstan,
Oman, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, Turkey,
and Kuwait were placed among the top ten Islamic
nations, ranking between 23rd and 50th globally.
Following these, Morocco, Tunisia, Indonesia,

Azerbaijan, Algeria, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Mali,
Senegal, Burkina Faso, Tanzania, Malawi, Cote
d’Ivoire, Niger, and Guinea ranked 57th to 99th
globally.

At the lower end of the spectrum, Guinea, Ethiopia,
Chad, Sudan, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Yemen, and
Syria were among the lowest-ranked Islamic
countries, positioned between 100th and 113th
globally (Source: Wikipedia.org, 2022).

Table 12. Key Components Influencing the Global Food Security Ranking of Countries

No. Category Indicators
. Food safety, administrative corruption, political stability risk, urban absorption capacity, proportion
1 Legal—Political . . .
of population below the global poverty line, food security program network
Acricultural Share of food expenditure in household spending, import tariffs on agricultural products,
2 g agricultural production volatility, per capita GDP, farmers’ access to financial resources,

Economy—Household

agricultural R&D expenditures

3 Production—Nutritional

Agricultural infrastructure, nutritional standards, dietary diversity, protein quality, food loss,

adequacy of food supply

Source: Wikipedia.org/Global Food Security Index, 2022.

Previous domestic and international studies have
typically classified food security levels of countries
or regions based on the general parameters provided
by international organizations. However, the
present study focuses on a new combined
framework of indicators for food security
classification. In response to the second research
question, a critical assessment of the conventional
classification emerges. Although the global
classification system is based on 18 indicators, it
overlooks fundamental contextual variables such as
countries’ natural characteristics, rural settlement
patterns,  agricultural  capacity, agricultural
production indices, and the volume of agricultural

food imports. These omissions create significant
limitations in the accuracy of global food security
assessments.

Therefore, the present study emphasizes that
indicators directly affecting food production and
food imports — including arable land, water
resources, per capita agricultural production, the
share of the agricultural sector in GDP, average
agricultural productivity, and the capacity of
governments to import and provide food — should
be incorporated into a composite index of food
security. Based on this composite approach, the
Islamic countries are classified into four distinct groups
according to per capita cereal production and import capacity.

Table 13. Classification of Islamic Countries Based on Composite Food Security Indicators (Per Capita Cereal
Production and Imports)

Per Capita Number | Approximate
. . Cereal .
No. Group Islamic Countries . of Population
Production . i
Countries (million)
(kg/person)
Group I — Moderate . . . .
1 . Uzbekistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mali Over 400 kg 3 55
Food Security
Group II - Weak .. .
2 Food Security Azerbaijan, Turkey, Guinea 300400 kg 3 108
Group III — Very Albania, Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Iran,
3 Weak Food Burkina Faso, Tanzania, Turkmenistan, Syria, 200-300 kg 12 745
Security Senegal, Kyrgyzstan, Niger
Jordan, Afghanistan, Algeria, United Arab Emirates,
Indonesia, Bahrain, Brunei Darussalam, Tajikistan, Tunisia,
4 Group IV — Food Djibouti, Chad, Céte d’Ivoire, Sudan, Somalia, Sierra Leone, | Less than 200 33 1.078
Insecure Irag, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Palestine, Kazakhstan, Qatar, kg ’
Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Madagascar, Malawi, Maldives,
Malaysia, Morocco, Egypt, Mauritania, Nigeria, Yemen
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