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Article Info Abstract

Rural tourism is widely recognized as one of the most effective strategies for promoting
economic development, contributing significantly to employment generation, income growth,
and value creation in local communities. Despite the rich natural, cultural, and economic
resources of the rural areas in western Mazandaran, the absence of a value chain—based
management approach has limited the efficient utilization of these capacities. Therefore, this
study aimed to analyze the rural tourism value chain and examine its effects on the economic
development of rural areas in western Mazandaran, Iran. This research is applied in terms of
purpose and adopts a descriptive-survey design with an analytical approach. The statistical
population consisted of tourists, tourism stakeholders, and local entrepreneurs, from which a
sample of 384 respondents was selected using Cochran’s formula. Data were collected through
a researcher-developed questionnaire and analyzed using the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin (KMO)
measure, Bartlett’s test of sphericity, exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, Pearson’s
correlation coefficient, and multiple regression analysis. The findings revealed that six key
dimensions of the rural tourism value chain—destination marketing and branding, infrastructure
and accessibility, accommodation and hospitality services, local products and handicrafts,
community participation, and institutional support—collectively explained 74.4% of the total
variance. Furthermore, all value chain dimensions had positive and statistically significant
effects on the economic development of rural areas. Among these dimensions, local products
and handicrafts exerted the strongest influence on regional economic development, with a
standardized beta coefficient of 0.35. Based on Porter’s Value Chain Model, strengthening the
integration between primary and support activities, improving infrastructure, enhancing tourism
services, promoting destination marketing, and supporting local production can substantially
increase value added, generate sustainable employment, and foster the economic development
of rural communities in western Mazandaran, Iran.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Over the past few decades, rural tourism has
emerged as one of the most effective strategies
for promoting economic development and
diversifying the livelihoods of rural
communities. Despite the abundance of
valuable natural, cultural, historical, and
productive resources across many rural regions
of Iran, these areas continue to capture only a
limited share of the economic benefits
generated by tourism. One of the primary
reasons for this shortcoming is the lack of a
systemic approach to value creation in tourism,
with development efforts often focusing solely
on infrastructure expansion or increasing
tourist arrivals. In this context, the rural
tourism value chain approach, derived from
Porter’s Value Chain Model, provides a
comprehensive framework for analyzing the
relationships among the primary and support
activities of tourism and understanding how
local resources can be transformed into
sustainable  economic  value.  Western
Mazandaran, endowed with outstanding
natural attractions, designated tourism
villages, rich  handicrafts, indigenous
agricultural products, and a distinctive local
culture, represents one of Iran’s leading rural
tourism destinations. However, the absence of
effective integration among the components of
the tourism value chain has prevented a
substantial share of tourism-generated
economic benefits from reaching local
communities. Accordingly, this study aims to
analyze the role of the rural tourism value
chain in the economic development of rural
areas in western Mazandaran and to examine
the contribution of each value chain
component to regional economic development.
The findings are expected to provide practical
insights for enhancing destination
competitiveness and promoting sustainable
rural economic development.

Methodology

This study is applied in terms of its objective
and employs a descriptive—analytical survey
design. The statistical population comprised
households residing in  tourism-oriented
villages in western Mazandaran Province, Iran.
A sample of 384 respondents was determined

using Cochran’s formula and selected through
simple random sampling. Data were collected
using a researcher-developed questionnaire
designed based on the relevant literature and
previous studies. The questionnaire measured
six dimensions of the rural tourism value
chain: destination marketing and branding,
infrastructure and accessibility,
accommodation and hospitality services, local
products, community participation, and
institutional support and investment. The
content validity of the instrument was
confirmed by experts in tourism and rural
planning, while its reliability was assessed
using Cronbach’s alpha, yielding satisfactory
results. Data analysis was conducted using
both descriptive and inferential statistical
techniques in SPSS, including Pearson’s
correlation analysis, multiple regression
analysis, and analysis of variance (ANOVA).
In addition, the findings were interpreted
within the framework of Porter’s Value Chain
Model, which classifies tourism activities into
primary and support activities to explain the
process of economic value creation in rural
tourism.

Results and discussion

The findings revealed that all dimensions of
the rural tourism value chain have positive and
statistically significant relationships with the
economic development of rural areas in
western Mazandaran. Pearson’s correlation
analysis indicated that local products exhibited
the strongest association with economic
development (r = 0.72), followed by
accommodation and hospitality services (r =
0.64), community participation (r = 0.61),
destination marketing and branding (r = 0.58),
infrastructure and accessibility (r = 0.55), and
institutional support and investment (r = 0.49).
Multiple  regression  analysis  further
demonstrated that the value chain dimensions
collectively explained 64.2% of the variance in
rural economic development (RZ2 = 0.642),
indicating a substantial explanatory power and
a well-fitting model. Moreover, the analysis of
variance (ANOVA) confirmed the overall
statistical significance of the regression model
(P < 0.001), demonstrating that the combined
effects of the rural tourism value chain
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dimensions make a significant contribution to
the economic development of the study area.

The standardized regression coefficients
indicated that local products exerted the
strongest influence on rural economic
development, with a standardized beta
coefficient of B = 0.35. This finding
underscores the pivotal role of handicrafts,
agricultural products, traditional foods, and
local souvenirs in generating value added,
creating employment opportunities, and
increasing household income in rural
communities. The remaining dimensions
ranked in descending order of influence were
accommodation and hospitality services (p =
0.28), community participation (B = 0.22),
destination marketing and branding (f = 0.21),
infrastructure and accessibility (f = 0.19), and
institutional support and investment (f = 0.14).
Interpreted through the lens of Porter’s Value
Chain Model, the findings suggest that
destination = marketing and  adequate
infrastructure constitute the initial stages of the
tourism value chain by facilitating tourist
arrivals. Subsequently, high-quality
accommodation and hospitality services
encourage longer stays and greater visitor
expenditure, while the provision of local
products and handicrafts generates the highest
level of economic value added for rural
households. Furthermore, community
participation and institutional support, as key
support activities within the wvalue chain,
enhance service quality, stimulate investment,
and strengthen the overall competitiveness of
rural tourism destinations.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the
economic development of rural areas in
western Mazandaran depends less on the mere
existence of natural attractions and more on the
quality of management and the coherence of
the rural tourism value chain. In other words,
economic value in rural tourism is created
when marketing, infrastructure, tourism
services, local  products, community
participation, and institutional support are
integrated through coordinated and efficient
linkages. The results suggest that prioritizing
the development and commercialization of
local products, improving the quality of

accommaodation services, enhancing
community  participation,  strengthening
destination marketing and branding systems,
and upgrading tourism infrastructure can
substantially increase the share of local
communities in the economic benefits
generated by tourism. Although institutional
support and investment exhibited the smallest
effect size among the studied dimensions, their
facilitating role in strengthening the other links
of the wvalue chain remains undeniable.
Therefore, it is recommended that
policymakers and tourism managers adopt an
integrated value chain management approach
by expanding markets for indigenous products,
empowering local communities, supporting
rural entrepreneurship, increasing investment
in tourism infrastructure, and promoting
collaboration among the public sector, private
sector, and local communities. Such measures
can contribute to sustainable economic
development, employment generation,
reduction of regional inequalities, and
enhancement of the competitiveness of rural
tourism in western Mazandaran. Moreover,
this approach may serve as an effective model
for other rural regions of the country that
possess similar tourism potentials.
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