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and visitors while utilizing existing rural resources. In addition to strengthening local
economies, it contributes to the preservation of agricultural land against pressures arising
from large-scale retail expansion and global food supply chains. Given the growing
importance of this sector, the present study investigates the factors influencing
agritourism development in the rural areas of the Central District of Ardabil County, Iran.
Methods: This applied research adopted a descriptive—analytical approach. Data were
collected through both documentary and field-based methods. The statistical population
consisted of household heads engaged in agricultural land utilization. Based on Cochran’s
formula, a sample of 380 respondents was selected through simple random sampling.
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) using the Partial Least Squares (PLS-SEM)
approach was employed to analyze the data.

Results: A total of 67 indicators were initially examined, of which seven were excluded
due to insufficient factor loadings. The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory
validity and reliability. The structural model confirmed significant relationships between
agritourism development and its determining factors. The highest factor loadings were
associated with organizing cultural and recreational festivals, improving street lighting,
and promoting crop diversification and agricultural product branding. Furthermore, the
highest t-value (43.961) was observed for the relationship between agritourism
development and socio-cultural factors, indicating the dominant role of this dimension in
fostering agritourism development.

Conclusions: The development of agritourism in the Central District of Ardabil requires
effective integration of managerial, policy, and legal dimensions. Agritourism can
stimulate comprehensive socio-economic and cultural development, thereby contributing
to sustainable rural development. Strengthening agritourism initiatives can enhance
employment opportunities, improve household incomes, reduce rural outmigration, and
increase the value-added potential of agricultural products and rural handicrafts.
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Introduction

The Central District of Ardabil County is recognized as one of Iran’s leading agricultural
regions, producing a wide range of agricultural commaodities, including potatoes, lentils, honey,
canola, sugar beet, and several other products. These agricultural capacities provide substantial
opportunities for the development of agritourism within the region.

Agritourism not only offers a platform for introducing agricultural culture, local products, and
rural lifestyles to visitors, but also strengthens the linkages between agriculture and tourism.
Nevertheless, many rural areas of Ardabil continue to face significant challenges, including
poverty, inequality, rural outmigration, agricultural land sales, land-use change, and uneven
patterns of tourism development. In many cases, conventional forms of tourism have generated
spatial and economic imbalances rather than sustainable local development.

Given these circumstances, agritourism has emerged as a promising strategy for addressing
rural development challenges while promoting sustainable economic diversification.
Accordingly, this study seeks to identify and analyze the factors influencing agritourism
development from the perspective of farmers residing in the rural areas of the Central District
of Ardabil County.

Methods

This study employed a quantitative, applied, and descriptive—analytical research design. The
statistical population consisted of agricultural landholders residing in 30 villages with
populations exceeding 50 inhabitants within the Central District of Ardabil County.

Using Cochran’s sampling formula, a sample size of 380 respondents was determined. The
distribution of questionnaires among villages was proportional to their population size, and
respondents were selected through simple random sampling.

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire comprising 67 indicators grouped into six
major dimensions. Data analysis was conducted using SmartPLS software and the Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) approach.

The measurement model was evaluated using factor loadings and convergent validity
indicators, including the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The structural model was
assessed through path coefficients, t-statistics, predictive relevance (Q?), Composite Reliability
(CR), and Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients.

Results

The analysis revealed that seven of the initial 67 indicators exhibited factor loadings below the
acceptable threshold of 0.40 and were therefore excluded from the final model.

Among the retained indicators, the highest factor loadings were associated with:

- Crop diversification and agricultural product branding;- Training and development of skilled
human resources;- Improvement of rural street lighting;- Organization of cultural and
recreational festivals;- Establishment of local marketplaces for agricultural products;-
Willingness to invest in agritourism activities.

The validity and reliability assessments confirmed the robustness of the measurement model.
The AVE values for all constructs exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.50, indicating
satisfactory convergent validity. The managerial-policy dimension achieved the highest AVE
value (0.584).

Similarly, Composite Reliability values were satisfactory across all dimensions, with the
managerial-policy dimension recording the highest value (CR = 0.871). Cronbach’s Alpha
coefficients for all dimensions exceeded 0.70, demonstrating strong internal consistency and
reliability.
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The structural model results showed that all path coefficients were statistically significant. The
strongest path coefficient (B = 0.798) was observed between socio-cultural factors and
agritourism development, highlighting the critical role of social and cultural conditions in
facilitating agritourism growth.

Model fit assessment using t-statistics revealed that all latent and observed variables exceeded
the critical value of 1.96. The highest t-value (43.961) corresponded to the relationship between
socio-cultural factors and agritourism development. Moreover, the significance levels of all
structural paths were below 0.05.

The predictive relevance (Q2) values for all dimensions exceeded the recommended thresholds,
indicating moderate to strong predictive capability. Among the examined dimensions, the
economic factor exhibited the strongest predictive power.

The findings suggest that economic development plays a central role in agritourism expansion
by stimulating investment, strengthening infrastructure, increasing direct sales of agricultural
products, and creating specialized rural markets. Consequently, establishing favorable
economic and institutional conditions is essential for transforming agritourism into a
sustainable driver of rural growth.

Conclusion

The results demonstrate that agritourism development in the Central District of Ardabil requires
effective coordination among managerial, policy, and legal frameworks. Agritourism has the
potential to generate comprehensive economic, social, and cultural benefits that ultimately
contribute to sustainable regional development.

All dimensions examined in this study exert significant influences on agritourism development
and collectively contribute to tourism growth in rural areas. These effects include job creation,
income enhancement, reduction of rural outmigration, increased productivity of agricultural
products, and promotion of rural handicrafts.

Given these benefits, agritourism should be considered a strategic priority within the provincial
tourism master plan. Identifying and strengthening the factors influencing agritourism
development at the county level can significantly contribute to achieving sustainable
development objectives. Realizing this potential requires close collaboration among
governmental agencies, local authorities, tourism stakeholders, and rural communities.
Overall, agritourism represents an effective pathway toward sustainable rural transformation by
integrating agricultural production, tourism services, local culture, and community participation
within a comprehensive rural development framework.

Keywords: Sustainable Development, Ardabil County, Agritourism, Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM).
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