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Rural tourism serves as a cornerstone of sustainable develepment,playing a pivotal
role in the socioeconomic revitalization of rural*areasyFahraj vidage, endowed with
unique natural, historical, and cultural attractions, passesses significant potential for
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Er?tryz\g;gnzurship tourism development. However, effectively leveragingithese assets requires a clear
Promotion, ’ understanding of the key factors driving entrepreneuri@l opportunity development.
Marketing, This study aims to analyze the factors affecting the development of entrepreneurial
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Tourism, Fahraj
Village.
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opportunities in rural tourism, using Fahraj, village as a case study. This study is
applied in terms of purpose and descriptive-survey in terms of data collection. The
statistical population included 73 tourism, industry activists and experts from Fahraj
village, who were selected via purposive sampling. The data collection tool was a
fuzzy-based mutual influencetmatrix questionnaire. Data were analyzed using
Fuzzy Cognitive Mappinggand Social Network Analysis techniques in FCMapper
and UCINET®6 software. Finding§ identified three key and influential factors among

‘;0”“: the 15 examined: servicas of trained local guides, agriculture experience-based
' tours, and the'display ofdecal customs and traditions. Scenario simulations revealed
Accepted: that these factors play a pivotal role in the dynamics of the entire system, and
? focusing on them can directly transform the village's tourism marketing by
pp. ?-? enriching, the tourist experience and strengthening word-of-mouth marketing. It is
recommended that policymakers and local stakeholders prioritize the development
of these' three key factors in their investment decisions and marketing plans.
Launchmg specialized training courses for local guides and designing/promoting
agrichltural experience-based tours can be considered as initial operational steps
towards effective entrepreneurship and tourism marketing development in Fahraj

village.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rural tourism has emerged as a pivotal
instrument for sustainable development,
capable of driving economic prosperity and
social vitality in rural communities. It
transcends mere economic activity by
fostering constructive host-guest interactions,
environmental ~ preservation, and  the
revitalization of cultural heritage. Fahraj
village, endowed with wunique natural,
historical, and cultural attractions, possesses
significant potential to become a prominent
tourist destination. However, effectively
leveraging these inherent capacities hinges on
identifying and developing entrepreneurial
opportunities that can strategically market
these attractions through innovative strategies.
Entrepreneurship in this context serves not
only as a vehicle for job creation and income
generation but also, by providing authentic
and unique experiences, can substantially
increase the village's share in the competitive
tourism industry. Despite this potential, many
Iranian villages, including Fahraj, have

struggled to optimally leverage their assets,’

primarily due to a lack of entrepreneurial
vision and effective marketing systems. This
study, therefore, aims to systematically
identify and  prioritize  entrepreneurial
opportunities specifically for advancing the
marketing of rural tourism in Fahraj village,
providing a model to translate latent potential
into tangible socio-economic benefits.

Methodology

This applied research employed a descriptive-
survey method within a mixed-methods
framework, executed in four sequential
phases. The initial phase involved a
comprehensive literature review to extract a
preliminary  conceptual  framework  of
entrepreneurial opportunities relevant to rural
tourism marketing, identifying 18 initial
factors. A panel of 10 experts in tourism and
rural entrepreneurship, selected via purposive
sampling, was interviewed, refining the list to
15 final factors through a validation process.
The second phase involved qualitative
modeling with a statistical population of 73

tourism industry activists from Fahraj village.
Experts completed a fuzzy-based mutual
influence matrix questionnaire, rating causal
relationships between the 15 factors on a scale
from -1 to +1. Individual Fuzzy Cognitive
Maps (FCM) were developed for each expert
using FCMapper software. Social Network
Analysis  (SNA) techniques and non-
parametric tests (Spearman correlation,
Kruskal-Wallis, and Mann-Whitney U)
confirmed no significant differences between
the experts' cognitive maps based on
demographic variables, allowing for their
legitimate integration. The third phase
involved constructing an aggregate FCM
model using the defuzzified matrix from
FCMapper and visualizing the final model
with UCINET6 software. The fourth phase
calculated the degree of influence,
dependence, and centrality of each factor
within the network, followed by scenario
simulations in FCMapper to test the impact of
altering key variables on the entire system.

Results

Analysis of the aggregate FCM model,
comprising 15 factors and 210 connections,
revealed the relative importance and systemic
role of each entrepreneurial opportunity. The
three most central factors, determined by the
sum of their influence and dependence, were:
1. Services of trained local guides (Centrality:
20.8)

2. Agriculture
(Centrality: 19.6)
3. Display of local customs and traditions
(Centrality: 18.8)

Other factors, such as homestays/ecolodges,
local handicraft stores, and specialized
reservation  platforms, held  mid-level
centrality. In contrast, factors like digital
tourism startups and handicraft training for
tourists ranked the lowest (13th and 14th,
respectively), indicating their perceived lesser
direct impact within Fahraj's current
contextual network. Scenario simulations
underscored the systemic interdependence.
Activating "trained local guides” while
deactivating "agricultural tours" and "display

experience-based tours
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of customs" resulted in negative performance
across all other factors. Conversely, activating
the latter two while deactivating "trained local
guides” also led to an overall negative
outcome. This confirms that the highest-
centrality factors are critical drivers within the
network, and neglecting them adversely
affects the entire ecosystem.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study successfully identified and
modeled the key entrepreneurial opportunities
for marketing rural tourism in Fahraj. The
high centrality of "trained local guides,”
"agricultural experience-based tours,” and
"display of customs and traditions™ highlights
that the core marketing strategy must be built
on authenticity, experiential learning, and
cultural immersion. These factors act as
primary nodes that influence and enhance the
value of all other services. The lower ranking
of digital factors reflects current limitations in
digital infrastructure and literacy rather than
their inherent unimportance, suggesting a
need for foundational capacity building before
technological solutions can be fully effective.
The main limitations include the single case

study focus, which limits generalizability, and’

the relatively small expert sample for
qualitative modeling. The novelty of this
research lies in its integrated methodological
approach, combining Fuzzy Cognitive
Mapping (FCM) and Social Network Analysis
(SNA) to create a dynamic, systems-oriented
model that captures complex causal
relationships and enables predictive scenario
analysis, offering a significant advancement
over static factor listings common in rural
tourism studies.
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