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In recent years, urban fatigue and the growing desire for nature-based experiences
have led to an increase in short-term stays by city residents in tourist-oriented rural
areas. This trend, driven by the expansion of eco-lodges, has produced diverse
structural and functional impacts on destination settlements, some evident through
spatial transformations and others shaping future development trajectories. This
study adopts a macro-level approach to examine the effects of rural ecotourism on
spatial transformation and restructuring in rural destination settlements in South
Khorasan Province, aiming to provide a logical foundation for smart planning. The
research is applied in purpose and descriptive—analytical in method. The statistical
population included 24 eco-lodges with over five years of operation in 12 selected
villages, surveyed through a complete census at the settlement level. At the
household level, 203 households were randomly selected using Cochran’s formula,
and quantitative data were analyzed using inferential statistical tests in SPSS.
Findings reveal that eco-lodges and rural ecotourists, as key components of
sustainable tourism, have significantly contributed to the physical, economic, and
social transformation of destination villages. Physically, authentic architectural
preservation, beautification of public and historic spaces, and improvements to
access routes were most evident. Economically, outcomes included the growth of
tourism-related businesses, increased participation of women in home-based
activities, and diversified income sources. Social impacts encompassed
strengthened place identity, renewed appreciation of cultural and natural values,
revitalization of local traditions, and enhanced collective participation. Overall, the
institutionalization of ecotourism emerges as a critical driver of multidimensional
spatial transformations and a prescriptive strategy for rural revitalization and spatial
development planning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Eco-lodges, as emerging actors within the
spatial system of rural settlements, play a
multidimensional role in shaping spatial
transformations through the simultaneous
interaction of economic, environmental,
social, and physical dimensions of space. By
generating employment opportunities,
increasing local incomes, and attracting new
capital  flows, eco-lodges  contribute
significantly to the economic restructuring of
rural areas. For example, the Punta Islita eco-
lodge demonstrates that economic growth
driven by ecotourism can also yield positive
social and cultural outcomes (Almeyda et al.,
2010). Furthurmore, the growing presence of
tourists and the intensification of their local
expenditures strengthen economic cycles and
enhance the spatial dynamism of rural regions
(Martins & Correia, 2024).

Iran possesses considerable potential for the
development of eco-lodges, owing to its vast
territory and pronounced climatic and
geographical diversity. The coexistence of
rich natural environments and remarkable
cultural diversity across this extensive
landscape has significantly enhanced its
appeal to tourists, ivdicating a wide variety of
eco-lodge experiences throughout the country.
Despite facing environmental constraints on
growth and development, South Khorasan
Province benefits from diverse natural
tourism assets and substantial capacity for
rural eco-lodges. Over the past decade, 48
eco-lodges have been established in tourist-
oriented villages, with the counties of Tabas,
Ferdows, Boshruyeh, and Sarayan hosting a
higher number than other parts of the
province.

Given that tourism and eco-lodges directly
affect host communities, it is essential to
examine their effects and assess the extent to
which they have contributed to improving the
economic and social conditions of tourist-
oriented villages, as well as the level of
satisfaction among rural residents.
Accordingly, this article aims to analyze the
role of these tourist-oriented accommodation
units in driving change and transformation in
rural settlements across South Khorasan

Province. The central question addressed is
the extent to which the establishment and
expansion of eco-lodges in rural villages have
generated positive transformations in the
physical, economic, and social dimensions of
eco-lodge host villages.

Methodology

This research is applied in nature and adopts a
descriptive—analytical methodology.
Regarding data collection, it is classified as
field-based  research.  The  statistical
population consists of residents of rural
settlements hosting eco-lodges in South
Khorasan Province. from a total of 48
eco-lodges, 24 located in 12 villages with
more than five years of continuous operation
were selected for the study. Based on a total
of 1,849 households in the target villages, the
sample size was calculated as 203 households
using Cochran’s formula. Subsequently, the
number of questionnaires distributed in each
village ~was determined proportionally
according to the share and size of households.
Data were collected using a
researcher-designed questionnaire comprising
three sections: physical, economic, and social
indicators. The reliability of the questionnaire
was assessed wusing Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient, which yielded a high value of
0.913, indicating strong internal consistency.
Data analysis was conducted using SPSS
software. Inferential statistical techniques,
including the one-sample t-test and the
binomial test, were employed to examine the
research ~ hypotheses.  The  analytical
framework of the study is structured around
three dimensions-physical, economic, and
socio-cultural-used  to  assess  spatial
transformations in  rural areas. These
indicators were derived from theoretical
foundations and previous empirical studies;
however, due to page limitations, their
detailed description is presented in the Results
section rather than in this part of the paper.

Results

Eco-lodges have generated moderate to high
and relatively consistent physical, economic,
and socio-cultural impacts in the rural villages
of South Khorasan Province. Physically, they
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have enhanced rural aesthetics and spatial
legibility, particularly through improved
tourism signage (mean = 3.75). Economically,
eco-lodges have stimulated small-scale and
seasonal businesses, local employment, and
asset values, with seasonal activities showing
the strongest and most stable effects (mean =
3.58). Socio-culturally, eco-lodges have acted
as identity-building catalysts, fostering
cultural revitalization and a shared perception
of positive social change. Low coefficients of
variation across all dimensions confirm a
strong consensus among residents regarding
the transformative role of eco-lodges in rural
development.

Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis of the findings indicates that
eco-lodges have had their most significant
impact on the physical dimension of rural
settlements. Improvements such as tourist
signage, landscape beautification, the
restoration of public spaces, and a return to
indigenous architectural styles reflect a
renewed focuse on spatial order, aesthetics,
and rural identity. Noticeable effects are also
evident in the economic dimension, including
the revitalization of handicrafts and women’s
seasonal businesses, as well as increases in
land values and local production, all of which
signal renewed dynamism in the rural
microeconomy.

The most profound outcomes, however, are
observed in the socio-cultural sphere. The
revival of local rituals and traditions,
enhanced self-confidence and collective
participation, strengthened aesthetic
sensibilities, and the development of
hospitality ~ skills  represent  significant
transformations in social relations and cultural
capital within local communities. This
endogenous pattern of change, consistent with
similar findings reported by Moudoudi
Arkhoudi (2021), Ghadiri Masoum (2020),
Enabestani (2018), and Hejazi (2018),
confirms the capacity of ecotourism to foster
social and cultural regeneration in Iranian
rural areas.

Overall, the results demonstrate that eco-
lodges serve far beyond accommodation
facilities; they act as catalysts for rural
regeneration by creating employment,

enhancing environmental sustainability, and
helping to the reduce out -migration. Through
local participation, environmental
compatibility, and respect for cultural
heritage, eco-lodges have evolved into
platforms for sustainable rural development.
Consequently, their integration into settlement
systems should be considered a strategic
component of spatial planning and rural
development policies, capable of driving
long-term  structural and  functional
transformations in rural areas.
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