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Abstract
Community-Based Tourism (CBT) can help improve the economic

and social conditions of local communities, but there are various
obstacles. This research aims to identify and analyze the obstacles to
local community participation in the development of CBT in rural
areas. This investigation has been conducted in nine villages in the
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Sarvabad and Marivan Counties of Kurdistan Province, Iran, which
are recognized for their significant tourism potential. A total of 40
participants were selected using the theoretical saturation criterion,
and semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather in-depth
insights. Data coding ultimately segmented the identified barriers into
nine categories, including: (1) the exogenous management of rural
tourism projects coupled with limited villager involvement; (2) the
absence of a monitoring system and the inadequate transmission of
management information and supporting evidence to decision-
makers; (3) perceived cultural disparities alongside associated
negative impacts; and (4) fragile internal organizational structures
within the villages. By identifying the aforementioned barriers, this
research can help policymakers and researchers make better decisions
for the development of CBT in rural areas.

1. Introduction

Community-based tourism (CBT), a new and influential approach in
the tourism industry, emphasizes the involvement of local
communities and the conservation of natural and cultural resources,
and dates back to the 1960s and 1970s. CBT can be simply defined as
a type of tourism managed and owned by, and for, the local
community. Participation of local residents in the development of
rural CBT involves active interaction and cooperation in the planning,
management, implementation, and evaluation of tourism projects.
This participation should encompass all villagers, including farmers,
the poor, women, youth, and even the elderly. Each of these groups
can contribute to tourism development by providing their
perspectives, skills, and resources. This approach improves social
cohesion and livelihoods and creates diverse job opportunities for all
residents.
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Research Question

Empirical investigations of community-based rural tourism in Iran
remain sparse. Existing research has predominantly addressed the
topic in broad terms, often neglecting a comprehensive analysis of the
specific barriers and challenges confronting rural CBT initiatives.
Nevertheless, given the considerable potential of the country's rural
regions, conducting applied studies in this domain could significantly
contribute to their sustainable development. Against this backdrop,
the present study explores the obstacles hindering the advancement of
CBT in the rural areas of Marivan and Sarvabad counties and
identifies potential solutions to overcome these challenges.

2. Literature Review

The barriers to community-based tourism encompass a range of
structural and socio-economic challenges. These include the absence
of local community ownership, the lack of grassroots institutions and
effective local leadership, and disparities in benefit distribution.
Additionally, weaknesses in support programs and policies aimed at
pro-poor tourism, low participation rates, inadequate management
skills and infrastructure, and internal community conflicts further
hinder development. Limited understanding of tourism market
demands and the inability to compete in global markets also pose
significant obstacles (Khosravi & Rezvani, 2021; Mofforth & Mant,
2009; Rahimi & Mohammadi, 2023; Tasci, Croes, & Villanueva,
2023; Varmazyari et al., 2023).

3. Methodology

This research employs a grounded theory strategy, drawing on
interviews conducted with 40 rural residents, tourism practitioners,
and local officials. From the full set of open codes, 14 broader
conceptual categories were identified as core codes.



2026 | No. 72 | Vol. 20 | Tourism Management Studies | 88

4. Results

Among these, five core codes characterize the current state of tourism
in the region, while the remaining nine delineate the primary
challenges and impediments to CBT development. The villages
examined in this study encounter several barriers, including limited
local participation, inequitable resource distribution, cultural
transformations, and environmental degradation. Based on the
analysis of interviews, obstacles to the active participation of local
communities in rural tourism development and fair benefit from it
include: (1) the exogenous management of rural tourism projects
coupled with limited villager involvement; (2) the absence of a
monitoring system and the inadequate transmission of management
information and supporting evidence to decision-makers; (3)
perceived cultural disparities alongside associated negative impacts;
(4) insufficient interaction between villagers and governmental
representatives; (5) suboptimal coordination among executive
agencies; (6) inadequate training and limited exposure of villagers to
successful project models; (7) underdeveloped infrastructure and
public services; (8) constrained financial resources of villagers
compounded by a lack of supportive regulations; and (9) fragile
internal organizational structures within the villages.

The absence of grassroots institutions, weak interpersonal trust, and a
lack of shared objectives result in the underutilization of existing
human capacities. Without established local structures, even when
external opportunities arise, the capacity for social mobilization to
capitalize on these opportunities remains constrained. A significant
number of interviewees highlighted the lack of organized grassroots
entities capable of effectively managing and mobilizing local
resources. In this regard, a 37-year-old woman with a degree in social
sciences remarked, “If we had a strong grassroots association, we
could do something for tourism, but unfortunately, we don’t.”
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The findings indicate that exogenous management of rural tourism
projects serves as a fundamental driver of the reinforcement of
existing challenges. This externally driven management model has
amplified a range of interconnected issues by fostering distrust and
passivity among local residents. A significant consequence of such a
management model is the villagers’ sense of alienation from
externally driven projects, coupled with apprehensions regarding
cultural negative impacts. Not only has this approach resulted in
inefficient decision-making, but it has also widened the cultural divide
between the host community and tourists. By marginalizing the local
community in decision-making processes, exogenous management
has eroded indigenous capacities for self-reliant internal organization
in villages. Furthermore, the findings reveal that villagers perceive
engagement in tourism-related ventures as requiring substantial
financial investments—such as the construction of high-end
accommodations—effectively restricting their perceived behavioral
control and ability to directly engage in tourism initiatives and
equitably benefit from the associated economic opportunities.

By employing a qualitative approach, this study has systematically
identified, for the first time, a comprehensive set of nine structural and
psychological barriers that, through their interactions, constrain
villagers' active participation and direct economic benefits in tourism
initiatives. Serving as a model for future research, this study
demonstrates that integrating in-depth qualitative methodologies with
systematic analysis enhances the understanding of the multifaceted
challenges inherent in rural tourism development. Transitioning
towards a CBT model requires three foundational strategies: (1)
strengthening grassroots institutions to function as both the executive
and oversight body for tourism projects; (2) establishing participatory
frameworks to incorporate local stakeholder perspectives at every
stage of planning; and (3) implementing comprehensive training
programs for both government officials and village residents.
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Accordingly, this study presents nine policy recommendations to
foster the development of CBT in rural areas.

Keywords: Local Community, Involvement, Community-Based
Tourism, Rural Areas, Exogenous Development.
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