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Abstract

This study aims to id?ﬁtify and explain the executive stages of rural
tourism marketing §in Iran. Given the importance of tourism
development as a tool for improving the economic and social conditions
of rural areas, this research seeks to provide a practical framework for
enhancing the marketing process. The research is applied in terms of
purpose and uses a mixed qualitative-quantitative approach with an
exploratory method.

In the first phase, 25 semi-structured interviews with tourism experts
were conducted through purposive sampling. The data from these
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interviews were analyzed using qualitative content analysis and the
MaxQDA software, at two levels: open and axial coding. In the second
phase, the fuzzy Delphi method was employed to reach a consensus
among the experts and to increase the accuracy of the findings. Ten
selected experts participated in the fuzzy Delphi panel and provided
their opinions using a closed-ended questionnaire. The data analysis
was conducted using fuzzy triangular numbers and defuzzification
techniques.

The results showed that the executive stages of rural tourism marketing
were categorized into 44 sub-codes and 10 main categories. The long-
term vision and objectives, followed by researeh and development,
have been identified as the fundamental and foundational pillars of the
model, upon which the other stages are built. Accordingly, effective
planning in the field of rural tourism marketing must begin with these
two stages to provide the necessary basis for a purposeful and efficient
direction of subsequent actions.

These findings underline the necessity of“adopting/a structured and
phased approach for developing rural tobkism™» marketing and
strengthening interaction ‘among stakehelders.

Keywords: Rural teurism marketing, tourism planning, qualitative
content analysis, developmentyfuzzy Delphi

Introdudtion N\
N\

Rural tourism plays a pivotal role in ensuring economic stability and
addressing demograph{gchallenges in rural areas. In the context of Iran,
rural tourism has ‘the ‘potential to mitigate several significant issues,
including economi@y, decline, depopulation, and infrastructure
deficiencies. Despite possessing a rich cultural heritage and natural
beauty, rural regions in Iran face challenges in attracting tourists. These
challenges are primarily due to a lack of strategic marketing that caters
to the unique characteristics of rural areas. Effective marketing
strategies for rural tourism can significantly contribute to local
economic growth, job creation, and the improvement of living
standards.

However, there is a significant gap in strategic planning and marketing
efforts within Iran's rural tourism sector. This study aims to identify and
define the key stages of implementing rural tourism marketing



¥ 08 5 Ush osins 5 (S5 55 66 ki 5 93 31 i) p 33 3 3l ookt 55 S31 5l b

strategies in Iran. By identifying these stages, this research seeks to
offer a clear and practical framework that could enhance the
effectiveness of marketing initiatives and contribute to the sustainable
development of rural tourism in Iran.

Literature Review

Rural tourism is a key tool for improving the economic conditions of
rural areas and provides a sustainable solutign to local challenges
(Bayrak, 2022). Previous research emphasizeSythe importance of
strategic planning, resource management, and targeted marketing in
developing rural tourism (Chang et al., 2020). Nt is widely
acknowledged that rural tourism not @aly contribuiges te, economic
improvement but also revitalizes settlements, enhances,quality of life,
and boosts local economies. In Iran, altheughsthe potential for rural
tourism is immense, it remains underutilized“dueft® the absence of
structured marketing plans (Ayehan et.al., 2020)¢

Several studies have gxamined‘the barriers o the development of rural
tourism in Iran. For jnstanceJlalaghani & Mahdizadeh (2016) argue
that a lack of effeetive magketing,and insufficient infrastructure have
hindered rural tourism develepment. On the other hand, studies by
Raitonga‘et al. (2018) and“Rarziiv& Nadeali-Pour (2019) highlight the
positive impact of well-desighed rural tourism marketing campaigns in
similar contextsy, This reseéarch seeks to fill the gap by identifying the
specific stageswef rural@urism marketing in Iran, drawing on both local
insights and international best practices.

Methodology

This research follows a mixed-methods approach, combining both
qualitative and quantitative techniques within an exploratory
framework. In the first phase, 25 semi-structured interviews were
conducted with tourism experts using purposive sampling until
theoretical saturation was reached. The interviews were analyzed
through qualitative content analysis, which resulted in the identification
of 44 initial codes categorized into 10 main themes: awareness-raising,
long-term objectives, research and development, educational programs,
increasing capacity, regulations and oversight, resource allocation,
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policy formulation, stakeholders’ activities, and national operational
planning.

In the second phase, the fuzzy Delphi method was employed to ensure
the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the identified stages while
reducing biases. A closed-ended questionnaire was designed based on
the findings from the first phase and distributed to a panel of 10 experts.
The experts' opinions were analyzed using triangular fuzzy numbers,
and the consensus level was calculated. The process continued until a
final consensus was reached with a suffigcient reduction in
disagreement.

Results

The fuzzy Delphi analysis revealed that‘the most consensus among
experts was related to establishing a natiorial bdlget line for the
development of both domestic and .international markets for rural
tourism. This finding underseores the criticalrole of financial resources
and credit infrastructure in.advancing ruraltourism marketing. On the
other hand, the least.consensus Was related to the identification and
collaboration withleading tural entrepreneurs and providing them with
consultancy. This Tesult likelysefléets the challenges related to the lack
of appropriate infrastructUre for @agaging such individuals.

In conclusion, the resultsiof the designed process model indicated that
the "long-termwisien an objectives™ and "research and development”
serve as the foundational pillars of rural tourism marketing. These two
components define the trajectory for subsequent stages and provide a
solid base for the design and implementation of future actions. In fact,
initiating the process with the formulation of overarching goals and
scientific assessment'of needs and capacities leads to a structured path
that gradually progresses toward more operational stages—such as
awareness-raising, policy-making, resource allocation—and ultimately,
the development of rural tourism marketing. This step-by-step approach
enables more effective planning and alignment among various
stakeholders in the field.
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