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Abstract

1. Introduction

Continuous and systematic evaluation of tourism development is
essential for enhancing the competitiveness, service quality, and
destination branding of rural tourism areas. In Iran, despite the official
designation of around 800 “Tourism Target Villages” and their
significant socio-economic potential, a standardized, indigenous, and
comprehensive national framework for their assessment and ranking
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has been absent. Previous efforts have remained fragmented, while
international benchmarking models often fail to align with Iran’s
specific rural, cultural, and administrative contexts. This study
addresses this critical gap by designing, validating, and
operationalizing a tailored evaluation and ranking model for Iran’s
Tourism Target Villages.

Research Question

What are the appropriate dimensions, components, and indicators for
a holistic and systemic evaluation model of these villages?

2. Methodology

The research employed a mixed-methods design with an exploratory
sequential approach, executed in three phases to ensure theoretical
rigor and practical relevance. In Phase 1, a thorough documentary
review of domestic and international literature on the evaluation of
rural tourism destinations was conducted. Key global benchmarking
systems, such as the UNWTQO’s Best Tourism Villages (BTV), the
World Economic Forum’s Travel & Tourism Development Index, and
the European Tourism Indicators System, were analyzed. This process
yielded a preliminary set of indicators, organized within a systemic
input-process-output framework spanning four macro dimensions:
Resources & Attractions, Infrastructure, Empowerment Processes &
Value Chain, and Sustainability.

Phase 2 involved expert validation and weighting through a two-round
Delphi technique. A panel of 36 academic specialists in rural tourism
from 14 major Iranian universities rated the importance of each
indicator on a 5-point Likert scale and provided qualitative feedback.
Consensus was achieved using criteria of a mean score > 3.5 and
Kendall’s W coefficient > 0.7, resulting in a finalized structure and
relative weights for the indicators.

In Phase 3, to ensure the model’s applicability and alignment with on-
the-ground realities, the refined indicators were reviewed in national
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workshops with 75 provincial experts and managers from the Ministry
of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts, and the Rural
Municipalities Deputy across all 31 provinces. Their insights on
measurability, data availability, and contextual relevance led to the
final localization and refinement of the model.

3. Results and Findings

The study produced a validated indigenous systemic model
comprising 4 dimensions, 12 components, and 35 key indicators. The
model is structured around an Input-Process-Output logic:

Inputs include (1) Resources & Attractions, covering natural and
cultural assets, both tangible and intangible, and (2) Infrastructure,
encompassing general infrastructure (transport, communication,
utilities) and tourism-specific facilities (accommodation, catering).
The Process dimension (3) Empowerment Processes & Value Chain
integrates five critical components: Tourism Value Chain Integration,
ICT Development, Human Resources, Health, Safety & Security, and
Local Governance.

The Output dimension (4) Sustainability & Competitiveness is
assessed through environmental, social, and economic sustainability
indicators.

All finalized indicators received high importance scores (mean >
4.0/5.0). Notably, the highest-weighted indicators were Employment
& Income (4.67), Environmental Quality (4.55), and Tourism Value
Chain Initiatives/Projects (4.54), underscoring expert emphasis on
socio-economic outcomes, ecological integrity, and integrated
tourism development.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

This research contributes both theoretically and practically to the field
of rural tourism evaluation. Theoretically, it advances the literature by
proposing a holistic, systemic model that integrates the input, process,
and output dimensions, thereby moving beyond traditional models
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that focus primarily on attractions and infrastructure. It successfully
adapts international benchmarks to Iran’s unique rural context, filling
a gap in indigenous academic discourse. The strong emphasis on the
process dimension, such as governance, value chain integration, and
local empowerment, provides deeper insight into how potential inputs
are transformed into sustainable outcomes.

Practically, the model serves as a vital decision-support tool for
national and provincial policymakers (e.g., the Ministry of Cultural
Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts) and local managers. It enables
standardized assessment, comparative ranking, and evidence-based
prioritization of Tourism Target Villages, fostering targeted resource
allocation and reducing discretionary decision-making. Additionally,
the model supports continuous monitoring of village performance
over time, allowing for the evaluation of development initiatives. Its
alignment with global benchmarks like the UNWTQO’s BTV initiative
also positions it as a strategic instrument for preparing Iranian villages
for international recognition and branding, as seen in the 2024 global
registration of Kandovan village.

A key limitation lies in the model’s reliance on expert validation; thus,
future research should focus on empirical field testing across diverse
villages to assess its sensitivity, practicality, and real-world outcomes.
Longitudinal studies applying this framework are also recommended.
In summary, this study equips Iran’s tourism authorities with a robust,
scientifically grounded, and operationally feasible instrument to
strategically guide the sustainable development and competitive
enhancement of its Tourism Target Villages, contributing
meaningfully to both rural progress and the national tourism economy.

Keywords: Evaluation Model, Validation, Tourism Target Villages,
Systemic Model.
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