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Obijective: The present study aims to examine the factors influencing the development of
agritourism and to prioritize the counties of Mazandaran Province based on their
agritourism potential.

Methods: This applied research adopts an exploratory mixed-methods design
(qualitative—quantitative) implemented in two phases. In the first phase, to identify and
extract factors affecting agritourism development, purposive sampling was used. Based
on theoretical saturation, 25 semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts,
including university faculty members, researchers, and managers and specialists from the
Agricultural Jihad Organization and the Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts and Tourism
Organization of Mazandaran Province. Selection criteria included professional
experience, research background in agritourism, and familiarity with Mazandaran’s
agricultural and tourism capacities. Content analysis using open and axial coding was
employed to identify the influencing factors. In the second phase, the TOPSIS multi-
criteria decision-making method was used to prioritize Mazandaran counties in terms of
agritourism potential.

Results: According to the results, multiple factors contribute to agritourism development,
each playing a role in promoting sustainable rural development. Deep semi-structured
interviews identified five major components influencing agritourism development in
Mazandaran: 1. Economic and infrastructural factors, 2. Socio-cultural factors, 3. Policy
and managerial factors, 4. Promotional and educational factors, 5. Environmental and
natural factors.

The TOPSIS analysis revealed that among Mazandaran’s 22 counties, five—Amol,
Babol, Behshahr, Tonekabon, and Sari—possess very high agritourism potential. Ten
counties—including Babolsar, Juybar, Chalous, Ramsar, Fereydunkenar, Qaemshahr,
Kelardasht, Mahmudabad, Nur, and Nowshahr—showed high potential. Three counties
(Simorgh, Abbasabad, and Neka) were categorized as moderate, while four counties
(Savadkuh, North Savadkuh, Galugah, and Miandorud) exhibited low agritourism
potential. These findings underscore the need for differentiated planning based on each
county’s capacities.

Conclusions: Mazandaran Province accounts for 2.3% of Iran’s cultivated land yet
produces 7.8% of the country’s agricultural output—approximately three times the
national average. With 218,000 hectares of rice cultivation and 1.187 million tons of
paddy production (36.6% of the national area), Mazandaran holds the leading position in
rice production. In citrus cultivation, the province ranks fourth in cultivated area (157,000
ha) and second in production (2,800 tons). Given this strong agricultural base, alongside
substantial tourism attractions, recognizing the factors influencing agritourism
development is essential for formulating effective strategies. Furthermore, prioritizing the
counties based on their agritourism potential, as undertaken in this study, can provide
valuable guidance for policymakers and planners.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In recent decades, declining income and employment in the agricultural sector have contributed
to the economic downturn in rural areas. Factors such as low agricultural commodity prices,
rising production costs, globalization, and other structural challenges have reduced incomes
and employment opportunities in rural communities, particularly within agriculture. After two
decades into the 21st century, rural development still faces significant challenges—past
strategies have not successfully addressed persistent issues such as poverty, unemployment,
health, food security, and environmental sustainability. As a result, rural development has
regained attention, and policymakers and scholars are working to propose new strategies to
address these challenges.

Among the prominent strategies for sustainable rural development and reversing rural-to-urban
migration trends is the promotion of ecotourism and agritourism. Agritourism provides visitors
with opportunities to learn about agricultural activities and rural lifestyles. Integrating
agritourism into rural development strategies can yield benefits such as economic
diversification, preservation of local culture, and improvement in farming practices. Its strong
potential for poverty reduction further highlights its importance.

Given these considerations, the present study seeks to examine the factors influencing
agritourism development and its contribution to sustainable rural development.

Methods

This applied, exploratory study employed a descriptive survey research design. Due to the
novelty and multidimensional nature of agritourism, the Delphi method was chosen to identify
influencing factors through expert consensus. The fuzzy Delphi technique was used to enhance
accuracy by incorporating linguistic variables and fuzzy numerical values into the evaluation
process.

The Delphi method is a structured group communication process used when expert knowledge
is incomplete or uncertain, aiming to achieve consensus among specialists. In classical Delphi,
expert opinions are expressed numerically; however, because such opinions often involve
uncertainty, fuzzy logic provides a more suitable analytic framework. Therefore, the fuzzy
Delphi approach, which integrates classical Delphi with fuzzy theory, was adopted. Expert
opinions were transformed into fuzzy membership functions for analysis.

Results

Over time, mass-tourism-driven rural tourism has failed to provide the expected improvements
to living conditions in rural settlements because it largely excludes community participation
and centralizes decision-making. Consequently, greater attention has shifted toward alternative,
sustainable tourism models. Alternative tourism emphasizes cultural and social preservation
and encourages visitor education and meaningful engagement.

Agritourism, one of the most popular and rapidly expanding forms of alternative tourism,
attracts tourists to farms to diversify agricultural activities and enhance rural hospitality
services. As a complementary economic strategy, agritourism can significantly support
sustainable rural and agricultural development, particularly in regions with limited development
options.

Based on the experiences of various regions—and particularly in northern Iran, where rural
areas have strong agricultural identities yet face development limitations—agritourism presents
a promising opportunity for diversifying rural economies and improving the quality of life of
farming households.
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Conclusion
The study findings confirm that multiple factors play roles in agritourism development, each
contributing to sustainable rural development. According to the fuzzy Delphi results, the
highest levels of expert agreement centered on the following factors:

« Opportunities for participation in agricultural and livestock activities (direct farming

experience)

« Recognition of the region as an agricultural hub

« Government (local) attention to planning and investment in tourism
Conversely, the lowest agreement was associated with:

« Provision of incentives for cultivating new agricultural, horticultural, and medicinal

plant products

« Uncontrolled growth of second homes in rural areas

« Possession of historical attractions
These results align with previous studies by Parvar & Khorshid (2024), Soleimannejad et al.
(2023), Bastehnegar (2023), Mousazadeh et al. (2023), Thompson (2020), and Roman et al.
(2020), all of whom identify similar factors influencing rural tourism and agritourism
development.

Keywords: Prioritization, Tourism Development, Influencing Factors, Agritourism,
Mazandaran.
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