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The aim of the present study is to identify the factors influencing social entrepreneurship in rural
tourism in Gilan Province and to propose a fuzzy cognitive model. This research is considered
exploratory-applied in terms of purpose and mixed-method (exploratory sequential) in terms of
research type. The statistical population in the first phase consisted of 10 experts, scholars, and
faculty members in the fields of tourism and entrepreneurship with outstanding experience in
Gilan Province, who participated in semi-structured interviews and the Delphi technique. In the
second phase, the statistical population included social entrepreneurs in rural tourism from 2022
to 2024, with a minimum of three years of work experience, from whom 12 individuals were
selected for the fuzzy methodological section. For the structural equation modeling (SEM)
section, social entrepreneurs active in rural tourism in Gilan Province were selected, and due to
the use of the SEM method, a minimum sample size of 200 individuals was determined. In the
first phase, a non-probability judgmental sampling method was applied. In the fuzzy
methodological phase, a pairwise comparison questionnaire was distributed to social
entrepreneurs in rural tourism using a non-probability judgmental sampling approach. In the
structural equation modeling phase, a probability convenience sampling method was used to
distribute the questionnaire. To identify the influencing factors in the first phase, thematic
analysis was conducted, followed by the Delphi technique to confirm the components. The
relationships between these factors were then determined using fuzzy cognitive modeling, with
the aid of FCMapper and Mental Modeler software to identify the interrelationships among the
factors. Finally, the extracted model was tested using structural equation modeling within the
statistical sample. Through thematic analysis, 10 key influencing factors were identified:
economic and financial factors, policy and planning factors, social capital utilization, community
empowerment, cultural factors, environmental factors, technological and innovation factors,
social entrepreneurship in rural tourism, social factors, and human capital. These 10 influencing
factors were presented to tourism experts in Gilan Province in the form of a pairwise comparison
questionnaire ranging from -1 to +1. The data obtained from the questionnaire were analyzed
using fuzzy cognitive modeling, and the relationships among the factors were examined. The
results indicated that the components of social entrepreneurship in rural tourism and community
empowerment had the highest susceptibility to influence, while policy and planning factors, as
well as economic and financial factors, exhibited the highest influencing power. Ultimately,
social entrepreneurship in rural tourism and policy and planning factors achieved the highest
central index.

Keywords: Social Entrepreneurship, Rural Tourism, Rural Tourism Entrepreneurship, Gilan
Province
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Introduction

Rural tourism has been increasingly recognized as a vital contributor to local economies and
community development. It provides rural communities with opportunities for economic diversification
and social empowerment, leading to improved quality of life (Leu, 2019). The development of rural tourism
is closely intertwined with entrepreneurship, which facilitates economic growth and enhances community
resilience (Kuratko et al., 2015). Social entrepreneurship in rural tourism has gained attention as an effective
approach to address economic, environmental, and social challenges while promoting sustainable
development (Booth et al., 2020; Deller et al., 2019).

Several studies have emphasized the role of entrepreneurship in rural development, highlighting
its potential to create employment opportunities, improve local infrastructure, and foster social inclusion
(Sa et al., 2018; Stathopoulou et al., 2004). In Iran, particularly in Gilan Province, rural tourism holds
substantial potential due to its rich natural and cultural resources. However, despite its potential, rural
tourism faces several challenges, including inadequate policy support, lack of financial resources, and
limited community engagement (Ebrahimi & Yagoubi, 2022).

The present study aims to identify the key factors influencing social entrepreneurship in rural
tourism in Gilan Province and propose a fuzzy cognitive model to analyze their interrelationships. The
study adopts an exploratory sequential mixed-method approach, combining qualitative and quantitative
techniques to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors affecting social entrepreneurship in
rural tourism.

Methods and Materials

The research employed an exploratory sequential mixed-method design. In the qualitative phase,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 experts in tourism and entrepreneurship in Gilan
Province. Thematic analysis was used to identify key factors influencing social entrepreneurship in rural
tourism, followed by the Delphi technique to validate the findings.

In the quantitative phase, a fuzzy cognitive modeling approach was used to analyze the
relationships among identified factors. A pairwise comparison questionnaire was distributed to 12 rural
tourism entrepreneurs with at least three years of experience. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was
then conducted on a sample of 200 rural tourism entrepreneurs to validate the proposed model. The data
were analyzed using SPSS23 and Smart PLS software.

Findings and Results

The qualitative analysis identified 10 key factors influencing social entrepreneurship in rural
tourism: economic and financial factors, policy and planning factors, social capital utilization, community
empowerment, cultural factors, environmental factors, technological and innovation factors, social factors,
and human capital.

Results from the fuzzy cognitive modeling analysis revealed that social entrepreneurship in rural
tourism and community empowerment had the highest susceptibility to influence, while policy and
planning factors, as well as economic and financial factors, exhibited the highest influencing power.
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Structural equation modeling confirmed the significant relationships among these factors.
Community empowerment showed the highest path coefficient (B = 0.314), indicating its critical role in
fostering social entrepreneurship in rural tourism. Economic and financial factors significantly influenced
community empowerment and human capital development, while policy and planning factors
demonstrated a strong influence on multiple aspects of social entrepreneurship.

Conclusion

The findings highlight the pivotal role of policy and planning measures and economic resources
in driving social entrepreneurship in rural tourism. Effective policies that provide financial support, create
enabling environments, and encourage community participation can significantly enhance rural tourism
development.

Community empowerment emerged as a critical factor in facilitating social entrepreneurship by
providing rural residents with the necessary skills, resources, and opportunities to engage in
entrepreneurial activities. Training programs, capacity-building initiatives, and access to financial
resources can play a crucial role in empowering rural communities.

Furthermore, social capital utilization, including strong local networks and partnerships, enhances
the sustainability of rural tourism enterprises by fostering collaboration and resource-sharing among
stakeholders. Cultural and environmental factors also play an essential role in shaping entrepreneurial
opportunities, emphasizing the need for sustainable tourism practices that preserve local heritage and
natural resources.

The study provides practical insights for policymakers, entrepreneurs, and community leaders
seeking to promote social entrepreneurship in rural tourism. By addressing key challenges such as access
to financial resources, policy support, and community engagement, rural tourism in Gilan Province can
contribute to sustainable economic and social development.
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