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ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Introduction: Rural tourism businesses play a significant role in the
Business sustainable development and revitalization of rural areas.

Sustainability, Purpose: This study aimed to analyze the social and environmental
Rural Tourism, challenges to the sustainability of rural tourism businesses in the Asara
Social and District.

Environmental Geographical area: The study area is the Asara District of Karaj County
Challenges, in Alborz Province, Iran.

Asara District. Methodology: This is an applied and qualitative study. Data were

collected through 22 interviews using snhowball sampling and were
analyzed using content analysis with open, axial, and selective coding.

Results and Discussion: The findings revealed that tourism businesses in
Asara face social challenges such as insufficient awareness and training,
harm to the host community, cultural changes, cultural incompatibilities,
weak entrepreneurial capacity, and security-related issues. Environmental

Received: challenges, including inadequate infrastructure, poor waste management
23 Feb 2025 and environmental sanitation, and low responsibility for environmental
Received in revised protection, were also identified as the most important barriers to the
form: sustainability of these businesses.

26 April 2025 Conclusion: The sustainability of rural tourism in Asara requires training,
Accepted: reducing barriers to obtaining permits, improving infrastructure,
26 April 2025 establishing parking facilities and public transportation, attracting
pp.1-21. investment, and promoting a culture of environmental protection.

Highlights:

1-ldentifies the major social and environmental challenges influencing the
sustainability of rural tourism businesses in the Asara District.

2-Highlights the importance of education, infrastructure development, and
stakeholder participation in promoting sustainable rural tourism
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English Extended Abstract
Introduction

Today, tourism is recognized as one of the most significant socio-economic phenomena, playing a
vital role in the development of societies. Beyond its direct contribution to economic growth and the gross
domestic product (GDP), tourism serves as an effective instrument for preserving local culture, traditions,
customs, and the natural environment (Ariani & Fauzi, 2022). Among various forms of tourism, rural
tourism has attracted increasing attention due to its capacity to create employment opportunities, enhance
household incomes, and stimulate local economic activities, thereby promoting sustainable rural
development. Rural areas possess considerable potential for developing tourism-related businesses, and
the expansion of these enterprises can contribute substantially to empowering local communities,
improving quality of life, reducing disparities between rural and urban areas, and achieving economic,
social, environmental, and institutional sustainability (Keyvani et al., 2021). Despite these opportunities,
the establishment, survival, and growth of rural tourism businesses are constrained by numerous
challenges, making their identification and effective management essential for long-term success
(Siemens et al., 2014). In particular, the sustainability of rural tourism businesses is threatened by a wide
range of economic, social, environmental, institutional, and infrastructural challenges. These issues are
especially critical in mountainous rural destinations, where tourism activities rely heavily on local
community participation, natural resources, and the availability of public infrastructure. Therefore,
identifying these barriers is essential for designing effective policies aimed at enhancing the sustainability
of rural tourism businesses. Owing to its strategic location along the Karaj—Chalous tourism corridor and
its concentration of tourism villages, the Asara District provides an appropriate case study for
investigating these sustainability challenges.

Purpose
This study aims to identify the social and environmental challenges to the sustainability of

rural tourism businesses in the Asara District.

Geographical area

The study was conducted in the tourism villages of the Asara District, located in Alborz
Province, Iran. The district contains several well-known rural tourism destinations situated
along the Karaj—Chalous road. These villages possess significant natural and cultural attractions
but simultaneously face increasing environmental pressures, infrastructural limitations, and
socio-economic challenges associated with tourism development.

Methodology (Material and Methods)

This applied study adopted a qualitative research approach and was conducted in the target tourism
villages of the Asara District. The participants, including experts, local authorities, and rural tourism
business owners, were selected through snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved,
which resulted in 22 participants. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed
using qualitative content analysis with open and axial coding.

Results and Discussion

The findings revealed that rural tourism businesses in Asara face various social challenges, including
insufficient awareness and training, negative impacts on the host community, cultural changes, cultural
incompatibility, weak entrepreneurial capacity, and security-related issues. Environmental challenges
include inadequate infrastructure, poor waste management and environmental sanitation, and limited
environmental responsibility among business owners.

Conclusion

The most important challenges that business owners face are that local people are not aware of the
positive benefits of rural tourism and the income generated from it. Additionally, people who work in the
heritage and cultural department have little information about tourism. There is also a lack of training
companies to provide training in the field of hotel and restaurant management, so that after training,
individuals can work in business units and establish proper relationships with customers. Other challenges
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include tourists dumping garbage and locals collecting it, as well as tourists breaking fruit trees and
picking fruits. Given that local people live in a traditional way, the specific cultural pattern of that area
has changed through contact with tourists. As a result, rural men are against the arrival of tourists because
their wives' clothing style and their expectations of life change. Local youth are not willing to work in
restaurants and hotels, both in terms of social status and income, so business owners are forced to hire
non-locals who come from different parts of the country to work. These people also lack motivation
because they are away from their families, which causes them to not treat customers properly. The lack of
interest of the locals in starting a business is due to the strictness of obtaining permits, lack of capital, and
lack of sufficient experience and skills. Jealousy and secrecy in the village create opposition and obstacles
for the local people in accepting tourists. In addition, several other challenges were mentioned: the lack of
a committee or cooperative to invite local and non-local investors in the villages targeted for tourism; the
lack of organization and one-way roads and closures due to construction operations; the lack of parking
lots for tourists; and the opening of the freeway, which, according to the interviewees, will close
businesses.
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Table 1. Population of tourism target villages in Asara district
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Figure 1. Geographical location of the study area
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Table 2. Results of indicators and concepts extracted from interviews in the social category
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