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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 oflliée, 2019. The development of rural tourism
is closely intertwined with entrepreneurship, which facilitates economic growth and enhances community
resiliencg(Kuratko et al., 2016 Social entrepreneurship in rural tourism has gained attention as an effective
approach to address economic, environmental, and social challenges while promoting sustainabl
developmen{Booth et al., 2020Deller et al., 201p

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., 2018Stathopoulou et al., 20p4In Iran, particularly in Gilan Province, rural tourism holds
substantial potential due to its rich natural and cultural resources. However, despite its potential, rura
tourism faces several challenges, including inadequate policy support, lack ofdlimasources, and
limited community engageme(&brahimi & Yagoubi, 202p

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 mireethod apprach, combining qualitative and quantitative
techniques to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors affecting social entrepreneurship |
rural tourism.

Methods and Materials

The research employed an exploratory sequential mixettiod design. In the qualitative phase,
semistructured 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 rura
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 experiemoetusal equation modeling (SEM) was
then conducted on a sample of 200 rural tourism entrepreneurs to validate the proposed model. The da
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 fagt@shnological 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 factarsbiéed the highest influencing power.
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Structural equation modeling confirmed the significant relationships among these factors.
Community empower ment showed the highest path
fostering social entrepreneurship in rural tourism. Econonddiaancial 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 communitifggaation 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, capduoityding intiatives, 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 restaraggy among
stakeholders. Cultural and environmental factors plag an essential role in shaping entrepreneurial
opportunities, emphasizing the need for sustainable tourism practices that preserve local heritage ar
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 acce
to financial resources, policy support, and community gageent, rural tourism in Gilan Province can
contribute to sustainable economic and social development.
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