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Introduction: Rural areas face challenges such as population decline, low income, and economic downturn. Maintaining
traditional agriculture without change exacerbates social problems. Rural tourism development has been proposed as a solution
to improve livelihoods, preserve cultural heritage, and enhance the resilience of rural regions. Targeted investment and reform
of supportive policies are essential in this regard. By diversifying their product offerings and improving their facilities, villages
can attract more tourists. However, tourism development must be managed in a way that benefits residents while not harming
the natural environment. The present study aims to examine the role of community participation in the sustainable development
of rural tourism.

Materials and Methods: This research is applied in nature and conducted with a descriptive-analytical approach. The main
data collection tool was a researcher-designed questionnaire. The statistical population consisted of rural tourism specialists
and experts. The census method was used to determine the sample size, resulting in the selection of 30 participants. Content
validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by professors and experts in the fields of tourism and rural development. Reliability
was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, yielding a value of 0.782. In this study, sum scores, standard deviation, and
coefficient of variation tests were used to reach consensus among experts; Kruskal-Wallis and Kendall tests assessed inter-
group stability and reliability of expert opinions. For ranking criteria and sub-criteria, the fuzzy Analytic Hierarchy Process
(AHP-Fuzzy) multi-criteria decision-making model was employed.

Results and Discussion: Achieving sustainable rural development requires constructive and synergistic interaction between
the host community (rural residents) and the guest community (tourists). The findings of this study indicate that rural tourism,
when pursued through a participatory and well-planned approach, can provide a platform for multifaceted economic, socio-
cultural, environmental, and educational benefits for both communities. From the host community’s perspective, tourism has
increased employment, diversified livelihoods, strengthened local businesses, and enhanced social capital. Direct participation
of villagers in tourism activities has not only stimulated economic vitality but also contributed to the preservation and
reproduction of cultural identity and social cohesion. On the other hand, tourists who access authentic rural environments gain
meaningful experiences, psychological relaxation, and informal education, ultimately leading to responsible attitudes,
environmental awareness, and respect for cultural diversity. During the COVID-19 crisis, rural tourism emerged as a safe and
therapeutic space for tourists while also strengthening the host community's resilience. Analysis of the four dimensions of
tourism showed that the host community focuses more on economic benefits, whereas the guest community is more interested
in environmental and educational-recreational aspects. This distinction requires more precise policymaking that accounts for
the expectations of both groups.

Conclusion: chieving sustainable rural development requires constructive and synergistic interaction between the host
community (village residents) and the guest community (tourists). The findings of this study indicate that rural tourism, if
pursued through a participatory and well-planned approach, can provide a platform for multiple economic, socio-cultural,
environmental, and educational benefits for both communities. From the host community’s perspective, tourism has led to
increased employment, livelihood diversification, strengthening of local businesses, and the enhancement of social capital. The
direct involvement of villagers in tourism activities has not only stimulated economic dynamism, but has also contributed to
the preservation and reproduction of cultural identity and social cohesion.On the other hand, tourists, through access to authentic
rural environments, have gained meaningful experiences, psychological relaxation, and informal learning opportunities, which
ultimately have fostered responsible attitudes, environmental awareness, and respect for cultural diversity.During the
COVID-19 crisis, rural tourism emerged as a safe space and a source of psychological healing for tourists, while simultaneously
enhancing the resilience of the host community. The analysis of the four dimensions of tourism showed that the host community
focuses more on economic benefits, whereas the guest community is more interested in environmental and
educational-recreational aspects. This divergence calls for more precise policymaking based on the expectations of both groups.
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