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Abstract:

The main objective of this article is to present a model for enhancing the implementation capacity of rural empowerment policies, with a
focus on rural communities in western Iran. The methodology of this study is applied in terms of purpose, descriptive in terms of procedure,
mixed-method in nature, and library-based in terms of data collection. The qualitative population includes managers, experts, and public and
private stakeholders involved in policymaking for rural empowerment. The sample size in the qualitative phase was determined through
theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in a purposive sample of 15 participants. The quantitative population
consists of 15 experts in the field of policy-making, selected through stratified random sampling. Data collection tools included semi-
structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires for the qualitative phase, while a researcher-developed questionnaire was used in the
quantitative phase following the qualitative stage. Data analysis in the first phase (qualitative) involved thematic analysis using three-stage
coding (open, axial, and selective) based on in-depth expert interviews. In the second phase (quantitative), data were screened using the fuzzy
Delphi method, and the conceptual model was validated through factor analysis. Finally, the model’s dimensions, components, and indicators
were prioritized using the Fuzzy SWARA technique. The results showed that, in order of importance, financial and incentive factors,
development of individual capabilities, structural empowerment capacity, development of social and economic capabilities, and business

development levers were the most significant factors in the study.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In contemporary development discourses, rural areas have gained increasing importance due to their role in the
socioeconomic, cultural, and political landscapes of developing countries. The significance of rural regions is not merely
because a substantial portion of the population resides there, but also due to the pressing urban challenges—such as
unemployment, poverty belts, and socio-cultural disruptions—that stem from rural neglect (Ayneh & Almasi Fard, 2024; Li,
2024). In Iran, although the rural population has been declining due to urbanization, more than a quarter of the country’s
population still resides in rural areas. These communities hold critical human and natural capital essential for national progress,
particularly through agricultural and livestock production and small-scale industries (Ghasemi et al., 2019; Ghasemi et al.,
2021).

Despite this potential, Iranian rural communities face profound socioeconomic challenges, including widespread

unemployment, structural economic weaknesses, and the migration of youth to urban areas, which further exacerbates city-
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level issues such as informal settlements and cultural erosion (Riyahi & Nouri, 2019). The geographical dispersion and isolation
of villages, along with the lack of coherent policy frameworks, have hindered sustainable rural development efforts. Although
institutional mechanisms such as the Vice Presidency for Rural and Nomadic Affairs have been established, rural development
initiatives remain largely traditional and ineffective (Khadem Hosseini et al., 2024; Sepidbar et al., 2024).

Empowerment has emerged as a vital strategy to counter rural stagnation and has been strongly advocated by development
experts in recent decades (Ghasemi et al., 2021). Empowerment encompasses a range of dimensions—economic, social,
political, and psychological—that enable marginalized groups to gain control over their lives. It is viewed as essential for
promoting agricultural productivity and overall rural prosperity (Dandona, 2015). However, the notion of empowerment is
context-dependent and requires culturally and geographically grounded approaches (Mukhoti, 2019). As defined by Kabeer,
empowerment involves enhancing individuals' abilities to make strategic life choices in contexts where this capacity was
previously denied (Kabeer, 2001). Similarly, the World Bank views it as enabling marginalized populations to access
opportunities, build skills, and attain self-reliance.

Internationally, rural empowerment—especially of women—has become a central goal in sustainable development agendas.
Iran's national development programs also prioritize rural empowerment; for instance, Article 80 of the Sixth Development
Plan mandates the government to design and implement a comprehensive rural empowerment strategy (Ghasemi et al., 2021).
Yet empirical data show that rural populations continue to live in relative poverty. The income ratio of urban to rural dwellers
was 1.9 during 2001-2014, indicating a stark economic disparity (Ghasemi et al., 2019; Ghasemi et al., 2021). Moreover,
scientific mechanisms to identify and operationalize rural economic potential are virtually absent. Many development funds
remain underutilized or misallocated due to a lack of institutional support and technical expertise.

To address these gaps, this study aims to design a native model for enhancing the implementation capacity of rural
empowerment policies in Iran, specifically targeting rural communities in the western provinces. Through a dual focus on
identifying the key influencing factors and crafting a strategic policy framework, the study contributes both to academic
knowledge and policy formulation.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a mixed-methods approach. Qualitatively, the population included public and private stakeholders in
rural empowerment policymaking, selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. A total of 15
experts participated in semi-structured interviews. Quantitatively, the same number of policy experts participated in a structured
survey.

Qualitative data were gathered through interviews and open-ended questionnaires, and were analyzed using thematic coding
in three phases: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The results from this phase informed the construction of a
conceptual model. This model was validated in the quantitative phase using the Fuzzy Delphi method to screen indicators,
followed by confirmatory factor analysis. Prioritization of model dimensions, components, and indicators was done using the
Fuzzy SWARA technique. Reliability of the qualitative coding was ensured through Holsti’s method and Scott’s Pi, with strong
agreement indices observed.

Findings

The findings revealed a multifaceted model composed of structural, motivational, economic-cultural, and cognitive-

psychological capacities as core pillars. The interviews—Ilasting between 45 minutes and 2 hours—reached saturation by the
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eighth participant, though interviews continued until the twelfth for validation. Participants included 10 men and 5 women,
with ages ranging from below 35 to above 45 years. Academic credentials varied between master’s and doctoral degrees, and
professional experience ranged from 5 to over 15 years.

Analysis of the interviews produced open and axial codes grouped into several thematic areas: financial and incentive
support, development of personal capabilities, structural empowerment capacity, social and economic capability enhancement,
and business development levers. The final model included over 60 indicators grouped under 11 main dimensions.

In the quantitative phase, the Fuzzy Delphi technique helped to filter and validate these indicators. Experts assessed the
relevance of each indicator on a 7-point triangular fuzzy scale. Factor loadings and prioritization outputs confirmed the relative
importance of financial-incentive measures, followed by individual capacity building, structural readiness, socio-economic
development, and supportive business mechanisms.

The model also captured contextual factors such as cultural readiness and skill-based empowerment, as well as enabling
mechanisms like supportive policies and infrastructural reforms. The priority rankings clearly identified financial incentives,
entrepreneurial training, information access, credit guarantee systems, and community participation as key drivers.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study highlights the complexity of rural empowerment in Iran and the need for a contextually grounded policy
implementation framework. The findings confirm that rural communities require more than top-down policy declarations—
they need practical, multifaceted strategies that incorporate financial tools, human capital development, infrastructural
improvement, and culturally sensitive engagement.

A major contribution of this study is its integrative model that systematically connects theoretical concepts with empirical
realities. The model not only identifies key empowerment dimensions but also operationalizes them in a way that can guide
policy reform and practical implementation. It acknowledges the intertwined nature of psychological readiness, socio-economic
support, and policy facilitation.

Furthermore, the study validates the utility of combining qualitative insights with quantitative validation to construct holistic
development models. The use of fuzzy logic methods was particularly effective in capturing the ambiguity and subjectivity
inherent in expert evaluations.

This research offers valuable implications for policymakers, particularly in regions with similar rural demographics and
developmental challenges. The model can be adapted to various geographical contexts within Iran and potentially to other
developing nations with comparable rural development needs.

Future efforts should focus on operationalizing this model through pilot programs and policy reforms at the regional and
national levels. Institutional readiness, continuous monitoring, and community involvement will be critical to ensure the
model’s success. Ultimately, enhancing implementation capacity in rural empowerment is not only a matter of technical design

but also of political will and participatory governance.
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