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Abstract

This study, using a mixed-methods approach and exploratory design, examines the impact of
gender, ethnic, and livelihood structures on the participation of Zagros women in sustainable
tourism development in the provinces of Kurdistan, Kermanshah, Ilam, Lorestan, Hamedan, and
West Azerbaijan. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 12 experts and
questionnaires completed by 55 tourism practitioners between the second half of 2022 and the
second half of 2023. Analyses using Interpretive Structural Modeling and thematic analysis
showed that gender inequality, lack of tourism infrastructure, and absence of government support
are the main barriers to women’s participation. Conversely, women’s indigenous knowledge and
their social capital provide empowerment opportunities. Ethnic identity in Kurdish and Lur
communities plays a dual role: cultural attractions draw tourists while traditional norms impose
restrictions on women. The intersectionality and sustainable livelihood theoretical frameworks
offered a multilayered analysis of these factors. The findings emphasize the necessity of gender-
sensitive policies, infrastructure development, and entrepreneurship training. Limitations such as
small sample size and the cross-sectional nature of the study restrict generalizability; however, the
proposed framework can be applied in future research on multiethnic and indigenous communities.
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Background and Purpose

Regions of the Zagros Mountains in western Iran, encompassing the provinces of Kurdistan,
Kermanshah, Ilam, Lorestan, Hamedan, and West Azerbaijan, are among the richest areas in terms of
cultural, ethnic, and natural diversity. These areas possess significant potential for sustainable tourism
development, particularly cultural, nature-based, and ecotourism. However, the participation of indigenous
Zagros women in this sector is heavily influenced by intersecting gender, ethnic, and livelihood structures.
Despite women’s central role in preserving indigenous knowledge, cultural heritage, and traditional
livelihoods, structural barriers such as gender inequality, lack of infrastructure, insufficient government
support, and traditional norms limit their active involvement in tourism activities.

This study aims to examine the impact of gender, ethnic, and livelihood structures on the participation of
Zagros women in sustainable tourism development. The main research question is: How do gender, ethnic,
and livelihood structures affect the participation of Zagros women in sustainable tourism, and what
strategies can facilitate their empowerment? The research seeks to provide a comprehensive framework for
analyzing these factors and to propose gender-sensitive policy recommendations for empowering indigenous
women in tourism. It is grounded in intersectionality theory and the sustainable livelihood framework,
offering a multi-layered analysis of barriers and opportunities in multi-ethnic indigenous communities.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods approach with an exploratory sequential design. The research was
conducted in two phases. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were carried out with 12
experts and local stakeholders (including university researchers, ecotourism managers, and indigenous
women entrepreneurs) from the target provinces. Purposive sampling continued until theoretical saturation
was reached. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke
approach) with Cohen’s Kappa coefficient of 0.82 for inter-coder reliability.

In the quantitative phase, a structured questionnaire based on the 15 key factors identified in the
qualitative phase was distributed among 55 tourism practitioners using snowball sampling. The
questionnaire’s content validity (CVR = 0.85, CVI = 0.92) and reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89) were
confirmed. Data were analyzed using Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) and MICMAC analysis in
MATLAB to determine hierarchical relationships and factor clustering. Data collection spanned from the
second half of 2022 to the second half of 2023 (1401-1402 in the Persian calendar). The study integrated
qualitative and quantitative findings through triangulation for enhanced validity.

Findings

Qualitative thematic analysis identified 15 key factors categorized into gender challenges, ethnic-cultural
factors, economic resources, social and family support, and educational-entrepreneurial capacities. Gender
inequality (F1) emerged as the primary barrier, manifested in restricted access to financial resources,
education, and social mobility due to traditional gender roles. Ethnic identity (F2) played a dual role:
enriching tourism through cultural attractions (handicrafts, rituals, local foods) while imposing restrictions
via traditional norms.

ISM modeling revealed a four-level hierarchical structure. At the top level (dependent variable) are
women’s entrepreneurial capacities. The second level includes social attitudes, economic poverty, tourism
infrastructure, access to markets, and social participation. The third level consists of government support,
gender inequality, and family support. The base level (driving factors) includes ethnic identity, indigenous
knowledge, education, professional skills, and access to health/education services.
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MICMAC analysis classified factors into independent (high influence: government support, gender
inequality), linkage, dependent, and autonomous clusters. Women'’s indigenous knowledge and social capital
were identified as significant empowerment opportunities, while lack of infrastructure and government
support were major obstacles.

Discussion

The findings indicate that gender inequality, insufficient tourism infrastructure, and lack of targeted
government support are the most critical barriers to Zagros women’s participation in sustainable tourism.
These results align with previous studies (Ghaderi et al., 2023, 2024; Cole, 2017; Carrasco-Santos et al.,
2024) that highlight the intersectional nature of challenges faced by indigenous women. Ethnic identity
presents a paradoxical effect: it serves as a valuable cultural asset for attracting tourists yet reinforces
restrictive traditional norms in some Kurdish and Lur communities.

The integration of intersectionality theory and the sustainable livelihood framework provided a robust
lens for understanding how overlapping identities (gender + ethnicity + geographic marginality) shape
women’s lived experiences. Government centralization and inadequate decentralized policies exacerbate
these inequalities. Conversely, strengthening indigenous knowledge, family support, entrepreneurship
training, and digital marketing skills can transform women from passive actors into active agents of
sustainable development. The study extends existing literature by offering a context-specific structural
model (ISM) for multi-ethnic regions in Iran.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that the participation of Zagros women in sustainable tourism is shaped by
complex interactions among gender, ethnic, and livelihood structures. While significant structural barriers
exist, indigenous knowledge, social capital, and cultural assets provide strong foundations for
empowerment. Effective policies must be gender-sensitive, decentralized, and focused on infrastructure
development, entrepreneurship education, and family/community awareness programs. The proposed ISM-
based framework can guide future research and policy-making in other multi-ethnic indigenous
communities. Despite limitations such as the relatively small sample size and cross-sectional design, this
study offers practical insights for promoting inclusive and sustainable tourism development in the Zagros
region.
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