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Abstract

The rapid expansion of metropolitan areas has profoundly influenced the socio-economic,
cultural, and environmental structures of surrounding rural settlements. This study aimed to
investigate the effects of the growth of Tehran and Karaj metropolitan areas on the
transformation of tourism structures in adjacent villages, with particular emphasis on
sustainable and green tourism development. The research adopted an applied, descriptive-
correlational design using a quantitative approach. Data were collected through a structured
questionnaire distributed among experts, tourism professionals, local managers, and residents
of villages located within the metropolitan sphere of influence. Reliability and validity of the
measurement instrument were confirmed using Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability, and
confirmatory factor analysis. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) implemented in LISREL
was employed to test the proposed conceptual framework.

The findings revealed that metropolitan expansion significantly transforms neighboring rural
communities from production-oriented settlements into consumption-oriented areas.
Furthermore, metropolitan growth was found to exert significant positive effects on the
environmental, economic, social, cultural, and demographic dimensions of rural tourism. The
results also demonstrated that tourism education contributes substantially to the promotion of
green tourism, while regional economic development, spatial planning, and preservation of
indigenous culture play essential roles in achieving sustainable rural tourism development. All
proposed hypotheses were statistically supported, confirming the robustness of the conceptual
model.

The study concludes that metropolitan expansion represents both an opportunity and a
challenge for rural tourism development. Sustainable regional planning, environmental
conservation, community participation, and protection of local cultural heritage are essential
to maximize the positive outcomes of metropolitan growth while minimizing its adverse
impacts. The findings provide valuable implications for policymakers, regional planners, and
tourism managers seeking to promote balanced metropolitan-rural development and
sustainable tourism strategies.
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Introduction

Rapid urbanization has become one of the most influential drivers of socio-economic
transformation across developing countries. The expansion of metropolitan areas has
substantially altered the spatial, economic, social, and environmental characteristics of
surrounding rural settlements. In Iran, the continuous physical and functional expansion of
Tehran and Karaj has significantly reshaped neighboring villages, affecting agricultural
production, land use, employment patterns, tourism activities, and local cultural identity.
While metropolitan growth often generates new economic opportunities through improved
accessibility, infrastructure development, and tourism expansion, it simultaneously introduces
numerous challenges, including environmental degradation, excessive consumerism, cultural
transformation, and weakening of traditional rural production systems.

Rural tourism has increasingly been recognized as an important instrument for achieving
sustainable rural development. Green tourism, in particular, emphasizes environmental
conservation, preservation of local culture, sustainable use of natural resources, and
enhancement of residents’ quality of life. Nevertheless, the rapid expansion of metropolitan
regions may either strengthen or undermine these objectives depending on the manner in
which urban growth interacts with rural communities. Consequently, understanding the
relationship between metropolitan growth and the structural transformation of rural tourism
has become an important issue for planners, policymakers, and regional development
authorities.

The present study investigates the effects of the expansion of Tehran and Karaj metropolitan
areas on the transformation of tourism structures in surrounding villages. More specifically, it
examines whether metropolitan growth converts neighboring rural communities from
production-oriented economies into consumption-oriented settlements and evaluates its
impacts on the environmental, economic, social, cultural, and demographic dimensions of
rural tourism development.

Methodology

This study employed an applied research design using a descriptive-correlational survey
approach. The statistical population consisted of experts, local managers, tourism specialists,
rural planners, and residents of villages located in the metropolitan influence zones of Tehran
and Karaj. Data were collected using a structured questionnaire based on a five-point Likert
scale.

The reliability and validity of the measurement model were carefully assessed before
hypothesis testing. Internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach's Alpha and Composite
Reliability (CR), while construct validity was examined through confirmatory factor analysis.
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) implemented in LISREL was employed to evaluate the
proposed conceptual model and test the research hypotheses.
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The obtained Cronbach's Alpha coefficients ranged between 0.835 and 0.914, while
Composite Reliability values varied from 0.889 to 0.930, indicating excellent internal
consistency. Confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated satisfactory factor loadings for all
constructs, and the measurement model exhibited acceptable psychometric properties. The
structural relationships among latent variables were subsequently examined through path
analysis.

Findings

The findings indicate that metropolitan expansion significantly influences the transformation
of neighboring rural areas. The first hypothesis confirms that metropolitan growth contributes
to shifting rural settlements from production-centered economies toward consumption-
oriented systems. This transformation is reflected in changes in residents' consumption
behavior, reduced dependence on traditional agricultural production, and increasing reliance
on urban markets and service activities.

The second hypothesis demonstrates that metropolitan expansion significantly affects all
major dimensions of rural tourism development. The results reveal positive and statistically
significant relationships between metropolitan growth and environmental, social, economic,
demographic, and cultural transformations within rural destinations. Improved transportation
infrastructure, greater accessibility, and increased tourist inflows have enhanced local
economic opportunities while simultaneously generating environmental pressures and socio-
cultural changes.

The study further shows that tourism education and awareness contribute positively to the
development of green tourism practices in rural communities. Environmental education
improves local participation in sustainable tourism activities and encourages environmentally
responsible behavior among residents and visitors.

Moreover, regional economic development, spatial planning, and preservation of indigenous
culture emerged as essential determinants of sustainable rural tourism. Villages possessing
stronger local cultural identity and more comprehensive regional development strategies
demonstrated greater capacity for attracting sustainable tourism investments while
maintaining their environmental and cultural resources.

Overall, the structural equation model confirmed the statistical significance of all proposed
hypotheses, suggesting that metropolitan growth serves as both an opportunity and a
challenge for sustainable rural tourism development.

Conclusion

The results emphasize that the expansion of metropolitan areas should not be viewed solely as
a process of physical urban growth but rather as a multidimensional phenomenon influencing
the entire rural development system. Although metropolitan expansion creates new
opportunities for employment, investment, tourism diversification, and regional economic
growth, it may also accelerate consumer-oriented lifestyles, environmental degradation, land-
use changes, and the gradual erosion of rural cultural identity.
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The findings highlight the necessity of adopting integrated regional planning strategies
capable of balancing metropolitan expansion with sustainable rural development objectives.
Policymakers should strengthen green tourism initiatives through environmental education,
preservation of indigenous culture, protection of natural resources, and implementation of
participatory planning mechanisms involving local communities.

Furthermore, sustainable tourism policies should prioritize environmentally friendly
infrastructure, responsible land-use management, and community-based tourism development
to ensure that metropolitan growth contributes to long-term regional sustainability rather than
merely short-term economic expansion.

The present research contributes to the literature by providing empirical evidence regarding
the multidimensional effects of metropolitan expansion on rural tourism structures in Iran.
The proposed model offers practical implications for regional planners, tourism authorities,
and policymakers seeking to achieve balanced urban-rural development while preserving
environmental sustainability and cultural heritage.
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