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Abstract

Background and Aim: Ecotourism, as a sustainable approach to utilizing natural resources, plays a
significant role in improving the livelihoods and economic resilience of local communities. In border
regions, this approach can, in addition to creating employment opportunities, enhance cultural identity
and social interactions. This study examined the impact of cultural-social dimensions of ecotourism
on the sustainable economic development of border residents in Ardabil Province, Iran. The novelty
of this research lies in its localized focus on border areas and in analyzing the effects of cultural—
social dimensions on sustainable economic indicators, an issue that has received limited attention in
previous studies.

Methodology: This applied research employed a descriptive—analytical method. The statistical
population consisted of residents of the border areas of Ardabil Province, with a sample size of 384
individuals determined using Cochran’s formula and selected through stratified random sampling.
Data were collected via a structured questionnaire and analyzed using SPSS through descriptive
statistics, Spearman’s correlation, and multiple regression analysi.

Results and Findings: The results indicated that all cultural-social components had a positive and
significant relationship with sustainable economic development at the bivariate level. However, in the
multivariate model, environmental education and awareness and institutional trust had the strongest
positive effects, whereas cultural attitudes and social capital showed significant negative effects.
Local participation also had a positive and significant, but weaker, effect compared to the
correlations.The findings highlight the importance of investing in environmental education,
strengthening institutional trust, and enhancing local participation to promote sustainable economic
development. Moreover, the need to reform cultural approaches and improve social capital to align
with sustainability goals was emphasized. Overall, the results can serve as a strategic basis for
developing ecotourism-oriented policies in the country’s border regions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Ecotourism, as a sustainable development strategy, has the potential to balance environmental
preservation with economic growth, particularly in border regions where socio-cultural
factors play a decisive role in shaping community attitudes and behaviors. In Ardabil
Province, Iran, the interplay of local participation, cultural perceptions, social capital,
institutional trust, and environmental awareness creates a complex framework influencing the
path toward sustainable economic development. This study aims to examine the impact of
these socio-cultural dimensions and components of ecotourism on the economic sustainability
of border communities, providing evidence-based insights for policymakers and practitioners.

Methodology:

The research employed a quantitative, descriptive-correlational design with a survey-based
approach. A total of 386 valid questionnaires were collected from border residents of Ardabil
Province using Cochran’s formula to determine sample size. The measurement tool was
developed based on archival research and prior validated studies, covering five socio-cultural
components of ecotourism and one dependent variable—sustainable economic development.
Data analysis included descriptive statistics, Spearman’s correlation (due to non-normal data
distribution), and multiple regression analysis, conducted using SPSS.

Results and Discussion:

Findings indicated that, at the bivariate level, all socio-cultural components were positively
and significantly correlated with sustainable economic development, with environmental
education and institutional trust showing the strongest associations. However, multiple
regression analysis revealed shifts in both the magnitude and direction of effects.
Environmental awareness (f = 0.644) and institutional trust (f = 0.485) emerged as the most
influential positive predictors, while local participation retained a moderate but significant
positive role ( = 0.144). Notably, cultural attitude ( = -0.219) and social capital (B = -0.242)
exhibited significant negative effects after controlling for other variables, suggesting potential
suppressor effects. These results underscore the importance of nuanced, multi-dimensional
policy approaches, recognizing that some socio-cultural features may act as barriers under
certain conditions.

Conclusion:

The study demonstrates that socio-cultural dimensions of ecotourism exert substantial, yet
complex, influences on the sustainable economic development of Ardabil’s border
communities. Strengthening environmental education programs and institutional trust is
critical for maximizing the economic benefits of ecotourism, while fostering inclusive local
participation can ensure equitable benefit distribution. Conversely, cultural conservatism and
closed social networks may hinder innovation and openness to tourism-led change,
necessitating targeted interventions to align local values with sustainable development
objectives. The results provide actionable guidance for integrating socio-cultural strategies
into ecotourism development plans, ensuring economic resilience alongside environmental
and cultural preservation.
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