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Abstract

Today, tourism is one of the largest sectors of the economy, growing rapidly and having the potential to support
the local community in creating economic diversity. Given the complexities of the modern world, human life is
continuously exposed to various crises, including natural disasters, terrorism, and diseases. The spread of the
COVID-19 pandemic has affected the tourism industry more than any other sector. The closure of foreign
borders, restrictions on domestic travel, flight cancellations, and the closure of accommodation and tourist sites
have all led to significant damage to the tourism industry. Rural tourism is realized through creating memorable
experiences for tourists. It has a positive impact on the cohesion of the local community, influences the
interaction between tourists and hosts, and ultimately leads to the intention of tourists to revisit. Therefore, this
research aims to examine the impact of environmental and behavioral factors, both from tourists and hosts, on
rural tourism in the post-COVID-19 era in the foothill-mountainous tourism villages of the Mohammadabad
region in the Aliabadkatool district. This research follows two main objectives: the first objective is to examine
and identify the attractiveness of the villages in this area based on their cultural, natural, and historical
environment for tourists at local, national, and international levels, as well as to guide interested investors in the
development of tourism, particularly rural tourism, based on behavioral and environmental factors related to
rural tourism; and the second objective is to examine the impact of behavioral and environmental factors on rural
tourism after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Highlight

- The rural area of Mohammadabad is very important as one of the most important rural tourism areas in the country.

- The inadequacies in the spatial order of the rural settlements in the rural area of Mohammad Abad have created problems for the
sustainability of the social and economic development of the rural areas.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Today, tourism is one of the major sectors of the economy, which, with its rapid growth, has the ability to
support the local community in creating economic diversity. Due to the complexities of today's world, human
life is constantly exposed to different crises such as natural crises, terrorism and disease. The spread of the
corona disease (Covid-19) has affected the tourism industry more than any other industry. The closure of foreign
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borders, the restriction of domestic travel, the cancellation of flights, and the closure of accommodation and
tourist places in general, have led to many damages in the tourism industry. Rural tourism is achieved by
acquiring memorable tourist experiences. Rural tourism has a positive effect on the cohesion of the local
community and is effective on the interaction between the tourist and the host, and finally, it leads to the tourist's
intention to travel again. Therefore, this research has been conducted with the aim of investigating the effect of
environmental-behavioral factors, both by tourists and by the host, on rural tourism in the post-Covid-19 virus
era in mountain tourism villages in Mohammad Abad District, Ali Abad Katul County. This research pursues
two goals: the first goal is to investigate and identify the attractiveness of the villages of this area according to
the cultural, natural, and historical environment for tourists at the local, national, and international levels, and
also to guide interested investors in the field of development. Tourism and especially rural tourism with regard to
behavioral-environmental factors related to rural tourism; And in the second objective, the influence of
behavioral and environmental factors on rural tourism after the era of the Covid-19 virus has been investigated.

Methodology

This research was applied in purpose and descriptive-analytical in methodology. The data collection was
conducted through both documentary and field methods. The statistical population studied consisted of 17
foothill-mountainous rural tourism destinations in the Mohammadabad region, located in the Fazelabad district
of Aliabadkatool from among them 170 were selected using random sampling. The questionnaire was distributed
among tourists in the studied villages. To determine the reliability of the research instrument, the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient was calculated to be 75%. For analyzing the collected data, descriptive and inferential analyses,
including factor analysis and cluster analysis, were conducted using SPSS software. Amos software was used for
modeling the structural equation analysis.

Results and discussion

In this research, exploratory factor analysis was used to identify four factors using the variables, which are
statistically significant at the 0% level of confidence. Only the first four components have eigenvalues greater
than one, while other components with lower quality scores (eigenvalues smaller than 1) do not adequately
represent the true traits of the 24 questionnaire items. The factors identified, in order from most to least variance
explained, are: cultural factor, natural factor, tourism realization factor, and landscape factor. Further analysis
using cluster analysis divided the data into four groups or clusters. Most of the behavioral-related variables were
placed in cluster one, which was named the "Behavioral Cluster." In cluster two, the variable of the presence of
trained local guides was included, and this cluster was named "Tourism Guides." Most of the environmental-
related variables (such as cultural and historical sites, handicrafts, local music and art, and the hospitality of local
residents) were placed in cluster three, named the "Environmental Cluster." In cluster four, all the variables
related to tourism realization in the post-COVID period were included, and the cluster was named accordingly.
At the end of the study, a structural equation model was used, and the results indicated a significant relationship
between behavioral and environmental factors with tourism in the post-COVID period. The relationship with the
environmental factor was positive, while the relationship with the behavioral factor was negative. Overall, the
environmental factor explained 69% of the variance in tourism, while the behavioral factor had a -72% impact
on tourism.

Conclusion

The results showed that behavioral and environmental factors have appropriate characteristics in the studied rural
areas and would impact rural tourism realization. However, the impact of the environmental factor is positive,
while the effect of the behavioral factor is negative. This means that as the items of the behavioral factor
decrease, the level of tourism in the studied region increases, and vice versa. Therefore, paying more attention to
environmental factors (physical-infrastructural) and involving local communities in the realization of rural
tourism can lead to improvements and the development of tourism in the area.
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