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The present study aims to examine the economic effects of sustainable tourism on spatial
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Received in revised form: . . . . . . X .

19/10/2025 services among villages, while sustainable tourism is defined as an activity that
Accepted: generates economic benefits while preserving the region’s natural and cultural resources.
11/11/2025 This study is applied in purpose and descriptive—analytical in method. The statistical
Publisher online: population includes 54 villages in Binalud County, of which 19 villages were selected as
15/11/2025 the main study area based on preliminary investigations and regional knowledge.

Subsequently, questionnaires were randomly distributed and completed among the target
population. Data were collected using a researcher-designed questionnaire measuring
U n three dimensions: “income and employment,” “tourism infrastructure,” and “spatial
s i distribution of economic opportunities.” Content and face validity were confirmed by
experts, and reliability was verified using Cronbach’s alpha (0.83). Data analysis was

Geography conducted using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, multiple regression, and structural
o and equation modeling (SEM) through SPSS and SmartPLS3 software. The findings revealed
garmitortal Spatial Arraugeresy that the economic effects of sustainable tourism have a positive and significant impact on

spatial justice (B = 0.728, R? = 0.530, p < 0.001). The results indicate that sustainable
tourism development, if accompanied by equitable resource management, can contribute

A L. to spatial balance in the peripheral rural areas of Torgabeh and Shandiz County. Finally,
Gl practical suggestions are presented based on the research results.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the past decade, the concept of spatial justice has attracted growing attention as one of the fundamental
principles of balanced and sustainable development. In its normative sense, spatial justice emphasizes the fair
distribution of resources, opportunities, and services among different geographical areas so that no region is
deprived of development benefits merely because of its location or level of advancement (Goodwin-Hawkins et
al., 2023). Theoretically, spatial justice and spatial inequality are closely interrelated. Spatial inequality refers
to disparities in access to resources, infrastructure, and economic opportunities across regions (Achmanee et al.,
2020). The persistence of such inequalities not only weakens social justice but also reduces regional efficiency,
leading to excessive migration, inefficient resource use, and a decline in quality of life (Milanez et al., 2020;
Petrakos et al., 2021; Heydari Sarban, 2017).Within this context, sustainable tourism has emerged as a dynamic
sector of the global economy that, if properly managed, can play an important role in reducing spatial
inequalities. This approach emphasizes community participation, environmental protection, and the equitable
use of resources, contributing to a more balanced distribution of economic and social benefits among rural
regions (Metapour & Giampiccoli, 2020; Heydari Sarban, 2016).However, in many areas—including Binalud
County (Torgabeh and Shandiz)—tourism development has been spatially uneven. Investment and tourism
services are concentrated in a few well-developed villages such as Zoshk, Kang, and Jagharg, while other rural
settlements face insufficient infrastructure, limited public services, and fewer economic opportunities. This
spatial concentration has resulted in economic, social, and environmental inequalities, creating barriers to
achieving sustainable rural development.Therefore, investigating the relationship between the economic effects
of sustainable tourism and spatial justice in the rural areas of this county is essential. This study seeks to
explain the theoretical and empirical linkages between sustainable tourism and spatial justice, aiming to
provide evidence-based insights for promoting equitable and balanced rural development policies.

Study Area

This research focuses on analyzing the economic effects of sustainable tourism on improving rural spatial
justice in Binalud County, located in northeastern Iran. The county lies between 59°03’ to 59°36' east longitude
and 36°05' to 36°30' north latitude, to the west of Mashhad city, covering an area of approximately 1,185.3
square kilometers. Binalud County is situated on the eastern slopes of the Binalud Mountain Range and has an
average elevation of about 1,400 meters above sea level (Anabestani & Erfani, 2018, p. 8).The region lies to
the west and northwest of Mashhad and was formerly one of Mashhad’s administrative districts. In 2007, based
on a proposal by the Ministry of Interior and approval by the Council of Ministers, it was separated from
Mashhad County and officially recognized as an independent county. Binalud County consists of two
districts—Torgabeh and Shandiz—and four rural districts (dehestans) (Ghasemi et al., 2014, p. 121).Due to its
favorable geographical location, moderate mountainous climate, and diverse natural and cultural attractions, the
county has become one of the most significant tourism destinations in Razavi Khorasan Province. These
features make it a suitable case study for examining how sustainable tourism can influence spatial equity and
rural development.

Material and Methods

This study is applied in purpose and descriptive—analytical in method, conducted through a survey-based field
design. The target population consisted of all rural residents of Binalud County (69,640 people), located in
northeastern Iran. Due to the spatial diversity of the area and unequal tourism distribution, a multistage random
sampling technique was applied. In the first stage, 19 villages were selected from 54 based on tourism
potential, accessibility, and visitor intensity. In the second stage, households were randomly sampled within
each village to ensure representativeness. Using G*Power software (2 = 0.10, o = 0.05, Power = 0.95), the
minimum required sample was 160; however, to meet the SEM requirements, 200 valid questionnaires were
analyzed. The research instrument was a structured questionnaire designed based on the theoretical frameworks
of sustainable tourism and spatial justice. It included demographic items and statements measuring economic
impacts of tourism (employment, income, investment, infrastructure) and spatial justice indicators (resource
distribution, service accessibility, economic opportunities, and participation). Items were rated on a five-point
Likert scale. Content validity was approved by five experts, and Cronbach’s alpha values exceeded 0.7,
confirming reliability. Data were collected through field surveys and analyzed using SPSS for descriptive
statistics and SmartPLS 3 for inferential analysis via structural equation modeling (SEM). Composite reliability
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(CR), average variance extracted (AVE), and Fornell-Larcker criteria were used to assess validity, while
ArcGIS supported spatial visualization and mapping.

Result and Discussion

The findings of the structural equation modeling (SEM) demonstrate that the economic effects of sustainable
tourism exert a positive and statistically significant impact on the perception of spatial justice among rural
residents in Binalud County (B = 0.728, R? = 0.530, p < 0.001). This implies that the more evenly tourism-
related economic benefits are distributed, the stronger the residents’ perception of spatial fairness becomes.
Nevertheless, as the data are cross-sectional and derived from subjective perceptions, these findings should be
interpreted as correlational rather than causal.In this study, economic effects were operationalized through four
main indicators: (1) direct and indirect employment creation in tourism activities; (2) local investment and
improvement of public infrastructure; (3) increased household income and rural welfare; and (4) equitable
participation in tourism-related economic opportunities. The results highlight that spatial justice perceptions are
significantly influenced by the distribution of economic gains and the availability of equal access to public
services and employment. Villages with well-developed tourism infrastructure—such as transport facilities,
accommodation, and recreation areas—reported higher levels of perceived spatial equity, underscoring the
importance of balanced investment policies. These outcomes are consistent with the theoretical propositions of
Lefebvre (1974) and Harvey (1973), who contend that spatial justice is deeply rooted in the economic
production of space and the allocation of material resources. Similar empirical evidence can be found in studies
by Achmanee et al. (2020) and Petrocos et al. (2021), which indicate that spatial inequalities often stem from
uneven development processes and concentrated capital flows in select destinations.However, the present
model does not account for causal dynamics or mediating factors such as educational level, social status, access
to media, and environmental awareness—all of which may shape residents’ perception of fairness. Future
research should therefore employ longitudinal designs and multi-level spatial models to better capture the
causal mechanisms linking sustainable tourism development and spatial justice. Despite these limitations, the
current findings provide empirical support for the idea that sustainable tourism, if equitably managed, can serve
as an effective instrument for reducing spatial disparities and promoting inclusive rural development.

Conclusion

This study adopted an analytical and applied perspective to examine spatial justice in the rural context of
Binalud County, extending the debate on how sustainable tourism can foster equitable regional development.
While Willowsarasin (2025) explored the political economy of tourism through power asymmetries in the
global hospitality sector, the present research offers a place-based perspective centered on local communities
and the spatial distribution of benefits. Consistent with Das et al. (2025) and Aniramo et al. (2025), the findings
highlight the need to balance economic efficiency with social and spatial equity, reinforcing the arguments of
Heidari Sarban and Bakhtar (2019) regarding the link between rural tourism and quality of life.

Empirical results underscore that economic improvement, local investment, and inclusive participation in
tourism activities can significantly enhance residents’ perceptions of spatial justice. To strengthen these
outcomes, several policy measures are recommended:

1. Establish an integrated system for developing public service infrastructure—including education, healthcare,
transportation, and communications—in underprivileged rural areas aligned with spatial justice principles.

2. Introduce standardized service quality frameworks to minimize disparities between advantaged and marginalized
villages.

3. Enhance regional connectivity through improved transportation and digital service networks to reduce spatial
isolation.

4. Develop a Regional Development Inequality Index as a policy instrument for equitable budgeting and planning.
5. Increase transparency and accountability in regional fund allocation via digital monitoring platforms to build
public trust.

6. Foster local entrepreneurship and small-scale tourism industries to promote sustainable livelihoods and
strengthen place attachment.

7. Implement long-term sustainability assessment systems for tourism projects to ensure intergenerational equity.
Future studies are encouraged to adopt longitudinal and multilevel spatial modeling approaches to capture the
causal mechanisms linking economic change, tourism development, and spatial justice dynamics over time.
Key words: Economic Development, Sustainable Tourism, Spatial Justice, Rural Development, Torgabeh and
Shandiz County.
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al(2021), Madanipour et al(2021).
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