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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Rural development is intrinsically linked to broader national economic and social development.
It plays a critical role in addressing rural poverty and deprivation. The sustainability and
viability of rural communities’ hinge on economic planning rooted in sustainable development
principles. Historical evidence shows that neglecting rural economic issues contributes to
unbalanced development and long-term instability. Sustainable development requires an
integrated approach across all levels and sectors. For instance, one of the objectives of the
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is to ensure a decent standard of living for agricultural
communities. Globally, agriculture has often been a key driver of rural prosperity, serving both
as a mechanism for poverty alleviation and a cornerstone of rural development strategies.
Therefore, understanding the key determinants of rural economic sustainability is essential for
advancing effective rural development.

Methods

The research employed a mixed-method approach. The statistical population consisted of rural
development experts and local households. Initially, 28 experts rated 56 research statements
based on their significance. In the next phase, 481 rural people from selected villages responded
to 41 items focusing on economic sustainability. Data were analyzed using Q-factor analysis in
SPSS, while Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was carried out using SMART PLS software.

Results

Q-method analysis identified “vulnerability, productivity, and economic diversity” as the most
influential factor in sustaining rural economic development. This category includes variables
such as drought-related damages, investment security, dependency on subsidies, access to
insurance, labor availability, pre-sale of products, home ownership, poverty levels, job security,
income and job diversity, land ownership, product variety, savings rate, and farm productivity.
SEM results showed that: Vulnerability, productivity, and economic diversity had the highest
impact (f =0.411), Employment and economic infrastructure followed ( = 0.355), and Access
to economic and production resources had the least impact ( = 0.246).

These findings emphasize that economic resilience and well-being are primarily influenced by
these variables.

Conclusion

Malekan County is predominantly agricultural. Experts highlighted economic justice, stability,
and welfare as central pillars of rural economic sustainability. Among these, “vulnerability,
productivity, and economic diversity” emerged as the most influential factor. However, recent
challenges, such as persistent droughts, reduced precipitation, declining groundwater levels,
and reduced agricultural productivity have strained rural livelihoods. Farmers face financial
losses, income insecurity, and are often forced to pre-sell products due to lack of financial
support. The narrow focus on horticulture, combined with a lack of employment and income
diversity, has further exacerbated vulnerabilities.

If these trends continue, rural depopulation and increased migration to urban areas are likely.
This underscores the urgent need for sustainable, diversified economic planning and resilience-
building strategies in Malekan County's rural areas.

Keywords: Sustainability, Economic Development, Mixed Method, Malekan County,
Structural Equations.
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