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Avrticle history: This study aimed to design and validate a conceptual model of the causes of
Received: 17 August 2025 underdevelopment in the rural areas of Nikshahr County, with a focus on sociological factors.
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Accepted: 10 November 2025 nature. In the qualitative phase, content analysis based on conventional and contractual

approaches was conducted through semi-structured interviews with 13 purposively selected
experts, including university professors, government employees, and other knowledgeable

Keywords: individuals. Data were analyzed using MAXQDA18 software. In the quantitative phase, the
Cultural issue population consisted of 550 secondary school teachers in Nikshahr’s rural areas in 2024, with
Economic constraints a sample of 225 selected via simple random sampling based on Morgan’s table. Data were
Nikshahr collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire derived from the qualitative interviews
Sociological factors and analyzed using correlation coefficients, confirmatory factor analysis, and partial least
Underdevelopment squares modeling with SPSS28 and SmartPLS3 software. The qualitative findings identified

five categories of causes for underdevelopment: unstable livelihoods, inadequate
infrastructure and services, low quality of life, geographical and social issues, and weak
management and policymaking. Barriers to development included economic constraints, poor
rural services, social and cultural challenges, lack of long-term planning, and environmental
limitations. Proposed solutions included infrastructure development, rural empowerment,
enhanced social participation and cohesion, and the formulation of long-term development
plans. The outcomes of development implementation were improved rural welfare, social
development, and cultural enhancement. Quantitative results confirmed the model’s adequate
fit and validity.

1. Introduction

Underdevelopment in rural areas, particularly in regions like Nikshahr County in Sistan and Baluchestan Province,
Iran, poses a significant challenge to sustainable development. This complex issue encompasses economic, social,
cultural, and environmental dimensions that collectively affect the quality of life in rural communities. The present
study aims to design and validate a conceptual model to identify the causes of underdevelopment in the villages
of Nikshahr, with a specific focus on sociological factors. Nikshahr, consisting of 294 villages and a population
of approximately 105,000, faces numerous developmental barriers due to its economic reliance on subsistence
agriculture and livestock rearing, arid climate, historical deprivation, and inadequate infrastructure. Sociological
factors, such as social capital, tribal relationships, cultural patterns, and community participation, play a crucial
role in this context. Using a mixed-methods (qualitative-quantitative) approach, this research aims to address gaps
in the existing literature by systematically analyzing sociological factors contributing to underdevelopment and
proposing evidence-based solutions. The novelty of this study lies in its focus on the local characteristics of
Nikshahr and its application of a mixed-methods approach to identify and organize sociological factors, such as
social capital and cultural norms, which have been underexplored in previous studies.

2. Methodology
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This applied study employed a mixed-methods (qualitative—quantitative) design. In the qualitative phase,
conventional and contractual content analysis was used. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 13 purposively selected experts, including university professors, government employees, and other
knowledgeable individuals. The interviews, lasting between 25 and 55 minutes, were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim. Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA18 software through a three-stage coding
process (open coding, subcategory development, and main category identification). The validity of the qualitative
data was ensured through participant checking and evaluation by external experts not involved in the study. In the
quantitative phase, the study population comprised 550 secondary school teachers in the rural areas of Nikshahr
in 2024, from whom a sample of 225 was selected using simple random sampling based on Morgan’s table. Data
were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings, with reliability
confirmed by a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.92. Quantitative data were analyzed using Pearson correlation
coefficients, confirmatory factor analysis, and structural equation modeling with SPSS28 and SmartPLS3
software. The model fit indices (SRMR = 0.013, NFI = 0.931) indicated a high level of model fit and validity.

3. Results and Discussion

Qualitative findings indicated that the causes of underdevelopment in the villages of Nikshahr can be classified
into five main themes: unstable livelihoods (resulting from reliance on traditional agriculture and a lack of
profitable employment opportunities), inadequate infrastructure and services (such as poor road conditions,
limited access to potable water, and insufficient health and educational facilities), low quality of life (reflected in
weak education and healthcare systems), geographical and social issues (including an arid climate, dispersed
settlements, and tribal structures), and weak management and policymaking (characterized by the absence of long-
term planning and insufficient institutional coordination). Development barriers were identified in five categories:
economic constraints (limited financial resources and investment), poor rural services (in education, healthcare,
and transportation), social and cultural challenges (traditional norms and gender restrictions), lack of long-term
planning, and environmental limitations (drought and water scarcity). Proposed solutions encompassed four key
areas: development of infrastructure and services (improving roads and public facilities), empowerment of rural
communities (through skills-based training and support for modern agriculture), enhancement of social
participation and cohesion (via local councils and increased collaboration), and the formulation of long-term
development plans (with an emphasis on environmental sustainability). The outcomes of implementing
development strategies included improved rural welfare (poverty reduction and enhanced livelihoods), social
development (reduced social problems and migration), and cultural enhancement (promotion of tourism and
preservation of local culture). Quantitative results confirmed the model’s adequate fit and validity, with significant
factor loadings and path coefficients indicating strong relationships among causes, barriers, solutions, and
outcomes.

4. Conclusion

The findings highlight the complex and multidimensional nature of underdevelopment in the villages of Nikshahr,
arising from the interaction of economic, social, cultural, and environmental factors. Unstable livelihoods and
inadequate infrastructure, compounded by geographical isolation and weak governance, perpetuate persistent
cycles of poverty. The identified barriers, including economic limitations and cultural constraints, are consistent
with multidimensional poverty and sustainable development frameworks, underscoring the need for holistic and
integrated approaches. The proposed solutions—namely infrastructure development, rural empowerment,
enhanced social participation, and long-term planning—present practical strategies for addressing these
challenges. The expected outcomes, such as improved welfare and reduced social problems, illustrate the
transformative potential of targeted development initiatives. Despite the high validity of the proposed model, the
study has several limitations, including the relatively small qualitative sample size (13 experts), potential biases
associated with semi-structured interviews, and a primary focus on sociological factors, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings to other regions. Furthermore, as the data were collected in 2024, their relevance
may diminish over time due to rapid social and environmental changes. To address the identified barriers,
policymakers should prioritize the improvement of connectivity infrastructure, the provision of skills-based
training, the promotion of community participation through local councils, and the design of sustainable
development programs. Additionally, the promotion of ecotourism and the implementation of efficient water and
soil management practices can support sustainable income generation. Future research is encouraged to conduct
comparative studies across different regions, examine non-sociological determinants of underdevelopment, and
employ longitudinal designs to assess the long-term impacts of interventions. Overall, this study offers a robust
framework to inform policy formulation and sustainable development planning in Nikshahr and similar rural
settings.
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