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Villagers' self-organization, as a collaborative process, plays a fundamental
role in promoting sustainable livelihoods in rural areas. This study was
carried out to identify the driving forces affecting the self-organization of
villagers and to improve sustainable rural livelihoods in Ashtian County,
Iran. Utilizing a qualitative research design with an analytical-exploratory
approach, data were gathered through semi-structured questionnaires and
in-depth interviews with 30 subject matter experts. The collected qualitative
data were analyzed using the Delphi method and MicMac software to
identify underlying relationships and patterns among concepts. The findings
indicate that the distribution of factors and variables influencing the
improvement of sustainable rural livelihoods in the study area is
characterized by instability. Additionally, among the 24 primary influential
factors, 10 critical drivers emerged as pivotal to advancing villagers' self-
organization and promoting long-term sustainability in rural livelihoods.
These drivers include innovation and creativity of villagers in agricultural
and non-agricultural activities, skills and experience in group activities, and
the establishment of local organizations as individual factors; increasing the
spirit of entrepreneurship, launching, and promoting new local businesses
as psychological factors; increasing participation, cooperation, and a sense
of responsibility in agricultural and non-agricultural activities as social
factors; empowering villagers by increasing their awareness, social and
economic skills, and leveraging new IT and ICT technologies for structural
empowerment in the direction of self-organization as education and
empowerment factors; access to diverse and reliable financial resources for
agricultural and non-agricultural activities as economic factors; delegating
authority to villagers in line with local planning and decentralization as
planning and management factors; and finally, supporting the creation and
development of local businesses, diversifying agricultural and non-
agricultural activities, and increasing investment in innovative businesses
as socio-economic support factors. These drivers collectively contribute to
advancing villagers' self-organization and enhancing sustainable rural
livelihoods.
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Introduction

Extensive research on empowerment highlights its direct impact on improving sustainable rural
livelihoods. However, scholars such as (1997), Rowlands (1995, 1997) and Amartya Sen (1995)
argue that top-down empowerment approaches rooted in hierarchical dominance fail to foster
sustainable outcomes (Rowlands, 1995; Shafieisabet & Haratifard, 2020). Instead, these thinkers
emphasize that true empowerment must begin with self-organization within local communities,
which subsequently drives the development and enhancement of sustainable rural livelihoods.
According to these scholars, such empowerment occurs through the transition from a state of "power
over" to a state of "power with" and "power within." Kanter (1997) states that when rural stakeholders
have access to empowerment, education, awareness, knowledge, skills, and resources to achieve a
degree of self-awareness and self-actualization, they feel empowered, and as a result, their level of
participation in the process of sustainable rural livelihoods improves (Amor et al., 2020). Thus,
structural empowerment—the process of enhancing the internal capacities, skills, and organizational
potential of rural communities—emerges as a critical pathway toward self-organization and long-
term sustainability.

Despite the implementation of various empowerment programs in the rural areas of the study, many
villagers remain unable to conduct agricultural and non-agricultural activities in a self-reliant and
self-organized manner. This gap between theoretical goals and practical outcomes highlights the need
to re-examine empowerment strategies to better align with self-organization processes. The
disconnect suggests that existing programs have fallen short in fostering self-sufficiency and
autonomy among rural stakeholders. In response to this challenge, the present research aims to
develop new conceptual frameworks and identify key drivers that enhance self-organization and
sustainable rural livelihoods. By pinpointing the critical factors that influence self-organization, the
study seeks to provide actionable insights for empowering villagers to undertake both agricultural
and non-agricultural activities independently and sustainably. This approach underscores the
importance of self-reliance as a cornerstone of sustainable rural livelihoods, where villagers can
effectively mobilize their resources, skills, and knowledge to improve their quality of life in a
sustainable and resilient manner. On this basis, the present research seeks to identify the factors
affecting the self-organization of villagers to achieve sustainable rural livelihoods. In other words,
by accurately identifying the key effective components, it aims to help villagers carry out various
agricultural and non-agricultural activities in their villages with self-reliance and in a self-organized
manner.

Material and Methods

In the current research, new conceptual structures and appropriate key drivers were analyzed within
the local conditions of the rural spatial system using the futures study method to improve these factors
and their impact on self-organization and sustainable rural livelihoods. Using the Delphi method,
semi-structured questionnaires were designed and distributed to 30 academics and experts. By
examining the experts' responses, 24 key drivers for improving sustainable rural livelihoods were
identified. Subsequently, using MicMac software, the 10 factors with the highest scores were
identified as the fundamental drivers affecting the future process of villagers' self-organization in
line with sustainable rural livelihoods.
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Result and Discussion

The 10 drivers of self-organization can be categorized into seven areas:

Individual factors, which include drivers of innovation and creativity in agricultural and non-
agricultural activities, skills and experience in group activities, and the establishment of local
organizations; Psychological factors, which include drivers of increasing the spirit of
entrepreneurship and launching and promoting new local businesses; Social factors, which include
drivers of increasing participation, cooperation, and a sense of responsibility in agricultural and non-
agricultural activities; Education and empowerment factors, which include drivers of empowering
villagers by increasing their awareness, social and economic skills, and leveraging new IT and ICT
technologies for structural empowerment in the direction of self-organization; Economic factors,
which include drivers of access to diverse and reliable financial resources for agricultural and non-
agricultural activities; Planning and management factors, which include drivers of delegating
authority to villagers in line with local planning and decentralization; and Socio-economic protection
factors, which include drivers of supporting the creation and development of local businesses,
diversifying agricultural and non-agricultural activities, and increasing investment in innovative
businesses. Therefore, rural development planners and policymakers, by paying attention to these
drivers, can provide the basis for strengthening or transforming the fields of self-organization. This
will enable rural communities to achieve self-awareness within the framework of creating groups
and organizations, thereby improving and sustaining livelihoods across various environmental-
ecological, social, economic, and institutional dimensions in the rural spatial system of the studied
area through group work and independent efforts.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the distribution of factors and variables influencing the improvement of
sustainable rural livelihoods in the studied area is characterized by instability. Additionally, among
the 24 primary influential factors, 10 critical drivers emerged as pivotal to advancing villagers' self-
organization and promoting long-term sustainability in rural livelihoods. These drivers include
innovation and creativity of villagers in agricultural and non-agricultural activities, skills and
experience in group activities, and the establishment of local organizations as individual factors;
increasing the spirit of entrepreneurship, launching, and promoting new local businesses as
psychological factors; increasing participation, cooperation, and a sense of responsibility in
agricultural and non-agricultural activities as social factors; empowering villagers by increasing their
awareness, social and economic skills, and leveraging new IT and ICT technologies for structural
empowerment in the direction of self-organization as education and empowerment factors; access to
diverse and reliable financial resources for agricultural and non-agricultural activities as economic
factors; delegating authority to villagers in line with local planning and decentralization as planning
and management factors; and finally, supporting the creation and development of local businesses,
diversifying agricultural and non-agricultural activities, and increasing investment in innovative
businesses as socio-economic support factors. These drivers collectively contribute to advancing
villagers' self-organization and enhancing sustainable rural livelihoods.
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