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Empowering women necessitates strategies that extend beyond purely economic
interventions. Cooperatives and microfinance institutions can serve as effective tools for
improving women's economic status, reducing poverty, and enhancing food security. This
study, adopting a futures-oriented approach, seeks to identify the influential drivers and
develop scenarios for women's empowerment within rural and nomadic cooperatives and
microfinance funds in East Azerbaijan Province (horizon 2033 [corresponding to the
Persian calendar year 1412]). Employing a pragmatic objective, a descriptive-analytical
nature, a futures and scenario-based approach, a mixed-methods design, and an exploratory
(instrument development) framework, the research's philosophical paradigm emphasizes
the coherence of ontology and epistemology within a mixed-methods framework. The data
analysis methodology is based on a) bibliometric analysis using VOS viewer, b) structural
analysis of key drivers using MICMAC software, and c) the development of consistent
scenarios employing Scenario Wizard. The sample comprises active female members of
rural cooperatives and microfinance institutions (n=132, through convenience and
accessible sampling) and relevant experts and academics (expert panel: n=30). The
bibliometric findings indicate that in recent years, salient and emergent keywords such as
"rural resilience,” “entrepreneurship,” "food insecurity,” "social capital," and “rural
transformation” have established a significant interrelation with the terms "women's
capacity" and "rural women's empowerment.” The results of the futures analysis reveal
that, among nine principal drivers, the variable "changing nature of business considering
technological advancements and sustainability and rural transformation initiatives" holds
the highest rank in both direct and indirect influence based on the potential impact-
dependency matrix. The "optimal economic profit status of new projects resulting from
scientific feasibility studies at the commencement of a profession” was identified as the
most consistent scenario. The elements of the reported scenario constitute a comprehensive
set of mutually supporting assumptions, thereby allowing the scenario to be evaluated as
internally consistent. Nevertheless, the support for the assumptions underlying the
descriptors "changing nature of business considering technological advancements and
sustainability and rural transformation initiatives” and "microfinance by women and
microfinance institutions as a guarantee for vulnerable and marginalized groups" is notably
weak, and unforeseen interferences within these descriptors may potentially destabilize the
scenario.
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Introduction

Globally, women play a substantial role in agricultural production; however, their participation in agricultural
markets is often limited due to gender-based constraints. While increased market engagement can potentially
lead to their economic empowerment, this outcome is contingent upon local contexts and gender norms.
Women's empowerment is not only a significant end in itself but also a catalyst for other positive outcomes.
Nevertheless, development interventions frequently prioritize women's practical needs, often overlooking their
strategic interests and awareness. Currently, women's empowerment is increasingly recognized as a primary
objective within agricultural and food system interventions. Access to microfinance is acknowledged as a
fundamental economic right and holds considerable importance for vulnerable populations. Despite its
promotion as a tool for poverty reduction and women's empowerment, some critics argue that it can exacerbate
existing gender and class inequalities. Microcredit initiatives have gained global recognition since the 1990s as a
strategy for economic empowerment, and in Iran, rural microcredit funds have been established for women.
Rural and agricultural cooperatives also play a crucial role in poverty alleviation and enhancing food security,
and they are increasingly promoted as mechanisms for women's economic and social empowerment, although
women's representation in cooperative leadership positions remains limited. In recent decades, cooperatives have
been re-evaluated for their potential in socio-economic development and poverty reduction. In Iran, the Central
Organization for Rural Cooperatives has been active since 1964. Futures studies and the identification of
effective drivers for cooperative development and the integration of women's empowerment into cooperative
agricultural programs are essential. Future research should consider specific cultural and economic contexts to
examine causal relationships. This study, with a 10-year (2033) futures horizon, aims to identify influential
drivers and develop scenarios for women's empowerment within rural and nomadic cooperatives and
microfinance funds in East Azerbaijan Province.

Materials and Methods

The research methodology adopts a convergent design within a mixed-methods framework to identify influential
drivers of women's empowerment in rural and nomadic cooperatives and microfinance funds in East Azerbaijan
Province. This approach involves the separate analysis and subsequent integration of quantitative and qualitative
data, aligning with the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of futures studies. The current research,
driven by a pragmatic objective, employs a descriptive-analytical nature, a futures and scenario-based approach,
and an exploratory (instrument development) design. The data analysis process comprises three distinct phases.
Initially, a co-occurrence analysis of studies pertaining to women's empowerment is conducted using VOS
viewer for bibliometric purposes. Subsequently, the identification of influential drivers is undertaken through the
structural analysis approach of futures studies, utilizing MICMAC software. This method involves expert
evaluation of variables and their interrelationships to determine their levels of influence and dependence. Finally,
to explore future developments, various scenarios are categorized into desirable, average, and undesirable
spectra, and their reciprocal impacts are assessed using a cross-impact matrix within a researcher-developed
questionnaire. The responses from experts are then analyzed using Scenario Wizard software. The validity of the
research instruments was assessed through content validity and the Delphi method involving experts. The
reliability of the qualitative instruments is predicated on the stability of the experts' perspectives. The
geographical scope of the research is East Azerbaijan Province, and the sample includes 132 active female
members of cooperatives and microfinance funds (convenience sampling) and 30 relevant experts and
specialists.

Results

The bibliometric analysis indicates a significant increase in the publication of scientific documents related to
rural women's empowerment, growing from 246 documents in 2001 to a peak of 2024 articles in 2024. Key
keywords between 2019 and 2021 included "women,” "microfinance," "women's employment,” and
"empowerment,” while "gender norms," "rural health,” and "migration" also emerged. Recent emergent
keywords associated with rural women's empowerment are "rural resilience,” "entrepreneurship," "food
insecurity," "social capital,” and "rural transformation." Recent research emphasizes the complexity of rural
transformation, the impact of economic improvement, technological advancements, and sustainability initiatives
alongside climate and infrastructural challenges. Addressing women's empowerment is not only a human right
but also a strategic approach to fostering economic and social development, with its study being significant in
countries like India over the past two decades. In the structural analysis, the cross-impact matrix of factors, with
a 94% validity, demonstrates a broad mutual influence and dependence among the selected factors. Of the 1221
evaluated relationships, most exhibited moderate or weak influence. For future scenario forecasting, 27 distinct
situations across 9 key factors at desirable, average, and undesirable levels were identified, and their reciprocal
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impacts were evaluated by experts. The aim was to assess the interdependencies of these situations to understand
their role in shaping future outcomes. Expert responses were analyzed using Scenario Wizard software to
determine the nature of the relationships between these 27 situations.

Conclusion

The bibliometric analysis revealed that in recent years, "rural resilience," "entrepreneurship,” "food insecurity,"
"social capital,”" and "rural transformation” are emergent and prominent keywords significantly interconnected
with "women's capacity” and "rural women's empowerment.” The findings of the futures analysis indicated that,
among nine key drivers, the variable "changing nature of business considering technological advancements and
sustainability and rural transformation initiatives" ranked first in terms of both direct and indirect influence
based on the potential impact-dependency matrix. The "optimal economic profit status of new projects resulting
from scientific feasibility studies at the commencement of a profession” was identified as the most consistent
scenario. The elements of the reported scenario form a comprehensive set of mutually supporting assumptions,
allowing the scenario to be assessed as internally consistent. However, the support for the assumptions
underlying the descriptors "changing nature of business considering technological advancements and
sustainability and rural transformation initiatives™ and "microfinance by women and microfinance institutions as
a guarantee for vulnerable and marginalized groups™ is notably weak, and unforeseen interferences within these
descriptors may potentially destabilize the scenario.
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