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Abstract: For visitors who live the modern, hectic, and bustling city life, rural destinations provide
an alternative to escape in a serene environment. Rural tourism also promotes community
development, rural restructuring, and capital redistribution. Prior studies paid little attention to the
role that rural tourism plays in local economic development. Particularly, what hinders rural
tourism’s contribution to sustainable local economic development remains unclear. Using qualitative
data generated from 41 key informants from a wide range of stakeholders, the findings of this study
demonstrate that rural tourism makes positive contributions to sustainable local economic
development. It increases household income, facilitates capital redistribution, and promotes rural
entrepreneurship. However, its contribution has been constrained by financial, structural, marketing,
and technological factors. Research implications are discussed, and avenues for future research are
recommended.
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1. Introduction

Due to its positive impact on the economy, society, culture, and environment, the tourism sector
is regarded as a facilitator of sustainable development (Su et al., 2019). Tourism contributes toward
achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as it is directly connected to
goals 8, 12, and 14 of the SDGs, with the potential to contribute to several others. As one of the rapidly
growing tourism segments, rural tourism has been advocated in both developed and developing
countries (Gao & Wu, 2017; Iorio & Corsale, 2010) as a tool to balance urban and rural economic
development and promotes local communities” quality of life (Deng et al., 2020; Wang, 2020). In
China, tourism has been considered one of the key economic pillars in the long-term national socio-
economic development of the country (Gao & Wu, 2017; Li, Ryan & Cave, 2016).

In the previous decades, numerous Chinese villages in the countryside have developed rural
tourism (Gao & Wu, 2017; Liu et al., 2020). The development of rural tourism, in turn, promotes the
integration of various businesses and facilitates industrial transformation as well as capital
investment (Diao & Liu, 2019; Su et al., 2019). Therefore, given the substantial role of rural tourism,
the Chinese central government has made a series of steps to promote its development (Gao & Wu,
2017; Liu et al., 2020; Su et al., 2019). Especially from 2017 onwards, rural tourism has received more
attention in China since the Chinese state council espoused industry convergence as a key driver of
rural tourism development and diversification (Lyu, Huang & Mao, 2021; Shen et al., 2019). Industry
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convergence implies a circumstance where the primary, secondary, and tertiary industries merge to
provide support and boost tourism development (Shen et al., 2019).

The notion of rural tourism gains attention in China and the demand for rural tourism
consumption has also been increasing (Gao & Wu, 2017; Li et al., 2016). People living in bustling
urban centers have begun to realise the importance of rurality and look for a slower pace of
environment to escape (Chi & Lee, 2020). In the contemporary world, the demand for rural tourism
has also been prompted by numerous social media actors and influencers. Additionally, since the
COVID-19 pandemic, people’s interest in domestic travel in China has been growing as a substitute
for international tourism. However, despite the growing attention from the government and local
communities on the importance of rural tourism, there is a dearth of research on the perspective of
local economic sustainability particularly the growth constraints and intervention mechanisms to
further boost the contribution of rural tourism. More academic studies were called to identify best
practices and constraints so that rural tourism can be used as a catalyst for sustainable local economic
development (Shen et al., 2019). Furthermore, Gao and Wu (2017) and Deng, Lu, and Zhao (2020)
suggested further studies to unravel the inextricable linkages between the tourism sector and other
sectors of the rural economy and thereby develop integrated rural tourism that contributes to
sustainable long-term rural development. Subsequently, the objective of the current study is to
explore the role of rural tourism in local economic development in the countryside using Shandong
Province as a research context.

In line with our primary research objective, this study aims to:

(1) examine the current state of rural tourism development in Shandong Province.

(2) investigate factors that facilitate sustainable rural tourism development in the province and,

(3) 1identify constraints hindering rural tourism development and forward possible suggestions for
pertinent actors to expedite the sustainable development of rural tourism.

2. Theoretical Background

Rural tourism is a form of tourism interconnected with the economic, social, cultural, natural,
and human structures of rural areas. Primarily relying on rural amenities, rural tourism is considered
a niche tourism market that has a strong linkage with agriculture (Fleischer & Tchetchik, 2005). The
complementarity between rural tourism and agriculture is widely discussed (Daréau et al., 2010; Iorio
& Corsale, 2010; Randelli et al., 2014). Lane (1994) noted that interest in countryside recreation grew
in the 19" century as a reaction to the stress and squalor of expanding industrial cities. However,
rural tourism started to draw academic attention during the 1980s and 1990s. As discussed by Lane
(1994), rural tourism has the following five essential features; (1) practiced in rural areas, (2) rural
function, (3) small scale, (4) traditional culture, and (5) local ownership. Therefore, rural tourism is a
segment of tourism that takes place in the countryside and utilises human-made and natural rural
resources.

Rural tourism also has many different forms entailing the environment, history, economy, and
geography. Rural tourism offers tourists the opportunity to experience an authentic rural lifestyle and
permits direct host-guest interactions. Despite there is lack of a uniform definition of rural tourism,
the location where the activity takes place, the types of tourism activities, and the typologies of
tourism products and services are common denominators of rural tourism (Zhang et al., 2019).
Nowadays, rural areas are no longer related purely to agricultural spaces but are becoming centers
for the stimulation of new socio-economic activities and investment opportunities including tourism
(Saxena et al., 2007). In many rural areas around the world, the economic implication of tourism goes
beyond generating income through renting rooms and selling handicrafts (Aazami & Shanazi, 2020;
Randelli & Martellozzo, 2019). It also invigorates rural infrastructure and facilities, creates short and
long-term job opportunities, diversifies economies, draws in more investment opportunities, and
stimulates local entrepreneurship (Shen et al., 2019).

Briedenhann (2004) and Shen et al. (2019) indicated that the development of rural tourism in
underdeveloped areas stimulates the rise of other tourism businesses and the establishment of
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cooperation and partnership among different enterprises. Agri-tourism has also been growing
exponentially in various countries along with rural tourism such as in Italy and Japan (Ohe & Ciani,
2012; Privitera, 2010). Rural tourism has been closely linked to food clusters (Lee, Wall & Kovacs,
2015) and alternative food networks (Sidali, Kastenholz, & Bianchi, 2015). Food clusters are places
that offer visitors an array of culinary tourism experiences, such as food tours, farm visits, and
complementary arts and cultural-related events (Lee et al., 2015) while alternative food networks
imply community-supported agriculture, farmers’ markets, fair trade, specialised forms of organic
agriculture, direct farm retail, and the slow food movements (Edwards, 2016). Some scholars also
discuss rural tourism as a tool to build and consolidate national identity and defy neocolonialism
(George, Mair & Reid, 2009; Silva & Leal, 2015). It also helps to diversify and promote the rural
economy, expand employment opportunities, and support rural areas’ overall prosperity (Islam &
Carlsen, 2012; Wang, 2020; Wilson et al., 2001). Therefore, rural tourism enables communities in the
countryside to reap the benefits of tourism while protecting their way of life, identity, and ecosystem
if its development follows the principles of sustainability. For example, Iorio and Corsale (2010)
highlighted that in Romania rural tourism diversifies communities’” economic base and improves
their livelihood both economically and in other aspects of their lives. Unlike other types of tourism,
rural tourism can be less expensive to develop, and it is less dependent on outside firms (Islam &
Carlsen, 2012). However, it is critical to ensure that rural tourism development initiatives take local
leadership, widespread community support, and sustained collaboration between rural tourism
enterprises and other stakeholders for successful rural tourism development.

In the previous decades, China’s rural tourism sector attracts growing attention. The country
has rich rural tourism resources and diverse natural landscapes that offer rural tourists a range of
unique experiences, most of which can be contrasted with the images of Chinese cities (Liu et al.,
2017; Zhao et al,, 2020). China's rural development effort is impacted by its overall national
development plans and policy implications (Li et al., 2020; Sofield & Li, 2011). Due to chronic social
contradictions in the country, people's desire for a better living standard has been in jeopardy (Ren,
2019; Wang, 2020). The current development imbalance between urban and rural areas has been the
root cause of social inequalities (Liu, 2018). Consequently, rural revitalisation is regarded as one of
the major national strategic decisions through urban and rural integration, rural economic progress,
and poverty alleviation. The rural revitalisation strategy aims to shift the focus of national
development from urban to rural areas (Lyu et al.,, 2021) and narrow the development gap between
urban and rural areas. To this end, developing rural tourism has been identified as a viable option
(Randelli et al., 2014). The development of rural tourism effectively guides and promotes the flow
and redistribution of capital from urban areas to rural areas. It also supports areas that have been
experiencing industrial transition such as from relying heavily on logging to developing sustainable
tourism (Ma & Yang, 2022). Currently, rural tourism becomes the beacon of economic development
and a tool to support villages and communities (Gao & Wu, 2017) in rural China (Figure 1).

Tourism has been growing rapidly in Shandong province (CEIC, 2020). It is a special corridor
for rural tourism development, because of its diversified geographical and socio-economic features
as well as rich cultural and heritage resources. In 2018 and 2019, 503 and 540 million tourists
(including both domestic and international) visited Shandong province respectively
(ProgrammerSought, 2020). Because of the favorable measures taken to increase investment in rural
tourism and improve rural tourism facilities, rural tourism was projected to hit the 41 billion USD
milestone in revenue in 2020 (Liu, 2018). However, achieving this target might be impacted by the
unprecedented outbreak of the COVID-19 global pandemic. In recent years, some of the villages in
Shandong province strive to combine rural natural tourist attractions such as mountains, rivers, lakes,
and wetlands with rural cultural tourism resources such as local cuisine, folk culture, ancient villages,
and farmhouses that expedite rural tourism development (Zhao et al., 2020).

However, if
its 1.42 1.52
development
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is not well
planned and
controlled,
through time,
rural tourism
could
transform
rural
agricultural
land into high-
traffic
commercial
land that
might alter the
original
characteristics
of the
countryside
and harm the
environment
(Xue,
Kerstetter &
Hunt, 2017).
Furthermore,
rural tourism
might change
the livelihoods,
lifestyles, and
social fabrics
of rural
communities,
influencing
their
perceptions of
being rural
residents
(Bezemer &
Headey, 2008;
Cassel &
Pettersson,
2015).
Therefore, a
deeper
understanding
of the
challenges and
constraints, as
well as the
development
models of rural
tourism
development
becomes
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Figure 1. Rural tourist arrivals and rural tourism receipt (USD) in China (2008-2019) (CEIC, 2020).

3. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach due to the exploratory nature of its
objectives. There is a dearth of research that examines the roles rural tourism plays in local economic
progress and influencing factors of the developmental process. To fulfill this research aim, we
selected Shandong, China as a research context. Shandong is one of the 23 provinces in the People’s
Republic of China. The province covers a total area of 153,000 square km and with a total population
of 100.472 million, it is the second most populated province in China after Guangdong (Statista, 2020).
The province is situated on the lower banks of the Yellow River, and it faces the Bohai Sea to the
north and the Yellow Sea to the east. Shandong Province is uniquely positioned in Chinese civilisation
and history as an ancient battlefield, and the origin of much of China's religion and philosophy (China
Today.com, 2020). Moreover, as a popular tourist destination, Shandong Province has a wide variety
of rural tourist attractions (Zhao, Han & Wang, 2020). This study mainly considers the leisure tourism
segment where visitors travel to rural destinations for holiday purposes and use local facilities and
services in addition to site seeing and participating in various local events such as festivals, and
traditional markets.

We collected data from various key tourism stakeholders in the province through in-depth
interviews and researchers’ observations over two periods - between April 2022 and June 2022, and
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March 2024 and April 2024. Overall, 41 participants - 12 local communities, eight local guides, four
tourism professionals, four government employees, five homestay business owners, four restaurant
owners, and four village shop owners were recruited purposively (Table 1). We recruited participants
purposively based on their proximity to the rural tourism sector in the province as well as their prior
experience. In detail, the selection criteria were 1) individuals who have a sufficient understanding
of the rural tourism sector, 2) work in the tourism sector, 3) engage in government tourism
organisations, and 4) have four or more years of experience in the sector. To boost clarity and improve
communication, we conducted all the in-depth interviews using Mandarin, the national language,
and then we performed back-to-back translations to English. Theoretical saturation was considered
to terminate further data collection as any additional interview ceases to bring new insights.
Furthermore, the main purpose of a qualitative study is to advance a deeper understanding of the
topic of interest by analysing in-depth information instead of drawing generalisations from a large
sample (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006). Subsequently, data saturation was reached after conducting 41
interviews. Researchers’ observations were also used as an additional data source and a method to
triangulate interview data. It supports in-depth interviews by providing information about the local
communities' enthusiasm for the growth of rural tourism, the potential, and constraints of existing
rural tourism. Participants were clarified with the research objectives and their consent was sought.
Participants’ privacy is protected as we conceal their identities. Prior to analysis, data were organised,
cleaned, trimmed, and prepared for subsequent coding. Then we conducted our analysis using open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding as can be seen in Figure 2. Data were analysed thematically
where similar themes were categorised to form the upper-level themes to eventually form theoretical
insights.

To ensure the credibility of research findings, the researchers have implemented techniques such
as confirmability audits, member checks, and peer debriefing in addition to spending adequate time
during data collection. We also strived to maintain scientific rigour by immersing ourselves in the
data and maintaining contact with research participants for further clarifications when a need arises
(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015). Credibility in research is ensured when study findings
accurately reflect the opinions of participants involved in the study (Hockings et al. 2009).
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Figure 2. Data analysis process (Authors’ plot, 2021).

Table 1. Demographic profiles of research participants.

Total years of

Participan . . Participants’ : .
t No. Participant Category  Sex Age residence experle-nce in
tourism

1 Local community_L1 F 20-30  Linyi 5

2 Local community_L2 M 41-50  Linyi 7

3 Local community_L3 M ?Obove Linyi 15

4 Local community_L4 M 31-40 Jinan 8

5 Local community_L5 F 41-50  Jinan 6

6 Local community_L6 M 31-40  Jinan 10

7 Local community_L7 M 20-30  Zibo 7

8 Local community_L8 F ?Obove Linyi 9
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9 Local community_L9 M 31-40  Weihai 4
A
10 Local community_L10 M 5 Obove Zibo 16
11 Local community_L11F 41-50  Linyi 9
12 Local community_L12F 20-30  Jinan 6
13 Local guide_LG1 F 41-50  Jinan 7
14 Local guide_LG2 F 41-50  Jinan 9
15 Local guide_LG3 M 41-50  Linyi 6
A
16 Localguide LG4 M | Obo"e Zibo 12
17 Local guide LG5 T ?Obo"e Zibo 11
18 Local guide_LG6 M 31-40  Weihai 5
19 Local guide_LG7 M 41-50  Linyi 8
20 Local guide_LG8 F 31-40 Weihai 4
Tourism Above _.
21 Professional_TP1 M 50 Zibo 21
Tourism
1-4 Zi 12
22 Professional_TP2 M 31-40 ibo
Tourism .
23 Professional_TP3 F 41-50  Jinan ?
Tourism
24 F 41- Weihai 12
Professional_TP4 50 emat
25 Local M 4150  Linyi 15
government_LGovl
26 Local M 3140 Weihai 8
government_LGov2
27 Local F 41-50  Zibo 11
government_LGov3
28 Provincial M 4150 Jinan 10
government_PG1
Homestay owner .
29 _HO1 F 31-40  Jinan 6
Homestay owner o
30 HO2 M 41-50  Weihai 10
Homestay owner Above _.
31 HO3 M 50 Zibo 11
Homestay owner .
32 _HO4 F 41-50  Linyi 8
Homestay owner o
- 7
33 _HOS M 31-40  Weihai
Restaurant .
34 owner_RO1 M 41-50  Jinan 10
Restaurant Above _.
35 owner_RO2 F 50 Zibo 15
Restaurant Above o
36 owner RO3 M 50 Weihai 11
Restaurant o
37 owner RO4 F 41-50  Linyi 9
38 Shop owner_SO1 F 41-50  Zibo 6
39 Shop owner_SO2 M 31-40  Weihai 4
40 Shop owner_SO3 M 41-50  Jinan 7
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41 Shop owner SO4 M ?Obo"e Linyi 8

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Current State of Rural Tourism and Factors That Expedite Sustainable Rural Tourism

Currently, rural tourism plays a vital role in employment creation and driving the development
of the rural economy in the province. As can be seen in Figure 3, while visitor numbers increased by
91 percent in just ten years (between 2007 and 2017), there was nearly a 77 percent increase in
employment between 2005 and 2017. Figure 3 also shows that rural tourism has been developing
rapidly since 2006 and continues to grow with an annual growth rate of more than 20%. Rural areas
possess resources such as scenery, culture, and activities that draw tourists and urban residents (Lyu
et al., 2021). For example, about half of China's 55 UNESCO World Heritage sites are found in rural
areas (Dai & Zhang, 2007). World Heritage sites are the centers of gravity for both domestic and
international tourists to rural communities. China's rich tourism resources and the current stage of
economic and social development also provide a favorable climate for the development of rural
tourism. Thus, China is undergoing a rural tourist boom, and even amid the COVID-19 outbreak,
more than four billion trips were made throughout China in 2021, generating 500 billion USD in
revenue (Westcott & Wang, 2021).

As a government tourism employee indicated during the interview, after carefully assessing its
potential, the Shandong Provincial Party Committee has ratified rural tourism development plans to
boost the sustainable development of the sector in the province. Moreover, according to our desk-
top-based research, with the aim to financially strengthen rural tourism enterprises and thereby boost
their development prospect, Shandong Provincial authorities have issued a series of financial, and
tax-favored policies (Liu, 2020). In terms of the infrastructure necessary for rural tourism
development, the construction of roads connecting every village of the province is already completed.
It significantly increased the capability of regional and less developed rural areas to receive visitation.
In 2018 alone, the province allocated a total of 12.6 million USD in special funds for rural tourism
development to support 72 counties, focusing on poverty alleviation, rural tourism cluster area
development, and new tourist attractions development (PGi, May 2021). It was also highlighted that
recently the poverty alleviation project for rural tourism in Shandong Province approved three
categories of financial support ranging from 14,585 USD to 14,585,000 USD, to sustain the
development of rural tourism (PG, May 2021). Such critical measures are taken by the government
to stimulate rural tourism as one of the key economic pillars in the province. Gao and Wu (2017) and
Lyu et al. (2021) noted that rural tourism becomes a tool for preserving rural villages and sustaining
indigenous communities. The provincial government supports the sector in line with the policy
directions from the central government (Shen et al., 2019). According to the Shandong Province
Department of Culture and Tourism (2020), the province targeted to host 540 million arrivals with a
total tourism receipt of nearly 4 billion USD in 2020 despite the actual achievement might be affected
by the unprecedented outbreak of the COVID-19 global pandemic. The following quote elucidates
the opinion of a homestay owner in Weihai.

Many tourists came to our village before the epidemic, and most of them were from cities. Since
I have been in this industry for the past seven years, I can say that tourism has been gradually
expanding, and we have been able to generate revenue by renting out rooms. However, the COVID-
19 outbreak had an impact on the visitor flow, which now starts to catch up (HOs, March 2024).
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Figure 3. Total number of tourism employees (2005-2017) and the total number of tourist arrivals (2007- 2018) in
Shandong Province (CEIC, 2020).

4.2. Constraints of Rural Tourism Development

As an emerging tourist destination in a rapidly developing country, Shandong Province faces
financial, structural, marketing, and technological limitations that hinder the sustainable
development of its rural tourism. Among the setbacks, poor access to finance and low-interest fee
loans were mentioned by the private sector participants. Moreover, the lack of sustained and
customised training that helps to build the capacities of rural enterprises is identified as a constraint
of successful rural tourism development.

We have been benefiting from the development of rural tourism and we want to expand the
development and obtain more benefits. However, such an expansion demands better infrastructure
and facilities, which require capital investment. Although we receive some supporting funds and
loans from the government and some villagers raise funds, there is still a considerably large funding
gap to build quality asphalt roads, and clean and tidy scenic spots, museums, and libraries (LCy, June
2022).
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In addition, factors such as lack of adequate follow-up from the government, ineffective crisis
management, unhealthy competition among rural tourism enterprises, and poor facility development
reduce the contributions of rural tourism to the local economic development and attractiveness of
rural areas. Another factor that hinders the sustainable development of rural tourism in the province
is the practice of an unsustainable development model that pays little to no attention to the local
ecology and poverty alleviation.

Rural tourism does not only generate income and creates job opportunities, but it also has
unfavorable effects on the ecology by causing pollution such as an increase in rubbish, sewage, CO2
emissions, and environmental deterioration. Additionally, in some villages, only a small portion of
the community ended up benefiting while the majority were overlooked. Due to the nature of the
sector, these issues are urgent and require a shift in the development paradigm that prioritises quality
over quantity, takes the natural ecosystem into account, and ensures justice and equity in community
engagement (TPs, April 2024).

Moreover, the current rural tourism in the province is not yet properly integrated with other
local economic activities such as trade and agriculture. This undermines the overall impacts of rural
tourism in improving local tourism resources, enhancing destination competitiveness, and alleviating
rural poverty from a long-term perspective (Wang, 2020). Integrated rural tourism is strongly linked
to the economic, social, cultural, natural, and human structures of destinations to create value chains
(Gao & Wu, 2017). To tackle such challenges, a government official highlights the necessity of
revisiting the rural tourism development model to drive the sector in a sustainable manner.

To develop sustainable and resilient rural tourism in Jinan village, the town authority has raised
nearly one million USD. The fund is crucial for the development of rural tourism in the village in
various ways, such as renovating roads and greening and reforesting recreational areas, which
improve the attractiveness of the village. According to the requirements of provinces and cities, the
government came to understand that the development of rural tourism shall be envisioned as a long-
term project that takes environmental and socio-cultural issues into account along with economic
aspects. We will also provide funds, technology, management, and other support promptly to
support the development status of rural tourism (PGi, June 2022).

Regarding the importance of a paradigm shift in rural tourism development, a local government
representative also accentuates the determination of the government in promoting sustainable rural
tourism to address rural poverty and foster environmental sustainability, as follows:

Shandong Province has been increasingly allocating budgets to develop rural tourism that
targets poverty alleviation, rural tourism cluster area development, and resilient tourism
development endeavors. To achieve longer-term development, the provincial government will
continue to support the development of rural tourism, improve rural tourism resources, link rural
tourism with other rural industrial structures, including the agricultural industry chain, and develop
communities’ capacity so that they take part in the rural tourism development (LGovs, April 2022).

Moreover, the lack of product diversification and insufficient use of information technology in
marketing transactions and networking have been detected as constraints of rural tourism
development in the province. The role of responsible marketing and promotion of the countryside
for tourism purposes has been discussed in the literature, and setbacks such as inadequate financial
and human resources, including appropriate expertise and training, impede rural tourism marketing
efforts (Sharpley & Sharpley, 1997). A participant lamented:

Presently, rural tourism products and projects in Shandong are mainly sightseeing and festivals,
whereas other cultural features and environmental resources receive less attention (LG, June 2022).

However, Shandong could capitalise on its diverse resources, including its suburbs, countryside,
villages, scenic landscapes, ancient towns, local cultural lifestyles, and ecological resources, to
augment its rural tourism. Research participants unanimously underline the significance of
diversifying rural tourism products by integrating leisure, experience, vacation, and activity-based
tourism such as sightseeing, hiking, walking, and camping to realise the development of competitive
and resilient rural tourism (Shi, 2018). In this regard, a local community representative describes that:
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Inoticed that tourists come to our village and visit the countryside, including agricultural areas. They
buy agricultural products because the prices are quite cheap, and the products are fresh and
authentic. However, due to a lack of diversified rural tourism products, tourists’ length of stay is
quite short. I hope visitors” stays could be extended if we work toward diversifying rural tourism
offers and improving the attractiveness of our surroundings (LC7, June 2022).

The researchers have also observed this during field visits, where the sector would bring more
benefits if the current potential of the province had been transformed into rural tourism products.
The following statement from a shop owner supplements the significance of product diversification
in the province.

Providing tourists with more tourism products and services brings more benefits to the
destination and visitors. On the one hand, it develops value chains, boosts local trade, and increases
earnings. On the other hand, it enables tourists to have alternatives in rural areas, which improves
their overall experience (SO1, March 2024).

Regarding the application of information technology, our findings reveal inadequate usage in
the sampled villages confirming existing literature (Wang, 2020). This is due to the lack of wider
wireless internet coverage which limits mobile and electronic payments in addition to inhibiting
digital marketing (Wu, 2020). Considering the emergence of 5G and the application of augmented
reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR), the role of information and communication technology is
enormous in revolutionising the marketing landscape, improving service quality, and enhancing
operational efficiency. Proper integration and usage of information technology are extremely
important in transforming rural tourism development (Lane & Kastenholz, 2015; Wang, 2020). As
Zhao et al. (2020) also noted, the development of rural tourism in Shandong should take advantage
of the internet and information technology to build a smart rural tourism ecosystem. The following
quote from a homestay owner, which echoes the opinions of other rural tourism business owners,
also demonstrates the growing importance of information technology and the internet in rural
tourism development.

The Internet has become a crucial infrastructure and the lifeblood of rural tourism. By the way,
as soon as tourists come to our bed and breakfast establishment, the first thing they ask for is the WiFi
password. If there is no Internet, they do not like to stay. Many tourists hope that we can be as
convenient as businesses in cities in terms of digital utilisation such as online booking and electronic
payment options. Therefore, as we move forward, there are several areas for improvement,
particularly in terms of information technology applications (HOs, April 2022).

Therefore, post-pandemic tourism needs to integrate IT into its operation to create convenience
for tourists and promote the development of sustainable rural tourism.

4.3. Intervention Mechanisms to Further Develop Sustainable Rural Tourism

In line with the impediments to rural tourism development mentioned in section 4.2, our
research findings suggest the following countermeasures as part of intervention mechanisms. Given
that sustained political commitment and attention are vital toward sustainable tourism development
in general (Deng et al., 2020), governments at all levels in the province should create an enabling
environment and introduce more encouraging policies and measures for the development of
sustainable and resilient rural tourism. Regarding finance, the government shall allocate an adequate
budget for rural tourism infrastructure development and facilitate access to minimal-interest loans
for community members so that they can be included in the rural tourism business (Deng et al., 2020;
Xue, 2020). Along with providing financial support and boosting the entrepreneurial and business
capacities of rural communities consistent training and capacity-building schemes are also
paramount. While supporting the development of rural tourism, the government should also develop
a set of effective early warning, monitoring, and management plans to ensure the resilience of rural
tourism and to successfully respond to problems triggered by unforeseeable crises such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. Since infrastructure and facility development is the lifeblood of tourism
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development, all pertinent rural tourism stakeholders are also expected to exert a concerted effort in
this respect (Deng, et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Zhang & Zhang, 2020). To this end, a villager in Linyi
underlined the necessity of infrastructure for rural tourism development, and revealed the
insufficient capacity of the local community in sustaining rural tourism infrastructure themselves:

Since we do not have all the necessary skill sets, techniques, and finance to build modern public
toilets and recycling factories, support from governmental and non-governmental organisations is
paramount to ensure hygiene and environmental cleanliness (LCs, May 2022).

As far as diversifying rural tourism products is concerned, all rural tourism actors are required
to be innovative and creative in developing new offers. Packaging different rural tourism products
and providing them to tourists at a reasonable price are also essential to improve visitors’ length of
stay, enhance visitors’ experience, and increase the trickle-down effects of tourism (Lyu et al., 2021;
Tian & Wang, 2020). The following is what a tourism professional highlights in this regard.

Considering that our industry is transitioning to a new era following the pandemic, developing
tourism products that cater to a wide range of consumers is crucial. Post-pandemic tourism should
aim for quality experience design and management in a rural setting, and most importantly, it needs
to benefit communities and restore the natural ecosystem (TPs, April 2024).

With regards to expanding internet coverage and boosting its applications, both the private
sector and government institutions shall work collaboratively and provide network coverage to
villages so that they enjoy the fruits of digital technology (Sun et al., 2020). In this modern era,
information technology penetrates almost all walks of life to varying degrees and rural tourism is no
different. Since the lack of environmental cleanliness is also another chronic problem identified,
carefully addressing this issue is also imperative, especially in post COVID-19 era where hygiene is
enormously critical (Liu, 2020).

Finally, this study argues that to better integrate rural tourism with other local economic
activities and ensure a bottom-up rural tourism development model where local communities play a
central role in terms of both owning and managing rural tourism enterprises, a paradigm shift is
needed in the development model (Deng et al., 2020; Su et al., 2019). Such a shift, in turn, helps to
improve environmental attractiveness, boost destination competitiveness, reduce poverty, and
thereby contribute to the sustainable economic development of tourist destinations (Abukhalifeh &
Wondirad, 2019; Higgins-Desbiolles & Bigby, 2022). Application of the community-led paradigm,
however, requires indigenised knowledge and consistent support from different stakeholders. Table
2 presents a summary of leading themes extracted from qualitative data.

Table 2. Summary of leading themes extracted from qualitative data.

No Leading themes Frequency
Benefits of rural tourism
1 Creates employment opportunities 65
2 Reduces poverty 54
3 Develops rural infrastructure 47
4 Rehabilitates local ecology 39
5 Creates value chains 35
6 Cultivates rural entrepreneurship 29
7 Increases the demand for rural products and services 25
8 Improvs rural quality of life 25
9 Develops rural destination 23
10 Stimulates local economy 20
11 Increases government attention to rural areas 18
Constraints of rural tourism development
1 Access to finance 56
2 Lack of capacity development training 45
3 Poor information technology (IT) utilization (in marketing and 41
transactions)
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4 Inadequate follow-up and technical support 38
5 Ineffective crisis management strategies 32
6 Infrastructural constraints 27
7 Unhealthy competition among rural tourism businesses 23
8 Unplanned facility development 18
9 Poor hygiene 16
10 Unsustainable business practices 14
11 Lack of diversification (products and services) 12
12 Poor integration of rural tourism 10

Interventions for the development of a resilient and competitive

rural tourism
1 Promote the use of information technology 61
2 Facilitate financial access 58
3 Introduce a new rural tourism development model (competitive, 51

resilient, integrated, and sustainable)
5 Community capacity development 44
6 Innovation and new product development (authentic and affordable) 42
7 Allocate sufficient budget 37
8 Expand infrastructural development 34
10 Improve environmental cleanliness and attractiveness 34
11 Maintain hygiene consistently 32
12 Engage local communities (participation and empowerment) 31
13 Increase stakeholders’ cooperation 29
14 Scale-up government support 27

5. Conclusion

Rural tourism is highlighted as a driver of change in rural areas since it revives local economies
while promoting social and cultural identities. Combining protection and usage as its fundamental
principles, rural tourism is also considered a viable option for poverty alleviation and rural
development. In recent years, the development of rural tourism has gained profound attention from
the Chinese government due to the introduction of the concept of industry convergence and
comprehensive transition.

The current study investigates the role of rural tourism in promoting local economic
development and sheds new light on the growth constraints of rural tourism in Shandong Province,
China. Research findings demonstrate that rural tourism has a prospect of achieving the triple
objectives of economic development, socio-cultural revitalisation, and ecological protection in rural
destinations if a proper development model is adopted. Rural tourism increases communities’
household income, complements rural agriculture, replaces environmentally extractive economic
activities, and thereby rehabilitates the natural ecology. It also promotes the employment of rural
communities and improves the skill and capabilities of farmers. However, the sector faces several
constraints such as financial, infrastructural, entrepreneurial, and technological, as well as systemic
challenges including poor integration and a weak value chain. Given tourism is a sector that touches
many other industries, tackling the challenges detected in this study requires a collaborative response
from pertinent actors. Since the post-pandemic tourism consumption trend is changing toward
activity and quality-based consumption and experiences (Assaf, Kock & Tsionas, 2022; Jin, Bao &
Tang, 2022; Lyu et al., 2021), allocating sufficient resources, and putting effort are critical investments
to advance rural tourism. Addressing these challenges does not only improve rural tourism
development but also enhances communities” quality of life and tourists’ consumption experience.
The Shandong Province government has been supporting rural tourism by providing incentives to
enterprises that cater to it and developing rural infrastructure in accordance with policy directives
from the central government.
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Despite its multifaceted benefits, it is important to be aware that the development of rural
tourism may also bring undesirable consequences such as occupying scarce rural land, especially for
the construction of parking lots, entertainment facilities, and other tourism business venues among
others, which eventually lead to the shortage of rural land. Moreover, the influx of many tourists also
produces waste, sewage, and CO: emissions that affect the quality of the rural environment.

6. Implications, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research

Theoretically, the findings of this research advance our understanding regarding the
multidimensional roles of rural tourism in fostering economic development. In pursuit of sustainable
economic development efforts, there are various structural and practical handicaps that require a
collaborative response from key rural tourism actors. We argue that environmental rehabilitation as
well as concerted tourism stakeholders’ collaboration are important for successful rural tourism
development. Practically, based on the analysis of the literature and our results, this study identifies
relevant intervention mechanisms that need to be taken by pertinent rural tourism actors such as
local communities, local and provincial government organs, and private rural tourism business
operators.

Since this research attempts to examine the roles of rural tourism mainly for economic
development from a destination development perspective, it does not involve tourists as research
participants. However, had we also been able to include visitors as study participants, the study
findings could perhaps be more robust and comprehensive. Furthermore, we were constrained due
to a lack of fresh data regarding the flow of rural tourists in various villages in the province which in
turn, limits the study in triangulating its findings. In this respect, future research shall integrate the
views of rural tourists and portray a holistic picture by consulting up-to-date secondary data.
Regardless of the aforesaid limitations, however, this research provides substantial insights into
sustainable and competitive rural tourism development in China and subsequently offers valuable
lessons to other places that experience a comparable rural tourism development path or face similar
kinds of rural tourism development constraints.
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