
O w n e r s  o f  s m a l l  b u s i n e s s 
accommodation in rural China face 
a difficult choice over whether to 
expand or retain their authenticity, 
according to the findings of a study 
by the SHTM’s Honggen Xiao and 
his co-researchers. In a recently 
published study, the researchers 
aim to sett le a long-standing 
debate over whether business 
expansion is beneficial or harmful 
to rural tourism businesses, and 
conc lude tha t  en t repreneurs 
must make a “trade-off” between 
“enhancing guest experience and 
achieving economic goals” because 
growth brings both advantages and 
disadvantages.

Success of Rural 
Tourism in China

Small accommodation businesses 
(SABs) such as B&Bs, homestays 
and guesthouses are especially 
important in rural areas, where 
t h e  r e s e a r c h e r s  n o t e  t h e y 
“play a central role in tourism 
development, poverty relief and 
rural revitalization”. Visitors to rural 
China are most likely to stay in a 
type of accommodation known as 
Nongjiale (Happy Farm House), 
which emerged in the 1980s in 
response to the “flood of tourists 
heading to rural areas for leisure 
and sightseeing”. The government 
later initiated an official programme 
to encourage peasants to start their 
own accommodation businesses, 
and by  2012 the  number  o f 
Nong j ia le  had soared to  1 .5 
million.

Yet the researchers note that 
as these businesses expanded, 
problems started to emerge. Unlike 
in developed countries, where 
entrepreneurs tend to open SABs 
for “lifestyle motivations”, rural 

SABs in China tend to be profit-
motivated, and as demand grew, 
owners were inclined to expand 
to increase their incomes. Yet 
expansion also brought greater 
homogenisation of products and 
damage to the rural culture and 
environment. In response, the 
government introduced a new 
pol icy that  encouraged SABs 
to “take more delicate growth 
strategies”. At the same time, new 
entrants began to offer what the 
researchers describe as “small-
scale, exquisite, and well-designed-
and-decorated” accommodation, 
referred to as Minsu (Local Home 
Stay), in an effort to overcome 
fierce competition.

B o t h  N o n g j i a l e  a n d  M i n s u 
are popular with tourists, and 
local governments encourage 
their development as a means 
o f  r e v i t a l i s i n g  r u r a l  a r e a s 
while preserving rural culture 
and foster ing rural  nostalgia. 
Nevertheless, the researchers 
comment that there remains a 
debate over whether growth in 
this sector has positive or negative 
effects on the small business 
owners’ profits and on guests’ 
satisfaction. As businesses grow, 
they can expect to increase the 
number of guests and to expand 
the range of services and facilities 
offered, which should provide 
greater satisfaction for guests and 
greater potential for profits due to 
economies of scale.

Such expansion, though, eventually 
changes the nature of the business 
from a host family accommodating 
occasional guests in peak seasons 
to a business enterprise attracting 
customers year round. Along with 
these changes, the researchers 
observe, the family home becomes 
more “specialised for market needs 
than for family use”, the owners 

become more business-oriented 
and entrepreneurial and business 
managemen t  and  ope ra t i on 
r e l a t i onsh ip s  become  more 
important than family relationships. 
While these changes might have 
positive effects, they may also 
influence guests’ perceptions of the 
business as offering an “authentic 
experience” of rural life.

SABs and Guests 
Surveyed

The issue of whether expansion 
is good for SABs and their guests 
has remained unresolved, argue 
the researchers, because previous 
s tud ies  have  taken a  “s ta t i c 
perspective” that does not take 
account of how SABs grow and 
change over time. In this study 
they collected data from 188 rural 
SABs and 873 of their guests that 
enabled them to examine the 
relationship between business size, 
financial performance and guest 
experience.

The SABs were located in five 
vi l lages in Zhej iang province, 
in China’s Yangtze River Delta, 
described as “the most popular 
p l a c e  a m o n g  r u r a l  t o u r i s m 
entrepreneurs in China”, where 
SABs account for the great majority 
of the available accommodation. 
The number of SABs offer ing 
accommodation in these villages 
g ives some indicat ion of  the 
popu lar i ty  o f  tour i sm in  the 
area: Guzhu, for instance, with a 
population of just over 2,500, had 
the highest number of SABs (312), 
while Lingkengli, with a population 
of less than 1,500, had the lowest 
number (53).

The  SAB owners  comp le ted 
a  ques t i onna i r e  abou t  t he i r 

Growth or Authenticity? A Difficult 
Choice for Rural Tourism

Film Nostalgia 
Measured

The next step was to test these 
hypotheses. Based on preliminary 
i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  T a i w a n e s e 
tourists, students and film-lovers, 
the researchers painstakingly 
developed and pi lot- tested a 
quest ionnaire that  measured 
nostalgia for Hong Kong films, 
familiarity with film locations and 
future intentions to travel to Hong 
Kong for nostalgia-fuelled film 
tourism.

The researchers then surveyed 737 
cinema-goers resident in Taiwan. 
Among numerous other questions, 
the respondents were asked how 
many Hong Kong “good old days” 
films that they had watched, what 
they felt about the films’ music and 
backdrops and whether they ever 
searched for news about Hong 
Kong film stars.

Only people who passed some 
important screening questions 
were allowed to participate in this 
part of the research. For example, 
they had to be at least 40 years 
old, and to be familiar with some 
Hong Kong films from the 1970s 
to the late 1990s. About half of 
the respondents were female, and 
most lived in cities. Interestingly, 
more than 90% recognised all 11 
of the most famous Hong Kong 
film stars from the period.

Nostalgia Tourism

The researchers’ analysis of their 
findings “confirmed the potency 
of nostalgia as a fi lm tourism 
motivation”, and suggested some 
paths for promoting nostalgia-
driven film tourism for cultural as 
well as economic gain.

O f  f i v e  ma in  f i lm  nos t a l g i a 
dimensions, one was particularly 
influential for tourism intentions: 
t he  r e sponden t s ’  memor i e s 
of fi lm backdrops, which they 

longed to exper ience “ in the 
flesh”. Interpreting this finding, 
the researchers suggest that the 
nosta lg ia concept  can play a 
significant role in “consolidating 
an association between branding 
destinations and a compelling 
nar ra t i ve  tha t  re l i es  on  f i lm 
locations”. Destination marketers 
can capitalise on the importance 
of film backdrops by featuring key 
locations and landmarks in their 
advertising and tour itineraries.

However, the researchers note 
that film sets should not be overly 
commercialised, because highly 
motivated film tourists want to 
v iew an authent ic  “wor ld on 
screen”. This is an advantage from 
a sustainability perspective, as film-
based nostalgia tourism “does not 
require large investments”. Instead, 
for example, local restaurants 
could simply encourage guests to 
reminisce by developing “good 
old days” menus and creating a 
nostalgic atmosphere with film 
props, photos and music.

Indeed, this kind of social and 
cultural exchange between tourists 
and residents may even promote 
longer-term market viability, “using 
the medium of film to understand 
community culture, traditions, and 
history”. To ensure the sustainable 
management of film destinations, 
dest inat ion managers should 
empower local communities as 
stakeholders in film tourism.

Future Film Tourism

Demonstrating that the emotional 
connections films evoke extend 
to film destinations, this study 
offers novel insights into the 
influence of film-related nostalgia 
on future travel intentions. The 
findings suggest that destination 
marketers and managers alike can 
effectively and sustainably promote 
local tourism through simple and 
creative ideas rather than making 
huge investments.

However, continued vigilance will 
be needed, because audiences’ 
memor i e s  o f  o l d  f i lms  may 
fade as new fads emerge. “To 
plan, develop and manage film 
destinations”, warn the researchers, 
“ w i l l  i n v o l v e  a n  o n g o i n g 
commitment to understanding 
different film tourists’ expectations 
and perceptions of destination 
attributes”.

POINTS TO NOTE

•	Film tourism, particularly nostalgia-
driven film tourism, is becoming 
increasingly popular.

•	Taiwanese fans of Hong Kong films 
are an especially passionate group of 
film tourists.

•	Film-related nostalgia can be used as 
a vehicle for destination marketing 
and management.

•	As f i lm-goers’  memories fade, 
ongoing efforts must be made 
to understand and manage film 
tourists’ changing expectations of 
destinations.

Seongseop (Sam) Kim, Sangkyun 
(Sean) Kim and Brian King. 
(2019). “Nostalgia Film Tourism 
and Its Potential for Destination 
Development”. Journal of Travel 
& Tourism Marketing, Vol. 36, 
No. 2, pp. 236-252.
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Tourism marketers and hotel 
managers should take account 
of the distances people travel 
a n d  o f f e r  t h e m  d i f f e r e n t 
p a c k a g e s ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e 
SHTM’s Dr Sangwon Park and 
his co-researchers. In a recently 
published study, the researchers 
used information collected from 
TripAdvisor to evaluate how travel 
distance affects tourists’ satisfaction 
with the level of hotel service at 
the destination. They found what 
they called an “inverted U-shaped” 
relationship, which suggests that 
there is an optimum point at which 
the distance travelled maximises 
the perception of service quality, 
after which it begins to decline.

Demand Decreases 
with Travel Distance

T h e  d i s t a n c e  b e t w e e n  a 
traveller’s origin and destination 
is an “important parameter in 
understanding tourist demand 
and behaviour”, the researchers 
suggest. Travel distance, they 
note, represents the “effort that 
a tourist makes to overcome the 
geographical obstacles” to travel, 
and the further a destination is 
from the origin, the lower the 
number of  tour ists wi l l ing to 
travel. The distance does not just 
influence demand, but also tourists’ 
behaviour at  the dest inat ion, 
because it makes economic sense 
to stay longer and spend more 
after travelling a long way.

Although signif icant academic 
attention has been focused on the 
influence of distance on tourism 
demand, very little is known about 
how travel distance shapes tourists’ 
experiences, particularly their 
satisfaction, once they have arrived. 
This is rather surprising, given 
that customer satisfaction is one 
of the most prominent elements 

in understanding and enhancing 
cus tomers ’  exper iences  and 
measuring overall competitiveness 
in the hospitality industry.

In the retail context, it is known 
that shoppers prefer to minimise 
the distance they travel to shop, 
and the further they have to travel, 
the less positive their evaluation 
of their shopping experience. 
However, the researchers point out 
that the same may not be true for 
tourism-related travel because for 
tourists, the journey is an inherent 
part of the experience. Travel may 
thus not be regarded as particularly 
onerous, and it may even provide 
satisfaction in its own right. The 
motivation to travel to distant 
places and experience adventure 
and novelty is referred to as the 
“Ulysses factor”, and is associated 
with the willingness to engage with 
different cultures.

Nevertheless, distance is st i l l 
something of a barrier, with travel 
demand increasing with distance 
up to a certain point, and then 
decreasing as both the financial 
and time costs increase. However, 
the extra cost and effort of long-
distance travel may inf luence 
tourists’ expectations of, and hence 
their level of satisfaction with, their 
experiences at the destination.

Measuring Distance 
and Satisfaction

To determine whether distance 
does indeed influence tourists’ 
appreciation of their destinations, 
the researchers collected reviews 
from TripAdvisor. They focused on 
hotels in four cities in the United 
States: New York, Los Angeles, 
Chicago and San Antonio. The first 
three are the three largest cities 
in the US, while San Antonio is 
the seventh largest. They are all 

highly popular tourist destinations 
and have extensive convention 
and event facilities that, as the 
researchers note, “support the 
business travel market”.

The researchers chose to focus 
on the service satisfaction ratings 
provided in guests’ TripAdvisor 
reviews. Overall, there were 81,486 
reviews for New York, 15,340 for 
Los Angeles, 44,922 for Chicago 
and 34,502 for San Antonio. 
However, a high number of these 
reviews were excluded from the 
analysis for various reasons, mainly 
to focus on travellers from other 
US cities rather than international 
tourists. Information about guests’ 
home locations was obtained 
from users’ TripAdvisor profiles, 
so that the geographical distance 
to the travel destination could be 
calculated.

The reviews were mainly left 
by “couple travellers, business 
travellers and family travellers”, 
with fewer solo travellers and 
travellers with friends. Among 
these different types, reviews 
from business travellers were the 
most common in Los Angeles 
and Chicago hotels, and family 
travellers were the most common 
in San Antonio hotels. About 60% 
of guests gave the highest rating 
of five for hotel service, with only 
10% rating the service as poor or 
terrible. Among the cities, New 
York had the highest average travel 
distance of 1,082 miles, indicating 
that the city attracts hotel guests 
from a wider geographical range.

Distance Creates a 
Positivity Bias

Through analysing the results, the 
researchers identified an “inverted 
U-shaped relationship” between 
the distance the reviewers had 

How Far Can They Go?businesses, including the number 
of beds, amount of investment per 
bed, number of staff members per 
bed and annual revenue per bed. 
The guests completed a survey 
about their experiences while 
staying at the SABs. The questions 
were focused on three dimensions: 
functional experience, referring to 
the guest’s perception of the quality 
of goods and services; emotional 
experience, referring to the guest’s 
sensory pleasure and enjoyment 
during the stay; and authentic 
experience, referring to whether 
the guest perceives the SAB as 
providing authentic and genuine 
contact with the local people and 
lifestyle.

Growth Increases 
Profits

T h e  r e s u l t s  c o n f i r m e d  t h e 
researchers ’  expectat ion that 
larger SABs have better financial 
performance. The greatest benefits 
were found among SABs that 
increased investment and the 
number of staff members, whereas 
increasing accommodation capacity 
had less of a beneficial effect. 
Hence, larger businesses with 
more staff and resources seem to 
be “more efficient and effective” 
than smaller ones, and investing in 
these areas would seem to make 
more sense than increasing the 
amount of accommodation in the 
hope of achieving economies of 
scale.

The Cost of 
Increasing Profits

Although the financial implications 
o f  S A B  g r o w t h  s e e m  q u i t e 
straightforward, the effects on 
customer satisfaction are rather 
more  comp lex .  The  s tudy ’ s 
findings showed that the most 
worrying consequence of growth 
is that it reduces authenticity. The 

amount of investment and the size 
of the staff contributed most to this 
loss of authenticity. The number 
of beds had less of an impact, 
although as most of the SABs had 
less than 30 beds, the researchers 
comment that variation in size may 
have been too small “to capture its 
influence on guest experience”.

This finding is a concern because 
although an SAB generally starts 
ou t  o f f e r i ng  au then t i c  ru ra l 
experiences, commercialisation 
and development can turn it into 
what the researchers describe as 
“a profit-oriented organisation 
fully devoted to satisfying market 
needs”. As the primary motivation 
fo r  ru ra l  t ou r i s t s  i s  t o  seek 
authenticity, the loss of small, 
family-run businesses could end 
up diminishing the attractiveness of 
rural destinations overall.

Bigger can also 
be Better

Nevertheless, growth does benefit 
guests in other ways. SABs with 
more staff per bed provide guests 
with more satisfactory functional 
and emotional experiences. The 
researchers comment that this is 
“reasonable as both service and 
hedonic experience are mainly 
related to interaction between 
people”. Employing more staff 
makes it easier to respond to 
customers’ specific needs and 
provide a better level of service, 
although as noted above, this is at 
the expense of authenticity.

The amount of investment was 
not shown to have any effect on 
guests’ emotional and functional 
exper ience .  The researchers 
describe this finding as surprising 
because investment usually means 
improvements in des ign and 
facilities, which “are supposed to 
better serve guests’ physiological 
and  emot iona l  needs” .  One 
potential explanation is that SABs 

may not be investing their capital 
resources in the most effective 
way ,  wh ich  depends  on  the 
“strategy, taste and capability” of 
the owners.

Loss of Authenticity 
may Diminish Tourism

The study’s  f indings provide 
insights into the long-standing 
issue of whether small businesses 
gain or lose from expansion. 
Unfortunate ly,  even with the 
in format ion prov ided by the 
study, owners are still faced with 
a difficult trade-off. Transforming 
a business from a home with 
accommodation to a commercial 
hotel may increase income and 
improve service quality, but it may 
also diminish the business’ unique 
selling point: its authenticity. The 
issue is also one for destination 
management organisations to 
consider when making plans about 
rural SAB development, because 
the loss of an area’s authentic rural 
lifestyle and culture may result in 
fewer tourists overall.

POINTS TO NOTE
•	Small accommodation businesses in 

rural China are an important part of 
the tourism industry.

•	Owners want to expand to meet 
demand and increase profits but 
there is a trade-off.

•	Investment improves economic 
goals and some aspects of guest 
satisfaction.

•	Growth diminishes the authenticity 
of guests’ experience and risks 
dissatisfaction.

Shun Ye, Honggen Xiao, and 
Lingqiang Zhou. (2019). “Small 
Accommodat ion  Bus iness 
G r o w t h  i n  R u r a l  A r e a s : 
Effects on Guest Experience 
and Financial Performance”. 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
76, pp. 29-38.
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