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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores sustainability issues in the context of one cultural tourism
destination in China by analyzing the experiences shared by tourists on TripAdvisor who
visited Wuzhen, an ancient water town in China. Many sustainable development
challenges still face Chinese tourism destinations. Previous studies on issues in Chinese
tourism explore and analyze the issues from the perspectives of residents, tourism
organizations, and governments; the perspectives of visitors/tourists are seldom
considered. This gap in the academic literature, combined with the rapid growth and
development of the tourism industry in China, lends significance to the study of
sustainability issues related to cultural tourism destinations in China. Wuzhen was
chosen as the site of this research because it is a prime example of an ancient Chinese
town, which are popular tourist destinations. The analysis of visitors’ reviews left on
TripAdvisor indicates that Wuzhen’s sustainable tourism development is effective.
Visitors shared positive reviews of their experiences in Wuzhen, and the benefits to
various stakeholders are well balanced. The findings of this study suggest that other

ancient cultural destinations can learn much from Wuzhen’s example.
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CHAPTER 1

1. Introduction

In the past ten years, the number of tourists travelling abroad has grown rapidly
(World Bank, 2016). In 2016, 1.186 billion tourists traveled internationally (World
Tourism Organization [WTO], 2016), a 5% increase from 2015 (WTO, 2016). Issues
such as over-commercialization, the destruction of historical and cultural heritage,
decreased authenticity, and the potentially negative impact on local communities have
been widely covered in Western media (Chen, Huang & Cai, 2014). The top five most
popular tourist destinations across the globe in 2015 were France, the US, Spain, China,
and Italy (WTO, 2016). The increase in China’s tourism development was second only
to that of the United States (WTO, 2016) over the past decade (as measured by
international tourism receipts).

In the 21* century, as household incomes increase and tourists” expectations of
quality of service grow, international tourists are no longer satisfied with simply
sightseeing (Alegre & Garau, 2010). Rather, tourists are seeking to enhance their
experience and memories through the experiential tourism industry (Yan & Hu, 2015).
This is particularly relevant in China, as Chinese people currently have more disposable
income to spend on leisure products and services than they did ten years ago (Statista,
2014). The large number of domestic tourists in China is also partially explained by its
vast population (Statista, 2014). There has also been an increase in the attention that
people pay to the development of the tourism industry and to experiential tourism
product and service design in China (Wu & Zhang, 2003). Stakeholders are also
increasing their focus on sustainable development within the tourism industry, due to the
significant impact that travel and tourism organizations have on societies and on the
environment. Sustainable development is a strategy that satisfies the needs of the present
without compromising the capacity of future generation, maintaining a balance between

economic growth, care for the ecological environment and socio well-being (Wang,
1



20006). There are positive and negative impacts. One positive impact, for instance, is that
the tourism industry can economically benefit tourism organizations and employees in
the industry. Tourists’ behavior can also affect the environment, as can the government’s
protection activities (Hammond, 2013). As an example of a negative impact, a high
volume of visitors in one destination might result an unbalanced ecosystem of the
destination. The visitors’ behavior might interrupt the peaceful life of local residents. If
tourists litter, the local streets would be negatively impacted and refuse workers would
have much more work to do. These are examples of how the tourism industry’s
development can affect many aspects, both positively and negatively. The number of
tourists in China has grown annually, and discussions regarding the sustainability of the
tourism industry in China have increased (Hammond, 2013).

Chinese tourism destinations are facing numerous challenges related to sustainable
development (Chen et al., 2014). Song and Zhang (2014) found that many Chinese
tourism companies met international sustainability evaluation standards, thus
demonstrating that Chinese tourism-related companies can meet international standards
for sustainability. However, Liu, Xie, and Zhao (2014) argue that the sustainable
development practices within tourism and hospitality companies in China were uneven.
Liu et al. (2014) state that many destinations in China faced the issue of high demand
and lower supply, resulting in lower satisfaction levels among tourists. Because tourists’
reflections on their experiences can directly indicate if they were satisfied or not, this

study focused on these experiences.

1.1 Importance of the Study

In 2005, the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) established the
Indicators for Sustainable Tourism Workshop in China (Bao, 2012). It suggested that
relevant organizations should adopt sustainable practices. Bao’s 2012 study of
Yangshuo, a popular sightseeing and cultural tourism destination in China, highlighted

2



many issues such as: damage to animal life and the environment; an overabundance of
tourists and negative attitudes of local residents towards them; general over-
commercialization (See Figure 1); and the declining perception of local residents that

tourism improves their quality of life (See Figure 2; Bao, 2012).

Figure 1. Over-commercialization of one local street in Yangshuo (Bao, 2012)
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Figure 2. Percentages of local residents who think tourism has improved their quality of
life (Bao, 2012)
A review of current research indicates that many studies have focused on hotel
companies (Liu et al., 2014; Song & Zhang, 2014; Targeted News Service, 2016) and

some have examined restaurants (Fabinyi & Liu, 2014). There were comparatively few
3



studies of tourism destinations, particularly cultural tourism destinations. As a result,
more studies on the sustainable development of cultural tourist destinations in China are
needed. Cultural attractions are valuable resources within China, so it is important to
study the sustainable development of cultural tourism for a number of reasons. The
WTO noted that cultural tourism accounts for 37% of global tourism and that the
cultural tourism sector’s growth rate was up by 15% (Solimar International, 2015). It
also recommended that more studies of cultural tourism destinations’ sustainable
development issues in China be conducted. Bao (2012) suggests that the UNWTO
Indicators for Sustainable Tourism Workshop study should be adopted by more tourism
destinations, and urges researchers to explore sustainable development situations in
China.

Given the rapid development of China’s tourism industry, examining the
sustainability issue related to cultural tourism destinations in China was particularly
important. The perspectives of residents, tourism organizations, and governments were
explored and analyzed in previous studies on Chinese tourism issues (Bao, 2012;
Fabinyi & Liu, 2014; Liu et al., 2014; Song & Zhang, 2014; Targeted News Service,
2016) but visitor/tourist perspectives were seldom sought or analyzed. Ballantyne,
Packer, and Sutherland (2011) suggest that analyzing visitors’ experiences and levels of
satisfaction can help organizations and government departments identify existing and
potential issues.

Sustainability-related issues are best explored by collecting and analyzing data
about visitors’ experiences and levels of satisfaction after they have visited cultural
tourism destinations. The findings of such research would be useful to both tourism
organizations and local government departments. The purpose of this research was thus

to analyze sustainability from the perspective of visitors.



1.2 Study Area

The research described in this thesis focused on the Jiangnan region, which is
located south of the Yangtze River in China. The Jiangnan region is known for its water
town tours, and there are many lake and pool views similar to those found in large cities
like Shanghai. The rich culture and long history of the Jiangnan region’s ancient towns
have contributed to their becoming some of the most popular tourist destinations in
China (Zhou, 2006). The water towns in the Jiangnan region have a rich cultural history,
which stemmed from the development and prosperity of the Ming and Qing dynasties
(Yan & Hu, 2015). Many houses in this region maintain the style and layout of the late
Qing Dynasty, and many folk arts and customs have been preserved (Yan & Hu, 2015).

Since the late 1990s, tourism within ancient towns has been developing rapidly
(Wang, 2006). In 2001, six towns (Zhouzhuang, Tongli, Luzhi, Wuzhen, Nanxun and
Xitang) in the Jiangnan region were included in the World Cultural Heritage Tentative
List, and the brand of ancient towns and water villages was becoming increasingly well
known. Motivated by the tourism boom in ancient towns, local governments in China
started to develop tourism in these ancient towns on a large scale (Wang, 2006).
However, excessive tourism and commercialization have negatively affected the
sustainability of the tourism industry in ancient towns.

For this research, the ancient town of Wuzhen was selected from the six famous
towns in the Jiangnan region (see Figure 3). Wuzhen is a typical ancient water town in
China that attracts millions of tourists annually. In 2014, the number of visitors reached
6.92 million, the year-on-year growth rate of 21.76%; and the country’s ticket revenues
reached 478 million yuan, the year-on-year growth rate of 28.03% (Tongxiang

Government Information Catalogue, 2014).
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Figure 3. Map of case study location in Wuzhen in China

Wuzhen was chosen not only because it was representative of the ancient towns in
China, but also because it has undergone substantial construction and development in the
21% century. Reviewing its tourism products and services helped determine whether that
development has incorporated sustainability strategies. Zhu, Dai, and Bao (2004) state
that economic benefit was the key factor driving the commercialization of this specific
ancient town, but that the preservation of natural and cultural resources should also be
considered in the development process (Bao, 2004). A thorough analysis should
demonstrate whether this specific ancient town has been over-commercialized.

Many visitors also identified the authenticity of ancient towns as important aspects
of their visit (Wang, Shi & Chen, 2007). Wuzhen was included in the World Cultural
Heritage Tentative List and was thus given an authenticity rating by that organization.
However, tourists still questioned the authenticity of the town, which had been
influenced by the local tourism organizations’ planning and development (Dogl &
Behnam, 2015). While studying and analyzing the experiences of this town’s tourists,
the issue of authenticity was also addressed.

Financial support from government agencies and other organizations was required
to develop ancient towns in a sustainable manner. Between 1995 and 2003, money from

6



government funding, income from tourism, private donations, and foreign capital
investments totaled 10 billion yuan (about 1.9 billion CAD). This amount was invested
in protecting ancient towns in Zhouzhuang, as well as in comprehensive remediation and
reparations (Jiang & Su, 2013). The government repaired houses and ancient buildings
that were larger than 50,000 square meters, demolished 2,500 square meters of illegal
construction in ancient towns, and maintained a total of 12,400 square meters of roads in
order to properly maintain the " bridge, river, households" style that characterizes water
towns (Jiang & Su, 2013). It also restored valuable historical and cultural landscapes
(Jiang &Su, 2013). Visitors, local communities, and tourism organizations were all
satisfied that the cultural heritage and the environment were protected over the course of
this development. These details are noted here to demonstrate that sustainable
development management in ancient towns in China required many resources and much

support.

1.3 Research Objectives

The aim of this research project was to explore visitors’ perceptions of various
aspects of the ancient town of Wuzhen and evaluate sustainability issues in China’s
cultural tourism destinations. Its three objectives were to:
® investigate visitors’ levels of satisfaction with their experiences in the ancient town

of Wuzhen;
® analyze the socio-cultural, economic, and environmental aspects of this cultural

tourism destination based on those experiences; and
® cvaluate Wuzhen’s prospects for sustainable development.

This research was based on the triple bottom-line framework of sustainability
(Travis, 2011), which balanced the socio-cultural, economic, and environmental benefits
of tourism destinations (Figure 4). This framework was chosen above other models of

sustainability because it has been so widely applied in analyzing empirical data in the
7



field of tourism development (Pomucz & Csete, 2015; Vellecco & Mancino, 2010; Wan
& Li, 2013).

Environmental
Natural resource use
Social-Environmental Environmental Environmental-Economic
: s Management b
Environmental Justice Energy Efficiency

: Pollution Prevention |
Nature Resources Stewardship (air, water, land, waste) Subsidies / Incentives for

Locally & Globally use of Natural Resources
Sustainability
Social Economic
Standard of Living Profit
Education Cost Saving
Community Economic Growth
Equal Opportunity / Research &
Development

Economic-Social
Business Ethics
Fair Trade
Worker's Rights

Figure 4. Sustainability framework used in this study

1.4 Suitability to Sustainable Leisure Management

Sustainable leisure management balances economic, social, and environmental
benefits within the consumption of leisure products and the process by which they are
marketed (Travis, 2011). Cultural tourism has become an important form of a leisure
product in China. A growing number of tourists value a cultural experience that differs
from life in their hometown and country, a factor that contributed to a marked increase
in international tourist arrivals over the past ten years (World Bank, 2016). This study
explored the sustainable development of cultural tourism destinations, which was a
crucial aspect of sustainable leisure management. The three measurements utilized were
also key components of sustainable leisure management. This study thus fits well with

current literature within the field of sustainable leisure management.



1.5 Overview of Thesis Components

This thesis consists of five parts, the first of which is presented above in the
description of the study’s research context and objective. The literature review then
outlines the study’s theoretical foundation by delineating existing theories about the
concepts of experiential tourism, cultural tourism, visitor experience and satisfaction,
and the sustainable development of tourism destinations. The third chapter details the
methods employed. Findings from the data analysis are explained in the fourth chapter.
Finally, those findings are linked to the triple bottom-line theoretical framework and
practical applications are summarized. Some future research directions are also

suggested.



CHAPTER 2

2. Literature Review

Four key concepts are introduced in this chapter: experiential tourism,
visitor/tourist experience, sustainable development of tourism destinations, and customer
knowledge. In the discussion of experiential tourism, the topic was narrowed to cultural
tourism, while the analysis of visitor/tourist experience was widened to include the
concept of satisfaction. The section on sustainable development addressed three
dimensions: economic, socio-cultural, and environmental. Links between cultural
tourism, visitor experience and satisfaction, and sustainable development of tourist
destinations were also outlined, and empirical studies, specifically related to the cultural
tourism destinations of ancient towns in China, was discussed. The last concept,
customer knowledge, was presented to demonstrate that a collection of experiences from
customers helps organizations to achieve the goal of sustainably developing tourist

destinations.

2.1 Experiential Tourism

This section defines experiential tourism and cultural tourism and maps the
embedded features of these terms within the context of ancient towns. In this study, the
analysis and discussion of Wuzhen is based on theories of experiential tourism.
Customer satisfaction and perception are both related to tourists’ experiences in ancient

towns.

2.1.1 Definition of Experiential Tourism
Stamboulis and Skayannis (2003) define experiential tourism as a mode of travel,
which was previously designed and organized. Visitors needed to invest time and effort

to participate in this type of tourism. Experiential tourism adds significant value to
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tourists’ experiences as it offers participants emotional, psychological, and physical
benefits. From a psychological standpoint, individuals hope to achieve goals, and they
seek recognition from others when they succeed. As a result, they can achieve a sense of
pride, pleasure, and satisfaction. Within the context of tourism, experiential activities can
provide individuals with opportunities to explore, demonstrate, and understand
themselves. Therefore, people see visiting these destinations as a type of success, and
experience pleasure and satisfaction for meeting a tourist goal (Li & Li, 2006). Curtin
(2005) explains that when people participate in experiential activities, they might re-
think their previous assumptions about the relationship between human beings and
nature. For instance, people can walk in wildlife areas and observe how animals live.
This experience can make them contemplate the importance of biodiversity, and attend
to the relationship between human beings and nature. Smith (2005) defines experiential
tourism in a more specific way claiming that experiential tourism is related to an
experience economy: developers now provide experiences as products within tourism
rather than simply providing services. As a personalized and differentiated form of
tourism, experiential tourism encourages visitors to participate in tourism activities and
enables them to participate in local culture (Smith, 2005). Having a memorable
experience is a goal pursued by both tourists and developers. Within this framework,
tourists pay for their experiences, while developers offer special experience products to
visitors to get them involved in the local community and culture (Smith, 2005).

Yan and Hu (2015) note that many tourism developers have tried to design more
experiential products for tourists to enhance the number and quality of memorable
experiences within a single trip or vacation. Wu and Zhang (2003) stated that
experiential tourism encompassed entertainment, education, and esthetic appreciation
and that tourist thereby experienced both physical and mental stimulation in addition to
gaining unforgettable memories.

Based on these definitions of experiential tourism, it is clear that this concept

11



differs from the traditional tourism model, which focuses on all the tourism products
sold by individual operators and companies, such as food, souvenirs, and
accommodation (Li, 2007). By generating strong emotional and psychological links
between visitors and their destinations, experiential tourism has become increasingly
popular (Yan & Hu, 2015). Tourists choose to travel to other cities and countries because
they want to have a unique, unforgettable tourist experience. Such experiences are the
most important aspect of their vacation (Li &Sun, 2009). As the object of tourism
resources, experiential tourism is a relatively simple product, which has enormous social
significance. This type of tourism uses fewer resources and has a smaller environmental
impact than traditional models (Tang &Wang, 2009). For instance, a meal flavored with
local spices is relatively inexpensive and sustainably produced, but can arouse a
powerful emotional response in tourists.

Yan and Hu (2015) suggest that tourism organizations should design their products
and services comprehensively, so that visitors can conveniently reach destinations, enjoy
their time there, and form long lasting memories of their travels. Beyond memories, a
better outcome is that visitors develop a more comprehensive perception of their
destinations on both a physical and spiritual level (Yan & Hu, 2015).

Experiential tourism products emphasize the bigger-picture experience on a whole
and the tourists’ participation in it (Li, 2007). Many tourist organizations in famous
destinations implement themed events every year to attract international tourists, such as
country music festivals and country-style cuisine festivals. The farming element, for
example, provides tourists with an emotional experience. A cultural event is an example
of an event that a tourist might experience; therefore, one form of experiential tourism is

cultural experiential tourism (Li, 2007).
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2.1.2 Cultural Tourism

Cultural tourism is similar to general experiential tourism (Raj, Griffin, Morpeth &
C.A.B.1, 2013). Its focus is to give tourists a special experience by emphasizing culture-
related phenomena (Raj et al., 2013). Culture refers to the accumulation of knowledge,
experience, beliefs, values, attitudes, religion, material objects, property and so on that
were generated by previous generations of a group of people (Csapo, 2012). In the
context of tourism, culture is defined as the totality of physical and intellectual products
that human beings created throughout history. It can be expressed in language, literature,
art, buildings, food, and clothing, among other forms (Tomaselli, 2012) and is closely
related to the people’s livelihoods (Fan & Jia, 2007).

Intangible cultural heritage refers to various forms of traditional culture that are
inherited by people of all nationalities and are closely related to the community
residents’ life. Oral folk literature, folk-custom performances, etiquette, festivals, and
traditional artisanship are some of the forms it can take (Ding, 2009).

Hall and Lew (2009) define a tourism resource as “that component of the
environment (physical or social) which either attracts the tourist and/or provides the
infrastructure necessary for the tourist experience” (2009, p. 35). Cultural tourism
products are those that can be offered to tourists to help them explore local culture and
participate in tourist activities to meet their cultural needs. According to Richards and
Munster (2010), a cultural tourism product can be defined as a composition of the core
product (e.g. monuments, cultural events, and local culture) and particular related
cultural tourist services (e.g. information, education, general tourist facilities,
transportation infrastructure). Hall and Lew (2009) define a cultural resource as any
cultural substance that make a positive contribution to cultural tourism. It can be
tangible or intangible and within a country, region, or area. Cultural tourism resources
include cultural or natural factors that can motivate visitors to participate in cultural

tourism and satisfy their cultural needs (Gan & Ma, 2000). These explanations are
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integrated with the definition of experiential tourism in this research. Culture experience
is one special experience people may have.

A cultural tourism resource has several features, which vary according to the
uniqueness of a cultural destination. Ivanovic (2008) presents these as “cultural
resources available within defined geographic areas that form a broad cultural base for
tourism development” (p. 111). Different regions have distinct cultures and
environments, and diverse cultural resources are formed within unique regional cultural
settings in different regions. Further, they are conducive to tourism development.
Ivanovic (2008) also claims that “cultural resources exemplify the sense of a place,
which is different for every destination as each destination is the product of a different
cultural process” (p. 111).

Cultural tourism resources are largely human inventions and often evolve over
thousands of years. Mobility is a feature of cultural tourism resources, as is uniqueness
(Chen, 2011). Different dynasties and countries have different levels of productivity.
Culture has a significant influence on the cultural carriers such as buildings or parks
created in a particular period (Chen, 2011).

Liu (2011) states that cultural tourism evolved in the tourism industry. The old
cultural tourism model offered tourists a hurried and cursory glance at as many scenic
features as possible. This traditional model no longer meets the psychological needs of
modern visitors. Liu (2011) further explains that modern visitors come from a fast-paced
living and working environment and seek relaxation in leisure tourism. Modern tourists
want to experience a different pace of life as they participate in cultural tourism.

Cultural experiential tourism in the modern tourism industry combines many
products. It includes sightseeing of buildings and important historical sites, participating
in cultural events and local residents’ daily lives, playing local residents’ roles, and many
other activities that help tourists imagine and enjoy the lifestyles of people from

previous eras (Liu, 2011). Ancient towns, which are representative forms of cultural
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tourism and the object of this study, are an important facet of Chinese cultural tourism,

and are thus introduced below.

2.1.3 Ancient Towns — A Special Form of Cultural Tourism

As former economic and cultural centers, ancient towns are meaningful
representations of human history and human civilization (Gong & Deng, 2011). They
bear the material and spiritual cultural production of the people who live in the region
(Lin, 2005).

Many countries have rich histories and enough cultural resources to attract
international tourists (Raj et al., 2013), but China has a particularly important group of
ancient towns because China was one of the four great ancient civilizations in the world
(Gong & Deng, 2011). In recent years, ancient Chinese towns with abundant historical
and cultural resources have become more developed for tourism (Gong & Deng, 2011).
Consequently, a higher number of international tourists visit these towns every year to
experience Chinese culture and its rich historical heritage. Ancient towns offer one form
of cultural tourism, and many ancient towns in China have been developed with this goal
in mind (Li & Sun, 2009).

Historical buildings are an important element of ancient towns; they provoke a
sense of wonder and make visitors want to know more about related cultural products
(Feilden, 2007). Because of increased tourist traffic, it is now essential to implement
conservation plans to maintain the integrity and character of these cities. Feilden (2007)
states: “Conservation is the action taken to prevent decay and manage change
dynamically” (2007, p. 3). The conservation of historical buildings prolongs “the life of
our cultural and natural heritage, the object being to present to those who use and look at
historical buildings with wonder the artistic and human message that such buildings
possess” (Feilden, 2007, p. 3). The historical buildings of ancient towns embody rich

visible and invisible cultural heritage owing to their long history and lush culture. They
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also combine local and exotic cultures (Ding, 2009).

2.1.4 Experiential Cultural Tourism in Ancient Towns

Modern visitors have complex expectations of their cultural tourism experiences.
Not only do they want to see cultural sites such as historical buildings, but also to
experience aspects of local cultural life (Liu, 2011). Visitors increasingly desire real
connections with local residents as well as to experience a localized sense of place (Li,
2007). Li and Sun (2009) state that cultural tourism in ancient towns in China has
evolved into experiential cultural tourism. Designers of these destinations have created
experiential products and services that enable visitors to become immersed in the lives
of local residents. Wearing the same type of clothing as the locals wear was one example
(Li & Sun, 2009). Yan and Hu (2015) state that a cultural experience in ancient towns is
quite different from the lives of modern visitors in their hometowns, which has a
significant psychological impact on visitors.

Pine and Gilmore (2011) divide the products and services offered within ancient
towns into four types: entertaining, educational, escapist, and esthetic. Each category is
defined below.

Experiential tourism products in China focused on entertainment include many
leisure activities such as fruit picking, traditional food tasting, pond fishing, and boating
along the river. Local materials and technologies are utilized in these activities in ancient
towns (You, 2013). Today, there are many theme parks for visitors to play traditional
games. Parents bring their kids to play; there are child-centered rides, games, and
adventure games that appeal to youths. These are examples of entertainment-style
experiential tourism products (Wu, Li & Li, 2018).

Educational tourism products refer to ecological scientific research tourism, which
is developed with the rich ecological resources of ancient towns to help visitors acquire

new knowledge (You, 2013). Funk, Toohey, and Bruun (2007) explain that culture is
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different across many areas and counties. Tourists can learn about these various cultures,
as well as histories, thanks to educational tourism products. Many tourists are interested
in such education tourism products. They like to participate in local cultural activities
and events to learn about different cultures.

Escapist experiential tourism products allow visitors to experience ancient cultures
or living environments as an escape from modern life. For instance, tourists can choose
to live in a farmer’s home and learn about the culture of ancient towns by participating
in a variety of local activities. These activities are quite different from current pastimes
(You, 2013), therefore enabling city residents to escape from their usual surroundings.
People in modern societies are faced with work pressures, trifles in daily life, and
complex interpersonal communication (Song & Sun, 2006). Because of these stresses,
they have little time for self-reflection to evaluate their own feelings and desires.
Therefore, many tourists long to shed their typical roles and dissociate from their daily
stressors. They strive for a sense of tranquility and warmth in a beautiful and relaxed
tourism environment. They exploit the potential of exciting tourism; they get a great deal
of satisfaction through constantly challenging themselves and surpassing goals and
experience feelings of comfort, pleasure, and selflessness (Song & Sun, 2006). For
example, offering the experience of an idyllic life in a rural area provides tourists with
an opportunity to relax in nature, and to find reprieve from the bustling city life (Song &
Sun, 2006). Shows (2012) finds the escapist experiences within the tourism markets to
be quite effective in increasing visitor satisfaction. In his research, he compared four
types of tourism settings and found that visitors expressed a strong desire to escape from
their current lives and to have a relaxing experience as they travel. The more stress
visitors experience in their daily lives, the more useful the escapist experiences will be.
Tourism products that provide esthetic experiences place more emphasis on ancient
towns than the entertaining, educational, or escapist types (You, 2013). Because it is also

intimately connected to the topic of this study, this category is explained in more detail
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as follows.

Esthetic experience tourism can be divided into three broad categories. The first is
reminiscent tourism, where people living in cities travel to more relaxing living spaces
to seek experiences and memories reminiscent of the simple, slower-paced, country life
(You, 2013). The second is the scenic sightseeing tour in which ancient architecture and
traditional building patterns, as well as the integrated natural environment. The third
category is the art appreciation tour. These themed entertainment programs are derived
from the cultural characteristics of ancient towns, such as the entertainment programs of
the small on-water stage in the ancient town of Xitang (You, 2013).

Tourists in the 21 century choose cultural tourism in ancient towns because they
appreciated rural nature and ancient history. By experiencing the landscape and
provincialism in ancient towns, visitors can realize their dreams of returning to a state
before modern industrialization (Yan, Kang, Wang & Han, 2013). This is an important

aspect of the Chinese tourism industry.

2.1.5 Authenticity

Although cultural experience is the core tourism product sold in ancient towns, You
(2013) claims that visitors are still modern people who required convenience and high-
quality service, and suggested that the products and services in ancient towns should be
developed to meet the needs of modern visitors (You, 2013). As a result, cultural and
historical heritage should be balanced with modern design. Obtaining this balance
between historical authenticity and modern convenience presents a significant challenge.
Yu (2008) argues that experiential cultural tourism in ancient towns should be more
focused on traditional culture rather than modernization and tourism developers should
control these commercial activities within ancient towns. In contrast, Wu and Zhang
(2003) support innovation in the design of experiential carriers within ancient towns, and

suggest that tourism developers should be more visitor-oriented. Tourism developers
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should analyze the demand of visitors and create more experiential benefits for them by
adding additional facilities, souvenirs, and sensory stimulations to ancient towns. Wu
and Zhang (2003) support the addition of new elements that mix cultural heritage with
modernization.

While stakeholders disagree on the best way to develop ancient towns, researchers
agree that authenticity is an important factor that influences the quality of ancient towns,
and the experience of visitors in the experiential cultural tourism process (Li & Zhang,
2007). Yu (2008) states that international tourists fly a long way to experience cultural
tourism and expect to see real customs, traditions, and rituals in ancient towns. Some
argue that the fact that many famous Chinese ancient towns display authenticity has
increased their popularity (Lv & Huang, 2012). However, as Lv and Huang (2012)
report, modernization and commercialization in many ancient towns in China has
compromised their authenticity.

McKercher, McKercher, and Du Cros (2002) do not explore the issue of
authenticity or modernization; rather, they emphasize visitor participation and argue that
one of the most important aspects of experiential cultural tourism is to involve visitors in
cultural experiences. Developers can design events and processes to motivate visitors to
participate in local cultural activities. This approach is proven effective in many cultural
tourism destinations (McKercher et al., 2002). Liu (2011) also claims that many
developers of Chinese ancient towns understand the importance of visitor participation
and have designed activities to motivate visitors to take part in local customs, festivals,
and cultural events. Further, McKercher et al. (2002) state that visitor participation in
local cultural activities can increase their level of satisfaction and enhance their

memories.

2.2 Visitor Experience and Satisfaction

This section focuses on visitors. Many theories and studies demonstrate that visitors
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are important in any analysis of the tourism industry. Their experiences and satisfaction
levels directly influence their post-experience behavior, in particular, whether they

recommend a certain site or excursion to others.

2.2.1 Visitor Experience and Satisfaction

Visitors are the customers of tourism organizations and destinations. Their
behaviour is an important aspect that is studied by marketing experts and managers of
tourism organizations and destinations alike (De Rojas & Camerero, 2008). From the
perspective of visitors, experience in the tourism process is the combination of what they
see, hear, feel and think. Visitor experiences include various features such as leisure,
culture, education, and social interaction (Gilmore & Rentschler, 2002).

Visitor satisfaction is the positive emotional feeling visitors have both during and
after their travels. A high level of visitor satisfaction indicates that the tourism products
and services met the visitors’ needs and expectations (Taplin, 2013). Before visitors
arrive at a tourist destination, they have certain expectations such as the service quality,
the entertainment facilities, and the environment. For instance, they would expect the
service employees to treat them patiently and politely. They expect a clean and
convenient environment, as well as clear signage in streets to direct them to areas of
interest. Visitors have these expectations before they arrive at a destination, and after
their visit, they compare their experience with their expectations. If the perceived
tourism products and services were equal to or higher than their expectations, they feel
satisfied; if they were lower, they feel dissatisfied (Alegre & Garau, 2010).

Zauner, Koller and Hatak (2015) advise marketing managers to design products and
services with the customers’ perspectives in mind rather than that of suppliers. The same
holds true in the tourism sector; tourism developers should design products and services
that satisfy visitors rather than suppliers (Jin, Lee & Lee, 2015). Developers should

study what products and services the visitors value, and then offer the desired ones (Jin
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et al., 2015). The more benefits customers have during their travels, the more
satisfaction they feel (Jin et al., 2015). Here, the benefits might include time spent with
family members or the various health benefits that stem from spending several weeks in
a new environment. The needs of visitors are different, however, and developers can
identify the major needs of their target customers, and then market specific products to
those customers.

Visitor experience and satisfaction have been receiving more attention from
scholars, who have found that high quality experiences and high levels of visitor
satisfaction can prompt previous visitors to recommend tourism destinations to more
potential tourists, thus attracting more visitors (Goulding, 2000; Lee, Yoon & Lee, 2007;
Sim & Lee, 2013). Wei and Pan (2012) state that the sharing a visitor’s experience with
others (via face-to-face, mobile phone, internet blogs, or various forms of social media)
is an effective barometer of the visitor’s personal feelings throughout their trip. The
experiences relayed by visitors can indicate their travelling needs and purpose, the
nature of their interactions with local tourism organizations and residents, the views they
found scenic in the area, and their feelings following tour activities (Wei & Pan, 2012).
By reviewing visitor experiences that they shared on the internet, researchers found that
visitors sometimes supply many details about their travel experience and emotions
(satisfaction or dissatisfaction) (Tse & Zhang, 2013). Some of these details include
specific aspects of tourism such as servers, other tourists, and local residents. Tourists
also sometimes referred to tangible resources such as facilities, landscapes, buildings,
food, and hotels, as well as intangible resources such as local culture, cultural heritage,
service, knowledge, and spiritual advances (Tse & Zhang, 2013). Studying visitor
experience is therefore valuable for both tourism developers and designers and for
academic researchers (Tse & Zhang, 2013).

In light of the above findings, this study was based on the principle that by

reviewing the experiences shared by visitors, one could derive findings that were
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valuable to tourism developers and designers.

2.2.2 Visitor Needs in Cultural Tourism

In order to offer high-quality experiences to visitors and increase visitor
satisfaction, tourism developers and designers should understand the needs of tourists
within cultural tourism (De Rojas & Camarero, 2008). Zhang (2002) states that tourists
choose to visit cultural tourism destinations because they want to learn something new
and broaden their horizons, and because they find learning about different cultures
enjoyable. Visitors are generally interested in learning about the customs that
characterize the place they are visiting, and might enjoy visiting museums and engage
locals in conversation to learn about their way of life. Anthropologists of tourism have
identified this group as “tourists of ethnography” (Zhang, 2002). This tourist group
supplemented their activities with participating in local life in order to understand the
local culture (Zhang, 2002). The motivation to learn about new cultures differs among
tourists. Plenty of visitors choose the educational means as well as interacting with the
local culture.

The behavioural features and needs of modern tourists were described using three
terms, namely personalization, participation, and cultural experience (Wang & Dong,
2008). Most importantly, modern tourists demand greater personalization. There are
many tourism products to choose from, and the competition among tourism
organizations is fierce. This results in an increased demand for personalized products
and services (Wang & Dong, 2008). Secondly, modern tourists desire to participate and
be more involved in tourism practices and events than ever before. They are no longer
passive spectators; instead, they are participants of tourism products and services (Wang
& Dong, 2008). Finally, the demand for cultural experiences has strengthened among
modern tourists. They want to experience a life different from their usual daily grind,

and cultural experiences meet this need (Wang & Dong, 2008).
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According to Lord Cultural Resources (2009), cultural experiences have become
the motivating factor for modern visitors to travel. The WTO (2004) also agrees that
modern tourists have strong cultural needs. They are highly interested in participating in
cultural tours and joining cultural festivals and events (McKercher et al., 2002). By
participating in a cultural tour, visitors learn about a cultural fabric, or character, that is
different from their own. This expands their worldview and increases their knowledge
and insight (McKercher et al., 2002). Zhang (2002) also agrees that cultural tourism
expands visitors’ knowledge, educates visitors about history, and broadens their
horizons. People have become very interested in cultural tourism trips today.

Ren (2009) argues that not all the visitors who participate in cultural tourism want
education and new history knowledge. Some might simply seek a trip in a culturally
different destination with diverse visitors. This aspect of travel indicates that one basic
requirement of cultural tourism might be to generate happiness, rather than learning
and/or education. Liu (2011) states that cultural events within the parameters of cultural
tourism destinations that bring many people together might fill an inherent social need.
Through participating in these activities, visitors can communicate with others with
similar interests, an experience which is valued by many visitors. Zhang (2002) also
found that some tourists enjoyed trying “exotic” foods and participating in fun cultural
events, thus supporting Ren’s 2009 contention that there is a market for happy
experiences.

Visitors approach cultural tourism with varied needs. Due to this variety, the levels
of visitor experience and satisfaction within the same ancient town in China can differ

(Alegre & Garau, 2010). The following discussion illustrates this concept.

2.2.3 Visitor Experience and Satisfaction in Chinese Ancient Towns

Sightseeing-oriented ancient town tourism is no longer as appealing to tourists as it
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once was, and modern tourists’ experiences have become increasingly complex (Yan &
Hu, 2015). Experience-oriented ancient town tourism is attracting more tourists that are
modern because these destinations generate deeper and stronger psychological
impressions (Yan & Hu, 2015). Existing empirical studies indicate that visitors to

ancient towns consider these factors as impactful on their experiential quality.

2.2.3.1 Themes of Ancient Chinese Towns

Most visitors are interested in and motivated by the themes of these Chinese ancient
towns (Liang, 2018). Each ancient town has its own unique features that embody a
cultural heritage rich in history. These features are key selling points for most visitors.
Looking at the case study of world-heritage tourism development in the ancient towns of
Xidihongcun, Zhang and Dong (2006) point out that a clear theme that describes a
destination and the visitor’s expectations of the trip profoundly impress the visitor. For
example, the features of ancient water towns are known to be very attractive to tourists
and, because of this, the tourism theme of Zhouzhuang became “China’s first water
village” (Zhang & Dong, 2006). Zhouzhuang received more than 2.6 million tourists in
2004 (Zhang & Dong, 2006). Huanglongxi is another ancient town in China that has a
clear, well-chosen theme. Huanglongxi’s theme is “appreciating water in Huanglong
Valley connecting ancient Shu” and has attracted thousands of visitors to this ancient
town (Get News, 2016). Much research supports the notion that generating a distinctive

theme enhances visitors’ experience of and satisfaction with these ancient towns.

2.2.3.2 Authenticity

Authenticity serves as one of the important criteria of cultural tourism measurement
(Poria, Butler & Airey, 2003). The main value of a heritage site lies in its accurate
representation of past cultural traditions and scenes (Poria et al., 2003). Richards (2009)

found that tourists appreciated visiting places that displayed local and authentic culture.
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Along with the development of modern forms of tourism and changes in consumption
patterns, visitors prefer to enjoy an authentic experience that gives them a greater sense
of self-worth (Richards, 2009). The ancient water towns in China’s Jiangnan are good
examples. Jiangnan culture is a unique form of Chinese culture, and Jiangnan water
towns are the most direct purveyors of the charming Jiangnan culture (Ruan & Yuan,
2008). Ancient water towns in Jiangnan record the area’s cultural and spatial
characteristics with more integrity, regional specificity, and diversity than most, and
those characteristics that were created by the older generations will be carried forward
and further developed from generation to generation (Ruan & Yuan, 2008). These
ancient towns’ widely acknowledged authenticity attracts thousands of visitors per year
(Ruan & Yuan, 2008), and such examples demonstrate how authenticity affects a
visitor’s experience of and satisfaction with ancient towns.

Further, as Wong (2015) notes, cultural tourism visitors have different cultural
needs. For those with high cultural needs, the perception of authenticity greatly enhances
their experience. Those with lower cultural needs are less impacted by authenticity. Dai
(2012) argues that many visitors travel to historical and ancient towns because they have
strong cultural motivations. Lynch, Duinker, Sheehan, and Chute (2010) also support
this viewpoint. Because authenticity is one of the key factors influencing visitor

satisfaction, it is important for these towns to enhance their cultural authenticity.

2.2.3.3 Learning and Education

Acquiring knowledge about history and culture is one of the main needs of people
visiting ancient towns. The extent to which cultural tourism destinations meet this need
also influences visitor satisfaction. Tourists can gain a lot of historical knowledge from
visiting ancient houses, temples, archways, and other buildings (Zhang & Dong, 2006).
These are the material manifestations of ancient culture and historical events, and they

interest a large number of cultural tourists (Zhang & Dong, 2006). Lynch et al. (2010)
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illustrates a relationship between tourist satisfaction and the acquisition of new
knowledge in the tourism process. They claim that satisfied visitors in cultural tourism
destinations in Canada often refer to the acquisition of new knowledge about the local
culture (Lynch et al., 2010). Local Canadian destinations effectively address the
educational needs of tourists through storytelling and rich presentations (Lynch et al.,
2010). Learning history and gaining cultural knowledge allows tourists to enjoy the
cultural tourism experience and increase their levels of satisfaction.

Zhang and Dong’s 2006 findings indicate that the same rule applies to ancient
Chinese towns, noting that the guidance and education provided by tour guides and local
residents in ancient Chinese towns significantly increases visitors’ understanding of
history and culture and thus positively influences their experience and satisfaction
levels. Highly satisfied visitors in ancient towns are those who have effectively
expanded their knowledge of the local history and culture (Zhang & Dong, 2006).
Visitor satisfaction in ancient towns is thus increased when greater opportunities for

learning and education are available.

2.2.3.4 Service Quality, Convenience, Comfort, and Safety

Pedersen (2002) states that while modern visitors to cultural tourism destinations
demand a unique cultural experience, they also expect the same high-quality service they
are accustomed to at home. Therefore, the quality of the facilities, guidance,
transportation, restaurants, and accommodations also influences visitors’ satisfaction
with a cultural tourism destination. In ancient towns, managers should maintain the
cultural heritage but also ensure the convenience of services, and the comfort and safety
of visitors. These factors are no longer higher-level visitors’ needs, but basic ones

(Orbasli, 2000).
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2.3 Sustainable Development of Tourism Destinations

Sustainable development of tourism destinations is the focus of this section. In this
part, sustainable development issues in general tourism destinations are introduced, and
then those specific to ancient towns are discussed. The existing or potential issues
identified by scholars and researchers are presented below. These possible issues will be

discussed in relation to the town of Wuzhen in the discussion section.

2.3.1 Tourism Sustainable Development

Sustainable development is increasingly emphasized by governments and by the
WTO (Austrian National Tourist Office, 2012). Sustainable development in tourism is
defined as a strategy used to keep a suitable balance between socio-cultural, economic,
and environmental dimensions in order to attain long-term sustainability in tourism
development (Austrian National Tourist Office, 2012). The indicators that reveal the
level of sustainability of a tourism destination are divided into three aspects, as noted by
the Austrian National Tourist Office: socio-cultural, economic, and environmental
(Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014). Ancient town tourism attracts a great number of
tourists with abundant historical resources and background. Income generated from this
sector boosts local economic development and produces more revenue for local
construction and development (Zhong, 2015). Moreover, the revenue generated by
development within tourism also funds environmental renewal and protection. For
example, Zhong’s 2015 study of the ancient town of Xitang found that river regulation
and sewage collection have been well planned and executed in Xitang, As a result, the
local environment has greatly improved. From the perspective of socio-cultural impacts,
local residents have opportunities to learn different culture and progressive ideas from
tourists (Xing & Wang, 2006). Despite these advantages, the emergence of ancient town
tourism also has negative side effects. The pace of putting protections in place lags in
comparison to the rate of devastation, leading to continuous deterioration of the
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ecological environment. A variety of wildlife is currently under threat, characteristic
cultures of ethnic minorities are faced with assimilation, and many ancient buildings
have been destroyed. In addition, people are unaware of the need to protect ancient
relics, which leads to disorder in construction and renewal projects, which in turn
becomes detrimental to ancient towns. The development and protection of ancient towns
and the sustainable development of ancient towns are interdependent. Tourism
attractions are based on the prerequisite of the protection of an ancient town, without

which the goal of sustainable development cannot be achieved (Zhong, 2015).

2.3.1.1 Socio-cultural Sustainability

To achieve socio-cultural sustainability, the benefits to local residents and
communities from tourism, as well as the satisfaction of visitors, has to be considered in
the tourism development process (Lang, 2012). The training of employees for tourism
organizations is also an important part of sustainability. Employee training improves the
quality of service they provide, and has a positive impact on both employee and
customer satisfaction (Lang, 2012). The previous segment explaining visitor experience
notes that visitors sometimes refer to interactions with local residents and service
employees when recommending destinations and attractions.

Ramos, Stoddart, and Chafe (2016) found that tourism development could bring
social benefits to local residents. They interviewed local residents living in some
destinations and found that these people like to communicate with visitors. Nunkoo and