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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

The ability of the poor to participate gainfully in pro-poor tourism
(PPT) projects is an important but understudied factor in
determining poverty alleviation impact. This study aims to address
this knowledge gap by exploring the relationship between
participation, income, and livelihood capital at the household level
using China as a case study. We examined eight PPT projects in
southern Shaanxi, a poverty-stricken region that has abundant
tourism resources. Our comparative approach revealed the
diﬀerences between participating and non-participating
households. We found that the level of participation is 36% and
the main form of participation was through family-run businesses.
Participating households earned a signiﬁcantly higher income
than non-participating households. The former also had
signiﬁcantly more material, ﬁnancial, political, social, and human
capital. These ﬁndings underscore the capability of tourism as a
poverty alleviation tool and reveal problems regarding the
growing inequality between participating and non-participating
households.

Pro-poor tourism;
participation; pro-poor
outcomes; inequality; China

1. Introduction
Pro-poor tourism (PPT) has been widely promoted as a development and poverty alleviation tool. The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) highlights the importance of tourism in ﬁghting poverty through the ST-EP (Sustainable Tourism—Eliminating
Poverty) initiative (Novelli & Hellwig, 2011; Scheyvens, 2007). The conﬂuence of poverty
and tourism, previously two separate domains, inspires optimism that tourism can act
as a catalyst for development and an eﬀective means of relieving poverty, especially in
regions of the developing world where there are few other economic opportunities
(Blake, Arbache, Sinclair, & Teles, 2008; Croes & Vanegas, 2008; Messerli, 2011; Pawson,
D’Arcy, & Richardson, 2017; Saarinen & Rogerson, 2014; Truong, 2014).
PPT aims to generate net beneﬁts for the poor. Achieving this goal, however, depends
on whether and how the poor can participate gainfully in tourism development (Ashley,
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Boyd, & Goodwin, 2000; Yang, 2015). Many scholars have argued that the pro-poor impact
of PPT projects is limited by the lack of participation, which results in an unequal distribution of tourism beneﬁts in local communities (Gascón, 2015; Lu, Geng, Zhuang, &
Yang, 2017; Phommavong & Sörensson, 2014; Spenceley & Goodwin, 2007; Xi & Zhang,
2016). Addressing the problem of participation and beneﬁt distribution is important, yet
few empirical studies have directly engaged with the causes and eﬀects of participation
(Mitchell & Ashley, 2010; Truong, 2014; Truong, Slabbert, & Nguyen, 2017). In general,
we know little about the levels and forms of participation in PPT projects, how participation aﬀects the distribution of economic beneﬁts, and the barriers and enabling
factors to participation. More research on this topic is urgently needed as the answers
can help inform more eﬀective and fair approaches to PPT.
This study aims to ﬁll this knowledge gap using China as a case study. China has only
recently embraced tourism as a poverty alleviation tool, but PPT has become increasingly
important since Xi Jinping’s announcement of the goal of eliminating absolute poverty by
2020, which means that no population will live below the poverty line currently set at
2,800 RMB (440 USD) annually (Chen, 2016). The 13th Five-Year Plan on Poverty Alleviation
(State Council, 2016), which outlines China’s key strategies to lift 56.3 million impoverished
people out of poverty in ﬁve years, declares that PPT will be implemented in 22,600 villages nationally, focusing on leisure-farm tourism, nature and eco-tourism, cultural
tourism, and “red” tourism (a type of heritage tourism on China’s communist identity).
To support tourism development in poor villages, the government has announced it
will invest in upgrading village infrastructure, including attractions within a 10-km
radius of villages. Yet, despite its growing importance, we know little about PPT in
China given the paucity of research in this area. The objective of this study is to answer
three main questions. First, what is the rate and form of participation in PPT? Second,
what is the impact of participation on income? More speciﬁcally, what are the diﬀerences
in income between participating and non-participating households? Third, what is the
relationship between participation and livelihood capital? By answering these questions,
this study develops a more robust understanding of participation in PPT and generates
recommendations to assist China in achieving its important poverty alleviation target.

2. Pro-poor tourism
PPT is typically deﬁned as tourism that generates net beneﬁts for the poor (Ashley et al.,
2000; Goodwin, 2009). The adjective “net” is telling because it acknowledges that tourism
activities come with both costs and beneﬁts, and that PPT should strive to ensure that the
beneﬁts outweigh costs from the perspectives of the poor. In other words, PPT focuses not
only on the economic beneﬁts for the poor, but also on the negative social, cultural, and
environmental impacts, although non-economic factors are often considered secondary
(Chok, Macbeth, & Warren, 2007; Gascón, 2015). Also, it has been argued that PPT is not
about addressing inequality because it does not require tourism to deliver disproportionate beneﬁts to the poor (Schilcher, 2007). Rather, tourism can be labelled pro-poor even
when the rich beneﬁt disproportionately, as long as the poor reap net beneﬁts (Ashley
& Roe, 2002). Whereas PPT is a relatively new concept, the idea of linking tourism to
poverty alleviation can be traced back to the 1970s (Harrison, 2008). Tourism has been perceived as an opportunity for impoverished communities because of its labour-intensive
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nature, and its reliance on natural and cultural capital, which are among the few resources
poor communities tend to possess (Ashley & Roe, 2002). The developmental discourse of
tourism is particularly inﬂuential in the context of developing countries, where tourism is
treated almost like a panacea of poverty (Ezeuduji, 2015; Zeng & Ryan, 2012).
PPT should not be confused with slum/poverty tourism, which refers to a speciﬁc form
of tourism that involves visiting impoverished areas to experience the reality of poverty,
typically in an urban context (Frenzel, Koens, Steinbrink, & Rogerson, 2015; Rolfes, 2010;
Steinbrink, 2012). PPT, in contrast, is an approach to or philosophy of tourism rather
than a speciﬁc type of tourism activity. PPT diﬀers from conventional approaches
because of its emphasis on a balanced and holistic approach that emphasises community
participation, the fair distribution of beneﬁts, the provision of training and employment
opportunities to local communities, and the minimisation of negative impacts (Ashley
et al., 2000). PPT is, therefore, a holistic and inclusive method of tourism development
that recognises the need for fair distribution of costs and beneﬁts of tourism across multiple dimensions (economic, social, and environmental) and timelines (short-term and
long-term) (Chok et al., 2007). Tourism businesses, for example, should train and hire
local people, provide a fair wage regardless of tourism cycles, and even restrict the
number of tourists, as well as their behaviours, to protect the physical and cultural environment of the host community. As such, PPT depends on the collaborative action of a wide
range of stakeholders, such as government agencies, local communities, non-government
organisations, international development organisations, and the private sector, to increase
the beneﬁts and reduce the costs for the poor (Chok et al., 2007; Phi, Whitford, & Reid,
2016; Tolkach, Pearlman, & King, 2012).
In theory, any tourism attraction or product may meet PPT objectives (United Nations,
2003). In practice, PPT often has a close relationship with a niche form of tourism known as
rural tourism (Gascón, 2015; Rid, Ezeuduji, & Pröbstl-Haider, 2014). This is not only because
of the close link between rurality and poverty—poverty-stricken regions are largely rural
and the poorest people in those regions are usually rural dwellers—but also because
small-scale, low-density tourism facilities and the reliance on natural capital are particularly
suitable for the poor who often have few resources. Furthermore, in rural tourism, revenue
leakage is typically low because local people can receive income directly from tourists
(Scheyvens & Russell, 2012; Suntikul, Bauer, & Song, 2009). At the same time, some PPT
practitioners argue that it is important to mainstream PPT to involve private enterprises
in order to increase the eﬀectiveness of poverty alleviation (Ashley et al., 2000; Harrison
& Schipani, 2007; Kirsten & Rogerson, 2002).
Critiques of PPT typically take three forms. First, PPT tries to harness rather than challenge the existing system, attempting to alleviate poverty by embedding impoverished
communities within the neoliberal processes of globalisation and commodiﬁcation (Hall,
2007; Harrison, 2008). As such, PPT may make local populations vulnerable to labour
exploitation and further enhance poverty rather than alleviate it (Chok et al., 2007). In particular, whereas the social and environmental costs of tourism are always borne by the
host communities, the economic beneﬁts can mainly be distributed among outside investors, the state, and local elites (Gascón, 2015). Another structural critique is that the apolitical nature of PPT results in further strengthening of the existing world order and,
therefore, makes it even more diﬃcult to transition to post-capitalist political-economic
systems.
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The second line of critique argues that tourism is often not the best choice for development. Tourism is a highly competitive industry, and it can be diﬃcult or even ﬁnancially
risky for the poor to participate in the business of tourism without adequate support and
knowledge transfer. Furthermore, the seasonality of tourism means that income generated
from PPT is not stable (Farrell & Twining-Ward, 2005). Also, because tourism is a destination-based activity, the applicability of PPT depends on the possession of certain tourism
assets such as natural or cultural resources, as well as the adequacy of infrastructure to
support tourism, and therefore, may not be suitable for all impoverished areas (Suntikul
et al., 2009).
Third, and central to the present analysis, is the distribution of economic beneﬁts. Spenceley and Goodwin (2007), who studied the impact of PPT in and around Kruger National
Park in South Africa, found that PPT has little tangible impact on the majority of people
living in populated rural communities, but the impact is substantial for the few people
who directly participate. King and Dinkoksung (2014) investigated a village in Thailand’s
Isaan region and found that participation is limited to the few villagers with entrepreneurial skills. Truong, Hall, and Garry (2014) studied Sapa, Vietnam and identiﬁed the lack of
capital and foreign language proﬁciency as the main barriers to participation in PPT. Xi
and Zhang (2016) conducted empirical research in a village in the Yesanpo tourist area
of Hebei Province and found that PPT caused diﬀerentiation within the previously homogeneous community, with direct participants in tourism activities enjoying a better quality
of life than indirect participants and non-participants. This line of critique suggests that the
beneﬁts of PPT are often limited to a small part of the community that is considered elite,
whereas the cost of tourism development is shared by the whole community (King & Dinkoksung, 2014). Consequently, most poor people not only fail to gain from PPT, but they
also lose in absolute terms (Gascón, 2015). A number of factors have been identiﬁed as
inﬂuencing participation of the poor in tourism. Financial and human capital are critical
inputs for small-scale tourism operations (Ashley et al., 2000; Saﬀu, Obeng Apori, ElijahMensah, & Ahumatah, 2008). Social capital has also been found to correlate with participation in tourism by establishing tourism businesses (Park, Lee, Choi, & Yoon, 2012;
Zhao, Ritchie, & Echtner, 2011). In general, as noted by many scholars, there is a lack of
empirical evidence on the link between tourism development and poverty alleviation
(Chok et al., 2007; Goodwin, 2009; Truong, 2014; Winters, Corral, & Mora, 2013; Yang, 2015).

3. PPT in China
China is a relatively latecomer to tourism development. The country did not start to
develop its tourism sector until the 1980s (Gao, Huang, & Huang, 2009) because tourism
in Mao’s socialist China was considered a bourgeois activity and was largely treated as a
political activity for foreign visitors, and even this limited form of tourism was suspended
during the Cultural Revolution (Guangrui, 2003). Since the reform era started in 1978, the
government has shifted its policy to encourage tourism. In this more liberal and pragmatic
context, tourism came to be appreciated by central and local governments as an eﬀective
way to ﬁght poverty in rural areas with few other economic opportunities and resources
(Yang, Liu, & Qi, 2014). Since 2013, the central government has consistently described
tourism as a key pillar of rural development. From 2014 to 2017, the annual income generated by rural tourism skyrockets from 300 billion RMB to 620 billion RMB (National
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Development and Reform Commission, 2018). Thus far, tourism has proven to be an
eﬀective way of absorbing surplus rural labour and generating income.
PPT in China has two characteristics that set it apart from PPT elsewhere. The ﬁrst
characteristic is a lack of private sector involvement. Whereas PPT elsewhere typically
depends on outside businesses and investors, in China, it is the rural households that
are the key driver. PPT households typically participate directly by opening their own
houses to accommodate and cater to tourists, creating a form of leisure tourism that incorporates elements of cultural and rural tourism (Su, 2013; Zeng & Ryan, 2012). The second
characteristic is that PPT in China is strongly driven by the government at various levels.
Infrastructure investment in highway, electricity, public toilets, and parking areas, and
the level of policy support have been credited as important factors in the rapid development of PPT in the country (Wang et al., 2013). On the other hand, public participation is
non-existent, reﬂecting the institutional bias towards top-down, authoritarian modes of
governance (Zeng & Ryan, 2012).
Similar to the international literature, few Chinese PPT studies have examined the issues
of participation and distribution of beneﬁts. A notable exception is Zeng (2008), who
traced the cash ﬂows of tourism businesses and found that, while the local community
received beneﬁts from tourism development, the poor people had signiﬁcant diﬃculties
in sharing the beneﬁts. Zeng, Ryan, Cui, and Chen (2015) conducted a longitudinal
study in central China and found that the local people beneﬁted from tourist purchases
in souvenir shops, restaurants, and transportation services, but there is a high leakage
eﬀect in the forms of tourist spending on accommodations, oﬀ-site transportation, and
park entry fees. However, the study did not pay suﬃcient attention to the participation
rate and how the ﬁnancial beneﬁts generated from PPT are distributed within the impoverished communities.

4. Methodology
4.1. Study area
This study was conducted in Shaanxi province, which is one of the most important tourist
destinations in China, with a share of tourist numbers and tourism revenue accounting for
7%–10% of the country’s total (Zeng et al., 2015). We selected Ankang in southern Shaanxi
as the study area because the municipality has been designated as a pilot area for PPT
development by the provincial government since 2009, and therefore it is one of the birthplaces of PPT in Shaanxi. This was an important consideration because we needed to ﬁnd
PPT projects that have lasted several years to examine their impact. Thus far, 254 villages in
Ankang have been designated as National Rural Tourism Poverty Alleviation Villages to
receive governmental support in PPT development, which includes: (1) improving the
tourism infrastructure in villages (such as public toilets and roads); (2) encouraging the
development of tourism products through subsidies and discounted/no-interest
loans; (3) strengthening and coordinating the promotion of tourism; and (4) providing
training to villagers in an array of tourism-related skills, including tourism law and
policy, catering and room management, tour guides, security and emergency drills, handling complaints, using information technology, and performing folk songs. The last
measure is strongly emphasised by the provincial government, who vowed to invest 1
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million RMB each year in Ankang to conduct training. The support has been eﬀective in
stimulating tourism development. According to oﬃcial statistics, in 2014 approximately
1,600 rural households, or 5,000 people, participated in tourism in Ankang (Ye, 2015).
There are several reasons why Ankang was chosen by both the central and provincial
governments for the PPT experiment. First, it is a mountainous area with a long history of
severe poverty issues. Currently, nine out of ten districts/counties in Ankang are classiﬁed
as national-level poverty counties. Second, Ankang is well-known for its natural scenery,
historic sites, and traditional cultures, all of which provide a basis for tourism development.
However, the development of Ankang was impeded by the lack of accessibility. It was not
until 2001 when the Xi’an-Ankang railway connecting Ankang to the provincial capital
opened that tourism emerged in the region—that year brought an unprecedented
600,000 visitors to the area. After more than a decade of infrastructure development,
the region is now well-connected by roads, railways, and waterways, with an airport currently under construction.
We further narrowed our study area to two local areas of Ankang: Hanbin and Ningshan.
The two areas were chosen because they have been designated as PPT pilot areas by the
provincial government, and Ningshan was also designated by the central government as
the demonstration site for tourism development. In 2016, the population of Hanbin was
870,000, and Ningshan’s population was 71,100. The two local areas are adjacent to
each other, both are located at the Qinling Mountain range, and both are broadly
similar in its terms of economic development, culture, and geography. They are representative of poor areas in inland China, and both were designated by the central government
as national-level poverty counties. Diverse tourism activities have been developed in these
two local areas, including water-based tourism and farm tourism based on a tea plantation.

4.2. Data collection and analysis
Before we conducted the formal data collection, we visited Ankang three times to conduct
interview-based pilot studies. The purpose of these scouting trips was three-fold: to gain a
ﬁrst-hand understanding of the local situation, particularly the challenges of PPT; to identify villages for the survey; and to pilot and ﬁne-tune the questionnaire. Speciﬁcally, from 2
June to 4 June 2015, we visited Ningshan, where we conducted three interviews with government oﬃcials and local farmers and completed three pilot questionnaires. From 12 July
to 13 July 2015, we visited three villages in Ningshan to conduct seven more interviews.
From 5 November to 7 November 2015, we visited Hanbin to interview a number of government oﬃcials at the municipality, district, and township levels. These trips allowed us to
identify eight PPT projects (ﬁve in Hanbin and three in Ningshan) for the survey.
From 16 November to 21 November 2015, we conducted our formal data collection in the
two local areas. In each village, randomly selected households were visited. We delivered the
questionnaire to the heads of households and his/her spouse, and if they were absent, to a
household member that was over 18 years old. We administered the questionnaire face-toface to enhance the response rate and to ensure the quality of responses. In total, we collected 187 valid responses, 78 from Hanbin and 109 from Ningshan. The questions mainly
cover the demographics of household members; livelihood assets such as family land, forest
land, houses, production tools, durable consumer goods, loans, and deposits; income and
expenditure; participation in tourism, the willingness to participate, and diﬃculties of
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Figure 1. Location of the ﬁeld sites.

participating in tourism; and PPT policies. The results were analysed statistically, using
descriptive analysis, a comparison of means between participating and non-participating
households, and t-test to estimate the statistical signiﬁcance of the diﬀerences (Figure 1).

5. Results
5.1. Participation in consultation
The lack of community consultation is one of the key problems with the PPT projects we
observed. In general, locals’ participation in governance and decision-making regarding
PPT was limited. The percentages of households that had not participated in any meeting
about tourism development organised by the government and by businesses were 74.7%
and 83.9%, respectively. Furthermore, 61.8% of households indicated that they were not
consulted regarding the development of tourism in their village, and 67.2% of households
suggested they did not have any input in tourism development. Only 9.3% of households
said they were regularly consulted, and 7.0% indicated that they regularly provided input
to tourism development. These ﬁndings suggest that the decision-making for the PPT programme was dominated by the government and local elite—in this context, members of the
village committee who were responsible for the governance of village aﬀairs.

5.2. Participation in tourism
Of the 187 surveyed households, 68 (36.6%) participated in tourism, and all of them
owned and operated a tourism-related business. Catering and accommodation was
the main form of tourism business, ran by 41 households; 26 households engaged
in commerce (mainly operating a convenient store or souvenir shop); 11 households
ran transportation businesses; and 13 households operated other tourism-related

TOURISM PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT

325

businesses, such as automobile and equipment maintenance and cruises. Approximately one-third of the households participated in more than one business, indicating
that these households were able to provide a comprehensive experience of tourism
that includes catering, accommodation, and leisure activities. Non-participating
households remain reliant on farming as the main form of livelihood. There was a
strong willingness to participate in PPT among the surveyed respondents, with over
90% of the participating households and 63.9% of the non-participating households
indicating that they were interested in participating in tourism in the future.

5.3. Income
Table 1 compares the income between participating and non-participating households.
Participating households’ per-capita net income (RMB 14,038) was nearly 2.5 times
higher than that of non-participating households (RMB 5,675). Net income is deﬁned as
total household income from all sources, including sales from agricultural and forest products, remittance from working household members, income from non-agricultural operations, government subsidies and minimum living guarantees, land sublease income, and
gifts from relatives and friends minus production-related expenditure, such as seeds, fertilisers, and wages of employees. This is strong evidence of PPT’s ability to raise the
incomes of participants. The diﬀerence in income between participating and non-participating households is mainly due to participating households having much higher (nearly
four times higher) business net income than non-participating households. Moreover,
tourism is a diversiﬁcation option for the poor, rather than a replacement of their
farming activities. In fact, we found that the participating households had substantially
higher net income from farming (RMB 5,417) than non-participating households (||RMB
1,635). This is likely because operating tourism businesses allows households to sell
their farm produce directly to tourists at higher prices. Income from government
support is very similar between the two groups. Non-participating households had a
slightly higher income from wages (RMB 10,934) than participating households (RMB
8,189), which suggests that non-participating households had to rely on paid jobs to compensate for the lack of tourism opportunities.

5.4. Livelihood capital
The concept of livelihood capital was developed under the sustainable livelihoods
approach to understanding the resources mobilised by households in developing
Table 1. Net income of participating and non-participating households.

Average per-capita net income (RMB)
Net income per household from business (RMB)
Net income per household from waged
employment (RMB)
Net income per household from farming (RMB)
Net income per household from livestock (RMB)
Government support per household (RMB)
**p < .01; *p < .05; NS = not signiﬁcant.

Participating
households

Non-participating
households

Statistical
signiﬁcance

14,037.99
21,111.77
8,189.25

5,675.03
5,396.30
10,983.81

**
**
NS

5,416.63
5,079.02
1,374.49

1,634.95
3,070.44
1,139.94

*
NS
NS
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livelihood strategies (Serrat, 2017). The concept has been widely adopted in diﬀerent
development contexts, such as rubber farming in Thailand (Longpichai, Perret, & Shivakoti,
2012), biofuel projects in Ghana (Boamah & Overå, 2016), and ethnic tourism in China (Li,
Yu, Chen, Hu, & Cui, 2016). We examined six dimensions of livelihood capital. First, land
capital is an important natural capital input for tourism because it supports both leisure
and farming activities. In China, rural land ownership is collectivised but land-use rights
are granted to farmers under the household responsibility system (Ren, Bian, & He,
2017). Second, material capital refers to physical assets owned by households to
support tourism. Spacious and high-quality buildings are necessary for accommodation
and catering businesses. Furthermore, material capital also includes ownership of equipment, such as televisions, refrigerators, and vehicles, and accessibility of public infrastructure such as roads, public transport, and public facilities. Third, ﬁnancial capital includes
ﬁnancial resources (such as loans) available to households to invest in tourism operation.
Fourth, political capital refers to a household’s connections with the government. Political
capital may determine household members’ ability to access information and resources, as
well as impact the rules that aﬀect tourism development (Magis, 2010). Fifth, social capital
includes relationships and networks that exist between people. Social capital is an important factor because, by fostering mutual trust and reciprocity, households can gain access
to a variety of assets and information that are otherwise unavailable or costly to acquire
(Tavakoli, Mura, & Rajaratnam, 2017). Sixth, human capital refers to the size and health
of the active labour force within the household, as well as the level of skill and knowledge
of labour. In general, well-educated people are more likely to adopt new livelihood strategies than those who are less educated (Lapar & Ehui, 2004).
Table 2 summarises the diﬀerences in capital endowment between participating and
non-participating households. Overall, participating households had more capital in all
dimensions except in land capital. Regarding land capital, participating households had
slightly more farmland per capita than non-participating households, but the diﬀerence
was not statistically signiﬁcant. This is because farmland in rural China is distributed in a
more or less egalitarian manner under the household responsibility system (Krusekopf,
2002). Non-participating households tended to have more forest land than participating
households, but again the diﬀerence was not statistically signiﬁcant.
Turning to material capital, several indicators were found to be important diﬀerentiators. Housing indicators were signiﬁcant. Participating households tended to have larger
houses (internal ﬂoor area averaging 245.40 m2) than non-participating households
(176.45 m2). Their houses tended to be more expensive than non-participants, with
72.1% of participants owning a property worth more than RMB 200,000, compared to
43.6% of non-participating households. Their houses were more likely to be made of
brick and concrete (67.7% for participating households, compared to 60.7% of non-participating households) rather than the low-quality brick-and-wood and earthen-and-wood
houses. Their houses were more often multi-storey, but this ﬁnding was not statistically
signiﬁcant. Houses for participating households were more likely to be located closer to
the main road (97% of participating households located within one mile of the main
road, 91% of non-participating households), but the diﬀerence was small and not statistically signiﬁcant.
Another important aspect of material capital is the ownership of production equipment
and consumer durables. In general, participating households owned more production
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Table 2. Resources possessed by participating and non-participating households.

Land capital
Average farmland area owned (mu/person)
Average forest area owned (mu/person)
Material capital
Average house area (m2)
Distance of the house from main road
Less than one mile (%)
Two to ﬁve miles (%)
Five miles or more (%)
House price
Less than 100,000 RMB (%)
100,000–200,000 RMB (%)
200,001–300,000 RMB (%)
More than 300,000 (%)
House structure
Earthen-and-wood (%)
Brick-and-wood (%)
Brick-and-concrete (%)
Other (%)
Proportion of households with multi-storey building (%)
Average number of owned motor tricycles (item/
household)
Average number of owned excavators (item/household)
Average number of owned forklifts (item/household)
Average number of owned pumps (item/household)
Average number of owned motorcycles (item/household)
Average number of owned cars (item/household)
Average number of owned televisions (item/household)
Average number of owned refrigerators (item/
household)
Average number of owned washing machines (item/
household)
Average number of owned personal computers (item/
household)
Total number of production equipment and consumer
durables
Financial capital
Proportion of households with loans from banks (%)
Proportion of households with loans from the
government (%)
Proportion of households with loans from friends (%)
Proportion of households with bank savings (%)
Political capital
Average number of relatives working in government
Social capital
Average monthly telecommunication payment (RMB)
Average number of households they can call for help
Average number of participating cooperatives
Average number of relatives visited during Chinese New
Year (people/household)
Average number of good friends visited during Chinese
New Year (people/household)
Average number of regular friends visited during Chinese
New Year (people/household)
Human capital
Average number of working adults (people/household)
Average number of male working adults (people/
household)
Average number of female working adults (people/
household)

Participating
households

Non-participating
households

Statistical
signiﬁcance

0.77
5.91

0.65
10.76

NS
NS

245.40

176.45

**
NS

97.01
1.49
1.49

90.68
7.63
1.69

13.24
14.71
27.94
44.12

35.90
20.51
19.66
23.93

14.71
16.18
67.65
1.47
76.47
0.103

29.41
10.08
60.50
0
67.80
0.034

NS
+

0.044
0.044
0.412
0.721
0.412
1.47
1.147

0
0.008
0.319
0.622
0.176
1.13
0.874

*
NS
NS
NS
**
*
**

0.956

0.933

NS

0.471

0.336

+

5.78

4.43

**

38.24
11.76

24.37
4.20

*
+

39.71
23.88

36.97
22.69

NS
NS

0.90

0.49

*

317.24
3.75
0.176
21.21

184.53
4.07
0.045
14.02

*
NS
**
**

16.28

7.23

**

34.81

22.53

NS

3.41
1.82

3.38
1.67

NS
NS

1.59

1.71

NS

**

*

(Continued )

328

K. LO ET AL.

Table 2. Continued.

Average number of working adults with secondary school
or above education (people/household)
Proportion of head of household with secondary school
or above education (%)
Average age of the head of household
Proportion of skilled head of household (%)
**p < .01; *p < .05; +p < .1; NS: not statistically signiﬁcant.

Participating
households

Non-participating
households

Statistical
signiﬁcance

2.38

2.20

NS

57.35

47.06

NS

46.66
50

51.39
17.65

**
**

equipment and consumer durables than non-participating households, most notably cars
(0.41 vs. 0.18), televisions (1.47 vs. 1.13), refrigerators (1.15 vs. 0.88), and motor tricycles
(0.10 vs. 0.03). The total number of items owned by participating households (5.78) was
also signiﬁcantly higher than that of non-participating households (4.43).
From a ﬁnancial capital perspective, participating households had more success in
securing loans from banks (38.2% of participating households, 24.3% of non-participating
households) and from the government (11.8% of participating households, 4.2% of nonparticipating households). The percentage of households that had borrowed money
from friends or had savings in the bank was quite similar among participating and nonparticipating households.
Turning to human capital, participating and non-participating households had similar
numbers of working adults, and their levels of education were also similar. However, the
heads of participating households were typically younger (average 46.7 years) than that
of non-participating households (average 51.4 years). They were also more skilled, which
suggests that training and education play a role in stimulating participation in tourism.
Participating households tended to have more political capital than non-participating
households. Participating households had an average of 0.9 relatives working for the government, whereas non-participating households had an average of 0.5 relatives working
for the government. This is likely because political capital enables connected households
to not only communicate more eﬀectively with the government, but also secure government support more easily. Participating households also had more social capital, as
measured by monthly telecommunication bills, participation in cooperatives, and the
number of friends visited during Chinese New Year.

6. Discussion and conclusion
Tourism is one of the world’s largest and fastest growing industries, and much of this
growth is anticipated to occur in the developing world. The UNWTO forecasted that international tourist arrivals will grow by an average of 3.3% annually to reach 1.8 billion by
2030, and that developing countries will grow much faster than developed countries
(4.4% for developing countries, 2.2% for developed countries) (UNWTO, 2011). Given
this remarkable potential, it is not surprising that tourism is considered a key solution to
poverty alleviation in many developing countries, and led to the emergence of the PPT
concept in the late 1990s (Chok et al., 2007; Truong, 2014).
In this paper, we presented ﬁndings from a comparative study of participating and nonparticipating households in PPT villages. The results indicate that tourism was driving the
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transformation of the local communities and provided people with diversiﬁed job opportunities and livelihood strategies. Yet, the fact that participating households earn signiﬁcantly higher income, primarily due to tourism business operations, than nonparticipating households is evidence that PPT can be a powerful tool in generating new
livelihood opportunities and raising income among the poor—but these beneﬁts can
only be realised by participating households. The diﬀerences in capital endowment
suggest two possibilities. First, participation in PPT depends on the ownership of certain
types of capital. Second, participation in tourism helps the households to accumulate
capital. Both interpretations are likely true to a certain extent, which points to the virtuous
cycle between capital endowment and participation in tourism operations. While our
ﬁndings suggest that PPT contributes to real economic beneﬁts for local communities,
it is also creating a signiﬁcant gap between participating and non-participating households in terms of income and capital endowment. Such inequality can become a source
of tension and conﬂict between the two groups.
Eﬀective participation in tourism development is crucial and necessary to access the
beneﬁts from PPT. The support from governments and other stakeholders, including investors for PPT projects, needs to be strengthened. To this end, a number of recommendations
are made. First, the fact that a high percentage of non-participating households wanted to
participate in tourism suggests that some barriers to participation exist. Clearly, diﬀerent
households may face diﬀerent barriers. Some may lack material capital (e.g. living in an
old and derelict house), experience ﬁnancial diﬃculties, or lack the manpower or knowledge
to operate a tourism business. This means that the challenge of enhancing PPT participation
lies in the ability of the programme to recognise the varied needs and resources of diﬀerent
households. A more tailor-made PPT approach is needed to appreciate the diﬀerences
among households. The government should formulate plans that are speciﬁc to the
needs of each and every community member. For example, the government can oﬀer subsidies to households lacking material capital to purchase equipment and refurbish their
home, low/zero-interest loans to households lacking ﬁnancial capital, and skills training
workshops to households lacking the necessary human capital.
Second, a fair and eﬀective PPT programme should start with better public consultation, which is a key process to achieve the democratisation of decision-making (Zou,
Huang, & Ding, 2014). A lack of public consultation is institutionally embedded in
China’s authoritarian governance system, and thus is not limited to PPT. Other antipoverty initiatives, such as poverty alleviation resettlement, have similar problems
where local decision-making is limited to village committees (Lo, Xue, & Wang, 2016). In
order for the voices of the poor to be heard, everyone needs to be informed about the
policies and implications of PPT, and be given time to provide feedback. Only by soliciting
input from the poor can the government understand the challenges the poor must overcome in order to participate in tourism development.
Third, even with better public consultation and more tailored policy support, it is unrealistic to expect all households to participate in tourism businesses. Therefore, it is recommended that the mode of participation be diversiﬁed, particularly by encouraging
indirect forms of participation. For example, households can invest and become shareholders in community tourism cooperatives through land transfer or use of government-ﬁnanced credit funds, in order to receive dividends and economic returns.
Villagers can then be employed by the cooperative and receive remuneration in return
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for their services. There are some pilot practices in this regard by local governments in
Ankang, Shaanxi, although there are some institutional constraints, such as the formation
and operation of community cooperatives and the land tenure systems. Furthermore,
involving established tourism companies in the development and management of PPT
can bring much needed capital, as well as technical and managerial know-how, to the
tourism operations (Su, 2011).
While this study was conducted in China, its implications may be relevant to other developing countries. A greater awareness of how to make PPT more inclusive is very important to
ensure the success and sustainability of PPT. Looking forward, more research should be conducted to further explore the concept of inclusionary PPT and how it might be translated
into action. Three future research directions are proposed here. First, it is important to understand factors that shape participation from the perspective of the poor and disadvantaged
groups. In addition to the resource perspective taken by this study, research can also look at
the issue through other lenses, such as culture, norms, power, identity, and governance
structures. Second, more attention should be paid to the roles of local elites, government
apparatus, non-governmental organisations, private companies, and international development agencies in delivering inclusive PPT, with reference to their contributions in providing
investment, aid, skills training, and other forms of support to the community. In particular,
more attention should be paid to social enterprises and social entrepreneurship, an emerging phenomenon in China, in PPT eﬀorts (Zeng, 2018). Third and ﬁnally, research should
examine the demand side of PPT, which is the tourists’ perceptions of poverty, responsibility,
and their willingness to pay for pro-poor objectives.
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