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This essay will explore the socio-cultural impacts of rural tourism, with particular emphasis on how it can affect local communities. Studying the impact of interaction between tourists and indigenous populations, to ultimately determine whether rural tourism is mutually enriching for both parties and whether it can be a sustainable form of tourism.

Sustainability is defined as the ability to meet present needs whilst not affecting the needs of future generations (Grant and Kenton, 2019). In order to explore the social cultural impacts of rural tourism, it is first imperative to understand each of the pillars of sustainable tourism. Elkington (1997) explains that the pillars of sustainable tourism are people, planet and profit and in order for a destination to become truly sustainable, it must affectively implement techniques which positively impact each of these pillars. 

In the case of rural tourism, the socio-cultural impacts are widely debated (Crespo et.al). Whilst tourist can offer benefits to a local population, they can, if unmanaged, cause the destruction of that which drew them there in the first place. Whether this is an environmental impact, in the case of Uluru (Gov.au, 2018) or with the extinction of a places culture such as Bali (Phillip, 2012) the issue is becoming increasingly problematic. 

It has been argued that one of the main causes of cultural decline is the demonstration effect. Commonly understood as the effect of observing another with objects of desire (Ahmed, H, 2017), the demonstration effect has been widely publicised as a positive trigger for economic and social progression, however, this trigger can cause an indigenous population to leave their traditional backgrounds in search of a better life, new objects or new aspirations revolving around the demonstration effect. This can have a detrimental impact upon that destination and could even cause the destination and its culture to implode due to lack of indigenous people (Brown, 1998).

These demonstrative tourists and their actions can also cause issues for host destinations. Often bringing with them a complete lack of understanding or knowledge regarding local traditions and culture, these tourists could be argued as the biggest threat facing host destinations (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2019). One example of this can be seen in Japan, where a “stupid tourist” caused locals to become infuriated when he stood in sacred waters. This lack of understanding could have caused unrepairable damage to the environment but also to the belief system of the local people. With examples such as this, it is evident that tighter controls on tourism could be welcomed in certain destinations (Hutton, 2019). 

The issue of power has often been raised when exploring rural tourism. The notion that power is not associated with tourism is unrealistic. Butler and Hinch (2007) explore how power is evident within a person or group who are dependent on someone else. This power can offer rural community’s opportunity and a better life, however, if this power is in the wrong hands the community can become exploited and used for financial gain. This could be argued as commodification, where outside companies or even countries are treating rural communities as commodities rather than people (Fløysand, Arnt & Jakobsen, Stig-Erik, 2007).

The commodification effect could have been multiplied by the onset of the ‘social media age’, in which the priority for tourist is no longer seeing a place and its people, but how many likes they can get on a photo taken there. This again effects the local population as they could see this as the western norm and aspire to be the same. Although, the social media effect can also affect the western tourist. The pull to ‘keep up with the jones’’ means that new age tourists are more likely to do anything for the picture and status it brings with it.  Within this mindset, the effect on the local population is ranked low and as such the destination is just used as a route to social admiration (Smith, 2019).

Another factor to understand when exploring rural tourism, is the impact tourism has on a destination’s economy. Whilst there are negative impacts to tourism, benefits such as improved quality of life, employment and infrastructure cannot be overlooked. These benefits are often viewed as a right in western countries; however, they are often missing within rural communities before the onset of tourism. This employment, whilst offering a ‘better life’ can actually often leave to negative effects within local communities (Slavov, 2019) The need to achieve newly appealing items seen on the tourists can lead local communities to monetise their culture and beliefs. This can be seen in Mexico in the example of the Cenotes (Sullivan, 2016). Known to westerners as beautiful swimming caves, these Cenotes are sacred to the Mayan people, with the belief that they are portals to the underworld. However, these beliefs have somewhat been side-lined in order for the Cenotes to be monetised for the western tourist’s pleasure (Dive Cenotes Mexico, 2019) and for the locals to gain financially freedom in an attempt to gain a ‘better western life’ (Groasis, 2019).

These examples show how imperative it is that developments within rural communities are planned and executed with care and attention. Price (1996) explains that the best way to escape problems when instigating tourism is to implement policies that are approved by the community. This way the local people have input into the way their destination is run and how it is developed in terms of tourism. By utilising models such as the Butler Model (BBC, 2019) a host population can explore how to introduce tourism into their culture and involve all stakeholders in its implementation. This collective approach can enable sustainable growth and development without causing adverse damage to the environment, culture or economy. 

The Butler model can also be used to identify problems within a host destination and rejuvenate the destination in order to improve one or all of the three pillars of sustainable tourism. The use of this rejuvenation can be seen within the rebranding of Thailand. Commonly known for its ties to the sex trade, Thailand is attempting to change its reputation in hopes to avoid decline within its tourism industry (Nuttavuthisit, 2007). Rural communities such as Pattaya are seeing a complete rebranding and its effect on the community is taking its toll (Bragg, 2017). The decline in tourists is having an impact on the day to day lives of the local people and as such locals are now returning to the traditional ways which originally made them attractive to the tourist in the first place (UNWTO, 2013). With an aim to assist the stakeholders within planned developments or unsuccessful and unsustainable developments, The Travel Foundation could help Thailand rebrand itself and escape from the looming tourism decline. The foundation aims to do this by introducing better holidays which lead to a better world (The Travel Foundation, 2019).

In conclusion, there are many obstacles facing rural communities when attempting to deal with tourism. The effects both positive and negative need to be assessed and managed in order to create a sustainable tourism programme. Within rural communities, culture and tradition are usually prized above all else and it is the responsibility of all stakeholders to uphold these whilst attempting to progress socially, economically and environmentally. 
Furthermore, whilst this essay has focused on rural tourism, it does so on the understanding that there are other aspects that have an impact on the Economic, Social cultural and Environmental wellbeing of inhabitants within tourism destinations (Coldwell, 2015). As such, the development of host destinations must consider more than just tourism and its effects. Effects such as the political situation can have a lasting effect on a country and could also impact tourism and how it is implemented into country.
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