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Abstract: According to China’s tourism statistics, the inbound tourism market is composed of eight
types of travel motivations (sightseeing, leisure, business meeting (business-m), visiting relatives and
friends (visiting-rf), shopping, religious worship (religious-w), culture and sports (culture-s), and
health care (health-c)), and the spatial distribution of each type of travel motivation is significantly
different. Four inbound sub-markets (foreigners, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan) were selected as
our research object. Through empirical analysis of the variable elasticity of eight different inbound
motive market segments, we found that the sensitivities (elasticity) of the influencing factors (traffic
conditions (traffic-c), destination image (destination-i), industry structure (industry-s), infrastructure,
consumer price index (CPI), resource endowment (resource-e), and dressing index (ICL)) are different.
Therefore, investment options in the target market can have differential treatment based on the rate of
marginal return on investment. In accordance with the characteristics of different market segments,
we suggest more feasible development paths and countermeasures, providing a decision-making
basis for the accurate development of the inbound tourism market.

Keywords: inbound tourism; travel motivation; spatial distribution; market segments; influencing
factors; elasticity; development path

1. Introduction

The scale of inbound tourism is an important indicator that directly reflects a country’s overall
competitiveness in the international tourism market [1]. The spatial and temporal distribution of
tourists after entry reflects the difference in the relative competitiveness among different regions
within a country [2]. The factors influencing regional competitiveness also influence the distribution
of inbound passenger flow. Non-uniform distribution of tourists with eight inbound motivations
(sightseeing, leisure, business meeting, visiting relatives and friends, shopping, religious worship,
culture and sports, and health care) in spatial and temporal dimensions [3] has various implications
for the development of the tourism industry [4]. In this study, based on spatial distribution after the
entry of tourists, we systematically analyzed the influencing factors and forming mechanism of the
distribution of inbound tourist flow in China from two aspects: tourist motivation and destination
characteristics. We propose a clear path and strategies for the development of the Chinese inbound
tourism market.

China’s inbound tourism market consists of foreigners as well as visitors from Taiwan, Hong Kong,
and Macao. For the past few years, the market growth of outbound and inbound tourism in China
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changed markedly. According to the Ministry of Culture and Tourism of China and the World Tourism
Federation [5,6], in 2018, the number of outbound tourists who were Chinese citizens increased by
14.7% compared with the same period in the previous year. In sharp contrast, the growth rate of
inbound tourists was slow, only 1.2% [7]. The number of tourists from Hong Kong decreased by 0.5%.
Based on the market structure formed by the eight motives in China’s tourism statistics, we analyzed
the significant factors influencing different travel motivation market segments, calculated and ranked
the elasticity indexes of different influencing factors, and propose clear paths and strategies for the
development of the inbound tourism market in different regions of China based on elasticity.

Some tourists become interested in a certain country first [8]; after choosing a specific country
as the destination, they select specific scenic spots. Other tourists are first attracted by a specific
scenic spot [9], so they choose to travel to a certain country. The factors that affect tourists’ travel
decisions before entering a country are not the same as those that affect tourists’ choice of specific travel
routes within a country after entry. The factors in the two stages have both common and different
parts [10]. Factors such as the visa system [11], government promotion [12], climate comfort, and
country image [13,14] play major roles in tourist decision-making before entry. After entry, the factors
influencing international tourists’ travel decisions are similar to those of domestic residents, mainly
focusing on the characteristics of the destination [15,16], tourist motivation, and preference [17]. Tourist
motivation and destination attributes constitute the thrusting and pulling forces of inbound tourist
route selection, and a strong correlation exists between them [4]. The temporal and spatial fluctuation
of inbound tourist flow is the comprehensive result of many dynamic changes in influencing factors,
which can be understood from multiple perspectives [18]. Regional differences among destinations in
terms of economic, cultural, infrastructure, destination image [19], and tourism resource endowments
are the key reasons for the scale and distribution of inbound passenger flow [7,20]. For this reason,
many disputes remain around the cause, performance, and influence of the spatial and temporal
distributions of inbound tourist flow. Xuegang [21] thought that temporal and spatial changes are
imbalanced phenomena that include a time dimension, spatial dimension, and variable dimensions.
We adopted this view to identify and measure the market structure and potential of China’s inbound
tourism market and design the corresponding accurate and highly feasible development path from the
perspective of tourism motivation segmentation.

The spatiotemporal dimension is the most common perspective for the changes in China’s inbound
tourism market; the time dimension is mainly reflected in the variation trend of inbound tourist flow
between different months, seasons, and years. The spatial dimension manifests as the direction of
inbound tourist flow and the spatial agglomeration in different regions. Based on the statistical data of
the quantitative distribution of the inbound tourist flow in 31 provinces and autonomous regions in
China from 2009 to 2018, its fluctuations are shown in Figure 1.

The four curves in Figure 1 show the spatial distribution pattern of four inbound tourist flow
markets of foreigners, Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan in the 31 provinces and autonomous regions
of China.

The factors forming the spatial and temporal distribution of inbound tourist flow are numerous
and complicated, with mutual cause and effect relationships and mutual restraint. To design an effective
and feasible development path and strategy of inbound tourism market potential, we systematically
mined the forming factors in depth [22]. The different sensitivity (elasticity) of influencing factors
caused by different motivations was the starting point and objective for the research on the potential
development strategy of the inbound tourism market.

Figure 1 only shows the spatial distribution of foreigners, Hongkonger tourists, Taiwanese tourists,
and Macanese tourists in 31 provinces and autonomous regions of China. Tourists from the four source
regions have eight kinds of travel motives, and the travel motive structure of each source region is
different. Our research object was the 32-dimensional sample data generated by the four tourist source
regions multiplied by the eight travel motivations. The resource endowment, destination image, traffic
conditions, industrial structure, and climate of the destination influence tourist selection behavior.
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To fully develop the market potential of inbound tourism, we focused on the tourism motivation of
inbound passengers to analyze the difference of changing elasticity of various influencing factors [7]
and to precisely recognize and develop the inbound tourism market. We aimed to, (1) from the
perspective of destination development and according to the influence intensity (elasticity) of each
influencing factor, determine the specific development sequence and implementation path for each
destination region (provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions) and provide a decision-making
basis for government investment and (2) from the perspective of source market development and
according to the positioning and resource endowment characteristics of each region, suggest the
strategies and implementation paths of eight kinds of motivation for market segment development for
the destination region.
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Figure 1. Inbound tourist distribution in different provinces of China (mean for 2009–2018) (Note:
the regions represented from 1 to 31 are Anhui, Beijing, Fujian, Gansu, Tibet, Guangxi, Guangdong,
Guizhou, Hainan, Hubei, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Yunnan, Shandong, Shaanxi, Chongqing, Heilongjiang,
Jilin, Hebei, Hunan, Sichuan, Qinghai, Xinjiang, Tianjin, Jiangxi, Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Henan,
Shanxi, Liaoning, and Shanghai, respectively).

2. Literature Review

The unbalanced distribution of tourists in time, space, and other variables has become one of the
bottlenecks of tourism development, which has been a popular academic research focus. The individual
attributes of tourists, the characteristics of the tourist generating region, destination features, and
other environmental factors significantly impact the unbalanced distribution of tourist flow [23–25] in
both the time and spatial dimensions. On the tourism supply side, the importance of the destination
market’s “demand to undertake” is self-evident [26]. The full development of the supply side of the
destination market is one of the important aspects to achieve a balanced development of the inbound
tourism industry in China [27].

The research on the tourist flow of the destination started in the 1990s. The time and spatial
dimensions were commonly used to study the unbalanced distribution of tourist flow. Taking the
Jiuzhaigou valley as the research object, Jie and Jinkang [28] verified the spatial distribution of tourism
demand and calculated the attenuation index and obtained the optimal Pareto model. Lin [29] took
Sanya, Beihai, Mount Putuo, Mount Huang, and Mount Jiuhuashan as examples to study the seasonal
characteristics of the tourism industry of the beach- and mountain-type destinations in the time
dimension, from some perspectives such as price leverage, tourism product development, special
market development (e.g., grey-haired market), and media publicity strategy, and then proposed
the response measures for the seasonal natural causes and social causes. Based on the time and
space compression effect of China’s high-speed rail development, Degen [30] took Mount Tai and
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Mount Hengshan as examples, which are located along the Beijing–Guangzhou railway line and the
Beijing–Shanghai railway line. Degen empirically analyzed the temporal and spatial changes in the
domestic tourism demand structure. The results showed that the market share of the short-range market
significantly reduced; the tourism source market, which ranged from 750 to 1000 km, significantly
improved; and overall, more than 60% of the destination underwent obvious changes in attracting
the tourist market. This conclusion further supports the important influence of traffic conditions on
the spatial and temporal distribution of tourist flow. Zehua [31] selected Golden Week, winter and
summer holidays, and six other different periods of leisure time to perform an in-depth study on
the changing source structure of the Sun Yat-sen cemetery. The results showed that the length of
leisure time and climate environment directly affect the scenic passenger flow and the consumption
level, followed by economic constraints (per capita GDP of the source countries) [32]. Based on the
inbound tourism development strategy, Tokumulashise [33] took Japanese tourists who visit China
as the research object. Through analysis of market attributes, structure evolution, and age change,
the necessity and feasibility of developing the potential Japanese tourist market in China were outlined,
and some suggestions and countermeasures for the related difficulties were suggested. Perspectives
such as tourists’ preferences [34], tourist-generating region, destination image [35–38], types of scenic
spots, comfort index of climate [39], spatial distance, prices [40], and some other perspectives have
been reported in the literature.

Studies of travel motives have been extensive [3,41]. Early in the 1930s, Huxley began to analyze
the tourism motive, emphasizing the impact of tourism on the growth of knowledge and broadened
thinking. In 1982, Pearce provided a comprehensive account of travel motivations from the perspective
of social psychology. Since then, travel motives as a professional term is widely used in academia.
The tourism market is commonly divided on the perspective of tourists’ travel motives. Juergen
and Metin [42,43] proposed the match between the motive and the expected value of traveling; their
results showed that the expectations of different tourists have obvious differences. Subsequently,
Juho [44] proved this in the rural tourism market. Elizabeth and Dunn [45] analyzed tourist sample
data and found that sightseeing passenger flow has consistency in travel motivation and satisfaction.
Mara and Duk [46,47], through empirical studies of the rural tourism market, confirmed the critical
role of motivation in determining visitors’ choices. On this basis, Yooshik [48] applied a structural
model to verify the significant positive correlation between travel motivation, satisfaction, and visitor
loyalty. Honglei et al. constructed a logistic model with discrete choice containing interaction terms
and analyzed different consuming behaviors of diverse motivations. They found that the consumption
capacity of tourists who are looking for leisure and a comfortable environment is significantly higher
than those who visit relatives and friends, whereas business travelers tend to choose long-distance
destinations [49]. From the perspective of destination, Wei et al. [50] analyzed the temporal and
spatial distribution characteristics of tourist flow in specific periods in Wuhan, and concluded that
tourists with different travel purposes (sightseeing tour, visiting relatives and friends, business meeting,
shopping and leisure, etc.) exhibit significant differences in seasonal distribution, and thus could
predict the response patterns of different regions.

In general, since academics have completed detailed studies on regional distribution, the time and
space structure of the tourism industry, and the relationship between travel motives and behavior [37],
researchers have already focused on the difference in preferences, influencing factors, elasticity,
consumer behavior, and other aspects of tourists with different tourism motivations. However, the
existing literature based on tourist travel motives is still scattered, as are the studies on market
potential with diverse tourism motivations. Following Wei’s research idea, we first quantified the
regional market potential of the different travel motivation market segments (sightseeing, shopping,
leisure, business meetings, visiting relatives and friends, religious worship, etc.) in the inbound
tourism market (foreigners, Hongkonger tourists, Macanese tourists, and Taiwanese tourists) of China.
We combined elasticity differences of various motivations, which are caused by different variables
such as traffic conditions [51,52], consumer price index (CPI) [53], resource endowments, destination
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image [54,55], climate environment, industrial structure, and infrastructure [56] to explore the market
potential development model and path that suits the unbalanced distribution of inbound tourist flow
in provinces and autonomous regions. Finally, we propose countermeasures and suggestions that are
more practical.

3. Data Sources and Research Methods

Based on China’s 31 provinces and city autonomous regions, which are municipalities directly
under the central government, as the study area, we divided the inbound passenger flow into four
sub-markets. Tourist flow data were obtained from the China Tourism Statistics Yearbook from 2009 to
2018, China Statistical Yearbook, and the government’s official website in each administrative area,
using the industry classification methods of the China Statistical Yearbook. Due to slight differences in
the statistical caliber of tourism indicators in various provinces and autonomous regions, and changes
in the statistical caliber of tourism statistical yearbooks from 2009 to 2018, the indicators were merged
and sorted. For some administrative areas with missing data, we conducted a field survey to obtain
accurate relevant data for cleaning, calculating, and sorting, and finally obtained statistical data that
satisfied our research purpose.

In terms of research methods, our study was based on existing research results; using a literature
review and statistics, we selected the factors affecting the spatial distribution of passenger flow.
On this basis, the stepwise regression method was used to analyze the related influencing factors [57]
to finally determine the inbound passenger flow spatial econometric model and obtain the elastic
coefficient index of relevant variables. We then applied geography spatial agglomeration, such as the
space Gini coefficient and location entropy, to build inbound tourism destination spatial distribution
index [58–60]. The specific calculation path is shown in Section 4.3. Figure 2 depicts a theoretical logic
diagram of our research process.
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Figure 2. The theoretical logic diagram of our research process. The four inbound tourist markets consist
of eight travel motivations of tourists, forming 4 × 8 = 32 dimensions of sample data. The tourist flow
in each dimension is influenced by variables such as traffic conditions, infrastructure, and destination
image, and the degree of influence is obviously different, which provides an important basis for accurate
development of different sub-markets of inbound tourism. List of motivations: sightseeing, leisure,
business meeting (business-m), visiting relatives and friends (visiting-rf), shopping, religious worship
(religious-w), culture and sports (culture-s), and health care (health-c). List of influencing factors: traffic
conditions (traffic-c), destination image (destination-i), industry structure (industry-s), infrastructure,
consumer price index (CPI), resource endowment (resource-e), and dressing index (ICL).
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4. Empirical Study on Destination Potential of Inbound Tourism Market

Although the literature provides various corresponding methods for unbalanced phenomena
of tourism activities on the destination market, these ideas are not strong in practice and lack
pertinence, which seriously restrict potential mining and accurate development of the destination
market. Many factors influence the tourist distribution in the destination market, but how can we
find the entry point of the potential development? What are the specific development models and
technical paths? How do we realize the effective allocation of tourism resources in the whole country?
A series of practical problems beset the process of developing the potential of the destination tourism
market. To solve the unbalanced distribution of inbound passenger flow, which has troubled the
tourism industry for many years, and to release the special industry bonus, this study was based
on the differences in sensitivity of each variable element (elasticity) in the market segment, through
empirical analysis of the factors influencing the supply side of the destination to provide a more
feasible operation model and countermeasures and suggestions for the inbound tourism potential
development of the destination market. In this paper, the sensitivity (elasticity) of different market
segments of travel motivation to each influencing factor is the key to the potential development strategy
for the destination market.

Figure 3 shows the proportion structure of eight types of tourist motivations of inbound passenger
flow, demonstrating the significant differences in the size and distribution of tourists with different
tourist motivations.
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4.1. Analysis of the Structure of Inbound Tourist Flow in Provincial Destinations

China’s tourism statistics divide tourism motivations into eight categories: sightseeing, shopping,
leisure, business meeting, visiting relatives and friends, religious worship, culture and sports, and
health care. Based on the data of the inbound passenger flow in each province and autonomous
region from 2009 to 2018, the dynamic trend in different travel motive market segments is shown
in Figure 3. The unbalanced distribution of China’s inbound tourist flow varies for different travel
motives. First, in terms of the proportion structure of total tourist flow, sightseeing and business
meetings accounted for the largest proportion, followed by leisure and religious worship, culture and
sports, and visiting relatives and friends ranked third; culture and sports and shopping had the lowest
proportion. Second, the distribution of inbound tourist flow for different travel motives was obviously
different among different destination regions. Third, the tourist motivation structure of the four
sub-markets (foreigners, Hongkonger tourists, Macanese tourists, and Taiwanese tourists) were also
different in different destination regions. The differences in scale structure based on different market
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segments, motivations, and variables provide an important basis for developing a more operational
inbound tourism market development strategy.

4.2. Inbound Tourism Potential Development Model in Provincial Destination

Based on the current development of China’s inbound tourism, the actual development situation
of each province and autonomous region is different. Due to limited resources, the resources that
can be devoted to the tourism industry are low, so we considered marginal revenue. To identify a
potential development path for the nationwide destination supply market that is the most effective and
direct for inbound passengers, we aimed to determine the distribution of the inbound tourism market
potential for each variable across the country (such as traffic conditions, industrial structure, climate
environment, consumer price index, resources endowment, destination image, and infrastructure).
The areas with relatively large development potential for phased development should be prioritized to
maximize the efficiency of resource allocation.

4.2.1. Sensitivity Analysis of Different Motivations to Different Variables

We selected influencing factors mainly based on two aspects: market investigation and survey on
the motivation of inbound tourists to visit China, and a literature review of CNKI and Science-Direct,
selecting the seven elements with the highest frequency, which could be understood as variable factors
that have achieved consensus amongst academics as influencing factors. On this basis, statistical data
for 31 provinces and autonomous regions from 2009 to 2018 were selected for panel data regression
analysis. The elastic regression results are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Sensitivity coefficient of influencing factors of spatial distribution of inbound tourists. Source:
Authors’ elaboration.

Factors Climate
ICL

Industry
Structure

Traffic
Condition

Price
Index CPI

Resource
Endowment

Destination
Image

Infra-
Structure

Sightseeing 0.191 ** 0.019 *** 0.478 *** 0.439 ** 0.541 * 0.511 ** 0.528 **
Shopping 0.177 ** 0.053 *** 0.596 *** 0.411 *** 0.031 * 0.526 *** 0.502 **

Leisure 0.415 *** 0.131 * −0.068 * 0.197 *** 0.438 * 0.214 *** 0.026 *
Business-m 0.008 * 0.166 ** 0.296 ** −0.115 * 0.065 ** 0.018 0.236 ***
Resource-w 0.009 ** 0.026 * 0.284 * 0.051 ** 0.052 * −0.026 ** 0.007 **
Visiting-rf 0.134 ** 0.018 * 0.272 ** 0.103** 0.073 ** 0.112 * 0.132
Health-c 0.511 *** 0.092 * 0.251 ** 0.127** 0.129 * 0.127 ** 0.130 ***
Culture-s 0.205 ** 0.271 0.161 ** 0.105** 0.357 ** 0.308 ** 0.227 **

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

From Table 1, the majority of the regression results were significant at the 10% level of significance.
Only the categories visiting relatives and friends, business meeting, and culture and sports were not
significant in the variables of infrastructure, destination image, and industry structure. Therefore,
for the purposes of our study, these regression results are significant and could be used as a basis for
further research.

4.2.2. Inbound Tourism Potential Development Strategy of Different Motivation Market Segments

For different destination regions, the characteristics of the inbound tourist flow structure should be
identified first. For variables that are not subject to human will but were relatively weak in the region,
that is, for variables that cannot be changed artificially, we started with tourism motivation and selected
the travel market segment that is not sensitive to this variable for targeted development. For variables
that can be changed through acquired investment and effort, we considered them from two aspects: the
improvement of the quality of the variable and the planned cultivation and development of different
travel motivation market segments. Based on the regression results above, we ranked the elastic values
of various influencing factors in different market segments of travel motivation, as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. The value of elasticity intensity from the segment of travel motivation.

Influencing Factor Elastic Strength of Variables for Different Travel Purposes (Elasticity Decreases from Left to Right)

ICL Health-c
0.511

Leisure
0.415

Culture-s
0.205

Sightseeing
0.191

Shopping
0.177

Visiting-rf
0.134

Religion-w
0.009

Business-m
0.008 (weakening)

Industry Structure Culture-s
0.271

Business-m
0.166

Leisure
0.131

Health-c
0.092

Shopping
0.053

Religion-w
0.026

Sightseeing
0.019

Visiting-rf
0.018 (weakening)

Traffic condition Shopping
0.596

Sightseeing
0.478

Business-m
0.296

Religion-w
0.284

Visiting-rf
0.272

Health-c
0.251

Culture-s
0.161

Leisure
0.068 (weakening)

Resource Endowment Sightseeing
0.541

Leisure
0.438

Culture-s
0.357

Health-c
0.129

Visiting-rf
0.073

Business-m
0.065

Religion-w
0.052

Shopping
0.031 (weakening)

Destination Image Shopping
0.526

Sightseeing
0.511

Culture-s
0.308

Leisure
0.214

Health-c
0.127

Visiting-rf
0.112

Religion-w
0.026

Business-m
0.018 (weakening)

Price level CPI Sightseeing
0.439

Shopping
0.411

Leisure
0.197

Health-c
0.127

Business-m
0.115

Culture-s
0.105

Visiting-rf
0.103

Religion-w
0.051 (weakening)

Infrastructure Sightseeing
0.528

Shopping
0.502

Business-m
0.236

Culture-s
0.227

Visiting-rf
0.132

Health-c
0.130

Leisure
0.026

Religion-w
0.007 (weakening)
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Table 2 shows that the empirical results are basically consistent with our theoretical expectations.
Different market segments of travel motivation have different elastic strengths on various influencing
factors, and the difference is significant. According to the marginal diminishing principle of resource
utilization efficiency, for each market segment based on travel motivation, our development sequence
should be consistent with the sequence of elastic strength.

At this point, for a specific destination region, if the entry point is chosen as the variable dimension,
at least two aspects should be considered: the factors that cannot be changed through acquired efforts,
such as climate and environment, and the factors that can be promoted through acquired efforts,
such as traffic conditions. Specific to a particular destination, the development of a certain market
segment of a destination region (such as sightseeing, shopping, leisure, or business meeting) should be
based on the actual development of the region according to the elastic strength of different variables
to determine the development sequence of the variables. However, the marginal output of different
variable dimensions is a dynamic process that requires measurement tracking in stages.

4.3. Destination Market Potential Measure of Inbound Tourism

Combined with the weighted average method, we introduce the market structure weight index.
The index is based on the proportion of different travel motivation market segments in the whole
tourism market, and we obtained specific development potential values of different regions. By taking
the proportion of the tourist flow of the eight travel motivations as the weight and multiplying by the
elasticity coefficient of the eight travel motivations to variables, the weighted average value obtained
is used to indicate the comprehensive development potential of the inbound tourism market in this
region. This calculation path was applied to foreigners, Hongkonger tourists, Taiwanese tourists,
and Macanese tourists. Thus, the distribution of potential of each inbound sub-market (foreigners,
Hongkonger tourists, Macanese tourists, and Taiwanese tourists) in each destination region was
obtained. The specific indexes are calculated as follows:

Dni =
6∑

m=1

Kim ∗Wmn (1)

D nm =
7∑

i=1

Kim ∗Wmn (2)

Dn =
7∑

i=1

6∑
m=1

Kim ∗Wmn (3)

where i represents the variable of influencing factor, m indicates motivational segmentation, n represents
the provinces and autonomous regions, and K is the response strength index of each travel motivation
segment market to each influencing variable, which means Kim indicates the flexibility of the mth
motivational market (such as sightseeing) to the ith variable (such as traffic conditions), which is the
change in visitor numbers caused by the change in i per unit. Wmn indicates the market weight of the
mth tourism motivation market segment in the nth province and autonomous region. Equation (1)
shows the market potential space of a certain destination (province or autonomous region) in each
variable dimension (influencing factor). Equation (2) shows the scale of the market potential of a
destination (province or autonomous region) in the mth travel market segment (such as sightseeing).
Equation (3) shows the total potential of a certain destination (province or autonomous region) in all
market segments and all variable dimensions. To more clearly describe the regional distribution of
market potential in different sub-markets of inbound tourist flow, we drew the distribution patterns of
the market potential in the four sub-markets, as shown in Figure 4. The potential we calculated is the
sum of the potential of all variables and travel motive segments.
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Figure 4. Potential distribution of tourism market in 31 destinations for foreigners and visitors from
Macao, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, with the comprehensive value of inbound tourism potential of
different regions calculated according to Equations (1)–(3) that reflects the development potential of
inbound tourism in this region. The value is divided into five levels and displayed with different
signs in the figure. Distribution of (a) foreign, (b) Hong Kong, (c) Macao, and (d) Taiwan tourism
market potential.

4.4. Path Design of Developing Inbound Tourism Market Potential

According to the elastic value of different travel motivation segments to different influencing
variables, we designed the development path of the market potential of each inbound tourist flow
sub-market to obtain the development sequence and response intensity of each variable. Due to
paper length limitations, only the destination regions with the most potential in each passenger flow
sub-market are presented, and similar analysis can be applied to the other destination regions according
to this idea.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 2508 11 of 15

Through the systematic analysis of Table 3, we found that the potential areas of different inbound
tourist sub-markets (foreign, Hongkonger, Macanese, and Taiwanese tourists) are not the same. The four
selected regions are typical representatives of China’s developed regions such as Shanghai, as well as
the less developed regions in the west (Yunnan province). The conclusions in Table 3 validate our
theoretical expectations of the intensity of the influencing factors in a diverse tourism market being
unstable in either the time or space dimension. However, this change can be used as an important basis
for a more effective and targeted market development strategy. For example, resource endowment
constrains inbound tourist flow in Shanghai, whereas infrastructure is the most important variable that
limits the inbound tourist flow of Shandong province, and industrial structure is the primary variable
of inbound tourism development in Yunnan and Henan provinces.

Table 3. The path design of the travel market potential for 31 provinces.

Space
Dimension

Potential
Area

(Value)

Priority
Index Developing Indices of Other Variables in Order of Potential Value

Foreigner Yunnan
(1.887)

0.378
Infrastructure

0.311
Industry-s 0.298 CPI 0.219

Traffic-c
0.196

Destination-i 0.161 ICL 0.028
Resource-e

Hong
Kong

Shandong
(2.139)

0.456
Infrastructure

0.396
Traffic-c

0.391
Destination-i 0.311 ICL 0.286

Resource-e 0.126 CPI 0.082
Industry-s

Macao Shanghai
(1.916)

0.338
Resource-e

0.321
Destinaton-i 0.317 ICL 0.287

Traffic-c
0.258

Infrastructure
0.114

Industry-s 0.076 CPI

Taiwan Henan
(2.113)

0.383
Industry-s

0.362
Infrastructure

0.358
Traffic-c

0.301
Resource-e

0.278
Destination-i 0.119 CPI 0.036 ICL

5. Discussion

Due to the differences between destinations (province or autonomous region), the scale and flow
direction of inbound tourists based on various travel motivations (sightseeing, shopping, leisure,
business meeting, visiting relatives and friends, religious worship, culture and sports, health care)
have a direct causal relationship with the endowment characteristics of each destination area [34,37].
The market potential of inbound tourist flow mainly depends on the attributes of the tourism supply side,
such as the industrial structure, resource endowment, climate comfort index, destination image [38],
price level, and traffic conditions of the destination [43,49]. More importantly, due to the differences in
culture, endowment, geography, economy, policies, and other aspects among different destinations
(province or autonomous region) [53–55], the tourism demand elasticity intensity of different travel
motivation segments for various variables is significantly different, which is consistent with our
theoretical expectations. This difference was the starting point and foothold of this study and the basis
of the proposed development path.

Our research mainly included four dimensions, which were used as the primary criteria for our
development strategy of the destination markets: the 31 destination areas (provinces or autonomous
regions) in China, eight types of inbound tourism motivations, significant variables influencing
destinations, and the features of the tourist source market (foreign, Macanese, Hongkonger, and
Taiwanese tourists). For the tourism source dimension, we combined the four inbound passenger
markets into a whole inbound tourism market, designing the development path in a whole market, and
we analyzed the four markets individually, which means each sub-market was regarded as an inbound
passenger flow market. The two approaches are exactly the same. For the other three dimensions
and according to the principle of diminishing marginal output of resource use efficiency, for each
market segment of travel motivation, the development order of each variable should be consistent with
the order of elastic strength, which can be understood and operated from the three perspectives as
follows. (1) When a specific variable (such as traffic conditions, infrastructure, etc.) is invested in and
developed, the response intensity of different travel motivation segments will be different (as shown in
Table 2). We can effectively develop the variable if it satisfies two conditions. The first condition is that
the market segment with certain travel motivations has the greatest response strength to this variable.
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The second condition is that in the spatial dimension, the region has the maximum marginal output
when investments are made in the variable. In other words, this region has a higher output than other
regions. (2) For a specific market segment (for example, sightseeing or visiting relatives and friends),
the operation path for its development should be consistent with the elastic strength ranking as shown
in Table 1. In other words, the same type of sub-market (such as sightseeing or visiting relatives and
friends) has a different potential in different regions and different influencing factors (such as traffic
conditions or infrastructure) have different promoting effects on the inbound tourism sub-market.
(3) For a specific destination area, the foreign, Hongkonger, Taiwanese, and Macanese tourist markets
can be ranked first according to their comprehensive potential, and priority source markets can be
selected for development. After that, for the overall inbound tourism market development of a specific
destination (combine four inbound tourism sub-market of foreigners and visitors from Macao, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan), three aspects should be considered: the center of gravity of the market structure
(the proportion of inbound tourist motivation market segments), elastic strength, and the region’s
tourism resource endowment. Then, the development index is obtained (the calculation path and
equations are shown above). Table 3 shows the areas with the most potential development for different
sub-markets (foreign, Macanese, Hongkonger, and Taiwanese visitors) in China.

Notably, during the process of practical development, whether the influencing factor variables
can be changed artificially must be determined. The marginal input or output of different variables
measured in this paper is a relative value that also dynamically changes. For example, when
continuously investing in infrastructure, the marginal output it produces must decrease beyond a
certain critical value and the direction of investment should be changed (for example, divert investment
to traffic conditions), which means the marginal input and output of the relative changes must be
followed, and the investment direction must be adjusted and modified in stages.

Through empirical analysis, we found an important distribution rule of the market potential
of inbound tourist flow. Generally, both developed and underdeveloped areas have huge inbound
tourism market potential. Especially in the dimensions of infrastructure, traffic conditions, and
industrial structure, the market potential of underdeveloped regions is huge. This is due to insufficient
investment in underdeveloped areas, which had led to the number of inbound tourists being restricted
by the objective environment. Therefore, this is one of the important directions for follow-up
development. Conversely, economically developed areas have emerged as having potential for
development. For example, Shanghai’s tourism resource endowment is relatively weak, but with
its developed economic level, excellent infrastructure, and traffic conditions, it compensates for
the shortage of resources to some extent. However, a gap still exists between the current scale of
inbound tourist flow and its superior conditions in various variables, which can be improved through
human-made attractions such as theme parks, sports events, water tourism, and cruise tourism.

Market segments with different travel motives have differences in tourism preferences, influencing
factors, and consumption behaviors. As an attempt to explore in this field, the development mode
and operation path proposed in this paper are conducive to the effective and accurate development of
the market potential of inbound destination tourist flow. Combined with the significant differences
in inbound tourist flow in different travel motivation dimensions, this paper provides a potential
measurement and development path design of inbound tourist flow, which is also the main innovation
of this study.

6. Conclusions

The slow development of China’s inbound tourism market has seriously affected the overall
development of China’s tourism. Inbound tourism has become an important aspect of the further
development of China’s tourism market. We chose visitor scale as an evaluation index of the inbound
tourism market, providing important insights into the investment path choices for inbound tourism
development of China’s provinces and autonomous regions. The main findings were as follows.
(1) For specific tourist destinations, under the original resource endowment and market conditions,
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the market potential has not been effectively developed. The inbound tourist flow may be increased
by destination image enhancement, marketing strategy optimization, technological innovations, etc.
In other words, this strategy can be adopted in areas where reception capacity exceeds the level of
demand and market potential is not fully tapped. (2) When the existing market potential has been
fully tapped, we should improve and upgrade the influence factors that can be changed artificially
(such as traffic conditions, infrastructure, reception facilities, etc.) and invest in the service quality
and reception capacity of the destination to improve the tourist scale, consumption, and market share
of inbound passenger flow. (3) For influencing factors that have no market elasticity (e.g., climate
condition) or are hard to change in the short term, the potential can be explored from the perspectives
of developing and innovating featured tourism products and special target markets. For example,
cold areas with low climate comfort can develop snow and ice tourism such as skiing and skating; for
an area with weak reception facilities, products such as tourism exploration and wild survival can
be developed.
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