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Abstract: As Chinese traditional villages are receiving increasing attention from the country, society
and business in terms of sustainable tourism development, their residents’ perceptions have not been
thoroughly investigated. To contribute to the literature, this qualitative study, which was based on
stakeholder theory, conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with 12 different stakeholders in
Hongcun, one of the most well-known traditional villages in China. Using grounded theory approach,
this study found that residents’ perceptions and attitudes of sustainable development differed in four
main areas—economic, environmental, social, and cultural—and several sub-themes were developed
to influence these four areas. The study results have important theoretical and practical implications
for current sustainable tourism development in traditional villages. In particular, these results have
substantial value for the country, society, and business levels with respect to developing traditional
village sustainable tourism based on the perceptions and attitudes of the residents.

Keywords: resident perception; resident attitude; sustainable development; stakeholder theory;
in-depth interview

1. Introduction

In China, traditional villages are the “living fossils” of village dwellings in agrarian
civilization, carrying traditional Chinese settlement culture, traditional folk culture, and
traditional village architecture [1]. A previous study found that the number of traditional
villages has declined dramatically since the 1980s, and some of them have been more
severely damaged [2]. The official website of the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural
Development of the People’s Republic of China shows that as of 2019, a total of 2666 villages
nationwide are listed in the “List of Traditional Villages of China”. Considering the gradual
decline and damage of traditional villages, the country, society, and businesses need to
think about how to slow down this trend and to sustain the traditional villages through
tourism development. However, when reviewing the literature, few studies have been
conducted to examine the relevant aspects of Chinese traditional villages, such as how
to develop them under COVID-19? Therefore, the study fills this research gap from a
sustainable development perspective.

Sustainable development as an essential tourism development concept has led to
conserving and using traditional village cultural heritage through sustainable tourism
development policies [3]. However, how can these villages effectively develop sustainable
tourism resources considering differences in residents’ perceptions and attitudes? Fur-
thermore, how can the relationship between residents, tourists, government, and tourism
developers be coordinated without destroying the original ecology of the ancient villages
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and causing community conflicts? Meanwhile, ensuring the economic stability of tra-
ditional villages is gradually becoming a research hotspot and problematic point in the
study of sustainable tourism in traditional villages. Therefore, this paper argues that it is
necessary to focus on the differences in residents’ perceptions as well as attitudes on the
sustainable development of traditional villages.

Previous academic studies on the sustainable development of traditional villages
have focused on traditional village tourism business models, analysis of traditional village
tourism resources, community conflicts, and community interests in tourism sites [4,5].
Studies involving residents’ perceptions mainly focus on factors affecting the perceptions
and attitudes of residents in tourist places, related theories, and analytical methods [6].
Given the observation of the literature, the main problems of the current relevant studies are
as follows: (1) most studies on the impact of sustainable development of traditional villages
have been conducted from a single perspective of residents’ perceptions or attitudinal dif-
ferences, and there is a lack of discussion on both as antecedents; (2) residents’ perceptions
of tourism impacts are their subjective perceptions of tourism impacts, and quantitative
studies have limitations. In this regard, a qualitative interview method is appropriate.

Stakeholders play a critical role as the most essential vehicle for residents’ perceptions
and attitudes [7,8]. Therefore, it is necessary to explore residents’ perceptions as well as
attitudes from the stakeholder’s perspective. Stakeholder theory has been well applied in
tourism research [9,10]. Previous studies have argued that the need for the involvement of
different stakeholders in tourism planning is becoming increasingly important [11,12]. At
the same time, ensuring effective destination planning is a complex process. This is because
a wide variety of stakeholders need to be considered in the process. They have different
opinions, multiple issue scenarios, and different interests [7,13]. The study by [9] shows that
community planners and destination management organizations must pay attention to all
community stakeholders. Based on the concept of achievable development and stakeholder
theory, these organizations must communicate with local communities and tourists. The
study by [13] found that based on stakeholder theory, how corporate social responsibility
(CSR) interacts with corporate strategy and corporate financial performance (CFP), and
how tourism practitioners can identify which CSR activities may affect CFP management
insights, are valuable theoretical insights. Therefore, the lessons from these studies are
necessary as well as relevant for the current research to consider the perceptions as well
as attitudinal differences of traditional village residents based on different stakeholder
perspectives. However, as the aforementioned studies have highlighted the importance
of applying stakeholder theory in different tourism experience, research on traditional
villages based on stakeholder theory is limited. Therefore, it is necessary for the current
study to explore the perceptions and attitudes of traditional village residents based on
stakeholder theory to fill the gap of previous studies.

According to the aforementioned research gap, this research addresses two research
questions: (1) What are stakeholders’ perceptions and attitudes towards sustainable tourism
of traditional villages? (2) What factors affect resident perception and attitude towards the
sustainable tourism development of traditional villages?

In summary, this study explores the interpretation of residents’ perceptions and at-
titudes toward sustainable tourism development. In addition, further understanding of
the factors that influence the perceptions and attitudes of different stakeholders towards
sustainable development of traditional villages is presented. Moreover, a theoretical frame-
work based on resident perception and attitude will also be developed. The contributions
of this study may be seen as threefold. First, this pioneering study enriches stakeholder
theory regarding traditional villages tourism. Second, the paper lays the theoretical ground
to develop scales for measuring resident perception and attitude in traditional villages.
Third, the paper provides insight into the impact of sustainable tourism perceived by
residents, which not only helps to improve the tourist experience but also optimizes the
positive effects of economic and socio-cultural development; it also helps to reduce the
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conflicts and contradictions between tourists and residents, as well as the environmental
damage caused by tourism development.

In the following chapters, Section 2 will critically review prior studies in the relevant
area. Section 3 will explain how we use the qualitative research method to collect data
and perform data analysis. Section 4 will discuss the theoretical and practical implica-
tions of the qualitative findings. Section 5 will conclude the findings and articulate the
study’s limitations.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Stakeholder Theory

Stakeholder theory was first proposed by [14] and was defined as “any group or
individual who can influence an organization to achieve its goals or who is influenced
by that goal” (p. 46). Stakeholder theory argues that a successful strategy considers the
interests of all stakeholders’ claims [15]. At the same time, as stakeholders, individuals
or groups need to have certain rights and legitimacy to participate and must have the
position, ability, and appropriate means to influence corporate decisions. Stakeholder
theory has been introduced in sustainable tourism research based on this concept [10,16].
For example, Gursoy et al. [16] argue that sustainable tourism development requires the
orderly participation of all stakeholders and that the attitudes and interests of different
stakeholders towards tourism development should be considered in an integrated manner
and their active response and participation should be encouraged. Easterling [17] explores
the role of residents in tourism and finds that active participation of residents is the key to
successful tourism development. If residents’ expectations are not met, they will have a
negative attitude towards tourism development. In addition to this, stakeholder theory has
been applied to explore the heterogeneity of residents’ positive and negative perceptions or
attitudes and stakeholders’ influence, participation, and rights towards sustainable tourism
development [18,19]. Despite many studies that have integrated stakeholder theory in their
research of different destinations, little is known about the link between stakeholder theory
and sustainable tourism development in traditional villages.

Sustainable tourism development has brought about an evolving stakeholder group.
Usually, community residents, tourists, local governments, and tourism businesses are
considered the most common stakeholder groups in tourism development models [20],
where community residents are considered the core stakeholders of tourism destinations [8].
Previous studies have concluded that the absence of residents’ support for community
tourism development will lead to a negative impact such as a decrease in the core attrac-
tiveness of the destination and will result in a lower quality of tourism experience [20]. In
addition, Almeida-García et al. [21] found that differences in socio-demographic variables,
such as educational background, place of birth, and the length of time respondents lived
in the community, had a significant impact on perceived tourism impacts. However, the
conditions of community participation and support for tourism development depend on
how local residents perceive the impact of tourism development on their communities [22].
From this perspective, the study argues the need to explore the evolution of stakeholder
interests in traditional villages to support destination residents for sustainable tourism
development. In view of this, it is meaningful to identify the perceptions and attitudes
of residents towards sustainable tourism based on the stakeholder theory in traditional
village tourism.

2.2. Sustainable Tourism Development

Sustainable tourism development has gradually become an essential factor for des-
tinations to gain a long-term competitive advantage [23]. Tourism development is a
multidimensional structure that includes economic, social, environmental, and cultural
aspects [24]. Previous study argues that any country or place (including villages) should
balance economic, environmental, and social elements [25]. This aligns with the view of
Bulter [26] that sustainable development can be broadly divided into economic, environ-



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13032 4 of 16

mental and social components. In addition, culture is a key factor that cannot be ignored
when thinking about the conservation and use of traditional villages. The cultural and
social component aims to ensure the diversity, difference, autonomy, and inclusiveness of
individuals and the cultures they load in cultural transmission [27]. According to some
scholars, achievability includes three dimensions: economic, environmental, and socio-
cultural, characterized by ecological sensitivity, economic viability, and social equity, with
synergistic development as its ultimate development goal [18].

As a “living” natural and cultural heritage, traditional villages have higher require-
ments for sustainable development. Tourism development in traditional villages may
positively and negatively impact the inhabitants, with various effects on the destination’s
economy, socio-culture, and environment [24]. Furthermore, tourism development may
induce adverse effects such as deterioration of the traditional local culture of the host
country [28] and increased traffic congestion [29]. Therefore, only by coordinating tourism
development with economic, environmental, and social-cultural resources can we seek
a “win–win” path for ancient village heritage conservation and tourism development to
ensure the sustainable development of ancient village tourism. However, research related
to sustainable tourism in traditional villages is limited. Therefore, in view of this gap, this
study rethinks economically, socio-culturally, and environmentally sustainable tourism in
traditional villages based on the perspectives of different stakeholders.

2.3. Residents’ Perception and Attitude in Tourism

Since the 1970s, resident perception has become a popular topic of research among
foreign scholars [30]. As a result, different scholars have conducted in-depth and extensive
research on residents’ tourism perceptions from different disciplinary perspectives and
research methods and have achieved fruitful theoretical results [31,32]. Initially, when it
comes to residents’ perceptions, scholars have mainly focused on residents’ perceptions
of the economic impacts brought by tourism. However, with the deepening of tourism,
they began to explore residents’ perceptions of tourism from various aspects such as
economic, social, and environmental [33]. As a result, current studies concluded that
tourism impacts on communities include four aspects: economic impacts, social impacts,
cultural impacts, and environmental impacts, and each aspect contains both positive and
negative categories [34]. Moreover, community residents’ perceptions of these tourism
impacts are often closely related to their attitudes toward tourism development [35].

Research has found that residents support tourism development if they believe it
will positively impact them; conversely, they are opposed to tourism development if they
believe it will harm them. Studies by Guo et al. [36] and Rasoolimanesh et al. [37] suggest
that positive tourism impact perceptions promote development, and negative tourism
impact perceptions weaken support for tourism development. Almeida-García et al. [21]
found that the economic impact of tourism is positive, the social impact is negative, and the
environmental impact is mixed. Thus, multiple factors influence the residents’ perceptions
and attitudes towards tourism de-development. At the same time, residents believe that
tourism can contribute to the development of the local economy and welcome it. However,
tourism may bring adverse problems, such as traffic congestion, environmental pollution
and damage, and increased crime, and they are opposed to tourism development [38].
Residents’ perceptions and attitudes toward tourism are critical to creating an attractive
and conducive environment for sustainable tourism. Therefore, based on the importance
of residents’ perceptions and attitudes, from this perspective, this study argues that a more
in-depth study of traditional villages is necessary to reveal the potential mechanisms that
influence residents’ perceptions and attitudes in this context.

2.4. Resident Perceptions, Attitudes, and Sustainable Tourism Development

The sustainable development of tourist places depends not only on the availability of
attractions and services but also on the attitudinal support of the inhabitants [16]. Therefore,
tourism resource development and tourism development in tourist areas aim to improve
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the lives and well-being of the residents of tourist communities [39]. For example, the
inhabitants of tourist communities and their cultural atmosphere, rituals, festivals, and
habits embody the history and cultural heritage of the destination and are an attraction in
themselves; therefore, encouraging residents to inherit and preserve their original cultural
traditions is an essential component of community resource and tourism development.
At the same time, as an essential stakeholder in the development of destinations, the
development of tourism cannot be separated from the welcoming attitude of residents
towards tourists, as happy hosts are more likely to welcome tourists to generate higher
revisit rates [40]. From this perspective, exploring resident perceptions and attitudes has
essential implications for sustainability.

People want to profit from tourism development in the early stages of sustainable
tourism development, and economic gains may be a key factor influencing residents to
support tourism [41]. However, as tourism develops, those who do not see themselves
as benefiting from tourism may show more negative attitudes towards tourism develop-
ment [40]. In addition to economic factors, positive attitudes of residents towards tourism
are also related to socio-cultural factors. For example, a study by [37] found that solid
resident support for tourism is closely related to the role of tourism in strengthening and
maintaining socio-cultural norms and values. As the study progressed, scholars found that
environmental involvement influenced their level of support for tourism [42]. The tourism
perceptions and attitudes of community residents are also diverse and complex [35]. As
critical stakeholders in the development of tourism sites, residents’ participation and coop-
eration are critical factors in the sustainability of local tourism [43], and there is a positive
correlation between residents’ perceptions and attitudes and their support for sustainable
tourism development [44]. However, when reviewing the literature, few relevant studies
have linked residents’ perceptions and attitudes to traditional villages. Therefore, this
study considers it relevant to explore the attitudes of different stakeholders towards the
sustainable development of traditional villages.

3. Research Method
3.1. Brief Description of the Research Procedure

The current study explores the perceptions and attitudes of traditional village residents
towards sustainable development of traditional villages, mainly through semi-structured
in-depth interviews. Since qualitative research does not require sample size, i.e., reaching
theoretical saturation is important. Additionally, this can be understood as a limitation
of the research method, the generalizability of data generalized through small samples
may be limited. Based on this limitation, the generalizability of the current study may
only be limited to similar traditional villages in China. Figure 1 presents a brief of the
research procedure.
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3.2. Qualitative Approach

Qualitative research is appropriate for this study, as little is known about resident per-
ception and attitude toward sustainable tourism in traditional villages [45]. To understand
the resident perception and attitude of sustainable development, an in-depth interview
is a powerful method to understand respondents’ perspectives; therefore, 12 different
stakeholders were interviewed in this study [46]. The interviewees included different
stakeholders, including guides, B&B owners, hotel owners, university teachers, residents,
government staff, village officials, freelance painters, and scholars. To understand the inter-
viewees’ perceptions and attitudes toward sustainable tourism, semi-structured interview
questions guided their thoughts in the interview [47]. Before the interview, the authors
discussed the interview questions to ensure the reliability of the questions. These interview
items included: Q1: Are you local residents, or how long have you lived here? The aim is to
filter the potential respondents. If they fit the interview standard, the following questions
are posed: Q2: What are your views on the sustainable tourism development of local
traditional villages? Q3 In what ways has sustainable tourism in local traditional villages
impacted your life? During the Chinese–English translation process, two professional
scholars proficient in both Chinese and English checked the original text and the translated
version to ensure the reliability of the interview content. As the interview construct follows
semi-structured interview principles, interviewers continually follow up with interview
questions. During the interview, interviewers avoided leading questions or interrupting
the interviewees [48].

The interview questions prompted respondents to express their thoughts. The in-
terview time ranges from 50 to 90 min, and each interview was digitally recorded and
transcribed verbatim. During the interview, we repeatedly confirm their answers and
ensured the reliability and validity of interview data. The literature reveals that there is no
strict requirement for sampling in qualitative research [49]. Thus, this study did not set
the initial sampling in the current study until all qualitative data had achieved theoretical
saturation. Finally, the study concluded with 12 samples. The criteria for theoretical sat-
uration are as follows: (1) almost all respondents answered the same theme code; (2) the
interviewers discussed the research results together with the interviewees and there was no
further controversy with the results. When the above two criteria were met, we considered
theoretical saturation to have been achieved.

3.3. Study Site

Located in Yixian County (Anhui Province, China), Hongcun is a traditional village
that carries Anhui culture and features precious historical and cultural heritage, approved
as “World Cultural Heritage” by UNESCO. Thus, after 30 years of tourism development,
Hongcun is considered to be a well-preserved place of world cultural heritage. However,
with the increasing number of tourists, the traditional village has been sanded and com-
mercialized, and the production and life of the residents have been greatly affected, which
has led to divergence in residents’ perceptions. As a result, the conflicts between residents
and local government, enterprises, and tourists have become intense. For this reason, this
paper selects the most typical and representative ancient residential heritage site, Hongcun,
as a case study. Figures 2 and 3 indicated the location and sceneries of Hongcun.
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3.4. Data Collection

To improve the reliability and validity of the qualitative research, this study was
divided into two stages. (1) Collecting, organizing, and analyzing relevant texts about
the traditional village of Hongcun on China Knowledge Network and tourism online
platforms; and (2) the researchers conducted in-depth field interviews in Hongcun from
July 2019 to January 2020. In addition, because it was challenging to collect information
through face-to-face interviews in the field during the COVID-19 pandemic, centralized
interviews were conducted from 12–28 March 2020, using online video, voice, telephone,
or written text responses with the support and cooperation of the tourism authorities in
Huangshan City. The data collection and analysis of the above two phases were conducted
independently, allowing the research results to be complemented and corroborated.

To better explore the perceptions of traditional village community residents and their
influencing factors, the interviews in this study were divided into two parts. The first part
is the basic profile of the interviewees; the second part is the positive and negative impacts
of Hongcun on the local economy, society, culture, and environment. Through analysis
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and comparison, the constitutive dimensions affecting the sustainable development of
the destination were identified from the perspective of tourists’ perceptions. The group
classified all the texts after data collection and numbered the respondents, with the first
respondent being numbered P01, and so on, until the numbering of all respondents was
completed. Table A1 in the Appendix A shows the background of the respondents.

3.5. Data Analysis

When conducting the data analysis, the study used the grounded theory for coding.
Coding based on grounded theory has become a familiar and appropriate method used in
many qualitative studies in tourism [50,51]. Before coding the data, the four researchers
read and proofread the original data several times and coded the data independently to
improve the reliability of the data coding. The data coding process was based on the three
coding steps of [52]. They are open, axial, and selective coding processes.

In the first stage of open coding, all researchers coded the data individually, and in
this process, we used the qualitative analysis software tool Nvivo 12 plus. The analysis
capabilities of this software have been used extensively in qualitative studies [53]. We
first imported the transformed and proofread text data into the Nvivo software, which
we manually coded for aggregation, and compiled 32 valid codes for further analysis.
The Nvivo Coding function was mainly used in the first step of the study. Finally, four
researchers discussed and categorized their coding results, and finally, the results of the
first phase of open coding are shown in Table 1.

The researchers independently abstracted and conceptualized the results on the basis
of the first coding stage in the second axial coding process. Figure 4 shows an example of
the Nvivo coding. Finally, when all researchers had aggregated the data, the researchers
continued the discussion to produce a second axial coding result (see Table 2). In the
last selective coding, the researchers individually performed the final coding, and again,
indicated no disagreements with the results. Figure 5 presents the final selective coding. In
this process, we used the Nvivo Note and Mindmanager software Create Table functions.
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3.5.1. Open Coding

Open coding is a process in which the researcher decomposes, examines, compares,
and conceptualizes the collected materials to identify phenomena, define concepts, and
discover categories [54]. In this study, the in-depth interviews were openly coded. In this
phase of the initial coding process, the numbers in the code were arranged sequentially
according to the order and marked with OC (open coding) in front of the numbers (Table 1).
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Table 1. Open coding example.

Code Categories Concepts Interviews

OC-1 Living
expenses

Rising prices
High education expenses

Greater income polarization
Increased cost of living
Improved quality of life

“Life is stressful, now in addition to living expenses, children’s
education is the big problem, children in college, the monthly living

expenses will be thousands of dollars, not to mention other . . . ” (P01)
“ . . . our village’s economic income has also increased, not only family
equipment has improved, many people deposit, the county has a house.

Many foreigners have also settled here . . . ” (P01)
“In recent years, many people in the village have begun to transfer their
own house and their own store to foreigners to operate, at ease when the
“landlord”, business model has become more and more diverse, the level

also came out . . . ” (P01)
“ . . . their own ancestral house cannot just renovate, although the scenic
area will give a small amount of maintenance fees, some people cannot
afford to buy a house in the city, the old house is dark and damp, . . .

forced or have to spend money to buy a house in the county to pay the
mortgage, this kind of situation is relatively helpless.” (P01)

3.5.2. Axial Coding

Axial coding takes open codes and compares them continuously, merges and clusters
them to make them more directional and theoretical, and develops and establishes various
relationships between concepts [52]. In this phase of the initial coding process, the numbers
in the code were arranged sequentially according to the order and marked with AC (axial
coding) in front of the numbers, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Axial coding example.

Code Categories Concepts Interviews

AC-1

Economic
Impact

(Positive)
Economic

impact
(negative)

Land transfer fee
Housing rent Employment

status
Wage income

Daily living expenses
Education
expenses

“In recent years, many people in the village have begun to transfer their own
house and their store to foreigners to operate, at ease when the “landlord”,
the business model has become more and more diverse, the level also came

out” (P01)
“After the land transfer, most of it is to buy, and prices are rising fiercely,
vegetables, rice, are more expensive than before; money is not enough . . . ”

“The pressure of life, now in addition to living expenses, children’s education
is the big head, children studying University, the monthly living expenses

will be several thousand dollars, not to mention other” (P01)

3.5.3. Selective Coding

Selective coding is the final coding that the researcher processes to refine the data,
building on the first two steps to develop a clearer understanding of the categories [52].
The theory is constructed by comparing the core categories with other categories progres-
sively deeper, making them more specific and refined, and integrating them with models.
The positive and negative perceptions of the four core categories can lead to significant
differences in attitudes and behaviors that affect tourism development in destinations, and
the resulting framework of resident perceptions is shown in the Figure 5 below.
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4. Findings and Discussion
4.1. Economic Impact—Analysis of Resident Perceptions and Attitudes

Community residents are the most central stakeholders in Hongcun [36], and the
degree of benefits to residents directly affects the differences in residents’ perceptions
of economic impacts. At the early tourism development stage, Hongcun residents held
positive perceptions of land transfer and land rents and dividends from land expropriation.
Especially at the early stage of Hongcun’s development, the local government actively
organized residents to participate in tourism, and a large number of Hongcun residents
returned to their hometown to start their businesses. From the initial selling of local
specialties such as tea and dried bamboo shoots to the opening of restaurants and hotels, the
real economic benefits motivated the community residents to participate in tourism-related
activities continuously, and the residents were very optimistic about the comprehensive
economic benefits brought by tourism, which was consistent with the results of previous
studies [36].

“The old house that I could not afford to build before became a treasure, in order to develop
tourism, the road was built in all directions. In the beginning, when the tourists came to
the village, we locals sold some specialties, tea, bamboo shoots and so on, and then more
and more tourists began to open hotels, the old people do not understand, young people
came back one after another to start a business, hotels, restaurants, specialty stores batch
after batch.” P02

“Of course there is an influence, Hongcun was originally an ordinary village. It became
the intangible cultural heritage protection unit, only after becoming more attention from
the outside world. Now, tourism is the pillar industry of Hongcun. In recent years,
Hongcun has a specialty bazaar, which is estimated to have a high attendance rate of
90%.” P06

“Tourism will promote more employment and bring some business opportunities, which
is definitely good for the local people.” P09

However, with the involvement of interest groups such as tourism management
companies and the limitations of the community’s tourism knowledge, conflicts over
the distribution of benefits continue to occur. Residents are dissatisfied with the stable
distribution of income and believe that tourism dividends are too small. In particular, along
with the influx of tourists, residents believe that tourism development has not improved
residents’ quality of life but rather a calm living environment destroyed by tourism. Tourists
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occupy the productive living space of the original residents, environmental noise pollution
continues to deteriorate, prices continue to rise, and residents’ negative perceptions of
tourism development increase significantly. This finding is consistent with the results of
previous studies [55].

“Life is stressful, now in addition to living expenses, children’s education is a big problem,
children in college, the monthly living expenses cost several thousand, not to mention the
other . . . ” P01

“After the land transfer, most of them are bought, prices are rising fiercely, vegetables
and rice are more expensive than before; money is not enough . . . ” P12

This study found that residents are most sensitive to the economic aspects of percep-
tions, and the distribution of economic benefits has the most significant degree of influence
on community residents’ attitudes and tourism perceptions, and obtaining economic bene-
fits is the primary demand for community tourism, which is consistent with the results of
existing studies [21]. Analyzing the reasons, it is easy to find that the fundamental driver
for residents to support and participate in tourism is economic benefits, and in Hongcun,
as an underdeveloped area, community residents hope that the development of tourism
will bring them out of poverty and into wealth, thus paying extra attention to economic
benefits. Furthermore, tourism development improves the overall economic environment
and personal economic conditions, which will enhance the residents’ support and tolerance
for tourism development and construction. In particular, tourism practitioners who directly
receive the distribution of economic benefits from tourism development in Hongcun are
more likely to recognize the positive impact of tourism development than non-tourism
practitioners, and the difference in the level of economic benefits from tourism can influence
the community residents’ perception of the impact of tourism to a greater extent. Therefore,
in the interactive process of resource allocation and benefit balancing, the distribution of
tourism benefits should actively consider the interests of the general community residents.
In particular, non-tourism practitioners who have borne the cost of tourism development
should also be given a certain proportion of benefits compensation to achieve “cost-sharing
and benefit-sharing” under the dynamic balance of interests principle.

4.2. Environmental Impact—Analysis of Resident Perceptions and Attitudes

The environmental impact of tourism development is two-sided, and this finding
reaffirms previous research findings [33,37]. In the overall analysis, Hongcun residents
generally support local tourism development, but their attitudes and behaviors change
over time as tourism development progresses. Nevertheless, Hongcun residents have
a higher perception of the environmental improvements such as public facilities, street
appearance, and infrastructure support brought by tourism development. They think
that tourism development has improved the quality of life of community residents and
made a greater contribution to the construction of beautiful villages. In addition, residents
agree that tourism development has enhanced the awareness of environmental protection
in Hongcun and improved the quality of community health, and from this perspective,
community residents have a positive attitude toward the positive environmental impact
of tourism.

“The development of tourism has made the overall reception environment of the village
better. The parking lot and road planning are very impressive”. P01

“The development of tourism in Hongcun has a great impact on the environment, not only
does it have wide and flat roads, but also inns, hotels, stores and handicraft workshops,
all of which are reasonably laid out. P03

As a unique humanistic tourism resource, the traditional village preserves precious
sites of farming civilization. With the deepening of tourism development in Hongcun,
the cultural knowledge level of the community residents has been improved, and the
residents have a more comprehensive and objective understanding of tourism development.
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However, the influence of perceived economic benefits will not ultimately limit their
perceptions and attitudes towards the environmental impacts caused by tourism. On
the contrary, with the influx of a large number of tourists, the production and living
space of local residents are squeezed, garbage is piled up, tourism development brings
about the destruction of the original environment, and the negative perception of tourism
environmental impact affects the residents’ attitudes in support of sustainable tourism
development.

“As there are too many tourists, there is more garbage and more sewage from restaurants,
which is more or less damaging to the environment”. P01

“There are many sketchers who come to the village, so the paint is a big source of water
pollution. Although the village has many especially prepared buckets, and people will
pull them out every day for special treatment, but there are always people who are not
conscious and dump the wastewater from washing paints, which is very damaging to
Hongcun”. P11

Being the community members, local residents are the long-term feelers of environ-
mental change and should be participants in environmental management. In the process of
developing tourism, it is essential to benefit the residents as much as possible. As a stake-
holder group, the stronger the positive or negative perception of the environmental impact
of tourism, the more prominent their tendency to support or oppose tourism development.
As the “living space” of villagers and the “visiting space” of tourists are integrated into
Hongcun, the living area of residents is crowded by tourists. The overly commercialized
atmosphere makes tourists lose the authenticity of the Hongcun experience and harms the
interests of residents and communities, which will undoubtedly make the protection of
ancient villages dependent on the participation of community residents in environmental
management [36].

4.3. Social and Cultural Impact—Analysis of Resident Perceptions and Attitudes

Sustainable tourism development brings the most complex and challenging changes
to local society and culture, and its development often creates a backlash between sus-
tainability, which further confirms the view of [21]. During the interviews, the study
found that residents believe that tourism development plays a positive role in increasing
local visibility, conservation of heritage, emblematic cultural heritage, and improving the
residents’ pride. As witnesses of the social and cultural changes in ancient villages and
inheritors of traditional culture, community residents’ positive attitudes toward social
and cultural preservation and the inheritance will determine the quality and direction of
traditional social and cultural development in ancient villages. On the other hand, from
the analysis of the interviews, the residents believe that the entry of foreign populations
and commercial capital have led to some bad habits, such as gambling, alcoholism, and
other adverse effects that are constantly impacting the traditional moral concepts of the
past, and the residents’ negative perceptions of the impact of tourism socio-culture are
relatively strong.

“The local residents are more commonplace, living in the village every day, the heritage, old
things should not be talking about protection, I think it should be considered the strongest
group of destruction. Because they do not know why tourists come and how valuable the
ancient architecture is. Usually, they decorate some old buildings with modern architectural
styles for convenience and short term benefits, making them tasteless”. P07

“Constructive destruction of the original cultural relics in Hongcun for commercial
purposes, that is, in the name of tourism, the ancient architectural heritage of the village
is arbitrarily altered, the old is demolished, and the new is built, and the walls are broken
to open stores. For example, in the absence of proper planning, the ancient dwelling
houses have been converted into restaurants, bed and breakfasts, and other tourist facilities
to increase income. The overly commercial atmosphere not only destroys the original
tranquil and simple ancient village scenery of Hongcun but also has a great negative
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impact on the protection of the ancient village heritage, to some extent leading to the loss
of the historical style and making tourists lose the authenticity of the tourism experience
in Hongcun.” P12

It is a place where local residents live and produce, and their cultural and spiritual
home. They are both the owners of the destination and part of the tourist attraction, and are
an essential provider of human resources [37]. Therefore, sustainable tourism development
is an essential motivation for cultural change, and the cultural development of tourist
communities is influenced and permeated by the foreign culture carried by a large number
of tourists, on the one hand; on the other hand, the production and lifestyle of traditional
ancient villages are, in turn, favored by foreign tourists. According to [56], it was found that
the degree of cultural exchange is limited by the interaction between community residents
and tourists, which in turn is influenced by the communication skills and literacy level of
community residents.

From an overall perspective, although the residents recognize that there are social and
cultural similarities and differences, on the one hand, respondents believe that advanced
foreign culture and knowledge opens the door to the world for the residents of traditional
villages and expands the awareness of the community, while tourism development has
brought business opportunities and vitality to the traditional villages. On the other hand,
with the increasing popularity of Hongcun tourism, some small business owners and
managers engaged in tourism-related businesses, as well as foreign residents, have immi-
grated to Hongcun, and this degree of social integration between foreign immigrants and
aborigines has brought impacts and challenges to traditional social and cultural changes
and sustainable tourism development. Revitalizing the local culture and keeping it alive is
inseparable from the efficient management of the government and the active participation
of the community residents, who should become the last and most stubborn line of defense
to protect cultural authenticity. Therefore, it is essential to pay attention to the positive
social and cultural interaction and communication between tourists and community resi-
dents, as well as between the original residents and new immigrants, to reduce conflicts
and contradictions through social and cultural interaction and communication, and to
continuously promote the deep psychological and cultural integration between community
residents, tourists and immigrants.

5. Conclusions and Limitations

This study adopted a qualitative research method based on stakeholder theory with
semi-structured in-depth interviews to explore the perceptions and attitude differences of
traditional village residents with different stakeholders on the sustainable development
of tourism in Hongcun. The study found that Hongcun residents’ perceptions and atti-
tudes toward the impact of tourism showed dynamic changes. Over time, while residents
held positive perceptions and optimistic attitudes toward the economic, environmental,
social, and cultural impacts of sustainable tourism development, the degree of negative
perceptions toward the economic, environmental, and socio-cultural impacts also increased
significantly. This is mainly due to the contradiction in the distribution of benefits, which
leads to a change in the degree of benefit to the residents and directly affects their percep-
tions. In particular, the phenomenon of two-way mobility between urban and rural areas
of ancient towns has led to a change in the relationship between host and client, bringing
new challenges to the development of local tourism. As a whole, the sustainable economic,
environmental and social-cultural development of Hongcun can only be achieved with the
participation and support of all community residents, whether they are new immigrants or
former residents.

Additionally, this study provides some theoretical implications for future related
studies. The four themes under which this study categorizes the factors affecting residents’
perceptions and differences in attitudes include economic, environmental, social and
cultural influences and several sub-themes. Thus, it enriches the stakeholder theory in
the study of traditional villages. From the overall analysis, Hongcun residents generally
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support the development of local tourism. However, as tourism development continues,
residents’ attitudes and behaviors are changing. In particular, during the COVID-19
pandemic, the “pause button” was pressed on tourism development in Hongcun. As a
result, the direct and indirect economic benefits that community residents receive from
tourism development are significantly reduced, prompting residents to evaluate and
understand the impacts of sustainable tourism development in a more comprehensive,
objective, and rational manner. Previous studies focused on quantitative research, and
there is a lack of qualitative research to explore the psychological changes of residents in the
current era [15]. This study explores the perceptions and attitudes of different stakeholders
in sustainable tourism development based on economic, environmental, and socio-cultural
perspectives. Thus, this finding fills a gap in previous research on stakeholder theory in
traditional villages.

Finally, the profound development of Hongcun tourism should be promoted. As
the leading force for realizing the sustainable development of Hongcun tourism, Chinese
government departments should strengthen government intervention in the development
process of Hongcun and ensure the orderly development of Hongcun by legal means
such as systems and rules; at the same time, they should regularly train local residents to
improve their awareness of sustainable tourism development and professional skill level
and create an environment atmosphere of autonomy and self-care for Hongcun community
residents. At the level of tourism enterprises, the tourism development company should
give advantages to the leading local enterprises, deeply excavate the local characteristics
of Hui culture, and make the brand of Hongcun bigger and stronger. In particular, they
should focus on developing different types of thematic tourism products such as scientific
research tour, study tour, rural tour, and actively broaden the market of Hongcun tourism
sources. On the other hand, they should integrate local resources, cooperate with Huang-
shan Mountain and the surrounding scenic spots, improve joint marketing, continuously
improve the visibility and brand benefits of Hongcun, continuously help local residents
gain economic benefits from tourism development, and properly handle the relationship
between commercial development and heritage protection.

This study has limitations. First, this study is exploratory and focuses on a single case.
Generalization of implications should be cautious. However, this study aims to develop a
theoretical framework for future related and similar traditional village studies. Thus, future
studies can be further studied by respondents from different backgrounds and different
traditional villages. Second, because a tourist place is a continuous dynamic process, the
perceived attitudes of community residents may change with different stages of tourism
development, the amount of capital investment by tourism enterprises, and changes in local
policies. Therefore, future studies need to conduct continuous follow-up surveys of the
case sites and use a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods to further
understand the influence of residents on the future long-term sustainable development
support of Hongcun through the analysis of dynamic difference factors.
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Appendix A

Table A1. A background of respondents.

Informant No. Permanent Address Gender Age Education Job

P01 Lu an, Anhui Female 35 Junior College Guided Tours
P02 Yixian County, Anhui Female 36 Junior College B&B owner
P03 Yixian County, Anhui Male 40 Master Hotel owner
P04 Hefei, Anhui Female 68 Bachelor Retired university teacher
P05 Zhuhai, Guangdong Female 31 PhD scholar
P06 Huangshan, Anhui Male 39 PhD University teacher
P07 Yixian County, Anhui Male 43 Bachelor Resident
P08 Hefei, Anhui Male 31 Master scholar
P09 Huangshan, Anhui Male 35 Master Government Staff
P10 Yixian County, Anhui Female 55 High School Village official
P11 Nanjing, Jiangsu Male 40 Bachelor Freelance Painter
P12 Hefei, Anhui Male 45 PhD University teacher
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