Safeguarding rural tourism
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Abstract — Despite the growing body of research on rural tourism in Greece none is focused on managing quality
experience. Towards this direction visitors’ norms can be of great importance and a rather useful tool in order to
safeguard the overall experience in rural settings and help everyday managers of rural tourism as well as prac-
titioners and policy makers. Whereas developed in sociology and social psychology, norms have been used as
an organizing concept in outdoor recreation research and management. In this paper we try to use this concept
of visitors’ norms in order to determine what rural tourism should offer for a unique experience. Self administered
questionnaires were distributed randomly across seven well known rural tourism destinations of rural Greece. Day
trippers were excluded and sample size was set at 339 rural tourists, according to estimations of the proportion
of rural tourists to the overall number of visitors at each destination. Personal interview was used and statistical
analysis gave answers to a multiple set of research questions.

Index Terms — management, quality, norms, rural tourism.
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1 INTRODUCTION factor for rural tourism development. Local
traditions must be kept in rural tourism sites

ural environments have a long his- byt “no bugs in the bed” [4].
tory of being used for recreation and In Greece, the lack of a national policy
<L Wtheir beautiful landscapes are becom-  ¢or ryral tourism and especially for quality
ing increasingly more attractive as a place management led providers and managers in
of escape in a stressful and u!'banized world shaping rural tourism services according to
[1]. Many aspects of rural tourlsm have be_en their personal experiences and definitions of
elaboratgd for several years in :ar)_extenswe quality. This practise did not differentiate ru-
body of literature related to definitions, rela- ral tourism from mass tourism patterns and

tionship between tourism and agriculture, . :
) . therefore failed to satisfy customers and con-
benefits and problems, influences on rural . .
sequently led to business failure [5].

community development and economic re- The review of the literature shows that the

structuring of rural areas [2]. s .
Nevertheless, there are still many ques- individual elements making up a strategy on
’ quality must be founded on a thorough un-

tions unanswered; especially when consider- . o
ing quality issues. According to Reichel et al. derstanding of the customer [6]. Visitors can

[3] quality is acknowledged as an important give us aln insjght on Whatlis presumablie in
rural tourism, in contrast with mass tourism.

In other words, their norms can be the guiding
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2 RUuURAL TOURISM IN GREECE

Rural tourism in Greece is originated by na-
tional and EU initiatives in the late 80ies. Up
till now a great number of rural tourism busi-
nesses is scattered all over Greece, offering
a variety of services. One can find rural tour-
ism accommodation by the simple type of
‘rooms to let”, small hotels, big hotels etc.
Operators can be either locals or foreigners;
not necessarily occupied in agriculture. Farm
experience or other leisure activities are some
times incorporated into the product offered
but not necessarily [7].

Great issues under consideration which
make management decisions even difficult
are the problems of poor statistical bases for
total number of rural tourism enterprises and
overnight stays as well as the predominantly
domestic character and the great level of am-
biguity in the operator’s attitude towards their
guests [5].

Quality has been acknowledged as a vi-
tal attribute towards the development of ru-
ral tourism but there is still no common un-
derstanding of what quality should be and
how to achieve it. When it comes to rural
tourism Williams [9] argues that its nature
raises a number of issues relating to expe-
riencing quality and service delivery.

3 QUALITY AND NORMS

Quality is an elusive and abstract concept,
especially when applied to a service context
is usually intangible and ambiguous [8]. Rural
tourism can include remote locations, a large
number of relatively unorganized small busi-
nesses, resource constraints and often a lack
of management skills as well as the hetero-
geneity of consumer preferences adding to
a further complexity of quality delivery [9]. In
fact providers, managers and decision-mak-
ers involved in rural tourism are trying to “bal-
ance on the same time between the values
of the past and the demands of the present;
between the expectations of city dwellers and
the reality of the countryside” [10].
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According to Balestrieri [11] the most im-
portant concept of quality in rural tourism re-
fers to comfort of the accommodation, beauty
of the landscape, closeness to cultural and
architectural sites, appropriateness of build-
ing restoration, furniture adoption and close-
ness to rural life. Others [12] believe that
quality is mainly focused on the simplicity and
authenticity of rural people. Fleischer and
Pizam [13] include the operator’s attitude to-
wards guests.

But what about different perceptions of
visitors towards rural tourism quality experi-
ence? Do all attractions and services are im-
portant to all rural tourists? Do visitors have
different quality norms?

Contemporary literature has answered
similar questions using the theory of norms for
a number of other leisure activities (boating,
hiking) and different settings (national parks,
rivers, lakes, protected areas, etc). [14]. Pri-
marily developed in the field of sociology and
social psychology, norms have attracted con-
siderable attention as an organising concept
in outdoor recreation research and manage-
ment [15]. Visitor's norms have been used
to study an expanding range of outdoor and
wilderness management attributes including
crowding, ecological impacts and manage-
ment practices [16].

In this study norms are used to evaluate
the importance of a set of potential attractions
in rural tourism for delivering a quality experi-
ence.

4 MeTHODOLOGY

4.1 Study area and sampling

A focused group discussion by ten ex-
perts determined a set of potential at-
tractions for quality rural tourism expe-
rience: V =landscape, V, =local people,
V,=cultural heritage, V,=gastronomy,
V =outdoor activities, V =verbal and
customs culture, V= architectural and

historical heritage V,= accommodation,



V, =authenticity, V, =basic infrastructure.

Data was gathered as part of a survey ad-
ministered in seven well known rural tourism
destinations in Greece. Due to the lack of offi-
cial data for the actual number of rural tourism
bed spaces or tourist flows in the study area,
sample size was set according to estimations
of the proportion of rural tourists to the overall
number of visitors at each destination [17].

339 self-administered  questionnaires
were distributed randomly in rural tourism
lodgings. Visitors were asked to evaluate the
importance of the above attractions in order
to safeguard that rural tourism feels like rural
tourism experience!

4.2 Statistical analysis

Categorical Principal Component Analysis
(CatPCA) was used to identify important
quality norms. It takes into consideration non-
linear relationships, most commonly found in
sociological researches [18]. By reducing the
dimensionality of the data to a smaller set of
uncorrelated components helps interpret a
few components rather than a large number
of variables.

The results of the CatPCA were further
analysed and used in Two Step Cluster Anal-
ysis; which handles successfully categorical
and continuous variables [7], in order to pro-
vide answer to the other research question
of identifying market segments with different
quality norms.

5 StupYy RESuLTS

5.1 Basic Quality Norms in Rural

Tourism

The results of CatPCA show that the algo-
rithm stopped after 30 iterations reaching the
convergence test value (0.00001) excluding
observations with extreme values. The final
correlation matrix (Table 1) for the trans-
formed variables suggests, with very few ex-
ceptions, relatively high figures for the corre-
lation coefficient. A three dimension solution
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Statistical important at *a=0.05 and ** a= 0.01

(with eigenvalues greater than 1) was found
useful to the model maximizing also the Vari-
ance (52.85%). The large value of the total
Cronbach’s Alpha (0.901) indicate a reliable
model.

Similar loadings along the dimensions in-
dicate a similarity between those variables
with respect to that dimension Table 2). Large
loadings (above .500) in each dimension in-
dicate that the variable is associated heavily
with that dimension.

The first dimension (Q1) separates, with
relatively large positive scores the variables
“architectural and historical heritage” “cultural
heritage” “authenticity” and “verbal and cus-
toms”. The second dimension (Q2) separates
clearly “basic infrastructure” and “accom-
modation” since those variables are the two
clumps with very high positive scores. The
third dimension (Q3) separates only the vari-
able-attraction “outdoor activities”. The results
indicate that three different set of attractions
are important for safeguarding a quality rural
tourism experience.

5.2 Segmenting rural tourists with
different quality norms

Using the three dimensions as continues var-
iables and a set of other ten categorical vari-
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TABLE 2
COMPONENT LOADINGS
Variables Dimensions
1 2 3
Vi 440 -.048 .266
Vs 460 =33 -355
vV 987 -.564 -.053
3
vV AT3 237 362
4
Vs 197 014 781
Vs .540 -.442 155
v .642 -207 -.086
Ve 517 .634 .006
vV .558 248 -.404
9
Vv 433 .682 - 124
10

In italics and bold large loadings (above 0.500)
indicating which variable is associated heavily with
which dimension.

ables of basic demographic and other char-
acteristics of the visitors the results of the Two
Step Cluster Analysis gave us a three cluster
solution. Of the 339 total cases, 4 were ex-
cluded from the analysis due to missing val-
ues, leaving 325 to distribute. 190 were as-
signed to the first cluster, 96 to the second
and 39 to the third.

According to the “by variable” importance,
produced by the analysis, analysis from the
centroids, standard deviations and mean val-
ues as well as frequencies we can describe
the profile of the three segments.

The dominant segment is that of visitors
with quality norms towards the unique rural
experience, male, between 36-55 years old,
working in private sector, higher annual net
incomes and travelling with family. Second
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segment is indifferent to quality norms and
are mostly urban youngsters, between 19-
35 years old, travelling with a companion,
attracted to isolated destinations. Finally,
the third segment is visitors with norms for a
quality leisure experience in rural tourism, are
between 19-35, of higher educational level,
still university students, come from all over
Greece and travel with friends.

6 ConcLUsION

Visitors have a different perception of what
rural tourism must feel like. The aggregation
of the important attractions into three sepa-
rate dimensions set also three different qual-
ity norms. Study findings suggest that there
is the first one for which delivering quality has
to do with localities, rurality and authenticity in
the rural tourism experience. This norm is the
one that clearly separates rural tourism from
mass tourism due to the fact that is based on
the special features of the destination and not
on an homogenised tourism product. Another
norm that exists is the one referring to tangible
aspects of quality, most commonly found to
all forms of tourism. Finally there is the norm
of quality delivering through the opportunity
to take part in activities and extreme sports
offering a very different athletic experience.

As far as the market segmentation is
concerned, it seems that the dominant mar-
ket segment is of visitors who think highly of
the local identity in rural tourism and safe-
guarding their quality experience means
that special interest must be placed upon
characteristics of the rural tourism destina-
tion, incorporated into the tourism product.
Locality and rurality come along with fami-
lies and heavy spenders.

What remains to be studied is the mini-
mum and maximum acceptable conditions in
rural tourism experience. More research on
measurable quality standards that will further
help everyday management, is also needed.
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