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Fig. 1 Scenic spot guide diagram
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Informal Rural Tour Guides: Willing or Reluctant Participants?
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(1. The Center for Modern Chinese City Studies, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200062, China,
2. School of Urban and Regional Science, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200241, China)

Abstract: China has undergone the transformation from productivist countryside to post-productivist
countryside, where the rural areas no longer serve as supplier of food and natural resources but act as a
place of consumption. Traditional villages are typical, representative and inheritable aspects of
traditional culture, national culture and regional culture, becoming a significant carrier of rural tourism
development. The vigorous development of rural tourism stimulates burgeoning phenomenon of
informal employment such as informal rural tour guides discussed in this paper. Previous studies on
informal tourism employment have focused on urban areas, while studies on rural areas have been
scarce. However, the rapid growth of rural tourism has been accompanied by growth in informal
tourism employment, which is not fully explained by existing studies. More importantly, existing
theoretical perspectives on informal employment are widely debated, highlighting the importance of an
in-depth analysis of specific issues. Therefore, this study focuses on the key issues related to informal
rural tourism employment using the “village guides” in Chengkan village, Huangshan city, China, as an
example. Chengkan village was chosen because there is no similar informal tour guide phenomenon in
other rural tourism destinations in Huangshan city. Qualitative research methods, such as participatory
observation and in-depth interviews, are used to explore the factors influencing informal rural tourism
employment. We found that villagers who worked as informal tour guides did so in response to the
restrictions imposed by external factors, as reflected in their passivity and the compromises they were
forced to make when participating in the informal tourism sector. Specifically, the gap between the
demand for local tour guides in Chengkan village and the supply of formal tour guides has led to a
growing demand for informal tour guides. Furthermore, the nature of the village collective economy
means that villagers can only earn income from non-agricultural activities. Additionally, doubts about
the social justice of the tourism distribution system have encouraged the villagers to participate in
tourism. The “village guides” system is an important mechanism enabling villagers to participate in the
tourism industry regardless of gender, age, occupation, or other demographic factors. Feedback in
relation to both the economic and cultural benefits of engaging informal tour guides and the
spontaneous competitive behaviors that have developed suggest that the “village guides” system will
continue to exist for a long time. Furthermore, we propose a “premise-participation- choice-feedback-
adaptation” model to deconstruct informal employment in rural tourism. We argue that in cases where it
is difficult to manage informal tourism employment locally, the problems can be overcome by
improving tourism services and the tourism distribution system, and strengthening the cultural
framework of daily life in rural villages.
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