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Abstract

:

Development of tourism affected the socio-cultural environment of many destinations. Previous studies have focused more on analyzing the impact of tourism on all three dimensions of sustainable development (economic, environment and socio-cultural); therefore, the present paper examines tourism development’s impact with regard to the socio-cultural benefits that enhance sustainable tourism development. A survey based on a questionnaire was employed in June 2018 in a mountain village in Cluj County, Romania. The collected data were analyzed using principal component analysis, and several statistical tests were conducted. The results indicated that the respondents have a positive attitude towards tourism development and socio-cultural perceived benefits. Older people and those running a business tend to perceive more positively the benefits of tourism development. The findings of the research could contribute to future development strategies, as it is well known that supporting local communities influences the success of tourism destination.
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1. Introduction


The tourism sector represents for mountain areas a social, economic and cultural development tool that enhances the wellbeing of local communities [1,2]. Mountain areas face numerous challenges due to the harsh climate conditions, natural disasters, and accessibility, which directly affect the local economy, infrastructure development and industrial production. In this context, tourism may represent a viable alternative for stimulating growth in mountain areas and increase the life standards of local communities [1]. Mountain destinations are increasingly attractive worldwide due to the wide range of tourism development assets, such as snow, diversity of traditions and cultures, mineral and hot springs, and diversity of fauna and flora [2].



Many studies have investigated the dependency of host communities on tourism and the perceived benefits of tourism development [3]. Residents that depend economically on tourism activity perceive more positively the benefits [4,5,6]. However, there are also studies that indicate the contrary [7,8]. Understanding residents’ perceptions and expectations of tourism development represents a key factor for sustainable development [9]. Local communities’ attitudes and perceptions regarding tourism’s impacts have direct impact on support for its development and long-term sustainability [7]. Analysis of the perceived benefits reveals communities’ attachment to and support for tourism development [10], on one hand, and offers important insights for future policies that maximize tourism’s benefits and minimize the potential negative impacts, on the other hand [11]. A community’s satisfaction with tourism development depends on how the residents perceive the economic, environment and socio-cultural benefits [12]. The present research analyzed host community perceptions on the benefits of tourism development in Baisoara, a mountain commune in Romania. Revealing residents’ perceptions provides a better understanding of how the tourism industry can contribute to the development of a small mountain, rural community and, on the other hand, it increases awareness of the link between tourism and economic growth at the local level. Social and cultural aspects play an important role in tourism development [13,14,15,16]; however, to what extent and which elements prevail requires a deeper investigation. Which are the cultural benefits that enhance sustainable tourism development? What about the social benefits? And, not least, do socio-demographic characteristics have an influence on residents’ perceptions of tourism?




2. Literature Review


2.1. Socio-Cultural Benefits of Tourism Development


It is well known that tourism has both positive and negative impacts on social, cultural and economic development of a tourism destination [17,18,19,20,21,22]. Pham [13] concluded that local residents support tourism activity due to its socio-cultural and environmental benefits, rather than economic ones. Many researchers have focused on understanding only the socio-cultural aspects related to a tourism destination as a key factor for sustainable tourism development [14,15,16], which derives from the interaction of local residents and visitors. It is important to discern both positive and negative outcomes of tourism for each individual tourism destination, especially in regions with high cultural heritage. Bello et al. [15] emphasized the fact that the socio-cultural impacts are closely related to the place and to the interaction of residents with the visitors. In addition, it is important to acknowledge the role of the diversity of the communities [23] in the sustainability of tourism.



Among positive socio-cultural benefits of tourism can be mentioned: infrastructure development; improvement of community services; leisure, recreation and support for cultural activities; intercultural communication; conservation of local culture and heritage; and revitalization of local cultural practices [5,14,23,24]. Previous studies have revealed that negative socio-cultural impacts of tourism development can be reflected in changes in the behavior and values of indigenous communities, changes in tradition and culture, lower quality of life standards, and cultural decline [14,16,25,26].




2.2. Impact of Socio-Demographic Characteristics on Residents’ Perceptions towards Tourism Development


Several studies have focused on the influence of the socio-demographic characteristics of local residents on their perceptions towards tourism development. The influence of socio-demographic characteristics on perceived tourism development benefits may differ among areas due to the particular characteristics (customs, believes etc.) of the communities [22,27,28]. Researchers pointed out that there are differences regarding the gender of respondents and their perceived benefits. Women tend to be more preoccupied with the environmental impact and perceive more positively the socio-cultural benefits [29,30,31,32]. Studies revealed that both gender and age had significant influence on the perceived impact of tourism development [10]. It was noticed that in general, men are more supportive of tourism development and more open to participate in this activity than women [33]. The literature underlines that younger people perceive more positively the economic impact of tourism, as the sector represents a job opportunity [34]. Some studies indicated that older people perceive less positively the impacts of tourism development [35,36]; however, other studies revealed that older residents are more supportive for tourism development [8,37,38]. Level of education is another variable used in different studies to analyze the perceived benefits of tourism impacts [39,40,41]. Results of previous studies enhance the idea that the positive perceptions of benefits of tourism development are higher in cases where there are more educated residents [40,41,42]. The analysis of the above-mentioned studies suggests that one cannot identify a common pattern of the impact of socio-demographic characteristics of residents on their perception towards tourism development.





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Study Area


The research was conducted in Baisoara, a mountain commune in Cluj County, Romania. The area is known for its unique natural landscape that attracts tourists, especially during the winter season because of the ski slope.



According to the data presented by the National Institute of Statistics in Romania [43], in 2018 there were a total of 8 accommodation units (1 hotel, 1 summer camps and 6 agroturistic guesthouse), assuring a total number of 348 bed-places. In 2018 6259 arrivals were registered, and 13,345 overnight stays. Based on these data, the average length of stay was calculated to be 2.13 days, indicating that the area is mainly visited during weekends. This was noticed also in other rural destinations in Romania [44].




3.2. Research Methods


For the purpose of the research, a survey based on a questionnaire was conducted among the residents of the commune during June 2018. A face to face questionnaire was administered to a sample of resident families. The research instrument was developed based on the scale presented by Osti et al. [45]. The research instrument consisted of three main parts: (1) perception regarding the community benefits of tourism development—for this part a total of 11 items were evaluated on a Likert scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means totally disagree and 5 totally agree; (2) enrolment and dependence on tourism activity; (3) socio-demographic characteristics.



The minimum sample size was calculated to be 153 with 10% error and 99% confidence interval (Table 1), and in the end 148 questionnaires were validated. The systematic sampling method with a sampling interval equal to 12 was used to select the resident families. The sample size met the recommendation of minimum subject to item ratio of at least 5 items per subject, in exploratory factor analysis, but not less than 100 respondents [46,47].



Descriptive statistical analysis was used to present the socio-demographic profile of the respondents and as preliminary analysis for the perception of tourism development benefits. A principal component analysis was conducted on the group composed of the 11 items that evaluated the perceived benefits of tourism development. Varimax rotation method was used to reduce the variables into smaller sets of newly correlated components. Factors with an eigenvalue higher than 1 and factor loading equal to or higher than 0.4 were considered significant and included in the analysis [48]; in the end, 10 items were retained for the final analysis. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated to test the internal consistency of the items. The results were above the limit of 0.6, indicating a good consistency of the scale and reliability of the data. Furthermore, in order to determine the influence of socio-demographic characteristics (gender, educational level, age, monthly household income, home-born, dependency on tourism) on residents’ perceptions towards perceived benefits of tourism development, the Shapiro–Wilk test was used to test the normality of the statements (p < 0.05), the Mann–Whitney U test was chosen to compare the two groups, and the Kruskal–Wallis test was used to compare the groups





4. Results


4.1. Socio-Demographic Profile of the Respondents


From the total number of respondents, 52.4% were female and 47.6% male, assuring a gender balance. In terms of education it was noticed that more than 40% of the respondents graduated from high school, while around 31% have a university degree. Analyzing the distribution of the sample through the age groups, it can be observed that more than 60% of the respondents are between 30 and 60 years old, while almost 11% of them are older than 60 years. The distribution of the monthly household average income reveals that in general people from the research area have low income, in 52.8% of the cases the monthly household income being less than 1500 RON (375USD) (Table 2).




4.2. Perceived Benefits of Tourism Development


A principal component analysis (PCA) was employed to assess the dimensionality of the 11 items used to evaluate the perceived benefits of tourism. Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was significant (Chi-square = 516.212, p = 0.000), providing support for the validity of the data. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) overall measure of sampling was 0.852, above the critical value of 0.6, indicating that the data was appropriate for the PCA [48] (Table 3). The PCA with Varimax rotation of the 10 items led to two factors explaining 57.16% of the total variance, with an overall reliability coefficient of 0.82, emerging as dimensions for perceived benefits of tourism development. The two dimensions were named “social benefits” and “cultural benefits”.



The first dimension, “social benefits” (2.29 ± 1.335), explains 39.40% of the total variance and has a reliability coefficient of 0.82, exceeding the recommended significant level of 0.6 and suggesting a good internal consistency among attributes within each quality dimension [48]. The five items included in the first factor are related to the capacity of the traditional accommodations, implementation of ecological practices in the accommodation units, variety of food services (restaurants in the area), increasing the entertainment opportunities, and decreasing the authenticity of the traditions and customs, on the other hand. It was observed that the respondents agree that the entertainment opportunities increased (3.42 ± 1.212), and also the variety of food services (3.06 ± 1.434). The surveyed respondents do not consider that the new units should be constructed in traditional manner, with a capacity lower that 20 placed (2.95 ± 1.598), and they also agree to a lesser extent that tourism leads to a decrease in authenticity of the traditions and customs (2.28 ± 1.448).



The second dimension, “cultural benefits” (3.59 ± 0.907), explains 17.76% of the total variance and has a reliability coefficient of 0.76. This factor consists of five items related to the positive impact of the interaction between the tourists and local residents, perceptions of social and cultural effects of tourism development, restoration of the traditional houses and historical buildings, promotion of cultural attraction and interest of tourists in local culture. It was observed that the respondents agree that the cultural attractions should be better promoted (4.18 ± 1.092), since tourism has more positive cultural and social perceived impacts than negative ones (4.03 ± 1.288). At the same time, the respondents perceive benefits from the interactions with tourists (3.66 ± 1.717), and also appreciate that the tourists show interest in the local culture (3.39 ± 1.122). Even if positive cultural benefits of tourism are acknowledged by residents, actions that assure the restoration of the traditional houses and historical buildings are among perceived cultural benefits (2.73 ± 1.541).




4.3. Analysis of Perceived Benefits towards Tourism Development


One of the main objectives of the research was to investigate the impact of the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents on the perceptions towards tourism development (Table 4). To achieve this objective, the following were taken into analysis: gender, educational level, age, monthly household income, home-born, and dependency on tourism (running a business in tourism, monthly household income depends on tourism, and tourism leads to an increase of the household income). Based on the groups’ characteristics, several non-parametric tests were performed, as presented in the Materials and Methodology section.



When analyzing the perceived cultural benefits, it was concluded that there are no significant differences among the groups based on their socio-demographic characteristics (p > 0.05). This changed when the perceived social benefits were analyzed. It can be observed that older people (3.93 ± 1.049) and those owning a business in tourism (3.93 ± 0.578) tend to perceive more positively the social benefits (p < 0.01), compared with people that are not running a business in tourism (2.95 ± 1.136). At the same time, it was observed that respondents with higher income are more satisfied with the social benefits (3.65 ± 1.58). There were no significant statistical differences regarding the perceived social benefits between home-born respondents (3.04 ± 1.125) and those that are not home-born (2.88 ± 1.158) (p > 0.05). Subsequently, the perceptions of cultural and social benefits based on tourism activity dependency were determined. Respondents with household monthly income depending on tourism activity perceive the social benefits more positively (3.32 ± 1.143), compared with the group whose monthly household income does not depend on tourism activity (2.96 ± 1.134), but there is no significant statistical difference between the two groups (p > 0.05). The cultural benefits are positively perceived by both groups, those whose household income depends on tourism (3.51 ± 0.934), and those for whom tourism does not influence the monthly household income (3.57 ± 0.922), with no significant statistical difference between the two groups (p > 0.05). Furthermore, the respondents were asked if the development of tourism in the area contributed to an increase in the household income. It was noticed that residents that benefit from an increase in income due to tourism activity perceive more positively the social benefits (3.58 ± 0.983), statistically different to those that declared that their household income did not increase due to tourism activity (2.89 ± 1.132) (p > 0.05). Finally, there was no statistical difference between the group that stated that their household income increased due to tourism activity development in the area (3.76 ± 0.804) and the group that stated that their household income did not increase due to tourism activity development in the area (3.57 ± 0.922), in terms of perceived cultural benefits (p > 0.05).





5. Discussion


There are several papers analyzing the perceptions, attitudes and support for future development of tourism in the host communities. The previous studies that have focused on the link between the local residents and tourism development tended to analyze the three dimensions of sustainable development (economic, environmental and sociocultural) [17,22,26], and rarely focused only on one of the three dimensions to analyze the perceived benefits and support of communities for future development.



The surveyed respondents show positive attitudes towards tourism development in the research area concerning the perceived cultural and social benefits, highlighting the fact that the standard of life has increased due to improvements in entertainment facilities, as well increased options for dining. Results indicate that the respondents perceived more positively the cultural benefits (3.59 ± 0.907) compared with the social benefits (2.29 ± 1.335). Perceived benefits from tourism development will lead to future support of tourism activity [29,49], on the one hand, but tourism development could lead to irritation of the residents due to increased traffic and overcrowding [31], on the other hand. Tourism development should improve the standard of living of the residents [50], since social benefits are recognized as increasing support for future tourism development within the host community [8,51]. The residents from the research area perceive tourism as a factor that provides cultural identity and improves the quality of recreational services, indirectly improving the standard of living. These results confirm those from previous studies [22,52,53]. Further, residents also agree that tourism does not negatively affect the customs and local traditions (2.28 ± 1.448), enhancing the idea that tourism has a positive impact on the cultural identity [54]. In contrast to other studies, the respondents do not consider that tourism has provided opportunities to restore and protect historic buildings. In this case, the average registered score (2.73 ± 1.541) was below the satisfaction level, compared with those recorded in other studies [22,55].



Tourism development in rural areas represents a viable alternative to agricultural activities and employment opportunities for women [56]. Being a source of employment and business opportunities, women support tourism development more than men [22,56]. However, the results do not indicate significant differences between women and men in terms of perceived social and cultural benefits (p < 0.05). The influence of socio-demographic characteristics on the perceived benefits may differ between regions, as was underlined by previous research [28,56].



Older people perceive more positively the benefits of tourism development [37,38]. Cultural benefits are more positively perceived by the older residents from the research area but without any significant statistical differences between the age groups (p > 0.05). In the case of the social benefits from tourism development, older people are more than satisfied (3.93 ± 1.049), compared with younger ones who are more mobile and leave the commune with more ease, in order to find new recreational opportunities. Nunkoon and Ramkisson [28] pointed out that older residents perceive more positively the social benefits than younger ones. The analysis of the social benefits revealed that the less educated group is the most satisfied in terms of social benefits (p < 0.01), education being the most significant variable that influences the perceived impact of tourism development [37]. The higher the degree of satisfaction with the perceived benefits, both social and cultural, the higher the support of the host community for tourism development [57], leading to successful activity [58]. Those that are involved in tourism activity are more satisfied with the social benefits (3.93 ± 0.548), compared with the group of respondents that are not involved in tourism, while no statistical differences were encountered between those that run a business in tourism and those that do not run a tourism business (p > 0.05). Residents that depend on tourism tend to perceive more positively the benefits of tourism development [57]. The results differ from other similar studies that underlined that people with tourism-related jobs do not have a favourable perception of tourism impacts [59,60]. Household income dependency on tourism leads to higher satisfaction of the respondents regarding the perceived social and cultural benefits.




6. Conclusions


In summary, based on the results of the conducted interviews, it can be concluded that the respondents are aware about the social and cultural benefits of tourism in rural areas, most of them being related to different events or festivals [61,62]. In this context, the current research comes to fill the literature gap regarding rural communities’ perceptions of tourism development’s social and cultural benefits. The findings of this exploratory study have practical implications for future development plans and management of tourism destinations. As has already been underlined by scholars, the success of a tourist destination depends on the degree of support of the host community [63] and its perceived benefits.



This study has certain limitations. Due to the specificity and diversity of the tourist destinations the results cannot be extended to other destinations, and it is difficult to formulate recommendations for different tourism products.



Future studies should be carried out to determine tourists’ perceptions about the quality and the diversity of tourism services in the area, on the one hand, and those of tourism services providers, on the other hand, especially during the current period in which the hospitality industry is experiencing difficulties due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Studies related to the effect of the COVID-19 crisis are of great importance today, revealing consumption habits and sustainability issues related to tourism development [64,65,66,67]. Nevertheless, as pointed by Bello et al. [15], the socio-cultural impact relates closely to the place; thus, continuing the research in the studied area under these new circumstances would be useful to actors from the hospitality industry.
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Table 1. Tourism supply indicators in 2018 in Baisoara.






Table 1. Tourism supply indicators in 2018 in Baisoara.





	Indicator
	Total
	Hotel
	Camp
	Agroturistic Guesthouse





	Number of units
	8
	1
	1
	6



	Bed places (no.)
	348
	108
	79
	161



	Arrivals (no. Tourists)
	6256
	710
	2400
	3149



	Overnight (no.)
	13,345
	1219
	7200
	4926



	Average length of stay (nights) *
	2.13
	1.71
	3
	1.56







Source: [43], * indicates own calculation based on the official data.
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Table 2. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents.






Table 2. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents.





	
Characteristics (n = 148)

	
Variables

	
%






	
Gender

	
Female

	
52.4




	
Male

	
47.6




	
Education

	
Secondary school

	
10.5




	
Vocational school

	
18.2




	
High school

	
40.6




	
University degree

	
30.8




	
Age

	
18–29 years

	
22.3




	
30–44 years

	
32.4




	
45–60 years

	
35.5




	
>60 years

	
10.8




	
Monthly household average income

	
<1500 RON

	
52.8




	
1501–2500 RON

	
30.3




	
>2500 RON

	
16.9




	
Home-born

	
Yes

	
66.2




	
No

	
33.8




	
Business in tourism

	
Yes

	
3.4




	
No

	
96.6








Note: The average exchange rate of 1 USD was 4.0033 RON (Romanian leu) at the time of data collection.
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Table 3. Principal component analysis of the perceived benefits of tourism.
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Component

	
Item

	
Factor Loading

	
Mean

	
SD






	
Social benefits

α = 0.82

(EV = 3.94, VA = 39.40%, M = 2.29, SD = 1.335)

	
New tourists units should be design in traditional way and have maximum 20 bed-places

	
0.808

	
2.95

	
1.598




	
Tourist units should be eco certificated

	
0.790

	
3.28

	
1.608




	
Tourism development enhance more dinning and shopping opportunities for locals

	
0.775

	
3.06

	
1.434




	
Tourism development has negative impact on the local culture and traditions

	
0.771

	
2.28

	
1.448




	
Tourism development enhance more recreational opportunities for locals

	
0.607

	
3.42

	
1.212




	
Cultural benefits

α = 0.76

(EV = 1.77, VA = 17.76%, M = 3.59, SD = 0.907)

	
Interaction with tourists is a positive experience

	
0.820

	
3.66

	
1.717




	
Tourism generates more positive impacts than negative on the local culture

	
0.731

	
4.03

	
1.288




	
Tourism provide incentives for restoration of traditional houses

	
0.695

	
2.73

	
1.541




	
Cultural attractions should be better promoted

	
0.633

	
4.18

	
1.092




	
Tourists are interested in local culture

	
0.579

	
3.39

	
1.122




	
α = 0.82, Total variance % 57.16; KMO = 0.813; Chi-square = 516.212, p < 0.000
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Table 4. Results of Mann–Whitney U test and the Kruskal–Wallis test of socio-demographic characteristics and tourism benefits.
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Respondents’ Characteristics

	
Tourism Benefits






	

	
Social Benefits

	
Cultural Benefits




	
Gender

	
Female

	
2.87 (1.115)

	
3.64 (0.835)




	
Male

	
3.12 (1.157)

	
3.55 (0.989)




	
p-value

	
0.118

	
0.802




	
Education level

	
Secondary school

	
3.74 (1.017)

	
3.46 (1.022)




	
Vocational school

	
2.61 (1.049)

	
3.47 (0.996)




	
High school

	
2.87 (1.159)

	
3.71 (0.867)




	
University degree

	
3.24 (0.920)

	
3.61 (0.872)




	
p-value

	
0.003 **

	
0.670




	
Age

	
18–29 years

	
2.76 (1.253)

	
3.60 (0.875)




	
30–44 years

	
2.89 (0.972)

	
3.47 (0.962)




	
45–60 years

	
2.93 (1.111)

	
3.70 (0.837)




	
>60 years

	
3.93 (1.049)

	
3.61 (1.049)




	
p-value

	
0.005 **

	
0.687




	
Monthly household income

	
<1500 RON

	
3.02 (1.132)

	
3.49 (0.950)




	
1501–2500 RON

	
2.72 (0.974)

	
3.80 (0.611)




	
>2500 RON

	
3.65 (1.158)

	
3.87 (1.006)




	
p-value

	
0.002 **

	
0.084




	
Home-born

	
Yes

	
3.04 (1.125)

	
3.55 (0.961)




	
No

	
2.88 (1.158)

	
3.70 (0.778)




	
p-value

	
0.581

	
0.448




	
Business in tourism

	
Yes

	
3.93 (0.578)

	
3.91 (0.811)




	
No

	
2.95 (1.136)

	
3.58 (0.910)




	
p-value

	
0.045 *

	
0.399




	
My household monthly income depends on tourism activity

	
Yes

	
3.32 (1.143)

	
3.51 (0.934)




	
No

	
2.96 (1.134)

	
3.60 (0.908)




	
p-value

	
0.235

	
0.756




	
Tourism development leads to an increase of my household income

	
Yes

	
3.58 (0.983)

	
3.76 (0.804)




	
No

	
2.89 (1.132)

	
3.57 (0.922)




	
p-value

	
0.010 **

	
0.392








* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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