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Ecocultural tourism plays an crucial role in promoting poverty reduction and farmers’
sustainable livelihood enhancement worldwide, which has attracted strong attention
from scholars and society. However, the impact of ecological and cultural capital of
farmers’ sustainable livelihoods have not been yet fully investigated. This paper
modifies the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF) and emphasizes the effects
of ecological and cultural capital on farmers’ sustainable livelihoods. The modified
SLF can be used as a possible theoretical model to comprehensively characterize
farmers’ sustainable livelihoods in tourism destinations with rich ecological and
cultural resources. By constructing an evaluation index system, principle
component analysis and multiple linear regression are used to analyze the types
and response levels of farmers’ sustainable livelihoods to ecocultural tourism and
determine the factors influencing this response. The results show that farmers’
sustainable livelihood responses to ecocultural tourism can be classified into six
types. The overall response values are low, and the responses are ranked by the
degree of response in descending order as complete response, balanced
development, cultural network, ecology-dominant, developmental delay, and
resource advantage response. Farmers’ sustainable livelihoods respond strongly
to cultural capital and ecological capital factors and relatively weakly to physical,
natural, social, financial, and labor capital. Five main factors that influence farmers’
sustainable livelihood responses are then identified. Finally, strategies and
suggestions for livelihood transformation, strategy selection, and improvement
are proposed. This study provides case study examples for promoting the
sustainable development of ecocultural tourism sites and improving farmers’
livelihoods in China and worldwide.
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Introduction

Poverty is a global challenge that is particularly significant in developing countries (Liu
et al., 2017; Rignall et al., 2017). Unlike the rapid expansion of urbanization, rural areas, where
79% of the world’s poor live, are gradually declining. Thus, promoting the development of rural
economies and improving the livelihood of farmers has become a common goal in global
poverty reduction (Guo and Liu, 2021; Li et al., 2021). As a tool for economic growth and
diversification, rural tourism can broaden the livelihood channels of families and enrich the
livelihood assets of farmers and has become the driving force in local economic development
(Mbaiwa, 2011; Zhao et al., 2021). Rural tourism can transform the traditional income sources
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of farmers to that of tourism, promote new capital and livelihood
strategy combinations, enrich farmers’ livelihood diversity, and
improve their livelihood resilience (Su et al., 2019; Bires and Raj,
2020). A large number of studies have found that tourism has
improved the livelihoods of local people in rural areas and has
played a significant role in poverty reduction around the world
(Saarinen et al., 2011). For villages with rich natural and cultural
resources, making full use of regional resource advantages to develop
rural tourism and transform the livelihoods of farmers is a feasible way
to promote rural economic development and improve farmers’
livelihoods.

Ecocultural tourism has gradually emerged as the leading form of
tourism as global concepts of development evolve, and living
standards improve. Ecocultural tourism is based on natural
ecological endowment and is centered on historical and cultural
relics. As a new mode of tourism that promotes sustainability,
stability, and harmony, it presents an effective method to achieve
sustainable tourism (Guri et al., 2020). Ecocultural tourism is the result
of the mutual response of the human economy, culture, and
sustainable social development (Guillaume et al., 2017). It plays an
important role in promoting environmental protection, cultural
inheritance, and economic development by integrating ecological
and cultural resources to maximize the economic, social, and
ecological benefits of tourism destinations. Research on rural
ecocultural tourism involves many diverse disciplines, research
fields, and perspectives, which have extended its scope (Ross and
Wall, 1999; Cater, 2000; Clifton and Benson, 2006). The research
contents have mainly focused on theory and tourism management.
Scholars have explained the concept of ecocultural tourism from
different perspectives and discussed the feasibility and rationality of
ecocultural tourism as a method to achieve sustainable development in
culturally vulnerable and ecologically sensitive areas (Wallace and
Russell, 2004). They have also combined ecocultural tourism with
tourism development, decision-making, cultural heritage, and
sustainable development (Guillaume, 2019; Sun, 2020).
Additionally, scholars have carried out detailed research on the
factors influencing ecocultural tourism and environmental
protection, determining that the reasonable and effective
development of ecocultural tourism can predominantly be obtained
through resource integration (Jamal et al., 2010; Tiberghien et al.,
2017). The research methods focused on case studies, combining
qualitative description and quantitative evaluation methods to build
an analysis framework and evaluation indicators. Case studies were
conducted in tourism destinations in Europe, Asia, Africa, and other
regions through induction and deduction, providing tourism
practitioners with new concepts for development and management
(Guillaume et al., 2020; Guri et al., 2020). The recent collaborative
study of ecocultural tourism and poverty, sustainable livelihood,
regional development, and other issues has facilitated a new era in
ecocultural tourism, which is of great significance to the politics,
economy, and individual livelihoods of countries around the world.

The World Commission on Environment and Development
(WCED) first put forward the concept of sustainable livelihood in
1980, which comprehensively considered various factors affecting
poverty and provided a new perspective for solving the world
poverty problem (DFID, 2000). Chambers discussed the
connotations of sustainable livelihood, considering a sustainable
livelihood as one that could recover from pressure and influence,
maintain or strengthen its capacity and assets over time, and not

damage the natural resource base (Chambers and Conway, 1992). Due
to different academic backgrounds and research objects, there are
many analytical frameworks for understanding and evaluating
sustainable livelihoods, among which the sustainable livelihood
approach (SLA) framework established by the British Agency for
International Development (DFID) is widely used (Carney, 1998). The
SLA framework takes the fragile environment and the process of policy
institutions as the analysis background, regards poor families as the
main earners in the fragile environment, and reveals the mechanism of
sustainable livelihoods by linking livelihood assets, strategies, output,
and other factors (Toner and Franks, 2006). It is a model for
understanding poverty, which identifies the potential opportunities
for poverty eradication, and reveals how people use a large number of
properties, rights, and strategies to pursue a certain livelihood.
Sustainable livelihood research focuses on how human beings
survive and maintain their sources of income and is widely used to
study the human dimension of development issues and global change
(Savari and Moradi, 2022). Scholars have explored the risks of
vulnerable environments to farmers’ livelihoods (Thuy et al., 2022;
Ye et al., 2022) and the adaptability of farmers to such risks (Chen
et al., 2021; Tran et al., 2021). An evaluation system was constructed to
carry out a quantitative analysis of farmers’ livelihood assets (Wang
et al., 2021), analyze the factors affecting farmers’ these assets
(D’Annolfo et al., 2021), and propose countermeasures to promote
their optimization and transformation (Sivagnanam et al., 2019). The
impact of policy and regulation implementation on the livelihoods of
farmers was also analyzed as a basis to test the effect of past measures
and guide the formulation of future decisions (Barati et al., 2021; Su
et al., 2021). The causes, constraints, existing problems, and change
prospects of farmers’ livelihood strategies and sources and
characteristic trends of livelihood diversification were explored
(Mao et al., 2020) to guide farmers to flexibly switch among
various livelihood strategies to maintain their livelihood security
(Mao et al., 2020). Research on farmers’ livelihood restoration (Li
et al., 2019) and sustainable livelihood response has also gradually
emerged in recent years (Savari and Zhoolideh, 2021). Villages have
undergone adaptive adjustment and continuous evolution under the
disturbance of internal and external factors, which has had an
important impact on the sustainable livelihood of farmers. The
mutual feedback between farmers and communities has also
promoted the evolution of rural adaptation. Scholars explored the
livelihood changes and responses of farmers in the context of policy
change, social transformation, industrial poverty alleviation, rural
evolution, etc. (Ding et al., 2020; Su et al., 2021.; Bogale et al.,
2022). They have also analyzed the livelihood responses of farmers
with different livelihood modes to changes in the external
environment (Ding et al., 2019; Su et al., 2019), which played an
important role in the sustainable development of farmers’ livelihoods.

As the participants and stakeholders of rural ecocultural tourism,
the development of rural ecocultural tourism will disturb the types and
strategies of farmers’ livelihoods (Stastna et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2021).
Researchers are beginning to address issues regarding the types of
sustainable livelihood responses farmers have to rural ecocultural
tourism, how and to what degree their response levels change, and
the major factors influencing this. These problems have gradually
formed new perspectives for studying sustainable rural development.
China is the largest developing country in the world, with a high
number of villages and rural populations. Poverty is a significant issue
hindering China’s sustainable development. As China is rich in natural

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org02

Wu et al. 10.3389/fenvs.2022.1080277

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2022.1080277


and cultural resources, rural ecocultural tourism plays an important
role in China’s socioeconomic development and is an effective way to
alleviate industrial poverty alleviation and revitalize rural areas.
However, many problems exist in the process of rural tourism
development in China, such as unbalanced regional development,
low economic benefits, and low participation of farmers, which
seriously hinder rural development. In addition, similarly to many
tourism destinations, China’s tourism development is largely
promoted by external stakeholders, such as the government and
tourism companies. As a result, residents are excluded from the
decision-making process of rural tourism, posing a serious threat
to farmers’ livelihoods.

While most of the current studies on farmers’ sustainable
livelihood are based on the SLA framework, this model is not
suitable for direct application in ethnic areas (Quandt et al., 2018;
Ma et al., 2021). Farmers’ sustainable livelihoods present strong
regional and subjective characteristics, and ecological capital,
cultural capital, and subjective behavior also have important
impacts (MacRae, 2017; Alipour et al., 2021). However, the SLA
framework has been criticized for ignoring the power inequality
among different stakeholders. Therefore, this paper modifies the

SLA framework used to study ecocultural tourism by emphasizing
the role of ecological and cultural factors in influencing farmers’
sustainable livelihoods in ethnic areas. The modified framework is
used to analyze the types of livelihood responses and influencing
factors of such livelihoods to ecocultural tourism in ethnic areas of
China. This study provides case studies for the development of
ecocultural tourism and improving farmers’ sustainable livelihood
worldwide. The problems and shortcomings of ecocultural tourism
development in ethnic areas are also identified, and effective
suggestions for the implementation of rural revitalization strategy
in China and globally are presented.

Data and methodology

Study area

This paper takes the most representative ethnic regions in China as
the research area. Xiangxi Prefecture is located in the northwest of
Hunan Province, China. It is a national cultural and ecological
protection and national tourism demonstration area, with rich

FIGURE 1
Location map of six villages.
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natural and cultural resources that provide the basis for ecocultural
tourism development. Xiangxi Prefecture has a subtropical monsoon
climate and abundant water resources. The major rivers are the Yuan,
You, Wu, and Mengdong Rivers (Figure 1). Because Xiangxi
Prefecture has abundant wood resources, wooden Tujia-style
houses with Xiangxi characteristics are extremely common. Xiangxi
Prefecture is one of the most famous ethnic regions in China. The
population of ethnic minorities accounts for 77.21% of the total
population of the prefecture. Xiangxi Prefecture has a World
Heritage Site, 12 national key cultural artifact protection units,
12 Hunan Province cultural artifact protection units, and
11 A-class scenic spots. The area has rich natural landscape
resources and cultural sites, which provide a basis for tourism
development. In the past, Xiangxi Prefecture was economically
backward and belonged to a poor area because of its remote
location. However, with the support of the national tourism
poverty alleviation policy, it has vigorously developed ecological
cultural tourism to promote regional economic development. At
present, 181 villages in Xiangxi Prefecture have carried out tourism
development. Ecocultural tourism has become the pillar industry of
Xiangxi Prefecture and the most effective way to promote farmers’
sustainable livelihoods.

We conducted ecocultural tourism field research in Xiangxi
Prefecture, considering village roads, traffic, village features,
population, economic performance, and industry scale. Six
ecocultural tourism villages were selected for the survey: Yongshun
County’s Shuangfeng Village, Fenghuang County’s Lahao Village,
Jishou City’s Dehang Village, Longshan County’s Laoche Village,
Guzhang County’s Longbi Village, and Huayuan County’s
Shibadong Village. A location map of these villages is provided in
Figure 1 and Table 1 presents an analysis of their resources. These
villages are selected as case studies as they are rich in natural and
cultural resources and have the characteristics and manifestations of
ecocultural tourism villages, such as traditional buildings, customs,
and costumes, as well as natural scenery, which are suitable for the
development of rural ecocultural tourism. Secondly, the development
of ecocultural tourism in these villages has increased the annual per

capita income of farmers from less than 2000 yuan (300 US dollars) to
15,000 yuan (2500 US dollars), alleviating poverty in these areas. Thus,
it can be observed that the ecocultural tourism industry has had a
profound impact on farmers’ sustainable livelihood, with high social
awareness and economic benefits. Finally, these villages include
different tourism development models (government-led
development, tourism enterprise-led development, village-led
development) and farmers of different livelihood types, which
largely represent the livelihood characteristics of ecocultural
tourism farmers in ethnic areas.

Data resources

A variety of data collection methods were adopted to ensure the
richness of information, improve the credibility and preciseness of the
research, and promote a triangular relationship between methods and
research effectiveness (Baxter and Eyles, 1996). First, the basic
information of the six villages was obtained through the official
websites and policy documents of the local governments. Field
research was then carried out in the six villages from July to
September 2022. These included structured questionnaires and
semi-structured interviews, as well as farmers’ livelihood data,
which was obtained in detail. The survey content mainly included
the livelihood capital of farmers and their participation in and attitude
toward ecocultural tourism. Farmers and families were considered as a
unit, and the survey time for each household was 45–60 min. The
interviewees were mainly the heads of households or the main labor
force of families, and they could refuse to answer any questions that
were uncomfortable for them (Liu et al., 2022). This part of the survey
was mainly achieved through snowball sampling (Baxter and Eyles,
1996). First, we conducted a detailed interview with the main leaders
of each village and asked for referrals after the interview. As the
snowball sampling method may be affected by self-selection bias, we
also conducted a random sampling survey of farmers to overcome
these limitations and ensure data objectivity. In addition, researchers
lived with villagers and learned about ecocultural tourism from their

TABLE 1 Analysis of resources in the six villages.

Village Landscape and resources Cultural resources Feature industries Honorary names

Shuangfeng
Village

Baishou Hall and ancient trees Longfeng flag raising, ancestor worship, Tujia
Daliuzi, wood leaf blowing, bride’s weeping
songs, Tujia Maogusi dance, and hand-waving
dance

Tea growing and bee
breeding

The first Tujia village in China

Lahao Village Beacon towers, Southern Great
Wall Lahao Yingpan section, and
Shiban Village

Stonework, woodwork, and Miao medicine Kiwi growing A key cultural artifact protection unit of
China and one of the first traditional
ancient villages of China

Dehang
Village

Stilt houses and canyon scenery Miao songs, Miao dance, lion snatching, knife
ladder climbing, bull racing, gate blocking and
antiphonal singing challenge, and toasting

Tourism Province-level scenic and historic area;
national key scenic and historic area

Laoche Village Tujia Chongtian buildings and
Rebala Tujia pavilion bridge

Ceremonial weeping for marriage, hand-waving
dance, Maogusi, Daliuzi, Dongdongkui, and
dragon boat race

Ecotourism agriculture
and goat and cattle
farming

Chinese national culture and art, the
hometown of Tujia brocade

Longbi Village Morong Miao Village Miao drum dance and Miao folksongs Tourism and tea growing Hometown of the Miao flower drum,
hometown of Chinese folk culture and art,
and Chinese traditional village

Shibadong
Village

Miao Village scenery Watermelon festival, dragon dance, knife ladder
climbing, cattle slaughter, and Miao song singing

Tourism and plantation
industry

Chinese traditional village
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perspective, including farmers’ daily livelihood behavior and how they
participate in rural tourism activities. A total of 350 questionnaires
were issued, and 350 were returned. After removing the missing and
abnormal values of key variables, 327 valid farmers’ sample data were
finally obtained, accounting for 93.4% of the sample. The number of
questionnaires in each village was more than 50, meeting the
requirements for reliability, validity, and representativeness of data.

Theoretical framework and evaluation index
system

SLF is a practical tool that is widely used in the analysis of farmers’
livelihood diversity and regional poverty reduction. The framework
includes five concepts: fragile environment, livelihood assets,
transformation structure and process, livelihood strategy, and
livelihood results (Scoones, 1998; DFID, 2000). Among them,
livelihood assets are the ability to build livelihoods and resist
livelihood risks and the rights forming the basis of livelihood
strategy selection. The background of vulnerability refers to the
external environment composed of specific conditions, trends,
shocks, etc., which affects the availability and controllability of
assets. Livelihood strategies are the activities and choices to achieve
livelihood goals, while livelihood output is the yield and results of
engaging in livelihood strategies. Policies, institutions, and processes
refer to the systems, organizations, policies, and relevant legal norms
that affect livelihoods, which will influence the exchange conditions
between different types of capital and the choice of livelihood
strategies.

While SLF provides standardized tools and systematic research
concepts for the study of farmers’ livelihoods, it still has some
limitations in the context of ecocultural tourism (Liu et al., 2022).
First, it ignores the important value of cultural factors on farmers’
sustainable livelihoods. Especially in ethnic areas where tourism is
developed, traditional culture is an important factor in increasing
tourism attraction and promoting the sustainability of farmers’
livelihoods (Daskon and Binns, 2010). As such, cultural factors
should be included in SLF as important livelihood capital.
Secondly, SLF does not fully consider farmers’ community
participation and sustainable livelihood responses. (Shen, et al.,
2008). For ethnic villages, ecocultural tourism is not only
responsible for economic development but also for cultural heritage

and ecological protection, in which farmers play a key role (Quandt,
2018). Tourism development has affected the livelihood assets of
farmers and also led to changes in their livelihood behavior. These
changes are mainly reflected in the ecological behavior of farmers.
Therefore, it is also necessary to include the ecological capital of
farmers in the analysis (Wang, et al., 2014). The modified SLF, with the
additions of “cultural capital” and “ecological capital,” is shown in
Figure 2. On this basis, the sustainable livelihood response index
system of farmers’ ecocultural tourism is constructed to improve the
reliability of the evaluation results.

Investigation of farmers’ sustainable livelihood responses to
ecocultural tourism in minority areas requires consideration of a
clear subject, sustainable livelihood participants, and the means
through which farmers can achieve such livelihoods. Farmers’
sustainable livelihoods are a crucial issue for rural revitalization
through the development of rural ecocultural tourism. Tourism
disturbance affects the livelihood of farmers, prompting them to
choose livelihood strategies or change their livelihood methods.
The livelihood capital owned by farmers provides the basis for
farmers to resist livelihood risks and formulate livelihood strategies.
The types, levels, and factors of farmers’ sustainable livelihood
responses are analyzed based on the theory of sustainable
livelihood and combined with the actual situation of the study
area. These data are then employed to construct an evaluation
index system of sustainable livelihood responses of farmers’
ecological and cultural tourism in Xiangxi Prefecture from the
perspective of farmers’ livelihood capital response with seven
primary indicators and 23 secondary indicators (shown in Table 2).

The seven criterion-level indicators are natural, material,
financial, workforce, social, ecological, and cultural capital.
Natural, material, social, workforce, and financial capital are the
five basic livelihood capitals in the study of the sustainable livelihood
of farmers, which are universal elements of farmers’ livelihoods.
Ecological capital is the ecological endowment that farmers can use
to develop ecocultural tourism and is also the main basis forming the
appeal of rural tourism. Cultural capital is the unique essence of
ecocultural tourism development and the core of constructing
ecocultural tourism characteristics. Together, they constitute the
resource background for the rural development of ecocultural
tourism. The “high-speed” development of industry, workforce,
organization, ecology, and culture requires the support of the
corresponding five major basic types of livelihood capital to

FIGURE 2
Sustainable livelihood framework for ecocultural tourism [adapted from the DFID. (2000)].
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achieve the “high-quality” development of ecocultural tourism.
Research on farmers’ sustainable livelihood response can guide
farmers to make reasonable choices that are practical and incur
lower risks when affected by ecocultural tourism or other

disturbances to livelihood. Thus, farmers can achieve the steady
development of their sustainable livelihoods and promote the
orderly implementation of rural revitalization strategies through
their responses to ecocultural tourism.

TABLE 2 Indicator system of farmers’ sustainable livelihood responses to rural ecocultural tourism.

Criterion level Indicator level Variable evaluation Sub-
weight

Total
weight

Natural capital B1
(0.0833)

Agricultural land area (C1) 1 = less than 0.066 h m2; 2 = 0.067–0.133 h m2; 3 = 0.134–0.198 h m2; 4 =
0.199–0.264 h m2; 5 = more than 0.265 h m2

0.1667 0.0139

Homestead area (C2) 1 = less than 0.033 h m2; 3 = 0.034–0.066 h m2; 5 = more than 0.067 h m2 0.8333 0.0694

Material capital B2
(0.0916)

House area (C3) 1 = less than 100 m2; 2 = 100–200 m2; 3 = more than 200 m2 0.1048 0.0096

House type (C4) 1 = stone; 2 = wood; 3 = brick and wood; 4 = brick and concrete 0.4991 0.0457

Major furniture items in the house (C5) 1 = less than 20,000 CNY; 2 = 20,001–30,000 CNY; 3 = 30,001–40,000 CNY; 4 =
40,001–50,000 CNY; 5 = more than 50,001 CNY

0.3961 0.0363

Financial capital B3
(0.0953)

Part-time work income (C6) 1 = less than 10,000 CNY;; 2 = 10,001–20,000 CNY;; 3 = 20,001–40,000 CNY;
4 = 40,001–60,000 CNY; 5 = more than 60,001 CNY

0.0821 0.0078

Tourism income (C7) 1 = less than 3000 CNY; 2 = 3,001–6000 CNY; 3 = 6,001–10,000 CNY; 4 =
10,001–15,000 CNY; 5 = more than 15,001 CNY

0.5498 0.0524

Rural tourism investment fund (C8) 1 = under 5000 CNY; 2 = 5,001–10,000 CNY; 3 = 10,001–20,000 CNY; 4 =
20,001–30,000 CNY; 5 = more than 30,001 CNY

0.3681 0.0351

Workforce capital B4
(0.0494)

Migrant labor or start-up
experience (C9)

1 = none; 2 = 1 time; 3 = 2 or 3 times; 4 = 3–5 times; 5 = more than five times 0.0852 0.0042

Number of family members
participating in tourism (C10)

1 = 1; 2 = 2; 3 = 3; 4 = 4; 5 = 5 or more 0.6442 0.0318

Number of relatives and friends (C11) 1 = fewer than 50; 2 = 51–100; 3 = 101–150; 4 = 151–200; 5 = more than 201 0.2706 0.0134

Social capital B5
(0.0338)

Residence location (C12) 1 =more than 201 m from themain road of the village; 2 = 101–200 m away; 3 =
51–100 m away; 4 = within 50 m; 5 = next to the main road

0.0737 0.0025

Frequency of professional skill
training (C13)

1 = none; 2 = 1 time; 3 = 2 or 3 times; 4 = 4 or 5 times; 5 = more than five times 0.1873 0.0063

Family members participating in social
affairs (C14)

1 = no participation; 2 = 1 time; 3 = 2 times; 4 = 3 times; 5 = more than three
times

0.2851 0.0096

Closeness to related organizations (C15) 1 = none; 2 = 1 time per month; 3 = 2 or 3 times per month; 4 = 4 or 5 times per
month; 5 = more than five times per month

0.4539 0.0153

Ecological capital B6
(0.2839)

Clean energy usage level (C16) 1 = firewood; 2 = coal or charcoal; 3 = electricity; 4 = liquefied gas or biogas; 5 =
solar power

0.1469 0.0417

Average expenditure and pesticide cost
per mu of land (C17)

1 = more than 51 kg; 3 = 31–50 kg; 5 = less than 30 kg 0.1469 0.0417

Domestic sewage processing
method (C18)

1 = discharge at will; 2 = sewage is sometimes reused; 3 = sewage is often reused;
4 = sewage is collected without harmless treatment; 5 = sewage is collected with
harmless treatment

0.548 0.1556

Human and animal feces processing
method (C19)

1 = discharge at will (without septic tank); 2 = some feces is used as fertilizer
(without septic tank); 3 = all feces is used as fertilizer (without septic tank); 4 =
individual treatment with septic tank; 5 = centralized treatment with septic tank

0.1583 0.0449

Cultural capital B7
(0.3627)

Folk art and cultural performance
participation level (C20)

1 = none; 2 = individual festivals; 3 = important festivals; 4 = most festivals; 5 =
all festivals

0.3153 0.1143

Traditional farming tool preservation
level (C21)

1 = abandoned farming; 2 = no traditional farming tool; 3 = traditional farming
tools (fewer); 4 = traditional farming tools (more); 5 = complete traditional
farming tools

0.0602 0.0218

Frequency of wearing ethnic
clothing (C22)

1 = no ethnic clothing; 2 = wear rarely; 3 = wear to festival events (less); 4 = often
wear (more); 5 = always wear

0.0843 0.0306

Ethnic buildings (C23) 1 = building with ethnic elements (no conservation); 2 = renovation (keeping
ethnic elements); 3 = ethnic building (poorer conservation); 4 = ethnic building
(average conservation); 5 = ethnic building (superior conservation)

0.5402 0.1959
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Methods

The participatory rural appraisal method was employed for field
research on rural ecocultural tourism in Xiangxi Prefecture. The
Delphi method, analytic hierarchy process, and expert grading
method were used to determine the weights of 23 indicators,
including agricultural land areas (Wang, et al., 2021). Principal
component analysis was used for dimension reduction of the
23 indicators, which were transformed into nine comprehensive
indicators, and the principal components were extracted for
analysis (Wu, et al., 2018). To determine the types of response of
farmers to ecocultural tourism in Xiangxi Prefecture, cluster analysis
was used to analyze the nine comprehensive indicators, and six
livelihood response types, such as the balanced development type,
were identified. Stepwise analysis was then employed to analyze the
elements (Wu, et al., 2020). Tourism income was used as the
dependent variable, and other factors were used as the independent
variables. Finally, the factors affecting farmers’ response to sustainable
livelihood were analyzed.

Results

Response types of farmers’ sustainable
livelihood

Main factor extraction
Statistical analysis was conducted using the interview data, and

principal component analysis was carried out using SPSS
24.0 statistical software on the questionnaire survey data from the
residents of the six case villages. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test result
was 0.676, indicating strong correlations between the variables.
Bartlett’s sphericity test result was close to that of the chi-square

test, at 1273.001. The number of degrees of freedom was 253, and the
significance value was smaller than 0.05. This indicated that the
variables were not independent and significant correlations existed
between them. The data were thus suitable for factor analysis. The nine
major factors extracted using principal component analysis were also
independent, meaning the extracted factors had a favorable quality
(Table 3). Through further analysis, the nine major factors were
identified as economic development, infrastructure, social
development, folk culture, economic ecology, social connection,
natural resources, policy awareness, and ecological development
factors.

Classification of response types
Classification of farmers’ sustainable livelihood response types can

aid in developing rural ecocultural tourism, implementing rural
revitalization strategies, and the targeted formulation of agriculture
policy by the government. It can also help to increase land use
efficiency and improve ecological environment conservation.
K-means cluster analysis was performed in this study for
classification according to the sustainable livelihood data obtained
from 327 farmer households. The final cluster center table (Table 4)
shows that in cluster 1, the scores were highest for the infrastructure
(0.92272) and social development (1.03942) factors. The average
factor score was balanced among the six types, reflecting the
“balanced development type.” In cluster 2, the economic
development factor had the highest score (2.03796). The remaining
infrastructure (0.09503), economic ecology (0.31390), social
connection (0.53024), policy awareness (0.39001), and ecological
development (0.05978) factors also had high scores, which reflected
the “complete response type.” In cluster 3, the ecological development
factor had the highest score (1.74162). In addition, the natural
resource factor had a relatively high score (0.23359), so this type
was considered the “ecology-dominant type.” In cluster 4, the folk

TABLE 3 Total variance of interpretation.

Component Initial eigenvalue Extraction load sum of squares

Total Percentage of variance Cumulative percentage Total Percentage of variance Cumulative
percentage

1 3.479 16.255 16.255 3.479 16.255 16.255

2 2.120 10.346 26.601 2.120 10.346 26.601

3 1.953 9.622 36.223 1.953 9.622 36.223

4 1.727 9.041 45.864 1.727 9.041 45.864

5 1.563 8.427 53.691 1.563 8.427 53.691

6 1.488 7.601 61.292 1.488 7.601 61.292

7 1.323 7.184 68.476 1.323 7.184 68.476

8 1.231 6.282 74.758 1.231 6.282 74.758

9 1.065 5.312 80.070 1.065 5.312 80.070

10 0.977 4.046 84.116 — —

11 0.949 3.125 87.241 — —

12 0.826 2.890 90.131 — —
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culture (2.85872) and social connection (0.67530) factors had high
scores and were deemed the “cultural network type.” In cluster 5, the
economic ecology (0.65471) and natural resource (0.25878) factors
had high scores, which reflected the “resource advantage type.” In

cluster 6, the infrastructure (−0.06863), folk culture (−0.26392),
economic ecology (−0.69482), and policy awareness (−0.55644)
factors had the lowest scores and were considered the
“developmental delay type.”

TABLE 4 Final clustering center table.

Variables Clustering

1 2 3 4 5 6

Economic development factor −.13080 (2) 2.03796 (1) −.25674 (4) −.53618 (6) −.37178 (5) −.14663 (3)

Infrastructure factor .92272 (1) .09503 (2) .02232 (3) −.06678 (5) −.47604 (4) −.06863 (6)

Folk culture factor .00687 (2) −.00481 (3) −.19959 (4) 2.85872 (1) −.20411 (5) −.26392 (6)

Social development factor 1.03942 (1) .07022 (3) −.10153 (4) .28007 (2) −.36355 (6) −.21661 (5)

Economic ecology factor −.12545 (5) .31390 (2) .04047 (4) .10824 (3) .65471 (1) −.69482 (6)

Social connection factor −.71710 (6) .53024 (2) −.32839 (5) .67530 (1) −.14690 (4) .33708 (3)

Natural resource factor .02393 (4) −.09842 (5) .23359 (2) .11102 (3) .25878 (1) −.36067 (6)

Policy awareness factor .06154 (3) .39001 (2) −.07073 (5) −.03419 (4) .46524 (1) −.55644 (6)

Ecological development factor −.32260 (4) .05978 (2) 1.74162 (1) −.04338 (3) −.50179 (6) −.38530 (5)

TABLE 5 Classification of farmers’ livelihood responsiveness.

Response value ≤1.50 1.51–2.00 2.01–2.50 2.51–3.00 3.01–3.50 ≥3.51

Response level Absolutely no response No response Generally no response General response Strong response Complete response

FIGURE 3
Overall responsiveness for the six types of farmers’ sustainable livelihood response types.

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org08

Wu et al. 10.3389/fenvs.2022.1080277

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2022.1080277


Evaluation of farmers’ responses to
sustainable livelihood

Indicator weight calculation
The weight survey table was generated using the indicator

evaluation system constructed in this study. The survey tables were
rated by experts in ecocultural tourism, scholars with relevant
backgrounds, and major planners at the planning bureau. The
survey table was evaluated using the analytic hierarchy process and
the Delphi method (expert grading method), and the weight ratios of
the indicators were calculated (Table 2).

The response values were classified using the arithmetic
classification method and the 5-point Likert scale. Farmers’
sustainable livelihood values were classified into “absolutely no
response,” “no response,” “generally no response,” “general
response,” “strong response,” and “complete response” (Table 5).

Overall response level analysis for different
response types

The overall response values of the six response types were calculated
according to the indicators, and the response levels were determined
through evaluation (Figure 3). The order of the overall response values,
from high to low, was as follows: complete response type, balanced
development type, cultural network type, ecology-dominant type,
developmental delay type, and resource advantage type. The overall
response values of the six response types were between 2.01 and 2.50;
thus, the response levels had generally no response. The response value of

the complete response type was higher than 2.51; therefore, the response
level was general response. The response values of the balanced
development, ecology-dominant, and cultural network types were
between 2.01 and 2.50, indicating generally no response. The response
values of the resource advantage and developmental delay types were
between 1.51 and 2.00, indicating no response.

Response level analysis of different response
type factors

Certain similarities and dissimilarities were found in the response levels
of the six response type factors (Figure 4). Regarding the natural capital
response, farmers with a balanced development response have superior
cultural capital but lack human capital. Such farmers have superior cultural
capital and ecological capital but lack financial capital and human capital.
This is because such farmers lack sufficient funds to participate in
ecocultural tourism activities, most of their family workforce choose to
go out to work, and tourism participation is low. Although cultural
resources are rich, they cannot be converted into economic benefits.
Therefore, it is necessary to increase financial support for such farmers
and attract more cultural inheritors to participate in ecocultural tourism.
Farmers with a complete response type have rich financial capital and
cultural capital, and other capital indexes are relatively highwithout obvious
disadvantages. Only social capital and human capital are relatively lacking
in this case. Such farmers have good livelihood foundations and diversified
livelihood options. As ecocultural tourism is not an important type of
livelihood for them, their tourism participation is not high. For such
farmers, skills training should be enhanced to encourage participation in

FIGURE 4
Degree of response of different response type factors.
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ecocultural tourism. Farmers with an ecology-dominant response type are
rich in material capital and ecological capital but are short of other
livelihood capital. Such farmers mainly rely on the agriculture and
planting industry for their livelihood. While their ecological awareness
and behavior are good, the impact of tourism development is very low as
they lack the appropriate skills to participate in tourism activities. Of course,
such farmers still have certain advantages. In this case, the government and
tourism decision-makers should consider them more attentively, provide
some financial support, and expand the farmers’ source of livelihood by
purchasing agricultural products. Farmers with a cultural network response
type have rich cultural and material capital, but other capital is relatively
lacking. This is because material capital is the basis of their livelihood.
Although they can use cultural capital to create income, the overall income
level is low, which is an important reason why many young people are
unwilling to learn traditional folk culture. Therefore, it is necessary to give
more attention and formulate welfare policies for this type of farmer, as well
as encourage more young people to learn cultural skills and participate in
ecocultural tourism. Farmers with a resource advantage response type are
relatively rich in material capital but lack other livelihood capital. Such
farmers are typical “Chinese farmers,” who are mainly engaged in
traditional agricultural production activities and generally have low
acceptance of emerging methods. They have a single source of
livelihood, with high vulnerability. Thus, the government needs to give
them support, and buying their agricultural products could effectively
promote their livelihoods. Farmers with a developmental delay response
type lack all kinds of livelihood capital. This type of farmer faces poor
economic conditions and has an insufficient capacity to carry out livelihood
transformation. They not only lack livelihood capital but also need to
improve their livelihood awareness. Thus, the government should consider
both theirmaterial concerns and lack of awareness, as well as establish long-
term tracking and security mechanisms to improve their livelihood.

The above comparison indicates that different types of farmers
have different responses to various livelihood capital. First, the
livelihood assets owned by farmers determine their position in
tourism activities (Huang, et al., 2021). Rural tourism requires a
certain livelihood basis; Farmers with good family conditions can
seize tourism development opportunities and become the main
decision-makers or beneficiaries of tourism activities; Farmers with
poor family conditions are disadvantaged or unable to participate in
tourism activities, perpetuating conditions in which “the poor are
poorer, and the rich are richer”(Gautam and Anderson, 2016).
Secondly, the livelihood characteristics of farmers determine the
way they participate in tourism. Therefore, it is imperative that
farmers formulate appropriate livelihood strategies according to
their own livelihood characteristics (Dai et al., 2020). For example,
farmers with balanced and complete response types should give full
play to their livelihood advantages, invest more capital and human
resources, and improve their enthusiasm to participate in ecocultural
tourism. Farmers with a cultural network response type should fully
utilize their cultural advantages, actively innovate forms of cultural
expression, and transform intangible cultural resources into tangible
cultural capital. Farmers with ecology-dominant and resource-
advantage response types should explore new agricultural
development models and rely on characteristic agricultural
products to improve their livelihood. Of course, the government’s
support cannot be ignored in this process. It is necessary to provide
targeted help to different types of farmers according to local conditions
(Liu et al., 2022), especially for farmers with a developmental delay
response type. Such farmers should also actively engage in contact

with the outside world and transform their perspectives by learning
advanced technologies and concepts to improve their livelihood.

Response level analysis of different response
factor types

Certain differences were found in the response levels for the seven
capital types (Figure 5). Regarding the natural capital response levels,
farmers with balanced development, ecology-dominant, resource
advantage, or developmental delay response types exhibited no
response, and farmers with a complete response and cultural
network response type exhibited generally no response. This is
because farmers with complete response and balanced development
response types have good livelihood bases. Agriculture is not the main
source of livelihood, and they are not highly dependent on natural
capital. The other four types of farmers have poor livelihood bases and
limited natural capital. Therefore, although different farmers have
different livelihood conditions, their overall response to natural capital
is not high. It is necessary to encourage them to plan and use the
homestead and cultivated land. Regarding material capital response
levels, farmers with any of the six response types exhibit a general
response. This indicates that, in rural ecocultural tourism, these
farmers respond to material capital. Farmers’ sustainable
livelihoods can reach a steady state when disturbed by rural
ecotourism. Regarding the financial capital response levels, only the
farmers with a complete response type have a general response, and
the other five types of farmers have absolutely no response. This result
indicates that although ecocultural tourism has greatly improved the
livelihood of farmers, the overall livelihood of farmers is still at a low
level, and they cannot make large-scale investments in rural tourism.
In addition, the low awareness of farmers’ participation in tourism is
another important reason for the low responsiveness of financial
capital. Regarding the workforce capital response levels, only the
farmers with a complete response type have generally no response,
and the other five types of farmers exhibit absolutely no response. This
is because the income most farmers can obtain from rural tourism is
limited, and they cannot maintain the daily living expenses of their
families. Thus, going out to work is their first choice of livelihood.
Therefore, it is necessary to give more employment opportunities to
farmers and improve their position in tourism development in order
to encourage farmers to actively participate in ecocultural tourism.
Regarding the social capital response levels, farmers with a cultural
network type have generally no response, and farmers with a complete
response type exhibit no response; the other four types of farmers have
absolutely no response. Themain reason is that farmers’ enthusiasm to
participate in rural tourism is lacking. Thus, it is necessary to increase
the enthusiasm of farmers to participate in social management,
strengthen the relationship between farmers and relevant
organizations, and provide professional skills training for farmers
to improve the sustainability of their livelihoods. Regarding the
ecological capital response levels, farmers with a cultural network
and resource advantage response type exhibit no response, and the
other four types of farmers have generally no response. This result
shows that farmers’ ecological awareness is relatively weak on the
whole, and they should strengthen their environmental awareness,
improve their production, living, and tourism facilities, and promote
tourism. Such actions can support the adoption of a more technically
advanced and reasonable lifestyle to achieve the sustainable
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development of rural tourism. Regarding the cultural capital response
levels, only the farmers with a resource advantage type response have
generally no response, and the other five types of responses are
relatively strong. Cultural capital is the unique livelihood
foundation of farmers in ethnic areas and a critical resource
advantage for developing ecocultural tourism in such areas. Most
farmers have mastered these traditional skills. Determining how to
make full use of this advantage and transform cultural resources into
the source of farmers’ livelihood is crucial.

It can be seen from the above comparison that different types of
farmers may have the same response form to the same livelihood
capital. First, except for cultural capital, farmers’ response to the other
six types of livelihood capital is relatively low. This is because Xiangxi
Prefecture was formerly a poor area, and the overall livelihood level of
farmers is not high, meaning the livelihood basis for participating in
tourism is limited (Wu et al., 2018). Thus, it is necessary to give
financial support to farmers and encourage them to participate in
tourism. Secondly, the participation of six types of farmers in tourism
is not high. The reason is that the government and tourism enterprises
are the main organizers and activity subjects of ecocultural tourism,
and farmers are in a disadvantaged position in the process of tourism
development (Chen et al., 2020). As they can only obtain a small
portion of the benefits, their enthusiasm is reduced. To address this,
farmers should be given more rights so that they participate in rural
tourism more, profit from it, and their enthusiasm is enhanced.
Finally, the gap between the rich and poor is an important issue
that cannot be ignored in the development of ecocultural tourism in

ethnic regions. While some farmers have better livelihood options and
are unwilling to participate in tourism development, most farmers are
still in an awkward situation where they want to participate in tourism
but have no livelihood basis (Gautam and Anderson, 2016). How to
balance the conflict of interest and contradiction between the two
groups of farmers is an issue that managers need to pay close
attention to.

Scale analysis of factors affecting farmers’
responses to sustainable livelihood

Due to the continual development of ecocultural tourism,
farmers’ responses to sustainable livelihood are no longer
influenced by only a single aspect. The tourism industry and
other industries are integrated and mutually influencing,
disturbing the steady state of farmers’ sustainable livelihoods.
Therefore, we conducted an analysis targeting the factors
affecting the responses to sustainable livelihood of farmers facing
ecocultural tourism in Xiangxi Prefecture.

Cluster-dependent variable selection

Tourism income was selected as the dependent variable, the
stepwise analysis method was used, and five variables were
identified (Table 6). The regression function of farmers’ responses

FIGURE 5
Degree of responsiveness of different response factors.
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to sustainable livelihood based on rural ecocultural tourism is as
follows:

Y � 1.015X1 + 0.328X2 + 0.178X3 − 0.128X4 + 0.078X5 + 0.027

(1)

Influence factor analysis

According to the results of Eq. 1, tourism income is influenced
by five factors: the number of family members participating in
tourism, investment in rural tourism, number of relatives and
friends, family members participating in social affairs, and ethnic
buildings. The influence on tourism income can be divided into
that from strong-influence factors (β ≥ 0.3), moderate-influence
factors (0.1 < β < 0.3), and weak-influence factors (β ≤ 0.1). The
number of family members participating in tourism is a workforce
capital factor and a strong-influence factor, with β = 1.015. This
factor denotes the number of people in a farming family that work
in tourism-related industries, including parents and children.
Tourism income is based on the accumulation of funds. The
larger the number of participating family members, the more
favorable the fund accumulation and the higher the service
quality for tourists.

Investment in rural tourism is a financial capital factor and strong-
influence factor, with β = 0.328; it denotes the government’s support
for rural ecocultural tourism. The development of rural ecocultural
tourism must be supported through funding, and a lack of financing
limits the development of rural tourism. For rural areas, the larger the
fund provided by the government for ecocultural tourism, the higher
the rural infrastructure level and the attraction for tourists. The
number of relatives and friends is a workforce capital factor and a
moderate-influence factor, with β = 0.178. For tourist attractions,
promotions and public reputation are crucial means of attracting
tourists, in which word-of-mouth promotion from farmers’ families
and friends is an essential promotion method. The larger the number
of a farmer’s family and friends, the larger the range of promotion and
the greater the customer flow to tourist attractions.

Family members participating in social affairs is a social capital
factor and a weak-influence factor, with β = −0.128. Ideally, family
members work in government institutions, villages, or other social
organizations. Thus, the state of tourism and tourist needs can be
understood in time through family members’ participation in social
affairs. Such participation also helps farmers improve their service and
management abilities. Ethnic building conservation level is a cultural
capital factor and a weak-influence factor, with β = 0.078. For tourists,
the more complete the conservation of ethnic buildings, the more
attractive the destination, and the stronger the cultural adaptability of

TABLE 6 Statistics in each step of the regression process.

Model Non-standardized coefficient Standardized coefficient T Sig

B Standard error

1 (constant) 0.348 0.078 4.476 0

Number of family members participating in tourism 1.292 0.067 0.732 19.389 0

2 (constant) 0.345 0.074 4.684 0

Number of family members participating in tourism 1.016 0.078 0.576 13.107 0

Investment in rural tourism 0.356 0.058 0.27 6.147 0

3 (constant) 0.162 0.116 1.396 0.164

Number of family members participating in tourism 1.017 0.077 0.577 13.187 0

Investment in rural tourism 0.327 0.059 0.248 5.512 0

Number of relatives and friends 0.145 0.071 0.076 2.044 0.042

4 (constant) 0.282 0.126 2.246 0.025

Number of family members participating in tourism 1.01 0.077 0.572 13.17 0

Investment in rural tourism 0.335 0.059 0.254 5.669 0

Number of relatives and friends 0.183 0.072 0.096 2.531 0.012

Family members participating in social affairs −0.121 0.051 −0.086 −2.369 0.018

5 (constant) 0.027 0.178 0.154 0.877

Number of family members participating in tourism 1.015 0.076 0.575 13.298 0

Investment in rural tourism 0.328 0.059 0.249 5.577 0

Number of relatives and friends 0.178 0.072 0.093 2.478 0.014

Family members participating in social affairs −0.128 0.051 −0.091 −2.513 0.012

Ethnic buildings 0.078 0.039 0.071 2.013 0.045

aDependent variable: tourism income (Wu, et al., 2020).
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the tourist attraction. This creates a climate of high cultural
conservation awareness and supports rural cultural revitalization.
Above all, the workforce, financial, social, and cultural capital
factors have the strongest influences on farmers’ responses to
sustainable livelihood based on rural ecocultural tourism.

Discussion

Formulating methods to simultaneously achieve poverty
alleviation and promote the sustainable development of farmers’
livelihoods is increasingly crucial as global poverty reduction
advances. Since the SLA framework was put forward, the research
on the sustainable livelihoods of later-generation farmers has largely
considered five aspects of natural, material, workforce, social, and
financial capital. However, our field survey illustrates that the
traditional five aspects cannot fully summarize the capabilities and
assets of farmers. Factors such as ecological resources (Zhao et al.,
2021), cultural assets (Ma et al., 2021), religious beliefs (Liu et al.,
2014), etc., also have an important impact. The SLA framework should
provide an analytical approach to the study of sustainable livelihoods
rather than seeking a universal solution. As such, it needs to be revised
and adjusted according to the actual situation of the study area and the
study object (Zhang and Zhao, 2015). As far as China is concerned,
farmers’ sustainable livelihood is the result of the joint participation of
the government, enterprises, farmers, and multiple other subjects. It
involves labor, land, capital, and other key livelihood capital, as well as
resource background, policy background, industrial support, and
other development conditions. Subjective factors, including farmers’
psychology and behavior, also have an important impact (Deng et al.,
2020). The main contribution of this paper is to expand ecological and
cultural capital on the basis of the five major livelihood capital factors
according to the characteristics of minority area ecological and
cultural tourism development, as well as the characteristics of
farmers’ behavior, psychology, and other elements. This provides a
more accurate assessment of the livelihood capacity of Xiangxi’s
farmers and expands sustainable livelihood research. Establishing
more comprehensive evaluation indicators and extensively
evaluating the farmers’ sustainable livelihood response and
influencing factors of ecocultural tourism farmers provides
theoretical guidance for the implementation of China’s rural
revitalization strategy and case references for the improvement of
farmers’ sustainable livelihood in the world’s minority areas.

According to our findings, different types of farmers have the same
and different responses to livelihood capital in the process of
ecotourism development in ethnic areas. On the one hand,
ecocultural tourism improves the livelihood capital of farmers
(whether farmers demonstrate tourism behavior or not), especially
in social capital and financial capital fields (Shui et al., 2022). On the
other hand, farmers do not show a strong enthusiasm for ecocultural
tourism, which is the result of numerous factors (He et al., 2022). First,
due to the limitations of their livelihood foundation, farmers are
unable to participate in large-scale tourism investment and lack a
sufficient capacity to resist and even adapt to the risks and
opportunities brought by tourism interference (Gautam and
Anderson, 2016). Second, due to the long-standing inability of
farmers to participate in tourism activities, they are at a
disadvantage in the competition process with other stakeholders
and lack the power and resources to obtain satisfactory returns

from tourism activities (Chen et al., 2020). Therefore, how to
improve the economic benefits of ecocultural tourism, expand the
tourism industry chain, and give farmers more jobs and higher
tourism income are issues that deserve special attention.

With the implementation of China’s rural revitalization strategy,
many non-agricultural businesses have become tourist villages,
enriching the diversity of rural farmers’ sustainable livelihoods.
However, this diversification does not ensure the successful
transformation of farmers’ livelihood methods. First, as Chinese
farmers have been engaged in simple production activities for
generations, their livelihood foundation is relatively weak, and their
livelihood stability is insufficient. Therefore, they lack adequate funds
and the ability to adapt to the livelihood risks caused by tourism
interference. Farmers often have low enthusiasm for participating in
the process of rural tourism (Chen et al., 2017). It is necessary to guide
farmers to actively participate in rural ecocultural tourism, consider
expanding the employment channels of rural ecocultural tourism and
encourage and guide farmers to start businesses and obtain
employment by formulating preferential policies. Farmers’
enthusiasm to participate in rural ecocultural tourism should be
encouraged to realize the transformation of farmers’ sustainable
livelihood from labor-oriented to intelligent or service-oriented
strategies and inject impetus into the development of rural
ecocultural tourism. Secondly, rural revitalization is a major
measure involving the participation of all sectors of society, and it
is also a significant strategy that best conforms to China’s national
conditions. While the government has issued many policies to
promote rural development, there are still some problems, such as
small coverage and insufficient continuity. China has the national
condition of a “strong government,” in which farmers’ sustainable
livelihoods are closely related to the government’s guidance. As such,
the government should establish a long-term security mechanism,
increase investment in rural ecocultural tourism infrastructure and
service facilities, guide farmers to actively participate in rural
ecocultural tourism, and create a good livelihood environment for
farmers’ sustainable livelihoods. The improvement of education,
experience, and skills and the promotion of the overall quality of
farmers are equally important aspects of optimizing farmers’
livelihood and promoting sustainable development and require
long-term attention through national policies. Finally, the purpose
of rural revitalization is to enhance the endogenous development
capacity of farmers and encourage them to improve their livelihoods
through various methods to give full play to the characteristics of
regional resources. The landscape environment and cultural resources
owned by minority areas are the core elements of the development of
ecocultural tourism. As such, they should be vigorously protected, and
farmers are the carriers of these “elements” as rural areas belong to
farmers. Competitive ecocultural tourism to ensure sustainable
development can only be obtained by fully harnessing the
enthusiasm of farmers to participate in ecocultural tourism and
transforming farmers from tourism participants to inheritors of
regional culture (Wu et al., 2017; Deng et al., 2020). Therefore, it is
necessary to highlight the dominant position of farmers and utilize
ecological cultural tourism as the carrier of inheriting and developing
distinctive rural culture. Developing characteristic tourism, promoting
employment of rural farmers, attracting lost populations back to rural
areas, introducing new talent, and realizing rural urbanization,
agricultural modernization, and farmers’ employment in minority
areas must also be accomplished.
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Conclusion and recommendations

In this study, the types, levels, and factors influencing the
responses to ecocultural tourism of 327 farming households in six
ecocultural tourism villages of Xiangxi Prefecture were analyzed by
constructing an indicator evaluation system. The major conclusions
were as follows:

Ecocultural tourism disturbs farmers’ sustainable livelihoods. As
changes in farmers’ sustainable livelihoods affect the development
process of ecocultural tourism, the mutual feedback between tourism
and farmers promotes the evolution of rural adaptation. Nine major
factors that influence the sustainable livelihood response of farmers in
Xiangxi Prefecture were obtained. These were economic development,
infrastructure, social development, folk culture, economic ecology,
social connection, natural resource, policy awareness, and ecological
development factors. These factors respond to industrial, talent,
organizational, ecological, and cultural revitalization in China’s
rural revitalization strategy.

While the development of ecocultural tourism has enriched the
diversity of farmers’ sustainable livelihoods, significant differences
between different livelihood response types remain. Six types of
responses to sustainable livelihood were identified among farmers
in Xiangxi Prefecture. In descending order, they were a developmental
delay, resource advantage, ecology-dominant, balanced development,
complete response, and cultural network types. The overall level of
response of the farmers was generally no response. The reason for this
was that the development of ecocultural tourism in Xiangxi Prefecture
was not spatially balanced. Factors such as natural resources, social
development, and the local economy have affected farmers’
sustainable livelihood response.

Under the disturbance of ecocultural tourism, farmers’
sustainable livelihoods have undergone a dynamic transformation
in the form of a “steady state–unbalanced–steady state,” thus
promoting the sustainable development of their livelihoods. The
order of different types of response levels, from high to low, was:
complete response, balanced development, cultural network,
ecology-dominant, developmental delay, and resource advantage.
Farmers with a complete response type had the strongest response in
the financial capital category, whereas farmers with an ecology-
dominant response type responded most strongly in the material
capital category. For other types, the strongest response was in
cultural capital. The weakest response of farmers with a balanced
development, ecology-dominant, or cultural network response type
was in the workforce capital category, whereas that of farmers with a
resource advantage or developmental delay response type was
financial capital. For the complete response type, the weakest
response was in social capital. These results demonstrated that
farmers with a balanced development, complete response, or
cultural network response type could respond more suitably to
rural ecocultural tourism.

The backflow and incorporation of talent in farmers’ ecocultural
tourism in Xiangxi Prefecture ensured the implementation of the rural
revitalization strategy. Five factors influencing farmers’ sustainable
livelihood response was identified. In order of degree of response, from
high to low, these factors were the number of family members
participating in tourism, investment in rural tourism, number of
relatives and friends, family members participating in social affairs,
and ethnic buildings. The willingness and behavior of farmers to
participate in rural ecocultural tourism have an important impact on

tourism development, and the revitalization of talents in rural
revitalization is particularly urgent.

Based on the research results of the article, the paper put forward
suggestions to promote the livelihood improvement of ecotourism
farmers in ethnic areas, with the aim of providing effective guidance
for poverty reduction and sustainable rural development in China and
worldwide. Rural tourism involves multiple stakeholders and requires
the concerted efforts of the government, tourism enterprises, and
farmers. First, the government is the most solid backing mechanism
for the people. As such, it should fully recognize the significance of
ecocultural tourism for sustainable development and provide
maximum rural policy support (such as land policy, talent policy,
rent reduction, skills training, etc.) and financial support (including
infrastructure construction, tourism facilities construction, etc.). The
government should also strengthen the environmental and cultural
awareness of farmers and promote ecological protection and cultural
heritage. Secondly, tourism companies should consider long-term
interests, give full play to the human resource advantages of
farmers, and provide more jobs for farmers. They should also
improve the interest relationship between farmers and tourism
through capital investment, ticket dividends, and other methods to
attract the active participation of farmers in rural tourism. Finally,
farmers must fully seize the opportunity of tourism development,
actively accept novel ideas, and improve their comprehensive ability to
transform their livelihoods. As cultural skills are the most attractive
resources that farmers have, they should actively innovate cultural
forms, further enhance the core competitiveness of national culture,
and turn intangible cultural resources into tangible cultural capital to
achieve livelihood improvement.

We acknowledge that our study has several limitations. Since
farmers’ sustainable livelihood are a dynamic process, with the
implementation of policies and changes in the social environment,
farmers’ sustainable livelihood adaptation and livelihood transition
will face new challenges that will have increasingly complex effects on
farmers’ sustainable livelihood responses. This paper evaluates and
analyzes farmers’ sustainable livelihood responses by selecting cross-
sectional data, which is not sufficient to comprehensively describe the
characteristics and mechanisms of farmers’ sustainable livelihood
responses in ethnic tourism in a dynamic time series. In
subsequent research, scholars should conduct long-term follow-ups
and further explore the dynamic evolution process and mechanisms of
farmers’ sustainable livelihood responses through comparative
analysis in different periods.
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