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Abstract
This paper aims to analyze the articles regarding the role of good governance in sus-
tainable tourism for China. Following the PRISMA guidelines, a systematic litera-
ture review approach has been conducted in this paper. A total number of 100 peer-
reviewed journal papers have been critically evaluated. Our review analysis shows 
that taking necessary steps under good governance can promote sustainable tour-
ism development in China. Few policy recommendations and future research aspects 
have also been included in the paper.
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Introduction

Governance is the process by which groups of people make decisions (Graham 
et  al. 2003). Debates on governance focus on how the diverse activities of the 
state are conducted. Sustainable tourism development and governance refer to 
the process and institutions that make tourism decisions. Public and private sec-
tor agencies, chambers of commerce, development bureaus, and community or 
resident groups can all play a role (Hall 2005). In other words, good governance 
means society has the political, legal, and administrative institutions to enact and 
implement public goods policies. To achieve public policy goals efficiently, fairly, 
and transparently, the state must have good governance. In other words, it relates 
to state governance (Paavola et al. 2009). It is suggested that while good govern-
ance can be produced by the government alone, it is often necessary to collabo-
rate with tourism-related businesses and/or non-profit organizations.

It is difficult to sum up sustainable tourism in a few words. Sustainable tour-
ism considers long-term economic viability, social justice, ecology, and other fac-
tors. Sustainability tourism is, thus, intertwined with the larger debate on sus-
tainable development. Most researchers agree that sustainable tourism includes 
social, economic, and environmental aspects (Romagosa et  al. 2011). The main 
responsibilities of sustainable tourism should include: (1) protecting and saving 
the environment, natural resources, and wildlife, (2) creating authentic tourist 
experiences and conserving cultural heritage, (3) providing socio-economic ben-
efits for communities who live in tourist destinations, (4) creating inclusive and 
accessible tourist opportunities, and (5) bringing tourists and local communities 
together for mutual benefit. Thus, introducing and implementing sustainable tour-
ism is a demand for nature and human welfare.

In recent years, the concept of sustainable tourism has been prevalent among 
researchers, students, teachers, policymakers, government officials, private tourism 
organizers, and so on that one can easily think that there is nothing left to say on 
this subject. However, in the words, there are still relatively only a few examples 
of successful sustainable tourism initiatives implemented. Even though numerous 
attempts have been made to turn theoretical terms into action, the outcome or results 
have generally been very limited or not very satisfactory. The scenario is somewhat 
similar for China as well. Chinese domestic tourism is mainly driven by price com-
petition in the volume market, while sustainable tourism services are rarely offered 
or implemented. The current tourism growth pattern poses substantial challenges 
for China’s existing natural and cultural tourism resources (WTTC 2006), e.g., as it 
threatens ecologically sensitive areas (Wen 2001; Nianyong and Zhuge 2001). These 
issues are particularly crucial in southwestern China, which harbors one of 25 global 
biodiversity hotspots (Myers et  al. 2000) and is an officially designated tourism 
development area (Ge 2002). In addition, Chinese tourist attitudes toward sustain-
able tourism services received little attention; however, most work on Chinese tour-
ism is conducted from a supply-side perspective (Yan et al. 2010).

The above discussion shows the importance of implementing sustainable tour-
ism development in various countries, including China. A joint treatise on trust 
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and other key governance concepts like power and social capital will benefit both 
research fields. (Nunkoo 2017). Bramwell (2010) also suggested that we should 
devote more research attention to the broad range of contexts and activities of 
tourism governance. Researchers like Zhang et  al. (2021a, b) scientifically ana-
lyzed and investigated potential national park construction areas. They urged the 
need for national parks for recreational sustainability management evaluation 
indicators and applying China’s global sustainable tourism destination stand-
ard. Many studies have been done on sustainable tourism development in China, 
but few have addressed the role of good governance. Moreover, most related 
research is quite old, and no significant peer-reviewed article has been published 
recently. It aimed to fill the gap by collecting and analyzing relevant literature 
reviews. Our review collection is relatively new (51out of 100 articles published 
in 2020–2021). We analyzed the articles critically and made policy recommenda-
tions, which previous researchers did not.

Three main parts construct this paper. The first part introduces the systematic 
review’s importance, related literature review, and methodology. The next part is 
the article’s main body, consisting of PESTEL (political, economic, social, techno-
logical, environmental, and legal). The last part is the final part, which analyzes the 
results and conclusion. In conclusion, we have put forward some suggestions and 
policy recommendations for sustainable tourism development in China from a good 
governance point of view.

Related literature review

There are some related review works done by the researcher. However, most review 
works are done by local (Chinese) authors. Such as, Li and Qi (2007) put forward 
some problems of China’s sustainable tourism industry theory from the reality of 
China and studied China’s sustainable tourism industry and its development strategy 
as a subsystem of the sustainable development system. Li and Yin (2011) started 
with the particularity of mountain resources in the Gongga mountain area and 
expounded on the urgency of developing tourism in that region. They finally put 
forward the “space–time three-dimensional development model” of “plane zoning, 
vertical zoning and sustainable development in the direction of time continuation” 
to actively develop tourism and realize the sustainable development of the economy, 
society, and environment.

From the perspective of resource, economic, social, and technological systems, 
Zhang and Liu (2019) refined the tourism poverty alleviation that takes the resource 
element system as the attraction, the economic element system as the driving force, 
the social element system as the promotion force, and the technological element 
system as the catalytic force. The authors suggested developing the REST drive 
mechanism for sustainable tourism poverty alleviation. Zhang and Zhong (2017) 
investigated the need for good governance and management in national park man-
agement. They think good vertical governance can help promote sustainable tour-
ism. The system then configures power distribution and power realization institu-
tions. Increasing local, sustainable tourism requires local governments to invest in 
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tourist infrastructure, develop comprehensive urban management capabilities, and 
foster citizen identity through government governance (Tian 2013). Chen and Shi 
(2013) assessed the economic, social, and environmental performance of the Phoe-
nix Ancient Town government governance in western Hunan. They thought Phoenix 
Ancient Town’s government governance was not ideal, the main tourism depart-
ment’s authority was unclear, and tourism policy implementation was inefficient. 
So, sustainable tourism improves government governance.

Apart from the Chinese context, some other research also has been done on this 
topic. For example, Nunkoo (2017) introduces the concept of governance and its 
contributions to tourism governance and sustainable tourism. He contends that good 
governance and sustainable tourism research favor power over trust. Farmaki (2015) 
evaluated the effectiveness of regional tourism governance in Cyprus by consider-
ing regional tourism organizations’ (RTOs) public–private networks. Their findings 
reveal that network governance-related challenges interact with region-specific char-
acteristics, inhibiting the effectiveness of regional tourism governance in implement-
ing sustainable tourism. Bramwell (2010) described how research on local participa-
tion in tourism planning has aided in understanding sustainable tourism governance. 
Participatory planning, he argued, should be examined critically as a reflection of 
our current economic, social, and ideological circumstances. Taliouris and Trihas 
(2017) tested Greece’s complex and non-linear policy challenges of tourism sus-
tainability, environmental modernization, competitiveness, and social welfare. The 
authors provided an overview of EU CSR and SD research. They believe that sus-
tainable tourism development in Greece requires job creation, business innovation, 
environmental sustainability, and good governance. On the Dutch national level, 
Valentina (2009) studied public authorities’ role in tourism governance. She exam-
ines whether international recommendations are reflected in how public authorities 
influence domestic tourism in the Netherlands. There is no international recommen-
dation for horizontal and vertical policy coordination. This is due to neoliberal gov-
ernance principles rather than the Dutch tourism sector’s sustainability.

Methodology

This paper uses the PESTEL model to analyze sustainable tourism development 
in China. Previous studies like community-based sustainable tourism development 
in Vietnam by Ngoc et al. (2021) used a similar method. Gregoric (2014) used the 
PESTEL analysis of tourism destinations from the perspective of business tourism 
for Croatia and Qatar. Kara (2018) studied the scope of estimating the influence of 
the PESTEL dimension on the tourism sector in Turkey. After analyzing related 
studies, we have decided to conduct the PESTEL analysis for China’s sustainable 
tourism implementation. However, motivated by Loizia et al. (2021), using the PES-
TEL model, this paper discusses (Fig. 1) China’s tourism industry from the SWOT 
(strength, weakness, threats, opportunities) perspective. Researchers like Sansa et al. 
(2021) also have designed sustainable development based on LCA (life cycle assess-
ment) and operation management methods. They have SWOT, PESTEL, and 7S 
(systems, strategy, structure, share values, staff, style) analysis.
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Although PESTEL (political, economic, socio-cultural, technological, envi-
ronment, and legal) analysis’s conceptual structure and nature need an integrated 
approach to study, the technological foundation of PESTEL does not sufficiently 
enable such an approach. However, PESTEL analysis now only offers a general 
overview of general understanding of a company’s macroenvironmental circum-
stances, but we have tried to analyze this approach from broader perspectives. Some 
researchers have used the PESTEL analysis in the tourism sector but on a short 
scale. For example, Gregoric (2014) used the PESTEL analysis of tourism destina-
tions from the perspective of business tourism. In addition, Nicula and Spanu (2019) 
used PESTEL analysis applied in tourism evaluation in Braila county.

Our list of articles table has five columns: authors, year, keywords, content, and 
mechanism/comments. We have mainly considered the articles that were published 
in the year 2000–2021. Among the final 100 papers, we have selected 51 articles 
that were published in the last 2 years (2020–2021). Each of the PESTEL factors 
contain 20–25 pieces of articles approximately. Our research is significant because 
COVID-19 has affected the Chinese tourism industry. Less tourism means less pres-
sure to manage and implement good governance in tourist destinations.

We used Google Scholar, Scopus, Science Direct, and PubMed for foreign arti-
cles. We used Baidu, Wenku, Baike, CNKI, etc., for Chinese articles. We translated 
the articles from simplified Mandarin into English. Initially, we searched the articles 
using the keywords “sustainable tourism” and “Good governance”. Eight hundred 
and eighty-nine articles on good governance and sustainable tourism are mentioned 
in the paper’s title. We had to remove 15 duplicate articles. We removed non-China 
articles (478). After eliminating irrelevant articles, we had 132 full-text eligible arti-
cles. We chose 100 articles from 132 for review (Fig. 2).

In Fig.  3, we have created a framework for PESTEL analysis. This conceptual 
framework is adapted from Steward and Kuska (2010). The percentage (%) shows 
the covered literature of each area.

Political (public) policies toward sustainable tourism

The central government dominates policy making, legitimation, and agenda setting in 
China’s immediate social and tourism development plans. Mimi et al. (2020) examined 
China’s political–economic governance of sustainable tourism. Their research shows 
that the 5-year guideline mirrors China’s macro-political and economic structures and 
mainstream policy. Li and Zhen (2014) built an integrated model of intergovernmental 

Fig. 1   Method—SWOT and PESTEL analysis
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cooperation and regional tourism development. They believe that intergovernmen-
tal collaboration has a direct and vital impact on the sustainable development of sus-
tainable regional tourism. Shen and Qiu (2011) summarized the crucial role of the 
government in the development of urban or regional tourism, discussed the primary 
path of tourism in sustainable urban development, and provided the reference for the 
sustainable development of domestic tourism destinations. Zha et al. (2021) used the 
Tapio decoupling index model in Chengdu, China, and believed that keeping synergy 
between different tourism decoupling strategies should prioritize government depart-
ments to keep tourism decoupling strategies synergistic. Wang(2014) actively creates a 
platform for mutual visits and cooperative actions at the leadership level. These coop-
erative actions should be coordinated among node enterprises to promote sustainable 
tourism development. For example, high embeddedness can lead to a more stable com-
munity development model and more equitable benefit distribution (Liu et al. 2020). 
Aside from that, it promotes sustainable tourism development in ancient villages. Zhou 
(2005) used Delphi and factor analysis to construct the eco-tourism certification index 
system, summarized the current situation and main problems of eco-tourism manage-
ment by local governments in the respective province, and expounded on the govern-
ment’s behavior. Specific management means the process of promoting eco-tourism 
certification standards. Feng and Ma (2006) examined the theory of sustainable tourism 
development in the PingKun mountain tourist areas. They believed that the government 
should lead tourism development and that tourist attractions should be run like corpora-
tions. Ma (2020) believes that the regional allocation difference of government govern-
ance capability significantly impacts regional industrial growth and individual entre-
preneurship choice. How the diversified, sustainable rural tourism model could help 
achieve rural revitalization was examined by Liu and Wang (2018). According to them, 
rural tourism can fully utilize local resources, revitalize local economies, and help to 
restore rural areas. Wang and Wang (2015) built a system network of social governance 
in China’s tourism community based on constructing an innovative ecosystem, pro-
moting the integration of social resources for good governance in the community with 
creative viewpoints, and realizing the social construction project of multi-party interac-
tion between tourism development subjects. Hu (2013) examined sustainable tourism 
public information, security, administration, and facilities in Zhejiang. He believes that 
restructuring tourism governance and involving social organizations in providing sus-
tainable tourism public services are required. Findings show that despite criticism of 
their lack of participation in decision-making, stakeholders react less to the drastic pol-
icy change. Thus, structuring or restructuring the user and stakeholder-friendly policies 
would be welcomed and helpful for building sustainable tourism. Key findings regard-
ing public policy measures toward sustainable tourism development are listed in Fig. 4.

Economic policy toward sustainable tourism

Regarding economic policies issued by the government to promote sustainable tour-
ism development, Hong et  al. (2016) believe that China’s government-led natural 
development model of mass tourism may fall into a potential path dependence trap, 
creating obstacles to the comprehensive development of resources and communities. 
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Cheng (2008) compared the background, conceptual connotation, and relationship 
between eco-tourism and sustainable tourism and believed that eco-tourism could 
only be developed as a special form and way of sustainable tourism under specific 
conditions. Wang (2020b, a) believes that large-scale eco-tourism development and 
tourism bring economic benefits and problems to nature reserves. In this context, 
the nature reserve must develop sustainable tourism, manage the environment, and 
reconcile the interests of all stakeholders. Xiong and Zhang (2010) believe that an 
environmental protection tax could be levied on scenic spots based on the evaluation 
index system of sustainable tourism development. He proposed higher taxes on pol-
luted areas. In practice, Gordana et al. (2020) confirmed that financial resources sig-
nificantly limit sustainable rural tourism development. To develop sustainable rural 
tourism, financial investment is needed. Zhang et al. (2016) defined the context of 
ecological civilization tourism from four angles and proposed a medium position-
ing development strategy for industrializing ecological civilization tourism. Wang 
(2020b, a) proposes targeted promotion strategies to realize the “ecology economy 
recreation” co-existence and co-promotion of the tourism development model in 
Qiandao Lake scenic spot. Michelle et al. (2021) stressed that the increasing growth 
is unsustainable, and the road of sustainable tourism production and consumption 
can maximize the role of promoting economic growth only with adequate supervi-
sion. Tan (2012) believes that the tourism circular economy has enriched the theo-
retical achievements and practical system of sustainable tourism with the core of 
material circulation flow, sustainable use of resources, and environment-friendly 
utilization. The “ternary needs theory” was the logical starting point for the inno-
vation of tourism consumption theory, and Mao (2006) proposed the preliminary 
framework of the “ternary structure of sustainable tourism consumption”, including 
material, spiritual, and ecological consumption. Xu (2006) believes that the main 
obstacles restricting tourists’ green consumption mainly come from the indifference 
to tourists’ green consumption concept, and the deviation of tourism management 
and service. Guiding and managing tourists’ green consumption in sustainable tour-
ism mainly depends on tourists’ self-education and restraint. Wang and Ma (2007) 
noted a noticeable consumerism trend in China’s hot tourism consumption, mani-
fested in mass tourism compliance and high-end tourism flaunting. They suggest on 
how to build sustainable tourism consumption. Zhang (2021a, 2021b) conducted 

Fig. 4   Public policy measures
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policy diversification and comprehensive research on emission trading plans or car-
bon tax to enhance the computable general equilibrium model, dynamic stochastic 
general equilibrium model, difference method, regression discontinuity method, and 
consider the overall or sectoral impact on different tourism economic and environ-
mental variables. Ma and Lu (2016) constructed a new heritage tourism develop-
ment model according to the unique situation of the cross-provincial distribution of 
chieftain heritage and innovatively combined heritage tourism development with 
regional poverty alleviation. Zheng and Tang (2019) built sustainable development 
and protection of Chinese chieftain heritage. The perspectives of poverty allevia-
tion are vital for constructing a new tourism development model. They did specific 
research and provided practical guidance for the coordinated development of the 
regional economy and culture. A new eco-tourism model that combines economic 
development and eco-friendliness was developed by Wu et  al. (2021) to realize 
rapid eco-tourism development in Tibetan areas. From the perspective of sustainable 
development theory, Wang (2017) explained sustainable tourism and the relation-
ship between sustainable tourism and tourism poverty reduction. He discovered that 
good governance is mutually causal to tourism and poverty reduction. Sustainable 
tourism development must be a prerequisite for tourism poverty reduction policies. 
Economic policy changes are not limited to effect income tourism and creating jobs 
instead. It dramatically impacts alternative macro-economic contexts (trade liber-
alization, with direct effects on distribution, the pressure drop of the taxes on fami-
lies, with impact on their welfare, etc). Thus, to attain sustainable tourism, the right 
economic policy is crucial (Marin 2015). Key findings regarding monetary policy 
measures toward sustainable tourism development are listed in Fig. 5.

Social welfare policies toward sustainable tourism

Some sustainable tourism theories led to social welfare. Tang et al. (2006) explained 
the link between eco-tourism and sustainable tourism. Sustainability in tourism is 
the only way to address growing environmental, social, and economic crises. Zhang 
(2021a, 2021b) examined the Shennongjia National Park system pilot area in Hubei 
Province. They used the mixed research method to explore residents’ perceptions 
of sustainable tourism and its impact on the economy. Swarbrooke (1999) reviewed 
recent research on housing, cultural relics protection, and Hutong tourism value in 
Beijing. He discussed the problems and solutions of the tourism governance sys-
tem. According to Zheng (2013), describing Huizhou ancient buildings’ current 
state allows researchers to understand better the issues surrounding Huizhou ancient 

Economic policy measures

Carbon tax Financial investment Sustainable tourism 
consump�on Poverty reduc�on

Fig. 5   Economic policy measures



	 SN Bus Econ (2023) 3:3333  Page 10 of 22

buildings’ protection and utilization. Using the case study method, Lu et al. (2021) 
analyzed the rural tourism development experience of Zhaoqing City, Guangdong 
Province, and the contribution of various tourism forms to local, sustainable devel-
opment. Under the influence of coronavirus pneumonia, Florencio et  al. (2021) 
believe tourism is one of the most influential industries affected by COVID-19. They 
used structural equation modeling to think sustainable tourism can stimulate tour-
ism flow and help tourism revival. Sun et al. (2021) evaluated 15 GIAHS projects 
in China and proposed a framework for agricultural and cultural heritage sustain-
able tourism. The framework’s core goal is to develop sustainable tourism strategies 
based on global and local experiences for different heritage sites. However, Moham-
madi et al. (2021) find that sustainable tourism efforts will not produce good results 
without paying attention to tourists’ and tourism activists’ details and responsible 
behavior. Sustainable tourism also plays a vital role in promoting social welfare and 
livelihood. However, there are issues with tourism poverty alleviation, such as une-
ven benefits, tourism leakage, and severe product imitation (Li and Xu 2006). These 
issues erode the benefits of sustainable tourism for the poor. Chi and Han (2021) 
believe that the practice of the rural sustainable tourism industry should deepen the 
maintenance of tourist expectations, rural tourism performance, destination image, 
tourist satisfaction, and loyalty. Yuan et al. (2021) chose Shuixiang’s east town of 
Xuanzhou City as the research area. They analyzed the advantages, disadvantages, 
and opportunities of Shuixiang East Town using the SWOT method and proposed 
ways to promote sustainable tourism development. Based on the DSR model and 
the Rural Revitalization Strategy, Li (2020a, b) established an evaluation index sys-
tem for rural tourism sustainable development in Jinan. Shu et al. (2019) proposed 
Sustainable Development Countermeasures for Tianmu Lake Tourist resorts as part 
of the Rural Revitalization Strategy. Key findings regarding social policy measures 
toward sustainable tourism development are listed in Fig. 6.

Technological strategies toward sustainable tourism

Using technology to develop sustainable tourism is also a priority for the govern-
ment. As of now, Wang et al. (2021) consider bioremediation as a prerequisite for 
sustainable tourism practice based on combining and using various technical means. 
For example, cultivating new tourism operators and integrating tourism science and 
technology should be strengthened (Xi and Li 2021). Li (2017) believes that tourism 
communities will become more data driven and collaborative in the information age. 
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Tourism poverty 
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Fig. 6   Social policy measures
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Data transparency and openness will help distribute and coordinate public power 
and interests, promoting pluralistic cooperative co-governance and good govern-
ance. The tourism innovation model of “Internet + Tourism” and “Smart + Tourism” 
(Wan and Du 2021) used digital technology to empower the development of indus-
trial tourism. They believe it would promote the transformation of industrial tourism 
to sustainable tourism and helping the sustainable development of urban industrial 
sustainable tourism innovation.

To build a solid user base for sustainable tourism development, Beata et  al. 
(2021) investigated the frequency of social media use by different generations and 
the scope of use in travel planning. For example, Xue (2014) believes that as a 
product of human progress, tourism has the inherent advantages of responding to 
ecological-economic models, using ecological technology, promoting ecological 
mechanisms, and advocating environmental consumption methods. Some scholars 
disagree on specific tourism areas. It is recommended that low-carbon tourism be 
guided by green thinking, new products like eco-tourism and alternative tourism are 
developed, emission reduction is advocated and compensated, a carbon economy is 
created with emission standards, and new oil-saving and energy-saving technologies 
are encouraged (Wang and Zhu 2012). Using GIS software, Zhang (2006) evalu-
ated and analyzed the sustainable tourism development status of nine provinces and 
regions in the Pan-Pearl River Delta from 1998 to 2003. Sustainable tourism may 
help coordinate tourism and other economic sectors. Chen (2021a, b) discussed data 
mining technology in Tibet’s sustainable tourism e-commerce, expounded on apply-
ing data mining technology in tourism e-commerce effectively, and studied how to 
complete effective digital mining in Tibet’s tourism e-commerce reasonably and 
effectively. Li (2020a, b) considers red tourism a form of sustainable tourism. Its 
findings contribute to China’s theoretical and practical digital red sustainable tour-
ism resource protection framework.

Guan (2021) first analyzes the current situation and problems of building an 
integrity culture in some sustainable tourist attractions in Sanya, then analyzes the 
causes of problems, and finally presents the benefits of applying blockchain technol-
ogy to solve relevant issues, as well as the specific application scheme of blockchain 
technology in Sanya’s development. Huang (2021) proposed to design the applica-
tion system solution of virtual reality MR technology scenic spots suitable for local 
tourism characteristics and cultural heritage. He designed the MR intelligent cul-
tural tourism system based on the cultural tourism characteristics of Wuzhou City. 
Liu et al. (2021a, b) used a four-rotor UAV to collect images of Huajiang Canyon 
in Guanling, Guizhou, built a three-dimensional model using tilt photography mod-
eling technology, and optimized the scene using unity three-dimensional software to 
promote geological culture and sustainable tourism in Huajiang Canyon. Liu et al. 
(2021a, b) used ArcGIS technology to classify and spatially distribute 182 rural 
tourism POI points in Xiyang Town, Meizhou City. They argue that a more sustain-
able tourism development model will improve quality and efficiency. Using ArcGIS-
related analysis tools, Chen and Liu (2021) studied the spatial characteristics of tour-
ist attractions in Ningguo City and proposed targeted overall development strategies 
to build a global sustainable tourism model. Rural tourism is a new sustainable tour-
ism model. Li (2021) explores the application path of BIM technology in realizing 
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traditional village information management, which is of guiding significance to tra-
ditional village tourism resource information management. Zhu (2021) asserts that 
urban residents are adopting rural tourism as a new sustainable tourism option. We 
should improve the rural tourism network’s security and make recommendations for 
long-term tourism security. Key findings regarding technological policy measures 
toward sustainable tourism development are listed in Fig. 7.

Environmental policy toward sustainable tourism

Sustainable tourism protects natural and cultural resources while benefiting locals. 
Specifically, it raises awareness of eco-environmental protection and safeguards the 
ecological environment to support future social tourism and industrial development. 
With the rise of sustainable economic development forms like green, ecological, 
and low-carbon economies, Tang (2014) believes that green tourism has become 
an essential form of sustainable tourism. Shu and Huang (2015) proposed the Scell 
tourism development model. They believe sustainable tourism is the macro-level 
development director, promoting LOHAS consumption mode for tourists and resi-
dents and implementing ecological and low-carbon design for tourism-related enter-
prises. Milioti et al. (2021) believe that adopting the principle of sustainable devel-
opment is very important for tourism.

Environmental management systems and eco-label scanning help businesses 
reduce their environmental impact while growing sustainable tourism. The interna-
tional community has paid close attention to the ecological and sustainable devel-
opment issues caused by the rapid loss of biodiversity Yao et  al. (2011). Using 
Jiuzhaigou as a case, Liu (2010) conducted an exploratory study on tourists’ envi-
ronmentally friendly behavior and its influencing factors, providing a theoretical 
basis for selective marketing of scenic spots and suggestions for sustainable tourism 
environmental protection. Yuan et al. (2019) contend that national parks should be 
managed and controlled like ecological spaces. To effectively use national parks to 
promote sustainable tourism, they should reflect the concept of primary functional 
areas. Gao and Liu (2007) established the basic framework and content of tourism 
destination environmental management aiming at sustainable tourism. Yuan and 
Peng (2019) believe national parks should control ecological space to develop sus-
tainable tourism. Quan and Yang (2002) proposed a scale tolerance measurement 
model for sustainable tourism construction. This model can analyze environmental 
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change and sustainable development of eco-tourism areas at various construction 
scales. Jia et  al. (2021) tested the structural equation model’s hypothesis. They 
found a link between residents’ environmental stewardship and tourists’ green con-
sumption, mediated by environmental issues and destination identification. Yang 
and Wang (2020) proposed using ecological carrying capacity as a rigid constraint 
to reduce tourism overcrowding to protect the environment, improve infrastruc-
ture, upgrade scenic spots, preserve the environment, eliminate overdevelopment, 
and fully exploit the important role of sustainable development tourism in Mount 
Emei. Shu and Huang (2013) proposed a circular eco-tourism development model in 
Guizhou Province. Achieving an ecological civilization in China’s underdeveloped 
areas requires driving operation mechanisms guided by the government and led by 
the market.

The regulations proposed by Song (2018) are based on ecological civilization-
building goals and appropriate institutional arrangements. Promoting the creation of 
national parks, legislative research, and a sustainable tourism development account 
is important to them. Zhang et al. (2006) proposed a new classification system for 
tourism carrying capacity. Tourism environmental carrying capacity, environmen-
tal impact, evaluation index system, and tourism ecological footprint analysis were 
studied by Tang et al. (2013). Peng and Zhu (2021) stressed the need for eco-tour-
ism destinations to be developed sustainably. They suggested planning objectives, 
principles, and methods for planning eco-tourism to help guide the development of 
eco-tourism destinations. Chen (2021a, b) proposed the joint development of rural 
tourism and environmental protection to promote rural tourism and protect the 
environment. While researching rural tourism, he realized how rural tourism and 
the environment could coexist. However, there is a significant relationship between 
environmental effects and tourism (Ghobadi et al. 2016). Thus, tourism should be 
developed in a way that, while responding to tourists’ leisure needs and improving 
their quality of experience, it contributes to improving the quality of the environ-
ment. Key findings regarding environmental policy measures toward sustainable 
tourism development are listed in Fig. 8.

Legal strategies toward sustainable tourism

Legal means are indispensable if the government wants to promote sustainable tour-
ism. Zhang (2020) believes that eco-tourism resource circulation and protection are 
essential for China’s eco-tourism development. Strengthening eco-tourism legal 
systems can support sustainable tourism development and promote China’s ecolog-
ical civilization. Dong and Su (2021) believe that strictly protected areas such as 
natural and cultural heritage sites require collaborative innovation of development 
mode and governance structure. Fan (2020) proposes standardizing planning, envi-
ronmental assessment, monitoring, special area protection, and public participation. 
With all this, coordinating the relationship between tourism resource development 
and protection is required for more sustainable tourism development. Zhang et al. 
(2020) identified sustainable tourism destination evaluation indicators that could be 
used in the National Park. They suggested gradually establishing and improving the 



	 SN Bus Econ (2023) 3:3333  Page 14 of 22

management evaluation index monitoring and statistics system. Yu (2009) contends 
that many scenic areas have historically pursued economic gains at the expense of 
their ecology. The general public and local tourists must be guided to form scien-
tific and environmental protection living habits and consumer behavior, and an eco-
tourism legal system must be strengthened. Zeng (2004) also proposed revising and 
improving current normative documents based on analyzing and studying a series of 
problems in China’s tourism resource protection law.

In terms of improving relevant laws and regulations, Sun (2006) adopts the meth-
ods of comparative and empirical analysis, draws lessons from successful foreign 
experiences and successful cases, and discusses how to improve China’s eco-tour-
ism legal system. It was shown that introducing the legal system of the Economic 
Development Zone into the Global Sustainable Tourism Zone was rational (Li et al. 
2021a, b). To understand the current state of sustainable tourism empowerment in 
Yubeng and the legal logic of system empowerment, Wang et al. (2021) used typical 
cases, field research, and embedded easement analysis. They ran a tourism Easement 
System Empowerment pilot. Gu (2020) argues that China’s tourism laws are still 
outdated. A new sustainable tourism model of harmony between man and nature 
must be established. A resource protection system for sustainable tourism should be 
built on these principles (Li 2003). He determined the main contents of the sustain-
able tourism resource protection system, forming a coordinated legal whole.

Based on the substantial negative impact of tourism on the economy, environ-
ment, and culture, Liu and Gan  (2021) commented on several important interna-
tional conventions on sustainable tourism to a certain extent. They put forward 
some suggestions on the development path of China’s sustainable tourism laws and 
regulations. Qiu (2021) believes that eco-sustainable tourism development in China 
varies by region. Ecological civilization development requires extensive economic 
and legal means. Incorporating multiple development paths, eco-sustainable tour-
ism effectively promotes sustainable and coordinated growth. Xie (2020) believes 
that legal issues are the main factors impeding the development of the rural tourism 
industry. Rural tourism legal issues and systems are critical to creating a modern 
new countryside while maintaining environmental ecology.

A set of effective methods to protect green sustainable eco-tourism areas from 
the legal level was given by Cong (2021) based on the specific analysis of the par-
ticular situation. In addition, Li et al. (2021a, b) believe that standardizing the con-
struction land of the farmhouse, strengthening environmental management, ensuring 
food safety, and improving dispute resolution should be enhanced in rural tourism in 
China. Qiu (2020) noted the rapid growth of leisure agriculture and rural tourism. 
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However, there are issues such as rural pollution and agricultural and rural ecolog-
ical damage due to China’s insufficient leisure agriculture and rural tourism laws 
and regulations. Sustainable tourism development requires better rules and regula-
tions. After analyzing the problems in sustainable tourism, Dong (2020) believes 
it is necessary to make practical suggestions on the legal protection system of tour-
ism resources in Ganzi Prefecture in conjunction with the state situation. Zhang and 
Zheng (2020) contend that the natural environment in Guizhou’s rural areas is under 
severe threat. They analyze the current rural tourism environmental protection and 
laws in Guizhou Province and make valuable suggestions for improving them. Key 
findings regarding legal policy measures toward sustainable tourism development 
are listed in Fig. 9.

Conclusion and policy recommendations

There is a scope for future tourism research on sustainability that should focus on 
the alternative tourism sector (Knowles 2019). However, from the above discussion 
and previous literature, we have gathered recommendations for developing a sustain-
able tourism sector in China (Fig. 10).

Stakeholders can play an essential role in developing sustainable tourism indus-
try. There is an increasing acknowledgment and recommendation trend to involve 
various stakeholders in building ecological and sustainable tourism. To better 
include stakeholders in sustainable tourism, Waligo et al. (2015) developed TLRF (a 
traffic light analogy, green, amber, and red). Stakeholders should be used to achieve 
ST goals. Management need not approve ST policies, benefits, or outcomes. The red 
route concept suggests ignoring stakeholder involvement in ST to avoid failure.
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It is crucial to identify the social value of heritage concerning sustainable tour-
ism. Sustainable tourism development requires combining heritage management and 
sustainable tourism (Parga Dans and Alonso González 2019). Thus, multiple factors 
determining the social value of heritage, namely existential, aesthetic, economic, 
and legacy values, should be considered. Encouraging sustainable tourism in Chi-
na’s natural and other World Heritage Sites could be crucial. Using inoculation mes-
sages to protect potential tourists’ pro-destination attitudes is also essential. Multi-
dimensional consumer knowledge sharing across social media platforms should be 
used in individual studies. The current study examined the impact of different com-
munication message strategies on tourist pro-destination attitudes.

Figure  10 draws a few suggestions regarding promoting sustainable tourism 
development in China.

Stakeholder involvement is crucial as many private and public partnerships work 
together and organize and maintain bodies. The mixed-method approach refers to 
the P2P (public and private) partnership, Human–machine combination, TGLC 
operating system, etc. Inoculation and the protective approach are crucial for Chi-
na’s inbound tourism development. The Chinese government has tightened the pro-
tective measures and implemented zero COVID-19. Thus, to foster sustainable tour-
ism development, the related bodies need to ensure the inoculation system. Another 
important issue is the de-growth of carbonization. As the global climate changes, it 
is a real challenge for the countries to cope with the situation and maintain the origi-
nal tourist attractions. Many tourist places, activities, and severe floods are shrink-
ing tourism activities. It is suggested to take immediate action to do the de-carbon-
izations, at least in large tourist areas. Last but not least, an eco-incentive program 
should be promoted. A similar concept of ETS (emission trading scheme) can be 
taken as an example in tourist areas.

Certainly, carbon reduction strategies are an overdue tourism industry imperative 
(Sun et al. 2020). Visitor behavior must change to be more sustainable. Overall, Chi-
na’s carbon footprint is too high. Combining “de-growth” and “optimization” strate-
gies will build a long-term tourist portfolio. Demand intervention can help promote 
low-carbon travel markets. The value of natural capital and local cultures in tropi-
cal countries should be promoted, say experts. A new payment for ecosystem ser-
vices scheme tailored to sustainable tourism projects could be considered financially 
(Grilli et al. 2021). For example, creating new sustainable entrance tickets (e.g., lim-
ited in number and per season) to communities or marine protected areas.

From the above discussion and literature, we can conclude that good governance 
can promote sustainable tourism development in China. Even though it is not har-
monized, necessary steps should be taken to make tourism development sustainable. 
Countries like China can create challenges with a vast population and high demand 
for internal–external tourists. Proper uses of technology under proper good govern-
ance can give the policy some hope.

This review study is limited because it mainly focuses on PESTEL components 
of sustainable tourism development. Few study participants raised other aspects 
of sustainability that they also perceived not to align with their attitudes, cultural 
impacts on local communities, short-term damage, etc. Thus, it would be interest-
ing to conduct another review study focusing on other components of sustainable 
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tourism development. SWOT/TWOS analysis could be another approach for future 
research in this regard.
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