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A B S T R A C T

Large-scale park-visitor symbiosis remains an aspiration despite the need for new models to address the chal-
lenges of managing contemporary protected area systems. A survey of 1050 visitors to the Red Beach National
Scenic Corridor in Northeast China, however, indicates a latent potential, with 36.0% qualifying as “enthused
ecotourists” and 32.4% as “ecotourists” based on claimed adherence to basic ecotourism characteristics. Another
17.2% are “hands-on greens” also amenable to participation in on-site park enhancement activities but neutral
about nature learning. “Ambivalents” account for the remaining 14.4% of the sample. High overall proclivity to
participate, report misbehavior, and behave in a more environmentally responsible manner as a result of their
Red Beach visit constitutes a basis for mass comprehensive ecotourism that can achieve park-visitor symbiosis
and contribute significantly to the creation of an ecological civilization, as long as attendant strategies in-
corporate distinctive Chinese tendencies in ecotourism and outdoor recreation.

1. Introduction

Protected areas, aside from strictly protected wilderness and scien-
tific preserves, are expected to accommodate dual ecological and re-
creational mandates (Dudley, 2013; Gurung, 2010). However, high and
increasing visitation levels in many of the more accessible parks pose a
substantial threat to their environmental integrity, and necessitate
costly management and monitoring initiatives to minimize the asso-
ciated negative impacts (Eagles & McCool, 2002; Hammitt & Cole,
1998). Because they are presumed to be more attentive to their own
personal impacts, “ecotourists” are widely regarded as a more desirable
type of park visitor (Blamey, 2001; Fennell, 2015). Especially mer-
itorious are those few ecotourists who also participate in activities
which help to enhance the park ecosystem, thereby repositioning the
visitor from inherent environmental threat to environmental opportu-
nity. Such behavior is associated with “comprehensive ecotourism” that
moves substantively beyond the basic requirements of “minimalist
ecotourism” (Weaver, 2005). With global growth in demand for park-
based recreation expected to persist, it is becoming necessary to

fundamentally realign the park-visitor relationship by encouraging all
visitors to behave like comprehensive ecotourists, serving as agents of
environmental enhancement through appropriate motivation and mo-
bilization that also promotes participant wellbeing and increased en-
vironmental awareness in everyday life (Weaver & Lawton, 2017). A
promising sign from Australia is that most visitors from some National
Parks are willing to participate in certain types of park enhancement
should such opportunities be publicized or otherwise made available
(Weaver, 2013).

There has been rapidly growing interest and research output in the
knowledge domain of green tourism development in China (Tang et al.,
2017; Zhong, Deng, Song & Ding, 2011), but the extent to which do-
mestic visitors to Chinese protected areas can be regarded as “eco-
tourists” is unknown, as are their proclivities to participate in site en-
hancement and to be motivated by park visits to improve their everyday
environmental awareness. This is a critical knowledge gap given that
China displays an especially concerning pattern of large-scale and in-
creasing visitation within an extensive but relatively nascent and vul-
nerable protected area system (Xiang, 2017). Evidence for negative
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visitor impacts in the Chinese protected area system is provided in
Section 2.2 below. Given such circumstances, we contend that Chinese
park visitors can collectively function as a terrible force for degradation
or a formidable force for restoration, and hence a great liability or asset
in the nation's aspiration to establish an “ecological civilization”. The
latter construct embodies the aim of reconciling contradictions between
continued economic development and integrity of the natural en-
vironment (Zhang, 2015), and is a high order imperative of con-
temporary Chinese governments (Xinhuanet, 2017). Luo and Deng
(2008) allude to the positive possibilities in their contention that “a
[protected area] destination can play a central role in functioning as a
factory through which all tourists [our emphasis] … can be remoulded
[sic] and shaped to become ecotourists, responsible travelers, and en-
vironmentally or socially conscious citizens (p. 400)”. Concurrently, it
is important to move our understanding of protected area visitor be-
havior and intentions into rapidly expanding but relatively neglected
non-Western markets and contexts.

To better assess the potential of visitation to serve as an opportunity
for park enhancement rather than an existential threat, this research
therefore identifies the latent prevalence and characteristics of the
ecotourist and attendant sub-types within a relevant Chinese protected
area setting. This segmentation, in the interests of such broader man-
agement objectives, allows park managers to devise tailored marketing
and management strategies that can effectively engage distinct sub-
groups within diverse visitor populations (Keller & Kotler, 2015). The
literature review in the next section examines the relevant global and
Chinese contexts to more fully justify the research, and this is followed
by a description of the Red Beach National Scenic Corridor case study in
Northeastern China and the justification for its selection. Subsequent
sections describe the method, the results, and the practical and theo-
retical implications of the findings.

2. Literature review

2.1. Protected areas and ecotourists

The world's terrestrial protected areas are estimated to receive over
eight billion recreational visitors per year, with iconic parks and those
near large urban and tourism concentrations disproportionately af-
fected (Balmford et al., 2015). Of concurrent concern is that these parks
are becoming ever more crucial for their ecological functions as rela-
tively undisturbed natural habitat is relentlessly displaced and de-
graded outside of higher order protected area contexts (Balmford,
Green, & Jenkins, 2003). Increasingly reliant on visitor-derived revenue
as public funding continues to erode (Eagles, 2003; Watson et al.,
2014), park managers typically regard visitors as a necessary evil re-
quiring strict management and monitoring to ensure that internal
ecological integrity remains uncompromised. If implemented correctly,
this approach avoids Budowski's (1976) worst case scenario of park/
visitor “conflict” and fosters neutral but preferable “coexistence”.
Under increased scrutiny however is whether coexistence can be
maintained in the face of dual threats from accelerating visitation and
pervasive environmental stress. Weaver and Lawton (2017) accordingly
call for a new park visitation paradigm in which all visitors are en-
couraged and enabled to serve as agents of environmental enhancement
through effective motivation (i.e. the desire to participate in appro-
priate activities) and mobilization (i.e. the ability to participate through
appropriate mechanisms), thereby realizing the aspirational scenario of
park-visitor “symbiosis”. This complements Blangy and Mehta (2006),
who call for a new park-visitor relationship focused on ecological re-
storation.

Visitor quality and behavior are crucial influences on Budowski's
scenarios (1976). Although sometimes conflated with all protected area
visitation, “ecotourists” in the Western context are a presumably mer-
itorious visitor segment distinguished by their (a) interest in relatively
undisturbed ecosystems and constituent flora and fauna, (b) desire to

learn about and appreciate these natural phenomena, and (c) intention
to behave in environmentally sustainable ways during their protected
area visits (Blamey, 2001; Weaver, 2008). One longstanding typology
situates ecotourists along a “hard” to “soft” continuum, with the latter
purported to prefer superficial and brief encounters with nature within
well-serviced venues. These soft ecotourists are believed to account for
most park visitors (Lindberg, 1991; Queensland, 1997) and give rise to
the specter of mass ecotourism (Kontogeorgopoulos, 2004; Thomlinson
& Getz, 1996; Weaver, 2001, 2005), confined ironically to the very
small site-hardened park areas conducive to mass casual visits (Lawton,
2001). A more recent typology differentiates between “comprehensive”
and “minimalist” ecotourists (Weaver, 2005), with the latter associated
with coexistence and the small group of the former with symbiosis,
being interested in deep and comprehensive understandings of the park
setting, open to personally transformative learning outcomes, and
sympathetic to improving the park status quo through their direct and
indirect actions.

Comprehensive ecotourists are sometimes conflated with hard
ecotourists, but the association is not inevitable, and is unfortunate in
its implication that symbiosis effects are confined to a miniscule portion
of park visitors. Effective symbiosis, rather, occurs when comprehen-
sive ecotourism is widespread among soft ecotourists, and hence nor-
mative. This may appear counter-intuitive given the tangential en-
gagement of the latter with the natural environment and their emphasis
on personal comfort, but there is some evidence of latent comprehen-
sive ecotourism tendencies in this segment. Specifically, Weaver (2013)
revealed in a survey of visitors to National Parks in the hinterland of
Australia's Gold Coast that 8% were willing to participate in “focused
activism” such as planting trees or removing exotic vegetation, far more
than currently involved through specific park advocacy organizations,
and similar to previous results yielded in the same parks (Weaver,
2002). More significantly, another 75% were open to “incidental acti-
vism” involving activities, such as picking up litter or taking note of
unusual environmental conditions, that can be undertaken during
bushwalks or other regular recreation, and that lead potentially to fu-
ture participation in focused activism.

2.2. Chinese context

China, a biologically mega-diverse country (He, 2009), had 18% of
its territory, or 137 million hectares, occupied by 2856 protected areas
in 2014 (Miller-Rushing, Primack, Ma & Zhou, 2017). While this ex-
ceeds the global 2014 figure of 15.4% (UNEP, 2014), remote regions
such as western China are far more protected than heavily populated
areas (Guo & Cui, 2015), and most parks are classified at Category V or
lower in the IUCN system, indicating tolerance of significant human
landscape modification and a diverse array of recreational activities.
This relatively low biocentric focus and a longstanding priority on
generating economic benefits are “pull” factors that have combined
with “push” factors such as congested and polluted urban environ-
ments, increasing discretionary incomes, and well-articulated trans-
portation systems to stimulate high and rapidly growing levels of visi-
tation. National Forest Parks are a major Chinese protected area
category that illustrate this trend, with visitors increasing from about
50 million in 1997 (Zhang, Zhou & Jin, 2000) to 100 million in 2002,
330 million in 2009 (Chen & Nakama, 2013) and 917 million in 2016
(all but 15 million domestic), generating 78 billion CNY in revenue
(Xiang, 2017). Among the growing number of iconic protected areas
that merit “hyper-destination” status are Nanshan National Forest Park
(Chongqing) with 14.38 million visitors in 2009 (Chen & Nakama,
2013), and Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve (Sichuan) and Zhangjiajie Na-
tional Forest Park (Hunan) which respectively attracted 5,096,000 and
3,370,000 visitors in 2015 (Buckley, Zhong, & Ma, 2017).

Formal links to ecotourism are pervasive in such protected areas,
with 92% of National Forest Parks having been officially developed to
accommodate this type of tourism, and 77% offering special
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