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Abstract: Since the reform and opening-up policy launched in 1978, the number of inbound 
tourists increased from 1.8 million in 1978 to 139.5 million in 2017, and that of domestic 
tourists increased from 344 million in 1991 to 5 billion in 2017. This article conducts research 
on how the geographical pattern of China’s tourism has evolved in the last four decades on 
the national-scale and regional-scale, for rare studies before could focus on such an ex-
tended date and utilize inbound and domestic tourism data simultaneously. Grounded on 
viable datasets and multiple vibrant data analysis approaches (including the Gini coefficient, 
primacy index analysis, hot spot analysis and Pearson correlation analysis), this article un-
packs triple vital realities. (1) The overall geographical pattern of China’s tourism develop-
ment can arguably summarize as “high in the eastern and low in the western part, high in the 
southern and low in the northern part.” Meanwhile, China’s inbound tourism has long shown 
a pattern of polarized distribution; While, domestic tourism has experienced a shift from the 
polarized distribution to the equilibrium distribution. (2) According to the features and char-
acteristics, China's tourism development can be divided into four stages. They are precisely 
the initial modern tourism stage (1978–1988), the domestic tourism cultivating stage 
(1989–1996), the rapid development stage (1997–2007) and the new normal stage 
(2008–present). (3) This article also identified multiple factors underlying the inbound and 
domestic tourism development in China, including policies, management systems, tourism 
demand, tourist attractions, economic level, consumption level, industrial development, in-
vestment status, traffic conditions, accommodation services, intermediary services and de-
gree of openness. 

Keywords: reform and opening-up; tourism development; spatial pattern; development stage; influencing factor; 
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1  Introduction 
In the past 40 years of reform and opening-up, China’s tourism industry has shifted from 
solely focusing on inbound tourism to developing both inbound tourism and domestic tour-
ism, and further to concurrently developing domestic tourism, inbound tourism and out-
bound tourism. According to statistics, the number of inbound tourists was 139 million in 
2017, which was 77 times that of 1978; the number of domestic tourists was 5 billion, which 
was 14.5 times that of 1991. The outbound tourists reached 129 million, and the outbound 
tourism consumption reached $115.29 billion in 2017. China will not only become the 
world’s largest tourist country and the fourth most significant source of tourists by 2020 
(UNWTO, 2009), but also China’s tourism development has aroused attention worldwide. 

Spatiotemporal pattern of China’s tourism is a traditional research topic, and studies on 
this topic have achieved fruitful results. On the spatial scale, these studies could be divided 
into the regional-scale and national-scale. Regional-scale studies would regularly apply sev-
eral kinds of tourism data (e.g. inbound tourist, tourism foreign exchange, domestic tourist 
or domestic tourism income) to analyze the tourism spatiotemporal pattern of one urban ag-
glomeration (Chen et al., 2011; Cao et al., 2012) or one single province (Shi et al., 2007; Li 
et al., 2013; Ma et al., 2015). These studies observed and analyzed consecutive years’ 
changes in tourism pattern in one region or province; however, they lacked a national-scale 
perspective for the tourism pattern of the whole of China. The national-scale studies could 
synthetically analyze the changes in tourism pattern of thorough China; however, the data 
utilized in those studies were always limited to inbound tourist data (Ma and Li, 2001; Liu et 
al., 2010; Li et al., 2012) and tourism foreign exchange (Guo et al., 2014; Wang et al., 
2014). Only a few articles would refer to data of domestic tourist (Yang and Wong, 2013) or 
perspective of the high-speed railway network (Wang et al., 2018).  

Given that tourism is a complex economic phenomenon and it is difficult to fully reflect 
the real situation of tourism development by using a single index (Wang et al., 2014), it is 
necessary to apply multiple data to research the tourism pattern of China on the na-
tional-scale. On the time-scale, this article finds that the previous studies could be classified 
into static studies of one single year (Liu et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2018), cross-sectional 
studies of several interval years (Chen et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2013) and dynamic studies 
of successive years (Cao et al., 2012; Li et al., 2012; Guo et al., 2014). Also, even the dy-
namic studies in successive years only discussed the evolution of tourism pattern within 10 
years or so (Li et al., 2012; Huang et al., 2013; Yang and Wong, 2013; Wang et al., 2014), 
few studies discussed the evolution of tourism pattern over a more extended period.  

For the reasons above, based on the data of inbound tourists for the period 1979–2017 and 
the data of domestic tourists for 1991–2017, this article attempts to sort out the characteris-
tics and causes of China’s tourism geographical pattern in the past 40 years from a na-
tional-scale perspective. The Gini coefficient, primacy index analysis and hot spot analysis 
are employed to map China’s tourism geographical pattern, and Pearson correlation analysis 
is utilized to analyze the influencing factors of China’s tourism development. Standing at the 
critical historic node of the 40 years of reform and opening-up, this article aims to make an 
academic supplement to the study of geographical pattern in China’s tourism, and it also 
provides a useful summary and guidance for the development of tourism industry in China. 
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2  Data sources and methods 

2.1  Data sources 

This study mainly analyzes the data of inbound tourists for the period from 1979 to 2017 and 
the data of domestic tourists for the period from 1991 to 2017. The provincial-scale data of 
inbound tourists and domestic tourists collected from the Yearbook of Tourism Statistics 
(1980–2018) and Statistical Yearbook (1980–2018) of every province in China. Besides, data 
of tourism foreign exchange, domestic tourism income, outbound tourists and outbound 
tourism consumption used in some sections also collected from the Yearbook of Tourism Sta-
tistics and Statistical Yearbook of every province. Among the data, provincial data do not 
contain data from Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan. Because Hainan Province established in 
1988, data of Hainan Province for the period 1979–1987 are not available. Besides, for con-
venience of expression, the inbound tourist in this article refers to inbound overnight tourist. 

The national-scale data come from the China Statistical Yearbook. Among them, the na-
tional-scale data in 2017 collected from the Statistical Bulletin of National Economic and 
Social Development. Map data for Figures 1, 9 and 10 collected from the national primary 
geographic information database (scale 1:4 million). The data of specific variables in Table 
1 collected from the China Statistical Yearbook (1992–2018) and the Yearbook of Tourism 
Statistics (1992–2018). The specific variables in Table 2 collected from the China Statistical 
Yearbook 2016 and the Yearbook of Tourism Statistics 2016. 

2.2  Methods 

2.2.1  Gini coefficient 

Gini coefficient is a universal index to measure economic inequality in the world. This study 
uses it to measure the degree of imbalance in China’s tourism geographical pattern. The 
mean difference method is often applied to calculate the Gini coefficient with discrete data 
(He and Hong, 2016), as shown in formula (1): 
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where n is the total number of areas, μy is the average income of all areas, yi and yj are the 
income of area i and j. In this study, n is the number of provincial administrative units, μy is 
the average of inbound tourists in all provinces, yi and yj are the number of inbound tourists 
in province i and j, respectively. With this formula, the Gini coefficient of inbound tourists is 
calculated. Similarly, the Gini coefficient of domestic tourists is also calculated. According 
to the United Nations Development Program, if the Gini coefficient exceeds 0.4, there is a 
serious “gap between the wealthy and the poor” (Wikipedia, 2018). 

2.2.2  Hot spot analysis 

Hot spot analysis can calculate Getis-Ord Gi* statistics for attribute values of elements, and 
Z-score and p-value can know the location of high-value or low-value elements in spatial 
clustering. Gi* is calculated as formula (2), where xj is the attribute value of factor j, Wi, j is 
the spatial weight of elements i and j, and n is the total number of elements (ArcGIS, 2018). 
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The specific calling path in the ArcGIS 10.1 platform is Arctoolbox-Spatial Statistics 
Analysis-Mapping Cluster-Hot Spot Analysis. In the visualization of results, Natural Breaks 
is used. This classification method can classify the similarity values most appropriately and 
maximize the differences among different classes. Moreover, the Gi* were classified into 
three tiers by using Natural Breaks in this article. The first tier stands for the highest Gi* 
score, that is to say, the provinces of the first tier have the highest tourist number. Likewise, 
the provinces of the second tier and the third tier stand for the higher tourist number and the 
lowest tourist number, respectively. 

2.2.3  Primacy analysis 

In 1939, American scholar Jefferson put forward the concept of “primate city” and defined 
the ratio of the largest city to the second largest city in population as the primacy index. Ac-
cording to experience, a reasonable primacy index should be 2. If 2 > primacy index >1, it 
indicates that the primacy distribution is not significant; if 4 ≥ primacy index > 2, the pri-
macy distribution is moderate; if primacy index > 4, the primacy distribution is high (Lei 
and Kang, 2010). In this study, the primacy index was applied to analyze the primacy dis-
tribution of inbound tourists and domestic tourists at the provincial-scale each year. 

2.2.4  The division of spatial regions in China 

According to the criteria for the division of China’s economic zones during the Seventh 
Five-Year Plan period, in the east-west direction, this study divides China into eastern, cen-
tral and western regions. As shown in Figure 1a, the eastern region includes 12 provincial 
level districts, namely, Liaoning, Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Shandong, Jiangsu, Shanghai, 
Zhejiang, Fujian, Guangdong, Guangxi and Hainan. The central region includes 9 provincial 
level districts, namely, Heilongjiang, Jilin, Inner Mongolia, Shanxi, Henan, Anhui, Hubei, 
Hunan and Jiangxi, and the western region includes 10 provincial level districts, namely, 
Xinjiang, Gansu, Ningxia, Shaanxi, Tibet, Qinghai, Sichuan, Chongqing, Yunnan and Guiz-
hou. 

In the south-north direction, this study divides China into southern and northern regions 
by the “Qinling Mountains-Huaihe River” line. As shown in Figure 1b, the southern region 
includes 15 provincial level districts, namely, Sichuan, Chongqing, Hubei, Anhui, Jiangsu, 
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Shanghai, Yunnan, Guizhou, Hunan, Jiangxi, Zhejiang, Guangxi, Guangdong, Fujian and 
Hainan, and the northern region includes 16 provincial level districts, namely, Xinjiang, In-
ner Mongolia, Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning, Tibet, Qinghai, Gansu, Ningxia, Shaanxi, 
Shanxi, Hebei, Henan, Beijing, Tianjin and Shandong. 

 
Figure 1  The division of regions in China 

3  Overall characteristics 

3.1  The geographical pattern of tourism is “high in the eastern and low in the western 
part; high in the southern and low in the northern part.” 

3.1.1  High in the eastern and low in the western part 

In terms of inbound tourists, as shown in Figure 2a, the eastern region accounted for above 
70% of inbound tourists of the country for a long time since 1979. Although the proportion 
of inbound tourists in the central and western regions has increased year by year, the sum 
value of the two regions has not exceeded 30% of the total number. In addition, for a long 
time (1987–2007), the proportion of inbound tourists in the western region was higher than 
that in the central region. As to domestic tourist data, as shown in Figure 2b, since 1991, the 
domestic tourists in the eastern region has maintained above 40% of the total number; those 
of the central and western regions have maintained below 30%, respectively. Although the 
proportion of the central and western regions has increased year by year, the proportion over 
the years is eastern > central > western. Therefore, in general, the geographical pattern in 
China’s tourism shows the characteristic of “high in the eastern and low in the western part.” 

3.1.2  High in the southern and low in the northern part 

From the perspective of inbound tourists, as shown in Figure 3a, since 1979, the proportion 
of inbound tourists in the southern region has maintained above 70% of inbound tourists of 
China for a long time, and it has never been more than 30% in the northern region. As for 
domestic tourists, as shown in Figure 3b, since 1991, the proportion of domestic tourists in 
the southern region has been above 55% for a long time, and domestic tourists in the north-
ern region were still below 45% in recent years. Overall, the tourism geographical pattern in 
China shows the characteristic of “high in the southern and low in the northern part.” 
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Figure 2  The proportion of inbound tourists (a) and domestic tourists (b) in eastern, central and western regions 
in China 

 
Figure 3  Proportion of inbound tourists (a) and domestic tourists (b) in southern and northern regions in China 

3.2  Polarized distribution of inbound tourism 

3.2.1  Inbound tourism presents a polarized distribution 

By calculating the Gini coefficient of inbound tourists and inbound tourism foreign ex-
change earnings, as shown in Figure 4a, the Gini coefficient of inbound tourists was higher 
than 0.7 and once reached 0.85 before 1990. Since then, it has been varying between 0.55 
and 0.7. The Gini coefficient of tourism foreign exchange earnings was above 0.8 and even 
once close to 0.9 before 1990. Since then it maintained above 0.6 for a long time. As men-
tioned in the methods (section 2.2), if the Gini coefficient exceeds 0.4, there is a serious 
“gap between the wealthy and the poor” (Wikipedia, 2018). Therefore, for the past 40 years, 
China’s inbound tourism has been maintaining a characteristic of polarized distribution. Be-
sides, the Gini coefficient of inbound tourists has been decreasing by 0.007 per year, and the 
Gini coefficient of inbound tourism foreign exchange earnings has been decreasing by 0.008 
per year. 

3.2.2  Guangdong is the “polar core” of inbound tourism 

Guangdong always ranks first in the inbound tourists. The provinces in the second place 
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have changed over time. As shown in Figure 5, the minimum value of the primacy index of 
the provincial inbound tourists is 3, the maximum value is 9.27, and the mean value is 4.65. 
The primacy index is greater than 4 for nearly 30 years, indicating a high degree of primacy 
distribution, and between 3 to 4 for 10 years, indicating a moderate degree of primacy dis-
tribution. Also, through statistics of the distribution of inbound tourists in various provinces, 
Guangdong, as the province with the most significant number of inbound tourists in the past 
few years, occupies a dominant position in the development of inbound tourism within Chi-
na. From 1979 to 2017, the proportion of Guangdong in inbound tourists range from 63.77% 
to 29.70%. Although the proportion is declining, compared with the other 30 provincial level 
districts, Guangdong has always accounted for a large proportion of inbound tourists. In 
short, the primate province is Guangdong, and the inbound tourists in all the previous years 
show a high primacy distribution. 

 

Figure 4  Inbound tourism Gini coefficient (a) and domestic tourism Gini coefficient (b) in China 

 
Figure 5  Provincial primacy index for inbound and domestic tourists in China 

3.3  Domestic tourism from polarized distribution to equilibrium distribution 

3.3.1  The Gini coefficient of domestic tourism gradually decreases 

As shown in Figure 4b, the domestic tourism of China was at the polarized distribution stage 
before 1997, when the Gini coefficient of domestic tourists was higher than 0.4. Since 1998, 
the Gini coefficient gradually decreased, fluctuated between 0.35 and 0.3 in recent years, 
and gradually approached 0.3, tending to be equilibrium distribution. The Gini coefficient of 
domestic tourism income is higher, which is above 0.55 before 1997, while the Gini coeffi-
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cient of domestic tourism income has fallen sharply. Since 1998, it has been steadily de-
creasing year by year, and the Gini coefficient dropped to below 0.4 in 2011. In a word, the 
polarization of domestic tourism in the early days has changed into a relatively balanced 
development in recent years. 

3.3.2  The primacy distribution of domestic tourists is not significant 

For domestic tourists, the primate provinces in different periods have changed over time, 
and the primate provinces have changed from Beijing to Jiangsu, then to Shandong. The 
secondary provinces are different in different periods. As shown in Figure 5, the minimum 
value of provincial tourists’ primacy index is 1.01, the maximum value is 1.33, and the mean 
value is 1.14. The primacy index is less than 2. It shows that the primacy distribution of do-
mestic tourists is not significant. Therefore, from the perspective of primacy index, the dis-
tribution of domestic tourists is relatively balanced. 

3.4  Differences of tourism development among different regions 

3.4.1  The distribution of inbound tourists is quite different 

Inbound tourism in eastern, western, southern and northern regions are in polarized distribution. 
As shown in Figure 6a, the Gini coefficient of inbound tourists from the eastern, western, 
southern and northern regions has remained above 0.4 for the past 40 years. Polarization in the 
eastern and southern regions is due to the high proportion in inbound tourists of Guangdong 
as a “polar core” for a long time. Over the years, Guangdong has occupied more than 40% of 
inbound tourists in the eastern and southern regions. The main reason for polarization dis-
tribution in the western and northern is that the development of inbound tourism in Gansu, 
Xinjiang, Qinghai, Ningxia and Tibet is relatively slow. The total number of inbound tourists 
in these five provinces is less than 20% of that in the western region and less than 10% of 
that in the northern region. The development of tourism in the central region is relatively 
balanced. The Gini coefficient of inbound tourists in central China has increased over a 
while and remained below 0.4 for the past 40 years, without severe polarization distribution. 

The primacy distribution of inbound tourists in different regions is different, and the pri-
macy index is decreasing year by year. As shown in Figure 7a, the inbound tourists fluctuate 
significantly from 1 to 10.73, indicating that the distribution of inbound tourists in different 
regions shows apparent differences. In the east-west direction, the primacy index of the 
eastern region is the highest. In the eastern region, the primacy index ranges from 3.00 to 
9.27, with an average value of 4.65, which is the high degree of primacy distribution, indi-
cating a high concentration of inbound tourists. The primacy index in the western and cen-
tral regions is between 1and 2 for most of the time, that is, the distribution of inbound tour-
ists is relatively balanced. In the north-south direction, the primacy index in the southern 
region is higher than that in the northern region. The primacy index in the southern region 
ranges from 4 to 10.74, with an average value of 5.50, indicating a high degree of primacy 
distribution. The primacy index in the northern region is between 4 and 8.13 in all years be-
fore 1996, indicating a high primacy distribution. In the period from 1997 to 2006, the pri-
macy index in the northern region was between 2 and 4, indicating a moderate primacy dis-
tribution. Since 2007, the primacy index gradually reduced to 1, showing insignificant pri-
macy distribution. 
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3.4.2  Relatively balanced distribution of domestic tourists 

Domestic tourists in the western and northern regions present a polarized distribution. As 
shown in Figure 6b, the Gini coefficient of domestic tourists in these two regions has been 
higher than 0.4 for a long time in the past 27 years, which means that there is a severely po-
larized distribution in these two regions. The polarization of domestic tourists in the western 
and northern regions is due to the relatively slow development of Gansu, Xinjiang, Ningxia, 
Qinghai and Tibet. Over the years, the total number of domestic tourists in these five prov-
inces does not exceed 13% of that in the western region and 10% of that in the northern re-
gion. The development of domestic tourism in the eastern, central and southern regions is 
balanced. The Gini coefficients of domestic tourists of the three regions are below 0.4 for all 
years except for a quite few years when it exceeds 0.4, suggesting that the development of 
tourism in these three regions is relatively balanced. 

Primacy distribution of domestic tourists in all regions is not significant, and the primacy 
index is decreasing year by year. As shown in Figure 7b, the primacy index of domestic 
tourists in each region is almost between 1 and 2, indicating that domestic tourists in each 
region are not concentrated and relatively balanced. It is noteworthy that the primacy index 
of the western region is the largest in almost every year, and is more than 2 in 2006 and 2007, 
reaching a moderate primacy distribution. However, since 2006, the primacy index of do-
mestic tourists has gradually decreased to 1, that is, primacy distribution of domestic tourists 
in the western region is not very significant. 

 
Figure 6  Gini coefficients of inbound tourists (a) and domestic tourists (b) in different regions in China 

 
Figure 7  Provincial primacy index of inbound tourists (a) and domestic tourists (b) in different regions in China 
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3.5  Changes in tourism rankings 

As shown in Table 3, the top 5 provinces of inbound tourists (IT) in 2017 were: Guangdong 
(36.48M) > Shanghai (8.73M) > Fujian (6.92M) > Yunnan (6.68M) > Zhejiang (5.89M), 
respectively. And the top 5 provinces of tourism foreign exchange (TFE) in 2017 were: 
Guangdong ($19.65B) > Zhejiang ($8.28B) > Fujian ($7.59B) > Shanghai ($6.81B) > Bei-
jing ($5.12B), respectively. Obviously, Guangdong far exceeded other provinces regarding 
the inbound tourists and tourism foreign exchange. For the domestic tourists (DT), the top 5 
provinces in 2017 were: Shandong (763.74M) > Jiangsu (742.87M) > Guizhou (740.00M) > 
Sichuan (670.00M) > Henan (662.04M), respectively. As to the domestic tourism income 
(DTI), the top 5 provinces in 2017 were: Jiangsu (¥1130.75B) > Guangdong (¥1066.70B) > 
Sichuan (¥882.54B) > Zhejiang (¥871.72B) > Shandong (¥842.07B), respectively. 

Table 3  Top 5 provinces of IT, TFE, DT and DTI in 2017 in China 

Province IT/million Province TFE/$billion Province DT/million Province DTI/¥billion 

Guangdong 36.48 Guangdong 19.65 Shandong 763.74 Jiangsu 1130.75 

Shanghai 8.73 Zhejiang 8.28 Jiangsu 742.87 Guangdong 1066.70 

Fujian 6.92 Fujian 7.59 Guizhou 740.00 Sichuan 882.54 

Yunnan 6.68 Shanghai 6.81 Sichuan 670.00 Zhejiang 871.72 

Zhejiang 5.89 Beijing 5.12 Henan 662.04 Shandong 842.07 

As shown in Table 4, the top 5 provinces of growth ratio of inbound tourists from 2008 to 
2017 were Tianjin (600%) > Tibet (405%) > Sichuan (381%) > Hunan (354%) > Ningxia 
(353%), respectively. Moreover, the top 5 provinces of growth ratio of tourism foreign ex-
change from 2008 to 2017 were Ningxia (1396%) > Xinjiang (676%) > Sichuan (574%) > 
Tibet (536%) > Anhui (431%), respectively. For the growth ratio of domestic tourists from 
2008 to 2017, the top 5 provinces were Tibet (1060%) > Gansu (863%) > Guizhou (808%) > 
Jiangxi (614%) > Anhui (530%), respectively. As to the growth ratio of domestic tourism 
income from 2008 to 2017, the top 5 provinces were Tibet (1697%) > Jiangxi (1088%) > 
Gansu (1057%) > Hebei (1037%) > Yunnan (1024%), respectively. 

Table 4  Top 5 provinces of growth ratio of IT, TFE, DT and DTI from 2008 to 2017 in China 

Inbound tourists Tourism foreign exchange Domestic tourists Domestic tourism income 

Province Growth ratio Province Growth ratio Province Growth ratio Province Growth ratio 

Tianjin 600% Ningxia 1396% Xizang 1060% Xizang 1697% 

Tibet 405% Xinjiang 676% Gansu 863% Jiangxi 1088% 

Sichuan 381% Sichuan 574% Guizhou 808% Gansu 1057% 

Hunan 354% Xizang 536% Jiangxi 614% Hebei 1037% 

Ningxia 353% Anhui 431% Anhui 530% Yunnan 1024% 

4  Characteristics in different stages 
According to the characteristics of China’s tourism development in different times, as shown 
in Figure 8, this study divides the tourism development of China in the past 40 years into 
four stages, namely, the initial modern tourism stage, the domestic tourism cultivating stage, 
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Figure 8  Division of tourism development stages in China 

the rapid development stage and the new normal stage. 

4.1  The initial modern tourism stage: from 1978 to 1988 

The year of 1978 is the start of China’s modern tourism. In March of the year, the central 
government of China reorganized the Administration of China’s Traveling and Tourism into 
the China National Tourism Administration (CNTA) that was under the charge of the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs. At the same time, all provinces (including autonomous regions and 
municipalities) were required to set up tourism bureaus. In October of 1978, Deng Xiaoping 
pointed out that “the two industries of civil aviation and tourism are very worthwhile to do”, 
“civil aviation and tourism should be managed by means of economic management, and 
profits shall be made from these two industries” The attribute of Chinese tourism has 
changed from “foreign affairs reception” to “an important industry” (Du, 2012). In Decem-
ber of 1978, with the convening of the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee, 
China’s policy of reform and opening-up officially started, and China’s tourism development 
entered a new stage. On the one hand, improving foreign exchange earnings was still the 
main goal in this stage, while domestic tourism was not valued. Deng Xiaoping put forward 
the target of “earning $10 billion foreign exchange by the end of the 20th century”, coupled 
with the great attraction of China’s natural scenery, history and culture to foreign tourists, 
inbound tourism developed very rapidly. As a result, a golden tourism line of “Guang-
dong-Guilin-Beijing-Xi’an-Shanghai” was developed. The inbound tourists increased from 
1.8 million in 1978 to 31.69 million in 1988, and foreign exchange earnings increased from 
$263 million to $2.247 billion during this period. On the other hand, China’s tourism indus-
try was developing towards modernization, openness and integration. As the first 
joint-venture hotel, Beijing Jianguo hotel opened in 1982, as the first Chinese-foreign 
five-star hotel, White Swan hotel opened in 1983, and the standard of Classification and 
Evaluation of Stars of Foreign-related Tourism Hotels was promulgated in 1987. Moreover, 
as the first large-scale amusement park in the mainland of China, Zhongshan-Changjiang 
paradise opened in 1983. As the first golf course in the mainland of China, Zhongshan hot 
spring golf club opened to the public in 1984. In 1985, the State Council of China formally 
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promulgated the Interim Regulations on the Administration of Travel Agencies; in 1987, the 
CNTA formulated the Interim Regulations on the Administration of Tourist Guides. China’s 
modern tourism education also started in this period (Bao, 2009). Generally, this stage is the 
beginning and foundation stage of China’s modern tourism. 

The characteristics of tourism geographical pattern in this stage are as follows: inbound 
tourism was severely polarized, and Guangdong played an essential role in this polarized 
pattern. In this stage, the Gini coefficient of inbound tourists is above 0.75, indicating a se-
verely polarized distribution. In addition, hot spot analysis on clustering of provinces found 
that all high-level provinces are located in the southeastern coastal area of China. Guang-
dong is the only province in the first tier. In this stage, the second tier included at least four 
provinces, as shown in Figure 9a, and at most six provinces, as shown in Figure 9b; and the 
third tier had the largest number of provinces. Guangdong, as the front line of reform and 
opening-up, coupled with its geographical relationship with Hong Kong and Macao, has 
long led China’s inbound tourism. As the political and economic centers of China, respec-
tively, Beijing and Shanghai naturally have a strong attraction to inbound tourists, and they 
have long been in the first and second places in the second tier. 

 
Figure 9  Hot spot analysis clustering of inbound tourist in provincial level districts of China 
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4.2  The domestic tourism cultivating stage: from 1989 to 1996 

The “political disturbance” in 1989 caused a heavy blow to China’s inbound tourism. The 
inbound tourists dropped by 23%, and China’s tourism development entered a new stage in 
1989. At the beginning of the 1990s, expanding domestic demand became a vital direction 
for national economic development. Therefore, as a necessary means of expanding domestic 
demand, domestic tourism became an indispensable part of China’s tourism. In 1991, the 
provinces gradually added domestic tourism statistics into their yearly statistics. Before that, 
due to the emphasis on inbound tourism, official domestic tourism statistics were rarely 
found. In 1993, the State Council of China circulated the Opinions on Actively Developing 
Domestic Tourism issued by the CNTA and put forward the guidelines of “invigorating the 
market, leading correctly, strengthening management and improving quality” for domestic 
tourism. In the same year, the CNTA commissioned the National Bureau of Statistics to 
conduct a sample survey on the domestic tourism situation of urban residents every year, 
from then on domestic tourism began to be formally included in the regular statistics. In 
1995, the system of “two-day weekend” began to implement. As a consequence, the leisure 
time for residents increased, and the domestic tourism market prospered further. The domes-
tic tourists grew from 340 million in 1991 to 640 million in 1996. At the same time, inbound 
tourists increased steadily from 24.514 million in 1989 to 51.127 million in 1996. 

In this stage, the characteristics of tourism geographical pattern are as follows: the spatial 
structure of inbound tourism remains unchanged, and Fujian developed rapidly in inbound 
tourism. Hot spot analysis on clustering of provinces revealed that Guangdong was still the 
only province in the first tier, the second tier included six provinces at most, as shown in 
Figure 9c, and two provinces at least, as shown in Figure 9d; and other provinces were all 
included in the third tier. Briefly, there was no fundamental change in spatial structure, 
compared with the previous stage. Guangdong, Beijing and Shanghai were the top three des-
tinations for inbound tourists. In the second tier, Fujian surpassed Jiangsu and Guangxi, be-
coming the province with the fourth largest number of inbound tourists after Guangdong, 
Beijing and Shanghai. This situation was related to the easing of cross-strait relations during 
this stage. In particular, the establishment of the Straits Exchange Foundation, the Associa-
tion for Relations across the Taiwan Straits and the “1992 consensus” created a relatively 
smooth political environment for Taiwan tourists to enter the mainland of China. 

Furthermore, domestic tourism presented a pattern of polarization, and Beijing took first 
place in domestic tourism. In this stage, the Gini coefficient of domestic tourists was on the 
high side, above 0.4, indicating that the distribution was polarized nationwide. Through the 
hot spot analysis, this article found that there was no “polar core” for domestic tourists, with 
Beijing and Shanghai taking the first place and the second place in domestic tourists, respec-
tively. The first tier included two provinces at least, as shown in Figure 10a, and eight prov-
inces at most, as shown in Figure 10b. As for the number of provinces, the first tier had 
fewer provinces than the second tier, and the third tier had fewest provinces. 

4.3  The rapid development stage: from 1997 to 2007 

In 1997, the Asian financial crisis caused a severe blow to the economies of Asian countries, 
including China. However, the tourism industry in China was not affected much and grew 
steadily rather than fell. From this point, China’s tourism industry had entered the rapid  
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Figure 10  Hot spot analysis clustering of domestic tourist in provincial level districts of China 

development stage. The return of Hong Kong in 1997 and the return of Macao in 1999 had 
broadened the entrance to China’s inbound tourism and opened up essential exits for out-
bound tourism. The establishment of the “Golden Week” system in 1999 added a catalyzer to 
domestic tourism. In 1999, online travel agency represented by Ctrip was set up to provide 
service support for self-help traveling in China. In 2000, the per capita GDP of China ex-
ceeded $1000, and domestic tourism began to grow amazingly fast. China’s entry into the 
World Trade Organization in 2001 accelerated the reform of the domestic economic system 
and promoted standardization of tourism services and competition of the tourism market 
objectively. In this stage, the domestic tourists increased from 644 million in 2001 to 1.61 
billion in 2007, the inbound tourists increased from 57.5879 million to 132 million, and the 
outbound tourists increased from 5 million to 40.954 million. 

The characteristics of tourism geographical pattern in this stage are as follows: Shanghai 
gradually replaced the status of Beijing’s inbound tourism. By the hot spot analysis, this ar-
ticle found that only Guangdong was in the first tier; the second tier had at least four prov-
inces, as shown in Figure 9e; at most seven provinces, as shown in Figure 9f; the other 
provinces were at the third tier. At the second tier, Shanghai gradually replaced Beijing as 
the primate city in inbound tourism; by the end of this stage, Beijing had already ranked be-
hind Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang. 

The distribution of domestic tourism was relatively balanced in the gross, and the upper tier 
provinces mainly located in southeastern China. In this stage, the Gini coefficient of domestic 
tourists at the national-scale dropped to below 0.4, indicating a gradually balanced distribution 
throughout the country. By the hot spot analysis, this article found that the provinces of the 
first and second tiers are mainly located in the southeast of China, and the northwest regions 
were in the third tier. At the first tier, there were at most 11 provinces, as shown in Figure 
10c, and at least 6 provinces, as shown in Figure 10d. In terms of the number of provinces, 
the second tier had the most significant number of provinces. By the end of this stage, Ji-
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angsu and Shandong had taken the place of Beijing and Shanghai in domestic tourism. 

4.4  The new normal stage: from 2008 to present 

Influenced by the American financial crisis, the global economy shrank in 2008. China’s 
tourism industry was also affected, and inbound tourism continued to decline in 2008 and 
2009. Although impacted by the financial crisis, the domestic tourism of China increased by 
6.3% compared with that in 2007, and it showed a strong anti-interference capability. In ad-
dition, with the opportunity of hosting the Beijing Olympic Games, the Shanghai World 
Expo and the Guangzhou Asian Games, China showed the world a new look and attracted 
about 130 million inbound tourists that got the highest level in history. Since then, China’s 
tourism development had entered the new normal stage. In 2008, China’s per capita GDP 
exceeded $3000, and outbound travel demand was strong. In the same year, Chinese out-
bound tourists became the focus of media in various countries. Because of their strong pur-
chasing power, Chinese tourists became a source market competed by many countries. In 
2013, with the per capita GDP exceeding $7000, China became the country with the highest 
outbound tourism consumption. The “Eight Provisions” promulgated in 2012 and the Notice 
on Prohibiting Party and Government Organs from Meeting in Scenic Spots issued in 2014 
curbed “public-funded tourism” and hit the “luxury” of tourism consumption to a great ex-
tent. Although domestic tourism maintained rapid growth, the way tourists consume gradu-
ally shifted to budgeted consumption (Bao, 2015). In short, China had entered a new normal 
stage in domestic tourism since 2008, inbound tourism and outbound tourism. 

In this stage, the geographical pattern of tourism featured as the improvement of the spa-
tial structure of inbound tourism and the inbound tourist entering the era of million per-
son-times. Statistics showed that more than half of the provinces in this stage had crossed 
the threshold of 1 million inbound tourists, and the total number of inbound tourists had al-
most exceeded 130 million in China. After the hot spot analysis, it indicated that the second 
tier included 8 provinces at least, as shown in Figure 9g, and 15 provinces at most, as shown 
in Figure 9h. The second tier, which previously covered only the southeastern coastal prov-
inces, had extended to include some central and western provinces, such as Yunnan, Shaanxi, 
Hubei, Anhui, Sichuan, Hunan and Henan. 

The first tier provinces of domestic tourism increased significantly, and the third tier 
provinces were relatively fixed. After the hot spot analysis, it found that the first tier in-
cluded at least 6 provinces, as shown in Figure 10e and at most 14 provinces, as shown in 
Figure 10f. Moreover, Shandong, Jiangsu, Sichuan, Henan and Zhejiang have long been in 
the first tier, while Beijing and Shanghai have been excluded from the first tier and included 
into the second tier. Generally speaking, the number of provinces in the second tier is the 
largest, but there is a decreasing trend. The number of provinces in the first tier is increasing. 
The provinces in the third tier were relatively fixed, with Gansu, Jilin, Inner Mongolia, Xin-
jiang, Hainan, Qinghai, Ningxia, Tibet included in the third tier for a long time. 

Outbound tourism grew steadily. Beijing and Shanghai led outbound tourism consump-
tion. During this period, the outbound tourists reached 45.84 million in 2008 and 129 million 
in 2017, which was 2.8 times that of 2008, with an average growth rate of 12.18%. Out-
bound tourism consumption reached $29 billion in 2008, peaking at $128.7 billion in 2013, 
and $115.29 billion in 2017. Since 2013, the outbound tourism consumption of China has 
ranked first in the world, with an average growth rate of 16.57%. In 2017, Beijing, Shanghai, 
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Suzhou, Wenzhou, Shenyang, Changchun, Dalian, Qingdao, Guiyang and Jinan were among 
the top ten cities in terms of per capita consumption. Beijing has the highest amount of per 
capita outbound tourism consumption, averaged at 6817 yuan (RMB), equivalent to about 
$1000 (CTA, 2017). 

5  Influencing factors 

5.1  Qualitative analysis 

5.1.1  Policies 

Based on the particular national conditions of China, policy support and guidance of the 
government play a vital role in the development of tourism in China. Before the reform and 
opening-up, tourism was mainly about foreign affairs reception, instead of a real industry. 
After the reform and opening-up, marked by Deng Xiaoping’s “five speeches on tourism,” 
China’s foreign tourism reception has formally transformed into a modern industry. As men-
tioned above, at the beginning of reform and opening-up (1978–1988), inbound tourism was 
mainly intended for foreign exchange earnings and still marked by “quota supply.” Subse-
quently, the government attached more importance to the tourism industry. In 1992, the Chinese 
central government pointed out that tourism was the principal industry in the tertiary industry. 
After that, tourism was listed as the first industry in the tertiary industry to actively develop new 
industries according to Advice on Ninth Five-Year Plan for Economic and Social Development 
and the Outline of Vision 2010. In 1998, the central economic work conference put forward 
tourism as a new growth point of the national economy. In 2009, the Opinions on Accelerating 
the Development of Tourism pointed out that tourism should be cultivated into a strategic 
pillar industry of the national economy and a more satisfactory modern service industry for 
the people. In short, China’s tourism industry has undergone a transformation from reception 
to a foreign exchange earning industry, and then to a strategic pillar industry. 

5.1.2  Management system 

In 1981, the tourism industry implemented a unified leadership and decentralized manage-
ment system. Unified leadership is unified planning, policy, system, discipline and coordina-
tion; decentralized management means division of responsibility and hierarchical manage-
ment under the premise of unified leadership. In 1984, the situation that non-tourism sectors 
were not allowed to run the tourism business was broken down, and the power of outreach 
and visa control was decentralized. All provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities 
directly under the central government had the power of outreach. In 1988, the principle of 
“regulating the market by the state and guiding the enterprises by the market” established. 
The tourism industry experienced shifts from administrative management to industry man-
agement and from direct management of enterprises to indirect management and regulation 
through the market. In 1994, the CNTA further delegated to the local authorities the power 
of examination and approval of travel agencies and the power of star-rating assessment of 
foreign-related tourism hotels. In 1998, the CNTA no longer retained the functions for ad-
ministration of foreign exchange, tourism planning and tourism price. Tourism development 
is left to the market further. Entering the new era, the market began to play a fundamental 
role in the allocation of resources to a greater extent and in a broader range. Recently, the 
“fundamental role” of the market becomes the “decisive role” in allocating resources. In a 
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word, the administration of China’s tourism shifted from relative centralization to relative 
decentralization and now to a stage of full marketization. 
5.1.3  Tourism demand 

Experience shows that the development of tourism in a country or region will usually shift 
from sightseeing tourism to vacation tourism and from domestic tourism to international 
tourism (Chen, 2014). When the per capita GDP of a country reaches $800–$1,000, the res-
idents will generally generate a domestic tourism motivation; when the per capita GDP 
reaches $4,000–$10,000, people will have a motivation for international tourism; when the 
per capita GDP reaches more than $10,000, it will stimulate the development of interconti-
nental tourism (Sun, 1990). China’s tourism development also follows the path of “domestic 
sightseeing tourism to domestic leisure and vacation tourism, and then to outbound tour-
ism.” Moreover, China’s tourism had developed into diversified forms of tourism, such as 
vacation tourism, folk culture tourism, ecological tourism, sports tourism, photography 
tourism, Buddhist meditation tourism, in addition to merely sightseeing and visiting friends 
and relatives in the early stage. China’s tourism has become not only diversified and indi-
vidualized in form but also higher and deeper in level. 

5.2  Quantitative analysis 

5.2.1  Factors affecting tourism at national-scale 

This study used SPSS 22.0 to test the Pearson correlation coefficients between domestic and 
inbound tourists and other macro-data at the national-scale from 1991 to 2017. As shown in 
Table 1, this study examines the impact of eight factors on domestic tourism and inbound 
tourism, namely, economic level, consumption level, industrial development, investment 
status, traffic conditions, accommodation services, intermediary services and degree of 
openness, with 15 specific variables. 

Table 1  Correlation analysis of factors influencing tourism at national scale in China 

Factors Variables Domestic tourists Inbound tourists 

Economic level GDP 0.996** 0.809** 

Per capita GDP 0.995** 0.815** Consumption level 

Total retail sales of social commodities 0.998** 0.769** 

Third industry proportion 0.922** 0.880** Industrial development 
Third industry output value 0.998** 0.775** 

Investment status Investment in fixed assets 0.996** 0.738** 
Railway mileage 0.991** 0.810** 
Road mileage 0.909** 0.928** 
Civil aviation domestic routes 0.985** 0.752** 
Civil aviation international routes 0.967* 0.783** 

Traffic conditions 

Civilian passenger vehicle 0.994** 0.722** 
Accommodation services Number of rooms in star hotels 0.754** 0.984** 
Intermediary services Travel agency scale 0.918** 0.959** 

Use of foreign capital 0.515** 0.817** Degree of openness 
Import and export volume 0.938** 0.903** 

Note: * indicates significant at the 5% level, ** indicates significant at the 1% level.  
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For domestic tourism, the eight factors highly correlated with the number of domestic 
tourists. Except for the correlation coefficient between the number of guest rooms in star 
hotels and the number of domestic tourists, the correlation coefficients between the other 13 
variables and the number of domestic tourists exceeded 0.9, showing a high correlation. For 
inbound tourism, the eight factors are strongly correlated with the number of inbound tour-
ists. However, the correlation coefficients of the other 11 variables with the number of in-
bound tourists are less than 0.9 except for the four variables of “road mileage,” “number of 
rooms in star hotels,” “travel agency scale” and “import and export volume.” The four fac-
tors, i.e. traffic conditions, accommodation services, intermediary services and the degree of 
openness, have the greatest impact on inbound tourism. 
5.2.2  Factors affecting tourism at provincial level 

At the provincial level, as shown in Table 2, this study examines the impact of nine factors 
on domestic tourism and inbound tourism of provincial level districts in 2015, including 
tourism attraction, economic level, consumption level, industrial development, investment 
status, traffic conditions, accommodation services, intermediary services and degree of 
openness. There are 15 specific variables. 

Table 2  Correlation analysis of factors influencing tourism at provincial-scale in China 

Factors Variables Domestic tourists Inbound tourists 
Scenic spots 0.621** 0.573** Tourist attractions 
High-grade scenic spots 0.721** 0.201 

Economic level Provincial GDP 0.693** 0.594** 
Consumption level Per capita GDP 0.080 0.232 
Industrial development Tertiary industry income 0.627** 0.637** 
Investment status Investment in fixed assets 0.832** 0.263 

Number of accommodations 0.650** 0.730** Accommodation services 
Number of restaurants 0.676** 0.635** 

Intermediary services Total number of travel agents 0.637** 0.461** 
Number of private cars 0.707** 0.507** 
Railway passenger volume 0.650** 0.645** 
Highway passenger volume 0.638** 0.321 

Traffic conditions 

Civil aviation passenger volume 0.136 0.808** 
Use of foreign capital 0.516** 0.529** Degree of openness 
Import and export volume 0.279 0.871** 

Note: * indicates significant at the 5% level, ** indicates significant at the 1% level.  

For domestic tourism, three variables, i.e. “per capita GDP,” “civil aviation passenger 
volume” and “import and export volume” of each province do not correlate with domestic 
tourist volume. The correlation coefficient between “high-grade scenic spots,” “investment 
in fixed asset,” “number of private cars” and domestic tourist volume is more than 0.7, 
which indicates that the three factors of the tourist attractions, investment status and traffic 
conditions highly correlate with domestic tourism. For inbound tourism, there is no correla-
tion to “high-grade scenic spots,” “per capita GDP,” “investment in fixed asset” and “high-
way passenger volume.” The correlation coefficients between “number of accommodations,” 
“civil aviation passenger volume” and “import and export volume” exceeded 0.7, indicating 
that accommodation services, traffic conditions and degree of openness highly correlate with 
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inbound tourism. 
Of course, besides the factors mentioned above, the climate can also influence the length 

and fluctuation of the tourism seasonality (Lu et al., 2002; Tao et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2016). 
Water resource can affect the carrying capacity of a tourist destination (Wang et al., 2009; 
Liu et al., 2018). Geomorphic features and water system can also influence the distribution 
of tourism resources (Wang et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2017). But this article mainly aims to 
discuss the socio-economic factors that influence China’s tourism development, and we will 
not analyze the natural factors here. 

6  Discussion 
Both domestic tourism and inbound tourism show “high in the eastern and low in the west-
ern part; high in the southern and low in the northern part.” This characteristic is very simi-
lar to the finding by Li et al. They compared the overall efficiency of tourism of 2012 with 
that of 2013, and found that the overall efficiency of China’s tourism presented the pattern of 
“high in the eastern and low in the western part; high in the southern and low in the northern 
part” (Li et al., 2017). However, this present article analyzed 40-year data to discover the 
pattern instead of cross-section data. Therefore, the overall characteristic of China’s tourism 
geographical pattern in this article is convinced. 

Tourism is a changing phenomenon with the development of itself; therefore, every de-
velopment stage will present more or less different characteristics. This article summarized 
the history of China’s tourism in the past 40 years and divided it into four stages. In the ini-
tial modern tourism stage, the government’s attention was on inbound tourism; in the do-
mestic tourism cultivating stage, domestic tourism could gradually develop; in the rapid de-
velopment stage, the inbound and domestic tourism both developed dramatically, and by the 
new normal stage, the outbound tourism also stepped into the new era together with inbound 
and domestic tourism. Although these are just background for introducing the tourism geo-
graphical pattern in every stage, they can show some information to readers who want to 
understand the brief history of China’s tourism. It is noteworthy that the division of China’s 
tourism development in this article is different from the viewpoint of Xia and Xu’s. They 
divided it into three periods: the period of opening-up and preliminary reform (1978–1991), 
the period of the internal opening and accelerative reform (1992–2011) and the period of 
two-way opening and deepening reform (2012–present) (Xia et al., 2018). However, they 
only referred to the domestic policies on tourism to divide without considering the influence 
of international events. In this article, we took into account the impact of domestic and in-
ternational events on China’s tourism. Therefore, our four-stage division is more credible. 

This article mainly analyzed the spatial pattern of inbound tourist and domestic tourist 
and made some sense to China’s tourism. However, the provincial-level outbound tourist 
data are challenging to collect. Therefore, the limitation of this article is that the geographi-
cal pattern is only applicable to depict inbound and domestic tourism. In the future, adding 
the analysis of outbound tourist of every province to supplement this research is a desirable 
research direction. The other limitation is that we only analyzed the socio-economic factors, 
not the natural factors which could influence tourism development. In reality, tourism as an 
industry is undoubtedly affected by natural factors, such as air temperature, rainfall and alti-
tude. Therefore, taking social, economic and natural factors into account to depict the inte-
grated influence on tourism is the next research proposal. 
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7  Conclusions 
This article simultaneously employed inbound tourist data and domestic tourist data to ana-
lyze the spatiotemporal pattern of China’s tourism from a national-scale perspective and 
40-year time-scale perspective. The main contributions lie in using multiple tourism data 
and finding the overall features and stage characteristics for China’s tourism. The main con-
clusions are as follows: 

In the past 40 years of reform and opening-up, the overall characteristics of China’s tour-
ism geographical pattern are “high in the eastern, low in the western part; and high in the 
southern, low in the northern part.” Inbound tourism polarized for a long time, and Guang-
dong is the “polar core” of inbound tourism. Domestic tourism has experienced a process 
from polarized distribution to equilibrium distribution, and the primacy distribution of do-
mestic tourists is not significant. In addition, the development of tourism differs signifi-
cantly within eastern, central, western, southern and northern regions. 

In the past 40 years, China’s tourism development could be divided into four stages, they 
are the initial modern tourism stage (1978–1988), the domestic tourism cultivating stage 
(1989–1996), the rapid development stage (1997–2007) and the new normal stage 
(2008–present), respectively. In the initial modern tourism stage, inbound tourism presented 
a severe polarization, and Guangdong played an essential role in forming that polarization. 
When it entered into the domestic tourism cultivating stage, inbound tourism spatial struc-
ture remained unchanged (Guangdong the first, Beijing the second, Shanghai the third), and 
the domestic tourism featured a polarized distribution by and large. When it stepped into the 
rapid development stage, the status of inbound tourism in Beijing was gradually replaced by 
Shanghai, and the distribution of domestic tourism balanced in principle. By the new normal 
stage, the spatial structure of inbound tourism significantly improved, and the number of 
provinces in the first tier of domestic tourism increased a lot. Likewise, outbound tourism 
increased rapidly in the new normal stage, and Beijing and Shanghai led the per capita con-
sumption of outbound tourism. 

The factors that affect the tourism geographical pattern in China are diverse. From the 
perspective of qualitative analysis, policies, management system and tourism demand affect 
the development of tourism in China. From the perspective of quantitative analysis, tourist 
attractions, economic level, consumption level, industrial development, investment status, 
traffic conditions, accommodation services, intermediary services and the degree of open-
ness have different degrees of impact on domestic tourism and inbound tourism. 
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