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RURAL TOURISM IN INDIA: POTENTIAL AND CHALLENGES AT GLANCE 
 

Dr. VAIBHAVA DESAI 

ASST. PROFESSOR 

BHARATI VIDYAPEETH (DEEMED TO BE UNIVERSITY) 

PUNE 

 
ABSTRACT 

Tourism today is highlighted for its immense business opportunities; it has become a major sector of economic activity worldwide. The huge potential for tourism 

in India has been harnessed as a strategy for rural development. Rural tourism can provide a solution to urbanization syndrome and create interest in rural heritage, 

culture, rural life exposure, art, craft and culture too. Beside these facts showing huge potential, rural tourism has to face some challenges like finance, trained 

guides, infrastructure as mentioned below in this paper. 

 

KEYWORDS 
tourism, urbanization, employment, sustainable development, communication. 

 

JEL CODES 
L83, Z30, Z32. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
ndia’s tourism industry is experiencing a strong period of growth in high spending foreign tourists and coordinated government campaigns to promote 
“Incredible India”. 
In today’s busy, fast stressful life the need to get away from it has become an essential part of life. As a result, the number of people opting out for travelling 

to far away tourist destinations is on the rise. People have a varied purpose during their trips like visiting religious places, historical monuments, sightseeing on 

new locations, entertainment etc. Thus, tourism has become an important industry, contributing to income source for the local population and adding to the per 

capita income and GDP in general. Tourism is not only a growth engine but also an employment generator. According to the World Travel and Tourism Council 

(WTTC) tourism is the world’s largest industry generating 12% of the global gross national product and it employs around 200 million people worldwide (WTTC, 

1995). Worldwide tourism is ranked second highest revenue-generating industry next to the oil industry. Tourism is usually viewed as being multidimensional, 

possessing physical, social, cultural, economic and political characteristics. “Definitions of tourism share a range of common elements” (Dowling 2001). Mathieson 

and Wall (1982) stated that tourism is the temporary movement of people to destinations out of their normal home and workplace, the activities undertaken 

during the stay, and the facilities created to cater for their needs. 

The scheme of rural tourism was started in 2002-03 with the objective of highlighting rural life, art, culture and heritage at rural locations and in villages which 

have core competence in art, craft, handloom, textiles and natural environment. The intention is to benefit the local community economically and socially as well 

as to enable interaction between tourists and local population for a mutually enriching experience. The promotion of village tourism is also aimed towards gener-

ating revenue for rural communities through tourist visits, which may stop exodus from rural and urban areas. Although tourism has started receiving some 

attention from last decade, but rural tourism was never given priority. 

Tourism growth potential can be harnessed as a strategy for Rural Development. The development of a strong platform around the concept of Rural Tourism is 

definitely useful for a country like India, where almost 74% of the population resides in its 7 million villages. Across the world the trends of industrialization and 

development have had an urban centric approach. This has led to growing interest in the rural areas. This trend of urbanization has led to falling income levels, 

lesser job opportunities in the total areas leading to an urbanization syndrome in the rural areas. Rural Tourism is one of the few activities which can provide a 

solution to these problems. Besides, there are other factors which are shifting the trend towards rural tourism like increasing level of awareness, growing interest 

in heritage and culture and improved accessibility and environmental consciousness. In the developed countries, this has resulted in a new style of tourism of 

visiting village settings to experience and live a relaxed and healthy lifestyle. This concept has taken the shape of a formal kind of Rural Tourism. 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
The main aim of the study is to identify potential of Rural Tourism in India for which the specific objectives are: 

1. To clearly identify the concept of rural tourism. 

2. To identify the potential and challenges in rural tourism. 

3. To identify the essential elements for development of rural tourism. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
In relation to the scope of the present study, the researcher developed a positivistic approach as it is significant to objectives of the study. The researcher has 

developed a significant framework for validating the scope of the study as well as considered secondary information to maintain the appropriateness of the study. 

With such intent and consideration, a significant architecture has been developed by the researcher based on understanding of challenges and solutions for the 

development of the rural tourism in Maharashtra by comprehending the causal relationships between theories and phenomena and evaluating these explicitly 

against the observations.  

An exploratory research study offers flexibility at an extensive rate by eliminating impractical concepts. Other than that, both explanatory and descriptive designs 

are inappropriate for the present study as both quantitative and cause-effect relationship would not be applicable. The researcher utilized an exploratory research 

design as the entire data collected would be based on secondary resources. This design has guided the researcher to formulate an effective idea based on both 

qualitative and quantitative sets of data. Furthermore, through the use of an inductive approach, the objective and scope of the study would be certainly fulfilled 

by using ancillary resources such as pre-published journals, books, articles, and websites. The sources of secondary data were libraries of city, district, libraries and 

software of various colleges of city and also Gazette office. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEWS 
• Tourism today is highlighted for its immense business opportunities with its lucrative linkages with transport; hotel industry etc., the potential and perfor-

mance of India’s tourism industry needs to be gauged in terms of its socio-economic magnitudes. Hans V. (2008) traced the progress made by India’s tourism 

industry in the planning era and the emerging issues like alternative tourism under globalization. Study had examined impacts and challenges posed by GATS 

mentioned as Liberalization and tourism, social and political concerns, infrastructural bottlenecks, alternatives and the burgeoning service sector of the 

country as well as the pitfalls in tourism planning in India. 

I 
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• Tourism has become a major sector of economic activity worldwide, covering a broad range of enterprises, areas and stakeholders. Tourism thus can go a 

long way in changing the fortunes of the country which always reeling under the problem of unemployment and fiscal benefit. Foreign tourism along with 

domestic tourism may contribute to India in its mission of becoming a developed country by 2020 (Bharadwaj and Singh,2010). 

• Tourism development means more income and profits for tourist related business. The economic multiplier model suggests that of local income from tourist 

expenditures is spent within local area, an increase in local income and jobs will follow. (Indolia, 2012). 

• As against conventional tourism, rural tourism has certain unique features such as; it is experience oriented, the locations are sparsely populated, predomi-

nantly in natural environment, meshes with seasonality and local events and based on presentation of culture, heritage and traditions. Today, the importance 

of tourism and the necessity of conducting research on it because of significant economic and social and cultural roles that it can play is known for everyone. 

It had turned into one of the most important factors to create wealth, job, dynamism, moving people and national assets. (Moshabaki and Malek,2004). 

• Product Development and Management in Rural Tourism has main objective to explore the process of rural tourism product development and management 

through case study analysis, at two selected sites in Maharashtra at Malegao, Baramati and other at Sulibhajan-Khultabad, near Aurangabad. Ethnic, Eco, 

Pilgrim, Nature, Adventure and Farm tourism are all concepts inculcated from rural tourism. Authors recommended that for product development and 

management process stakeholders should go for baseline survey, setting up of tourism infrastructure, facilitation centers, capacity building, technical and 

marketing support to artisans, publicity and awareness. Still major challenge to rural tourism is preservation of environment and natural resources, proper 

education, handicraft promotion, shortage of trained manpower, inadequate physical amenities, language problems and business planning skills. 

• Pilai Haldar (2007) attempts to probe the impact of marketing of rural tourism in India, to understand the potential of rural tourism and find out its impact 

on society. The potential customer can give preference to scenic value, flora and fauna, historic buildings, towns, ethnic heritage, sheep raring, hunting, 

fishing, skiing and walking etc. In order to understand tourist reactions, five tourism themes have been selected- natural tourism, Cultural tourism, Health 

tourism, Eco tourism, Agro tourism, Rural tourism marketing should go for specific segment marketing like newly married couple, family retired people, 

senior citizen, school children, college students, patients, foreigners, artists and corporate. 

• Rajeev Kumara (2008) aimed to explore various factors that can impact the current service quality level of rural tourism services in India. For improving 

tourism service quality, it is necessary to achieve three requirements: villager’s satisfaction, tourist satisfaction and efficiency of processes. However, service 

quality gaps can be bridged by appreciating villager’s perspectives for government. Involving the rural masses in internal operations by incorporating villager’s 

feedback into improving tourism product or service or process quality, placing villagers on internal teams or linking them into company’s information system. 

Rural women can act as a change agent. Government can be proactive in promoting higher standards of performance and identifying new business oppor-

tunities by listening to villagers. 

 

RURAL TOURISM – A CONCEPT 
Rural tourism is essentially an activity which takes place in the countryside; it is multifaceted and may entail farm/agricultural tourism, cultural tourism, nature 

tourism, adventure tourism and eco-tourism. “Any form of tourism that showcases rural life, art, culture and heritage at rural locations, thereby benefiting the 

local community economically and socially as well as enabling interaction between the tourists and the locals for a more enriching tourism experience, can be 

termed as Rural Tourism.” (Tourism Ministry Policy). 

Rural areas are an integral part of the modern tourist experience. The recognition of rural tourism as an alternative to mainstream is a recent concept. The basic 

concept of rural tourism was envisaged with benefit accruing to local community through entrepreneurial opportunities, income generation, employment oppor-

tunities, conservation and development of rural art and crafts, investment for infrastructure development and preservation of the environment and heritage. 

There is a large potential market for rural tourism especially for foreign tourists that need to be tapped strategically. Besides, there is a huge domestic tourism 

market with an estimated 240 million tourists. The World Tourism Organization notes that there is clear trend in the growth of rural tourism. The World Travel 

and Tourism Council have rated India as one of the six fastest growing economies in the world. Rural Tourism is vital for sustainable rural development that exploits 

resources in rural areas and generates benefits to rural areas. Against this backdrop, the present paper focuses on potential and challenges of rural tourism in 

India for sustainable development.  

Rural tourism is gaining importance in Indian tourism with its economic and social benefits. It is estimated that Rs.4, 300 crore additional revenue can be generated 

through rural tourism. It is going to play a vital role in bridging the gap between Rural and Urban India by balancing urbanization and counter urbanization syn-

dromes. Rural tourism is widely promoted as an efficient means of counteracting the social, economic and environmental challenges facing rural areas, primarily 

those associated with the decline of traditional agrarian industries. Rural India has much to offer beyond agriculture. It has a great potential for different segments 

of tourism like eco-tourism, adventure tourism, health tourism, farm tourism, nature tourism, cultural tourism, religious tourism and the like. 

 

SCOPE AND POTENTIAL 
India is a multi-dimensional country with a variety of tourist attractions and facilities. India’s rich, religious and cultural past has created distinctive architectural 

styles, temple towns and famous monuments. The stunning beaches that cover India’s vast coast line and India’s mountains offer unique experience to rejuvenate. 

Tourism is one of the highest revenues earning sectors of India and rural tourism which has been neglected so far has a vast potential in itself. Rural India has rich 

traditions of art, culture and craft along with the pollution free environment. Therefore, the rural tourism has the capacity of attracting both foreign and domestic 

tourists. Rural Tourism projects in India have 310 million domestic tourist potentialities. 

The government should encourage private enterprises to promote tourism in rural areas. For developing the rural tourism, we need to understand the rural 

environment, demography and socio culture, economic and political background of that place. How we can involve rural people to enhance their socio-economic 

condition has to be thought off. To develop a strategic marketing plan for rural tourism we have to understand the target customers, their needs and wants and 

how to match it with our rural infrastructure. Rural tourism can develop a win-win situation for both the rural and urban communities. 

Agro tourism can be an effective tool and technique to educate customers about local agriculture. Agro tourism also showcases the diversity and uniqueness of 

local agriculture, thereby increasing the visibility and the appeal of locally grown products. Hence the opportunities in this sector can boost the rural economy. 

Promotion of agro tourism requires conceptual convergence like other tourisms e.g. rural tourism, eco-tourism adventure tourism for better growth. 

Rural tourism development has always been a valuable, growing economic strategy and an advantage of low risks and costs and considering that resources avail-

able, costs are low and plans are smaller compare to other tourism plans (projects).It helps to economic growth, create variety and stability in employment, 

dynamism in commerce and industries, creating opportunities to larger incomes in multiple activities, creating new markets for agricultural products and enhance 

a basis for the regional economy. One of the most important features of rural tourism economy is the motivation that the private sector has for investment in 

tourism because it is small, varied and simple. It is a rather important field in rural development which can build up opportunities and facilities especially for 

employment and regional income and play a crucial role in reviving and rebuilding rural regions. 

Rural tourism’s greatest potential benefit is its ability to generate money which can translate into numerous positive economic opportunities for locals and their 

communities, for local the first benefit of tourism development is jobs both within the tourism sector and outside of it. 

 

CHALLENGES IN RURAL TOURISM 
Rural tourism is in its nascent stage in India but bound to grow. The experience of many countries shows that rural tourism can be seen as an alternate source of 

livelihood and employment. The main problems with rural tourism are, of course the same as with any rural development project. Following are some major 

challenges as observed by author: 

1. Legislation Problems: Tourism is a part of entertainment so all hotels, motels and cottage having license are paying high taxes to the government. But in 

rural tourism as rural people will also be involved, there should be a provision for tax holiday. 
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2. Lack of Local Involvement: Since the rural people lack knowledge and skills, they may get the jobs of unskilled worker. The basic concept behind rural tourism 

is to emphasize on participation of rural people. But in practice rural people rural people are seldom involved in decision making, planning and implementing 

policies. Most of the rural people do not have much knowledge of tourism and are misled by outside investors who hope to take most of the economic 

benefits from rural areas. Consequently, local people become confused about what kind of tourism they want to establish in their own area. 

3. Insufficient Financial Support: Government has just started promoting rural tourism. Central and state government should encourage rural tourism by 

providing financial support to start the project. It will create employment in rural areas and will also help in flow of fund from urban to rural. It can help in 

preventing the migration of people from rural area to urban areas. Sufficient financial support is required for essential developments like human resources, 

enforcements of rules and regulations, building of physical infrastructures and land use management. 

4. Lack of Trained Manpower: People trained in hotel management would not like to go the rural areas so it will have to depend on rural people who are 

required to be trained to cater to the needs of the tourists. To attract different types of tourists, whether it is nature tourism, health tourism or agro tourism 

everyone expects quality service to be provided at right time. Government can start short term monthly courses to develop the manpower to carry on all 

the duties efficiently. 

5. Lack of Basic Education: The rural literacy is 69 percent as per the Census Report 2011 while it was 59 percent in 2001 and 44 percent in 1991 in rural India. 

Continuously, throughout six decades the rural literacy rate in India is below the average. According to 2011 Census, while the urban literacy rate is 84.97 

percent and total literacy rate is 74.04 percent, the rural literacy rate is still below average. Therefore, lack of basic education in rural areas is a major 

hindrance in rural tourism. 

6. Values and Customs: Vast majority of rural populations are bounded by the traditional values and customs. Their culture, religion, superstition have a strong 

influence on their attitudes and behaviors. They follow slow lifestyle pattern and like to stick to their traditional jobs whether they are remunerative or not 

and are not interested to take up risk. But after globalization, even the rural economy has been affected by the growth dynamism, the media is playing an 

important role in changing the mindset of rural consumer. Through television they got exposure to different products and services for development of rural 

tourism rural people need to understand the rurality’s. 

7. Lack of Communication Skills: Language and education is the basic hindrance in communication. The ability to communicate effectively is very essential. 

Much of success will depend upon your ability to give warm welcome to tourist. After seeing a historic site or buildings, if tourists generate some interest to 

know more and if there is no one to answer those questions, it will create negative impacts. Villagers will have to understand the tourist wants and needs. 

There should not be any communication gap between the guest and the host. 

8. Language Hindrance: There are 16 recognized languages and 850 dialects in India. Although Hindi is an official language, but in many parts of India people 

do not understand it. Either the rural people have to upgrade themselves to communicate with the tourist or they will not get much benefit from the rural 

tourism. Along with this, villagers will have to understand Hindi to interact with the Indian customers and English to communicate with the foreign customers. 

9. Lack of Proper Physical Infrastructure: Nearly half of the villages in the country do not have all weather roads. Just getting to some of these villages is very 

difficult task. In northeast states, like Sam landscape is very beautiful, but due to heavy rainfall is inaccessible for developing tourism especially during rainy 

seasons. For developing tourism in rural areas, not only all-weather roads but also safe drinking water, electricity, telephone, safety and security are needed. 

10. Business Planning Skills: For any business, technical knowledge and skill is required to organize and maintain it. With the help of Government or Non-

Government organization, business plan could be prepared. But, the villagers should participate in developing and implementing the project on rural tourism, 

otherwise it will not give much benefit to the rural people. Advertisement and sales promotion will play a very important role in creating awareness and 

attracting the customers. It can also be promoted through print media, brochures and public relations. 

11. Trained Tourist Guides: The guide plays very important role in attracting tourists. The guide should have thorough knowledge about the place and he or she 

should able to generate interest in the mind of tourists to visit the site. The guide can show the album, video film, brochure to give knowledge about the 

places. The guide should be intelligent to handle different types of tourist and should have good communication skill and good rapport building attitude. 

Department of Tourism should take initiative in training programmes for tourist guides. 

12. Apart from this, there is a need to focus on occupation training, handicraft promotion, and improvement of both the landscape and the basic infrastructure, 

to increase the villager’s quality of life by creating a healthy environment. The co-operative system in rural tourism can be an effective approach in bringing 

positive impact in rural areas. Local people can monitor and control the negative impacts of tourism on their own society, if they have an equal stake and 

authority in management and development. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Rural tourism has great potential and can earn high revenue in near future. But as tourism depends upon human, it has to respond to the needs of tourists, needs 

of the local communities, be socio economic. In Asia, especially in India, rural tourism in its true form is relatively new. The development of a strong platform 

around the concept of Rural Tourism is definitely useful for a country like India. 
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