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ABSTRACT

Purpose — This research article investigated the potential of agri-ecotourism as a
transformative force for revival of rural marketing and the rural economy in India. The study
underscored the significance of strategic planning, community involvement, and policy backing
to harness the untapped potential of agri-ecotourism. The research focused on the intricate
dynamics between farmers and tourists, including both domestic and international visitors, with
the primary aim of establishing a sustainable framework for agri-ecotourism in India, which had
the potential to enhance rural marketing. Agri-ecotourism, blending agriculture with eco-
conscious tourism, formed the core of this multifaceted study.

Design/methodology- It employed a comprehensive well-structured Questionnaire based-
approach, incorporating insights from case studies, fieldwork, and interviews with stakeholders
to assess the opportunities and challenges arising from India's diverse agricultural and
ecological landscape for sustainable rural development. Cluster analysis added a quantitative
dimension to the qualitative data collected through case studies and interviews, enhancing the
robustness and depth of the research findings.

Findings — It sought to understand the expectations of domestic and international tourists
in agri-ecotourism ventures, showcasing India's cultural and rural heritage to a global audience.
Furthermore, the research acknowledged the crucial role of rural marketing within the agri-
ecotourism context. It highlighted that the success of agri-ecotourism initiatives depended on
effective marketing strategies that connected agrarian communities with the tourist market.

Practical implications —This involved tailored approaches to promote local products,
cultural experiences, and sustainable agricultural practices, thereby attracting tourists while
ensuring equitable economic benefits for rural stakeholders. In conclusion, agri-ecotourism not
only boosted rural economies but also necessitated innovative rural marketing strategies to fully
realize its socio-economic advantages.

Keywords: Agri-Ecotourism, Sustainable Tourism, Rural Marketing, Rural Economy, Cluster
Analysis.

INTRODUCTION

The transformative potential of agri-ecotourism, its impact on rural marketing, and the
rural economy were considered noteworthy. Rural marketing involved the process of promoting
and selling products or services in rural areas. Agri-ecotourism could significantly contribute to
the development of rural marketing in India by creating new avenues for local farmers and
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artisans to market their products. Through agri-ecotourism ventures, farmers could showcase
their agricultural produce, traditional handicrafts, and locally made products to tourists, thereby
expanding their market reach and increasing sales (Ahire, et al., 2018). This not only bolstered
the rural economy by generating additional income for farmers but also encouraged
entrepreneurship and innovation in rural communities (Ali, et al., 2019).

Furthermore, agri-ecotourism contributed to the overall rural economy by creating
employment opportunities. As tourists flocked to rural areas to experience the charm of agrarian
life, there was a growing demand for hospitality services, guided tours, transportation, and other
support services. This surge in demand led to job creation, especially for residents, reducing rural
unemployment and boosting income levels (Barbieri & Streifeneder, 2019).

The integration of agri-ecotourism with pre-established tourist circuits, as proposed in
this study, enhanced the economic prospects of rural areas. Tourists exploring agri-ecotourist
circuits spent money on accommodations, food, transportation, and souvenirs, injecting capital
into local businesses and communities (Barbieri, et al., 2019). This influx of tourism-related
revenue could contribute to the overall development of rural marketing infrastructure and
services, improving the living standards of rural residents (Bhatta, et al., 2019).

However, despite its potential, agri-ecotourism in India remained in its nascent stage,
with limited and fragmented literature on its development (Bouckova, 2008). Successful agri-
ecotourism destinations required a deep understanding of tourist expectations and, at the same
time, re-orientation of the tour packages (Bowler, et al., 2016). To address this gap, this study
focused on understanding tourist behaviour and designing agri-eco circuits in rural India, tailored
for nature and farm enthusiast tourists (Broccardo, et al., 2017).

An agri-ecotourism venture not only offered a unique and sustainable tourism experience
but also had a significant impact on rural marketing and the rural economy (Cheung & Jim,
2014). ). It empowered local farmers, artisans, and entrepreneurs to expand their market reach,
generated employment opportunities, and stimulated economic growth in rural areas. Therefore,
fostering agri-ecotourism could boost rural marketing and could be a promising strategy for the
development of the rural economy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Agri-ecotourism, an amalgamation of agriculture, ecology, and tourism, gained
prominence in India as a catalyst for rural development and marketing. This review explored the
core concepts, trends, challenges, and potential within the context of agri-ecotourism and its
implications for rural marketing in the country, which could be replicated across other
developing countries with customized variations in research design (Cheung & Jim, 2014).

Conceptual Foundations: Agri-ecotourism integrated agriculture, natural environments,
culture, and hospitality, offering tourists immersive rural experiences (Chi, et al., 2010). It
emphasized the fusion of cultural and natural elements to create sustainable and engaging
tourism (Cunningham & Sagas, 2006).

Growth and Trends: Agri-ecotourism was on the rise in India, aligning with global
preferences for authentic and sustainable travel experiences (Demonja & Bacac, 2012). States
like Kerala, Rajasthan, Himachal Pradesh, and Maharashtra witnessed a surge in agri-ecotourism
activities (Rilla, et., 2013). Although COVID-19 severely impacted this industry, the future
prospects were quite high.

Economic and Social Impacts: Agri-ecotourism provided rural communities with
income diversification opportunities (Fatima, et., 2017). It stimulated local economies, generated
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employment, and preserved traditional cultures, crafts, and farming practices (Fleischer, et.,
2018).

Environmental Conservation: A cornerstone of agri-ecotourism was the preservation of
the natural environment. It promoted sustainable farming practices, biodiversity conservation,
and responsible tourism (Fleischer & Tchetchik, 2005). Agri-ecotourism served as an
educational tool, enlightening tourists about the importance of environmental stewardship and
sustainable agriculture (Gartner, 2005).

The future of agri-ecotourism in India looked promising, especially as tourists sought
meaningful and sustainable travel experiences. Another significant association with the Indian
quest to be a developed nation, which ultimately created the necessity of such nature-based
ventures. Rural regions, rich in agricultural heritage and cultural diversity, were well-suited to
become agri-ecotourism hubs. However, addressing infrastructure issues, enhancing community
involvement, and formulating clear policies were pivotal for sector growth and sustainability.
Further research could deepen our understanding of agri-ecotourism's role in rural marketing and
its impact on diverse Indian contexts.

METHODOLOGY

This section outlined the methodology employed in the study, including the study area,
data collection tool, sample size determination, data curation, and training.

Study Area: The study focused on Rajasthan, India - a prominent tourist destination,
selected for its diverse climatic variations, cultural heritage, archaeological wonders, and
wildlife. The specific districts chosen were Jaipur, Bikaner, and Jaisalmer (Govindasamy &
Kelley, 2014).

Data Collection Tool: A survey instrument was meticulously developed and pretested
based on literature and expert consultations, covering variables related to tourist expectations for
agri-ecotourism activities. Qualitative variables were selected for the research questionnaire,
assessed on a 5-point Likert scale (GRAM, 2016). Detailed insights were incorporated from
relevant case studies, fieldwork, and interviews with stakeholders to assess the opportunities and
challenges arising from India's diverse agricultural and ecological landscape for sustainable rural
development.

Sample Size: Despite the lack of a precise population size of tourists visiting agri-eco
destinations in Rajasthan and farmers adopting agri-ecotourism, the study considered that over 1
million visitors annually would require a sample size exceeding 100 with up to a +/- 90%
confidence interval. The sample size was determined to be greater than 100, with 120 tourists
(Hatan, et al., 2021).

Data Curation and Training: Data underwent curation and training to check for
normality and missing values using SPSS version 25.0. The data was found to be normally
distributed with no missing values (Heyder, et al.,2010).

Cluster Analysis: To distinguish between domestic and foreign tourist expectations, a
two-stage cluster analysis was performed on the 120 respondents using R studio software
(viz_cluster package). This method aimed to identify distinct classes or groups of tourists based
on their behavior. The number of clusters and goodness of fit were determined using AIC
(Akaike's Information Criterion) (Masih & Rajasekaran, 2020). Cluster analysis revealed groups
with significantly different characteristics (Nidhi, et al.,2017).

This methodology allowed for a comprehensive assessment of tourist perspectives in the
context of agri-ecotourism in Rajasthan, India Figure 1.
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RESULTS

Based on the survey findings, a suitable tourist circuit connecting the study areas was identified.
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FIGURE 1
FLOW DIAGRAM FOR DAY WISE ACTIVITY UNDER AGRI-ECOTOURISM FOR
TOURIST CIRCUIT AT RAJASTHAN, INDIA

This diagram represented an '11-day package program' for the tourists (domestics and
foreign) to promote rural marketing through the concept of agri-ecotourism. It covered the desert
circuit of Rajasthan state and included all components for agri-ecotourism. Area-wise details
along with particular agri-eco tour activity were also mentioned in the flow diagram. This was
one of the novel findings of the study that could help policy makers develop agri-eco tour
packages in the identified areas (Ali, et al. 2019).

To further dig into the insights of the analysis, researchers adopted a two-step cluster
analysis approach (Figure 2). A two-step cluster analysis was applied to the data collected from
the primary survey (Masih, et al., 2017). In this research, the author sought to identify clear
groupings that were large enough in size to have management implications, yet not too large to
obscure differences between respondents (Masih & Rajasekaran, 2020).
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Model Summary
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FIGURE 2
MODEL SUMMARY FOR TWO STEP CLUSTER ANALYSIS FOR CLUSTERS OF
AGRI-ECOTOURISM

Figure 2 revealed the likelihood of two things; first, there were distinct clusters present in
the sample dataset, and secondly, the statistical significance of the results obtained (Bowler, et
al., 2016). The AIC method represented coefficients that ranged from — 1.0 to +1.0. However, for
all practical purposes, a coefficient that ranged from -0.5 to +1.0 was considered acceptable and
a good solution. The AIC method established that there were two distinct clusters. There was
also 'fair' cohesion within the obtained clusters and 'fair' difference between them. Figure 2 also
represented the cluster distribution of 2 clusters (Heyder, et al.,2010). Findings of the study (see
Table 1-4) talked about cluster distribution, where cluster 1 was named as "domestic tourist
cluster,” and cluster 2 was named as "foreign tourist cluster.” The two clusters were named
according to tourist distribution found in both clusters. Cluster 1 had the maximum Indian
tourists and a few NRI (Non-Residential Indian tourists living in other countries), and cluster 2
had all the foreign tourists (Masih & Rajasekaran, 2020).

Table 1
CLUSTER PROFILING ACCORDING TO RESIDENCE TYPE OF CLUSTER MEMBERS
Residence type Frequency
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Total
Domestic tourist Foreign tourist
Rural 14 0 14
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Semi-urban 18 0 18
Urban 31 23 54
Metropolitan 16 18 34

Source: Author’s self-computed data.

It was observed that the cluster of domestic tourists mainly belonged to semi-urban,
urban, and metropolitan areas. Domestic tourists from rural areas were minimal, since rural
tourists already knew much about agri-ecotourism, and they had less financial capacity to spend
on tourism compared to tourists in urban and semi-urban areas. In the case of cluster 2 of foreign
tourists, all the respondents were from urban and metropolitan areas, thus displaying their greater
financial capacity to spend on travel and tourism (Cunningham & Sagas, 2006).

CLUSTER PROFILING ACCORDING TO COTJaI\?'II?RZY OF RESIDENCE OF CLUSTER MEMBERS

Country of residence Frequency

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Total

Domestic tourist Foreign tourist
India 60 0 60
Italy 0 11 11
France 9 16 25
UK 0 9 9
us 3 5 8
South Africa 6 0 6
Singapore 1 0 1

Source: Author’s self-computed data

It was clear by the formation of both clusters that cluster 1 mainly consisted of Indian
tourists and some Non-Residential Indians (NRI) living in other countries, while cluster 2 mainly
consisted of all the foreign tourists and no Indian tourists. The clarity of both clusters increased
the reliability of the analysis (Govindasamy & Kelley, 2014).

Table 3
CLUSTER PROFILING ACCORDING TO GENDER OF CLUSTER MEMBERS
Gender Frequency
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Total
Domestic tourist Foreign tourist
Male 46 18 64
Female 33 23 56

Source: Author’s self-computed data.

Cluster 1 of domestic tourists had a higher frequency of males (71.9%), while cluster 2 of
foreign tourists had nearly an equal ratio of males (58.9%) and females (41.1%) (Gartner, 2005).
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Table 4
CLUSTERING CENTROID MEAN AND SD FOR BOTH CLUSTERS OF AGRI-ECOTOURISM

Cluster Centroid Mean (SD)
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Combined
Domestic tourist Foreign
tourist
Entertainment value 4.48 (0.71) 3.95 (1.02) 4.3 (0.87)
Water quality 4.51 (0.58) 4.8 (0.4) 4.61 (0.54)
Onsite rest rooms 4.29 (0.75) 3.9 (0.58) 4.16 (0.72)
Countryside accommodations 4.46 (0.55) 3.39 (0.89) 4.09 (0.85)
Educational value 4.43 (0.69) 3.76 (1.22) 4.2 (0.96)
Attractive location 4.58 (0.55) 3.98 (0.91) 4.38 (0.75)
Comfort of interaction with service providers 4.28 (0.97) 2.54 (0.64) 3.68 (1.20)
Purchasing opportunities 4.35 (0.77) 4.2 (0.68) 4.3 (0.74)
Security and trust 4.62 (0.54) 4.41 (0.63) 4.55 (0.58)
Interpersonal congruency 4.59 (0.74) 3.07 (1.19) 4.08 (1.17)
Participate in local festivals 4.54 (0.69) 4.41 (0.50) 4.5 (0.64)
Interact with rural people and learning local languages 4.65 (0.62) 4.54 (0.55) 4.61 (0.60)
Convenient location 4.56 (0.64) 4.27 (0.90) 4.46 (0.74)
Adequate parking 4.34 (1.04) 2.88 (0.87) 3.84 (1.20)
Luxurious accommodations 4.1 (0.97) 2.68 (1.01) 3.62 (1.19)

Source: Author’s self-computed data.

In the context of rural marketing, these findings offered valuable insights into tailoring
marketing strategies for agri-ecotourism ventures catering to both domestic and foreign tourists.

For Cluster 1-Domestic Tourist, the emphasis on "interacting with rural people” and
"learning local languages” underscored the importance of promoting authentic cultural
experiences. Marketing efforts should have highlighted opportunities for tourists to engage with
local communities and immerse themselves in the cultural aspects of rural destinations.
Emphasizing "security and trust” could have involved showcasing safety measures,
certifications, and testimonials to instill confidence in domestic tourists. "Attractive location™
should have been visually showcased through marketing materials, while "interpersonal
congruency"” suggested the need for friendly and accommodating staff (Demonja & Bacac,
2012).

The positive attitude toward factors such as "entertainment value,” "water quality,” and
"educational value" should have been leveraged to communicate a well-rounded and enriching
agri-ecotourism experience. "Adequate parking and purchasing opportunities™ could have been
highlighted as added conveniences. Moreover, emphasizing the "value for money" aspect aligned
with domestic tourists' preferences, necessitating transparent pricing and the demonstration of
tangible value (Cheung & Jim, 2014).

For Cluster 2-Foreign Tourist, the focus on "clean water" underscored the importance
of emphasizing hygiene and sanitation measures in marketing materials. Addressing health
concerns, especially for waterborne diseases, was crucial to instill confidence in foreign tourists.
"Entertainment value" and "participation in local festivals" should have been marketed to
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highlight the cultural experiences unique to rural destinations. "Convenient location" should have
been showcased for its accessibility (Barbieri, et al., 2019).

Lastly, recognizing that foreign tourists were willing to spend extra for adventure and
memorable experiences, marketing strategies should have emphasized the extraordinary and
transformative nature of the agri-ecotourism offerings. Highlighting the opportunity for once-in-
a-lifetime experiences and memorable encounters with rural communities could have resonated
strongly with this audience (Masih & Rajasekaran, 2020).

Such understanding about the distinct preferences of domestic and foreign tourists within
the context of agri-ecotourism allowed for targeted rural marketing strategies by Destination
Marketing Organizations (DMOs) that catered to their specific needs and expectations,
ultimately enhancing the appeal and success of such ventures (Barbieri & Streifeneder, 2019).

DISCUSSION

The past research delved into the intricate dynamics of agri-ecotourism in various regions
of Rajasthan, India, scrutinizing both the demand from domestic and foreign tourists and the
supply forces represented by local farmers. While the state government had made commendable
strides in promoting agri-ecotourism, significant challenges persisted on the path to its
widespread adoption (Hatan, et al., 2021).

Furthermore, this study emphasized that the motivations for diversifying into agri-
ecotourism extended beyond revenue generation, encompassing the promotion of the holistic
benefits of rural India, including fresh produce, local attractions, and handicrafts. It suggested
leveraging local brand ambassadors and creative branding strategies to enhance awareness and
adoption of agri-ecotourism at the village level (Heyder, et al.,2010).

The research also scrutinized tourists' expectations, identifying factors crucial for both
domestic and foreign visitors. Domestic tourists sought interaction with service providers,
security, cleanliness, quality food, and engagement in farm activities. Meanwhile, foreign
tourists were drawn to India's rich culture, traditions, and unique festivals, emphasizing the
importance of offering authentic ethnic foods (Masih & Rajasekaran, 2020).

However, foreign tourists also expressed concerns about safety, hygiene, and tourist
services in India, which could have jeopardized the success of agri-ecotourism ventures.
Addressing these issues was pivotal for sustaining the appeal of rural tourism and for boosting
rural marketing (Nidhi, et al.,2017). The findings of this study could also be applied to various
Indian states and South-East Asian countries like Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines.

This research underscored the immense potential of agri-ecotourism as a means to
promote rural marketing and preserve the cultural heritage of rural India. However, to fully
harness this potential, it called for a concerted effort to address challenges, ensure safety and
quality, and facilitate coordinated development efforts among relevant stakeholders (Masih &
Rajasekaran, 2020).

CONCLUSION

The study's findings had promising implications for rural marketing, extending beyond
Rajasthan to various Indian states and South-East Asian countries like Thailand, Indonesia, and
the Philippines. They could guide the creation of tourist circuits closely tied to rural
communities. Future research should also have covered the farmers' level strategy on farm
diversification with eutopia model components. Understanding tourists' motivations for choosing
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agri-ecotours was crucial, enabling tailored packages to suit different budgets and durations.
Effective planning and strategy were essential for economically viable, socially responsible, and
ecologically sustainable agri-ecotourism, enhancing the visitor experience and promoting
sustainable rural marketing practices in this growing industry.
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