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Abstract

Alternative tourism, specifically cultural tourism, has gained worldwide importance. 
This is reflected in the growing number of people preferring this type of leisure activity. 
However, and even though archaeological and religious contexts represent hubs of attraction 
for pilgrims and tourists, their development seems to generate social issues. The objective 
of this research is to analyse the social impact of cultural tourism, from the perspective of 
tradesmen living in the rural municipality of Tlaxcala, Mexico. Information was collected 
by surveys. Sample size was calculated using the non-probabilistic method (snowball), 
and 54 tradesmen owning establishments near tourist attractions, were interviewed. 
Results evidenced that tradesmen do perceive social problems including traffic congestion, 
increasing living costs, pollution, street vendors, and augmented competition between 
businesses. However, they appreciate the benefits of providing tourists with low-cost 
catering services, considering tourism to be positive or very positive. The conclusion is that 
economic benefits outweigh the social impacts generated by tourism.
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Resumen

El turismo alternativo y específicamente, el cultural ha adquirido importancia a escala 
global y se refleja en el crecimiento del número de personas que prefieren este tipo de 
esparcimiento. Así los espacios arqueológicos y religiosos, son polos de atracción para pere-
grinos y turistas, pero su desarrollo está generando problemas sociales. El objetivo de la 
investigación fue analizar el impacto social del turismo cultural, desde la percepción de los 
comerciantes en un municipio rural de Tlaxcala, México. Se recabó la información mediante 
la técnica del cuestionario, se calculó la muestra utilizando el método no probabilístico 
(bola de nieve), se entrevistaron a 54 comerciantes que poseen establecimientos cerca de 
los atractivos turísticos. Se encontró que los comerciantes obtienen escasas utilidades, al 
brindar servicios de restauración de bajo costo a los turistas. También perciben que se están 
incrementando los problemas sociales incluido el tráfico, incremento del costo de la calidad 
de vida, contaminación, ambulantaje, y una mayor competencia entre negocios. A pesar de 
ello, consideraron que la actividad turística es buena o muy buena y contribuye al desarrollo 
local. Se concluye que aún son más los beneficios económicos que los impactos sociales 
generados por el turismo y por lo tanto se acepta su desarrollo.

Palabras clave
turismo cultural • espacios rurales • desarrollo • impactos

Introduction 

Tourism has become one main promoter of economic growth in many countries, 
especially in those undeveloped. In Mexico, its advancement is an economic priority. In 
2018, this country resulted the seventh most visited destination in the world, with the 
arrival of 42 million international tourists (37). In recent decades, the tourism industry has 
faced the challenge of satisfying the individual needs of tourists, rather than addressing the 
mass market (33). In this context, cultural tourism gains importance, as several cultural 
resources, converted into touristic attractions, constitute a contributing strategy for 
economic development.

Cultural tourism constitutes a social phenomenon that rescues the historical aspect of 
cultural heritage in order to contribute to territorial development (18). The UNWTO (World 
Tourism Organization) defines this type of tourism as a ”social phenomenon” consisting of 
cultural trips considering folklore, arts and crafts, festivals, sites, monuments, and pilgrimages 
(12). This organization reaffirmed that cultural tourism represents an important part of 
international tourism, comprising more than 39% of arriving tourists (34). In Mexico, it 
included more than 40% of cultural trips (14), representing 5.5% of international travellers 
and 3% of national travellers (38).

Regarding this business, Mexico is especially competitive, given its artistic and historical 
value in terms of pre-Hispanic civilizations and colonial history, as well as its traditional cities 
and cultures (21). In this context, more than 1,200 museums and about 200 archeological 
sites are open to the public. Mexico has 121 destinations termed as Magical Centers by the 
Ministry of Tourism. According to the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (2017), 
in 2016, the state of Tlaxcala received a total of 368,229 national visitors and 20,944 
foreigners. Of this total, the archeological zones of Cacaxtla (144,589) and Xochitecatl 
(119,446) attracted the greatest number of tourists (87.5%, 20).

This intense influx of tourists may negatively or positively disturb the host culture 
(31). Touristic development causes different social effects, especially evident in developing 
countries (1). Social behaviour plays a central role in human interactions. Mendoza 
et al. (2011) state that tourism impact assessment is fundamental. In this context, social 
impacts generated by tourism, principally on host communities, have not been evaluated. 
Our hypothesis states that social problems are increasing, with great competition 
between handicraft vendors as a result of the greater influx of tourists in the communities 
of San Miguel del Milagro, San Miguel Xochitecatitla and San José Atoyatenco, located in the 
municipality of Nativitas, Tlaxcala.
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Bibliographic review

Social impact of tourism in rural areas
Territorial heritage derives from highly proclaimed and socially recognized cultural 

and natural inherited resources, making them a valuable cultural product (28). Thus, 
both nature and culture are important, especially if they coexist (9). Its interpretation 
combines material and immaterial aspects, representing elements with social assigned 
value and meaning, such as inheritance or collective legacy. This is linked to geographical 
diversity, as the resources included in the List of World Heritage of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), are characterized as universal 
and exceptional (42). These, in addition to others not included in this organization’s list but 
combining the necessary attributes.

In cultural tourism, the heritage-tourism binomial correlation, stands out. The society 
vs. nature relationship needs to be considered, while analysing the impacts of existing 
economic, social and cultural affairs. Tourism results from the economic and social changes 
occurring in the context of societies from which it emerges. Its development focuses on its 
natural and cultural resources (27). Thus, both positive and negative transformations take 
place in all contexts, including rural ones. This means that touristic development brings 
economic benefits in exchange for social and environmental impacts (5, 13). Therefore, 
to analyse the perception of the local population regarding the effects of tourism, and its 
impact on socio-economic environments, turns important (35).

Santos (2004) commented that concerning the social aspect, tourism promotes changes 
in well-being, assimilation and transformation of customs. Likewise, tourism can cause 
negative changes like increasing insecurity, drug addiction and alcoholism. Social tension 
is also caused by land purchase for touristic infrastructure or when areas close to cultural 
heritage, are occupied. Timothy and Gyan (2009), mention that when different social groups 
claim the same space, event or object as their own, conflict and social discord can arise. 
These issues represent negative social manifestations of tourism.

Pedersen (2005) argues that, even though rapid touristic growth leads to environmental 
difficulties, increased property and commodity prices, traffic congestion, decreased life 
quality, higher taxes and competition in terms of the distribution of benefits, residents still 
maintain a positive attitude towards tourism, approving its development. This means that, 
despite the impacts of touristic development on communities, their inhabitants consider it 
an ensuring survival strategy. Even though tourism by itself, is not sufficient to eliminate 
poverty, it contributes to its reduction. Many job positions are generated from this activity, 
benefiting local inhabitants (24).

In this sense, the social exchange theory studies how residents perceive these impacts 
and how their perceptions may affect their approval or rejection (39). This theory analyses 
the trending attitudes of residents toward this activity (7). It also helps explain social 
changes arising from touristic activities, and attempts to provide a general theory of 
interaction, whose object of study is the group phenomena complying with norms, cohesion, 
group status and power, among others. Social human behaviour manifests between two 
or more people interacting spontaneously, expecting to achieve their aspirations (26). In 
this exchange, power as a positive factor plays an important role in the impacts of tourism 
involving submission or prohibition. Vargas-Núñez et al. (2011) affirmed that power is the 
capacity to decide on one’s own life, but also the competence to decide on other lives. It can 
be considered a social interaction attribute, providing the link by which rules are established. 
It also provides procedures leading to unanimous and common agreement. Thus, status and 
power are unilateral relationships, resulting from this exchange. Additionally, the social 
exchange theory also contributes to understanding inhabitant’s perception, assuming they 
select their transactions once having assessed their costs and benefits. If the benefits - 
economic or social - are greater than the costs involved, residents will support touristic 
development, being hospitable and tolerant towards tourism and its negative issues (8, 32). 

Ap (1992) stated that when resource exchange turns high for the host, residents 
consider the impacts of tourism to be positive. But when the exchange is low, whether in a 
balanced or unbalanced relationship, impacts are perceived as negative. The rural economic 
framework should also be considered, given that if people are immersed in an agricultural 
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and economic crisis, they will accept these types of activities, despite the low perceived 
income (15). Over time, social interaction causes change. Morales (2002) mentioned that 
at first, people adopt a positive view, enabling exchanges in which benefits are obtained. 
However, over time, differences develop onto unilateral dependence on power. Here, the 
social exchange relationship goes unnoticed, meaning that the negative aspects of tourism 
start being noticed. Residents perceive price increases, in addition to negative social impacts 
such as pollution, drug addiction and road congestion. Harrill (2004) states that people 
enjoying the greatest economic benefit, will be those who support touristic activities, as 
they place economic compensation before environmental or cultural costs.

In rural areas, changes in economic activities among inhabitants, bring negative 
transformations. In many communities, farmers integrated into the economy of tourism, 
leave agriculture. Others are forced to fabricate and sell low-value souvenirs, or to provide 
low-cost catering services to tourists, obtaining little profit, while economically generous 
margins are controlled by large companies (6). This implies that income generated from 
tourism does not remain in the hands of local people. Instead, it is mostly appropriated by 
international or regional tour operators.

Substituting agricultural activities for non-agricultural jobs, specifically tourism, has 
impacted on the social structure of rural areas. Although touristic income is low, some 
farmers complement their commercial income with this activity (17, 31). Therefore, to 
identify the social impacts of tourism on the sustainable development of local communities is 
important. Sites that offer cultural heritage should be analysed in reference to the magnitude 
of social impact, minimizing conflict between tourists and residents, while optimizing social 
development (23). Likewise, inhabitants’ attitude towards touristic development, needs to 
be understood, reducing resentfulness, and promoting the touristic destination.

Methodology and characteristics of the study area

This research aimed to determine how salesmen perceive the social impacts of cultural 
tourism in the communities of San Miguel del Milagro, San Miguel Xochitecatitla and 
San José Atoyatenco, located in the municipality of Nativitas, Tlaxcala. The municipality 
is located south of the state of Tlaxcala, at 2,202 meters above sea level and between 
19°14’ North latitude and 98°18’ West longitude (19). The study communities include the 
San Miguel Arcángel Sanctuary (religious tourism) and the Archeological Zones of Cacaxtla 
and Xochitecatl (archeological tourism), comprising the most visited attractions in the State 
(figure 1, page 324).

In 2015, the municipality of Nativitas had a population of 25,053 people, of who 
(figure 1, page 324), pam, 51.9% were women. Eighty-eight percent of the people, aged 
15 or older, was able to read and write. The Economically Active Population reached 9,346 
people, of whom, 31.6% worked in the service sector, 26.4% in the primary sector, 25.8% 
in the secondary sector and 14.7% in commerce (19). Primary economic activities include 
agriculture, livestock and forestry, being maize, amaranth and vegetables, their main crops.

A bibliographic review of tourism, cultural tourism and the theory of social exchange 
was undertaken, explaining the objective of this study. A structured questionnaire including 
70 variables related to social and economic aspects of tourism was complemented with 
direct observation techniques, implying that the researcher visited the study place (22). The 
sample was defined after the non-probabilistic method by applying the snowball technique, 
given that no register of the existing businesses in the studied communities, was found. 24 
of the 54 people interviewed, pertained to the context of religious tourism, while 30 worked 
at archaeological sites. The owners or representatives of various businesses - shops or 
stalls, food services, lodging/hotels, and handicraft shops among others- were interviewed. 
Data were analysed by parametric and non-parametric statistics.
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Results and discussion

Analysis of the social impact of cultural tourism.
During the 70s and 80s, the study communities were mainly agricultural. The original 

inhabitants were Xicalanca Olmecs from the Chontalpa of Tabasco (10), people with 
significant cultural importance. However, today, agriculture has become a less important 
activity. Almost 43% of the interviewees stated they were tradesmen - they run a shop, 
or sell amaranth, clothes, hats and pottery sculptures, among other items. Thirty-seven 
percent provides some type of tourist service, food sales, lodging, parking and toilets, while 
the remaining percentage stated to be craftsmen. This means that Non-Agricultural Rural 
Employment (NARE) is becoming important, transforming the work activity at the studied 
locations. In this regard, Köbrich and Dirven (16) commented that NARE provides work for 
approximately 35% of the rural workforce in Latin American countries.

In this study, 64.8% of the interviewees stated to have other activities in addition to 
working as tradesmen or in tourism services: 48.6% work in agriculture, 22.9% have 
another occupation and the remaining percentage work for companies or the government. 
Those involved in religious tourism, chose agriculture (68.8%) over those in archaeological 
tourism (31.6%). This means that for some interviewees, tourism is a full-time job and not 
a complement to agriculture, contributing to the fact that, in the study area, agriculture 
is losing importance. People started up their businesses relying on family inheritance, 
both in religious (20.8%) and in archaeological tourism (36.7%). In this regard, Carton de 
Grammont (2015), recognized that this main non-agricultural activity takes place under 
precarious conditions and low income, where the most deprived households manage to 
find better paid self-employment. This is the case for most businesses in the study area. 

Figure 1. Spatial location of the municipality of Nativitas and tourist places.
Figura 1. Ubicación espacial del municipio de Nativitas y sitios turísticos.
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Consequently, cultural tourism may contribute depending on the type of activities and 
the characteristics of the local economy (30). This result is a consequence of touristic 
areas evolving over time, given that, as facilities and place awareness grow, the number of 
visitors also increases (25), partly explaining why tourism had varying impact on business 
establishment in the study areas.

Given the significant economic benefits, an increasing number of establishments resulted 
in greater competition. According to 79.2% of the respondents, competition between 
establishments offering similar assets increased in the religious context, as clearly observed 
in 2012. A similar phenomenon was observed in archaeological areas, where 83.3% of 
respondents said that competition between businesses offering similar services increased, 
while 87.5% involved provision of touristic services, such as food selling. Among those 
engaged in commerce, 32% stated that competition had increased. These data evidence 
greater interest in commercial activities in areas with religious tourism, while in the 
archaeological context, interest seems to be focused on providing services. This can partly 
be explained by the fact that tourists’ perception of valuable monuments is inadequate, as 
scientific-cultural activities are not properly appreciated (40). 

Interviewees indicated that tourism has been positive (64.8%) and moderately positive 
(31.5%). In terms of positive aspects; transportation (38.9%), public services (16.7%) 
and lighting (13%) improvements, stood out. Concerning religious tourism, interviewees 
indicated that it has had a positive impact in terms of transportation improvement (58.4%) 
and implementation of public infrastructure (12.5%). Public routes were constructed, and 
public lighting was increased. In this sense, Zhuang et al. (2019), commented that tourism 
can improve local life standards, improving infrastructure, medical and educational care, 
employment opportunities and income levels.

Regarding conflicts within the population, 22.2% answered that tourism generates 
problems, to a greater extent as a result of religious tourism (45.8%), compared to 
archaeological tourism (3.3%). In this context, Almeida et al. (2015) mentioned that 
interactions between local residents and tourists may generate anguish and pressure. At 
different stages in their lives, residents may feel that their social reality is threatened. In 
order to understand conflict perception among the population towards tourism, several 
variables were analysed according to the logistic regression model. Using a variable 
selection procedure, variables were included and discarded until the appropriate model 
was obtained. Finally, the presence of street vendors near touristic places and the usage of 
parking spaces resulted to be significantly associated with conflict (table 1).

Problem perception after touristic arrival could be related to territorial planning, 
given that the presence of street vendors had not been regulated and the creation of 
parking lots meeting the service demand, had not been encouraged. In order to analyse 
whether the inhabitants of the study communities perceived that tourism caused vehicle 
traffic congestion in their respective communities, a correspondence analysis was carried 
out. This technique studies the dependency relationships of a set of categorical variables 
from the data, in a contingency table. A statistically significant relationship between the 
variables, study communities and increased traffic congestion (χ2 = 41,795; p < 0.001) was 
found, suggesting a relationship between traffic and communities. Two groups are defined: 
1) In the community of San Miguel del Milagro, religious tourism caused massive traffic 
increases, 2) In the San Miguel communities of Xochitecatitla and San José Atoyatenco, little 
or very little traffic resulted of archaeological tourism. Tourist arrivals to archaeological 
areas are less than in San Miguel del Milagro (figure 2, page 326).

Source: survey data, 
2017.

Fuente: datos de la 
encuesta, 2017.

Table 1. Estimators of the logistic regression model, using the forward stepwise selection 
method (Wald).

Tabla 1. Estimadores del modelo de regresión logística con el método de selección por 
pasos hacia adelante (Wald).

Variables B E.T. Wald P Exp(B)
Presence of tradesmen 1.140 .433 6.930 .008 3.125
Parking spaces -2.214 .835 7.032 .008 0.109
Constant 6.425 3.071 4.378 .036 616.984
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Figure 2. Correspondence analysis of the relationship between study communities and 
traffic impact. 

Figura 2. Análisis de correspondencia entre las comunidades de estudio y el impacto del 
tráfico vehicular.

Source: Own elaboration 
based on survey data, 

2017. 
Fuente: Elaboración 

propia con base en 
datos de encuestas, 

2017.
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When specifically asking about discontent, 16.7% of respondents in the religious tourism 
area said that traffic had increased greatly, while 45.8% thought it had increased, much. This 
adversity is aggravated during September, when the San Miguel del Milagro festival begins, 
and an increased number of pilgrims visit the sanctuary. This issue is partly a consequence 
of poor planning. In archaeological areas, traffic problems are still not present.

Interviewees (58.3%), from the religious touristic area, complained about a great 
reduction in the number of available parking lots. However, in archaeological touristic 
areas, 73.3% of respondents considered almost no increase in traffic due to tourism. In this 
sense, 76.7% said that tourism didn´t practically reduce the number of parking spaces, 50% 
said that neither is traffic excessive nor parking insufficient, and only 36.7% complained 
about insufficient space.

Among other negative aspects of tourism, interviewees mentioned pollution (48.1%) 
and cultural change (33.3%). In religious touristic areas, 37.5% complained about 
contamination, 37.5% complained about their community culture being impacted as a 
consequence of cultural exchange, and 25% observed road congestion negatively impacting 
society. In the archaeological touristic area, people mainly mentioned pollution (56.7%), 
and to a lesser extent, cultural impact and water scarcity. These types of social impacts 
influence life standards at the tourist destination (8).

Tourism has also influenced the increasing cost of living (24.1%), especially for religious 
touristic areas (41.7%) and to a lesser extent in archaeological areas (10%). In religious 
touristic areas, house rental (50%), transport (40%) and food (10%) have increased. 
Archaeological tourism has contributed to rising costs of living, mainly food (66.7%) 
and housing (33.3%). This increased cost of living is due to new businesses established 
by extra-community people. In this sense, Pedersen (2005), mentioned research on local 
concerns in relation to the impact of tourism development. Among many problems that 
affect the religious touristic area, property value, traffic congestion, life standards, income 
and price increase, were mostly mentioned.
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Conflicts concerning tourism development and the appropriation of premises to establish 
a business (58.3%), as well as issues concerning lack of communication between the 
authorities and their inhabitants (33.3%), have arisen. This has led to vertical governmental 
decisions. In archaeological areas, people stated that this situation is creating social tension. 
Conflicts in religious touristic areas, concerning the occupation of premises, involved those 
who provide touristic services (75%) and tradesmen (57.1%).

Another complaint refers to the presence of street vendors and their business 
facilities, that contribute to the detriment of the area surrounding the tourist centres. 
Those interviewed about religious (54.2%) and archaeological (10%) tourism, stated that 
businesses established near the Sanctuary and the archaeological zones, needed to be 
re-located in specific areas. They also stated that both religious (37.5%) and archaeological 
(76.7%) tourism, require better facilities. As reflected by percentages, these touristic 
areas present different problems. In one, quality of facilities is essential, while in the other, 
business organization is of primary importance. However, the truth is that even though 
tourism represents a controversial social phenomenon, this activity promotes job positions 
and increasing income for the inhabitants (11).

Finally, with respect to security, according to respondents, the studied communities are 
safe or very safe (85.2%) places to visit. Despite this, 50% of respondents added that, in 
recent years, a regular increase in assaults has been noted while 37.5% mentioned a few acts 
of aggression. Interviewees who stated that the communities are moderately safe, referred 
to the increase in assaults during the last two years. This phenomenon is not linked to the 
arrival of tourists, but to the existence of gangs from these areas and nearby communities, 
and the arrival of people from other cities, settling in these communities. It can be concluded 
that the interviewees consider that, despite social problems (traffic, increased life standards 
cost, pollution and street vendors), (7.4%) tourism is very good and (66.6%) good.

Conclusions 

The study communities consist of small rural centres with less than 2,500 inhabitants 
receiving an important influx of tourists. Almost 130 thousand to 200 thousand tourists arrive 
annually, in each tourist area. Consequently, tourism is contributing to the transformation 
of their social environment, meaning that with the arrival of tourists, increasingly rural 
non-agricultural employment is becoming more important. Almost half of respondents 
work as tradesmen or in tourism services, indicating that agriculture is losing importance. 
This type of transformation was more evident in the archaeological zones, where tourism 
is a full-time employment alternative. Unfortunately, these new activities are carried out 
under precarious conditions and for fundamentally low salaries.

Tourism is creating conflict in communities, especially in the religious touristic area, 
where a greater influx of tourists causes a differential increase in the number of businesses, 
resulting in greater competition. Additionally, tourism also brings more traffic, resulting 
in less public parking for local cars. Likewise, stalls and consequently more rubbish, are 
generated. Finally, an increased cost of living completes the disadvantages of touristic 
development. Perception of Tourism-related problems seems to be associated with poor 
regional urban planning, as the presence of street vendors and the creation of parking lots 
have not been regulated. 

While promoting tourism is necessary, to ensure inhabitants wellbeing, is also 
important. In general, tourism-related problems are more pronounced in religious areas 
than in archaeological ones. If touristic activities are not properly planned, social impacts 
will increase, causing life quality deterioration with the consequent rejection of this type of 
economic activity. Thus, to implement strategies that help reduce the negative social impacts 
of tourism, becomes necessary. Future research should be carried out by incorporating the 
inhabitants, especially the peasants, and their perception of the social impacts of tourism in 
their community.
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