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Appendix  Research design and methods 

 
 

As discussed in Chapter One, this study situates itself in critical theory which 

views society as essentially oppressive and conflictual. In line with this 

methodology I have taken a historical materialist approach - which attaches 

importance to economic, political and social structures but does not deny the 

value of ideas, consciousness or culture - to study the development of 

tourism in China as well as the narratives produced at several tourist sites in 

Beijing. 

 

Historical research is concerned with the dimension of time. It tries to 

understand the transformation of people, places, institutions, ideas, and 

processes through time (Towner & Wall, 1991); it studies society not as 

something static but “as a dynamic constellation of forces manifesting itself 

in continuous and constant change” (Barraclough, 1979). Historical research, 

which can be conducted by means of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods, can be used for analysing “the big picture”, for tracing patterns 

and processes within a society or across societies but also for studying cases 

or events. It tries to discover what is shared and what is unique and to build 

theory to explain these differences and similarities (Neuman, 2011).  

  

There are many similarities between qualitative historical research and other 

genres of qualitative research such as the researcher’s point of view being an 

integral part of the study; immersion in the data; interpretation and 

“translation” of the findings; sensitivity to the tension between human 

agency and structure (Neuman, 2011). But historical research also has some 

distinctive features. By necessity it uses limited and indirect evidence and 

reconstructs from fragments and incomplete source materials. Another 

concern is distortion. Since the study of the past is conducted in the light of 

current knowledge and interpretations, the researcher has to be careful of 

not reconstructing a history which is more coherent than the past when it 

occurred or to come up with simplified generalizations. In many current 

historical studies, micro (such as life stories) and macro (large-scale social 

structures and processes) levels of social reality are integrated (Neuman, 

2011). 
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Methods used 

For this study I have used the following qualitative methods: 

 
An analysis of written (both printed and electronic) sources 

I have made ample use of written sources, something which is more or less 

inevitable in historical research. With regard to the study of the history of 

Western tourism, Towner (1988) distinguished four main sources: statistical 

records, personal documents (such as diaries or letters of travellers), mass 

communication records (magazines, newspapers, guidebooks) and other 

sources. “Other sources” consist of a variety of materials such as novels, 

poetry, graffiti and inscriptions, archaeological remains (of inns or sites, for 

example), and visual arts like paintings, drawings or photographs. While it 

would be a mistake to assume the exact same sources to be available for 

researching the history of tourism in China, there seem to be several 

similarities in source materials. Yan and McKercher (2013) mentioned 

anthologies, novels, travel writings, local gazetteers and historical records as 

the main sources here. These can be supplemented by writings on 

geography, religion, daily life and the study of visual materials (paintings, 

inscriptions). 

 

In trying to capture some traces of the history of tourism in China, I have 

made use of English language translations of several of the sources 

mentioned above. I have relied quite heavily on Strassberg (1994) and his 

translations and interpretations of travel writings, but also on Cahill (1992), 

Campbell (2009), Wu (1992) and Spence (2007). For more recent times I 

have used English language writings of visitors to China such as Orville 

Schell and English translations of the works of Simone de Beauvoir and 

Roland Barthes.  

 

Other written sources consisted of academic books and articles, articles and 

publications by government media and tourism related organizations as well 

as statistical information. 

 

Interviews 

To get a better understanding of the education of tour guides (the initial 

focus of this thesis) as well as the current state of tourism, I conducted six 

“conversational interviews” with lecturers in tourism and tour guide 
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education at various universities in Beijing, Shanghai and Xi’an. To establish 

some measure of equality and not only “ask”, I gave guest lectures at 

several of these institutes (on tourism today in Europe, my experiences as a 

tour manager in China and on Chapter one of my thesis). In this way an 

informal atmosphere was created which facilitated an exchange on tour 

guide education. A more formal interview was conducted with four tour 

guides in Shanghai.  

 

These interviews provided me with information on, among other: the license 

system established by CNTA in 1989 (which was delegated to provincial 

levels in 1990); the yearly exams tour guides have to take (and pay for) to 

up-date their knowledge (on, for example, the World Expo or new 

regulations) to retain their license; the fact that the “golden tour guide 

years” were in the late 1980s and early 1990s - currently the job is not 

popular since students find the basic salary too low and the work too 

challenging; the tour guide curriculum; the fact that several large agents, 

like CITS, produce their own tour commentary which guides have to stick to 

- in other cases guides mainly use the content of their study books for 

interpretation. 

 

“Walking-along” with tour guides 

I took guided tours (booked with CTS and CITS) in Beijing, Qufu and Xi’an. 

Instead of labelling this participant-observation, I prefer to call it “walking-

along” as this denominates both the fleeting character of these contacts and 

the activity undertaken together. Although full disclosure of the work and the 

role of the researcher is recommended and it is considered unethical to 

operate “under cover” (Marshall  & Rossman, 2011), this is precisely what I 

chose to do in the end. The first two times when guides enquired about my 

occupation or purpose of visit, I tried - in line with Neuman’s (2011) advice 

to be truthful but vague - to give a “truthful” answer (“lecturer tourism” and 

“doing research on guided tours”). I noticed, however, that these answers 

made the guides uncomfortable with one speeding up the tour in order to get 

rid of me as quickly as possible and the next one reducing his interpretation 

to the bare minimum. After these experiences I presented myself as just a 

tourist and teacher. I felt comfortable with this as the purpose of walking 

along with the guides was only to gain an understanding of the content of 
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their interpretation. I did not collect any personal information as this would 

indeed have been unethical. Since I operated “under cover”, it did not seem 

correct to record the interpretation during the tours. I did take notes, 

however, while walking along and completed these immediately after the 

tours.  

 

China on the way  

To gain more insight in the nation-brand the Party is trying to build for the 

global stage I included an analysis (see Chapter Five) of the 17 minute video 

China on the way released in 2011 by the State Council Information Office in 

my research as well as reading up on this topic.  

  

Reflexive paragraphs 

While writing this thesis I occasionally noticed my own prejudices filtering 

through. Some observations on this can be found in the three red-bordered 

boxes in the text of this thesis. 

 

Field research 

As noted in the Introduction, I started work on my thesis with visits to 

several tourist sites, observing modes of interpretation and taking some 

guided tours. I ended my research with “drifting” through less familiar 

territory in Beijing. 

 

After a few months I shifted the initial focus of my research from tour guides 

to the content of more and different English language interpretive media 

available at the Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven, the Summer Palace, 

the Lama Temple and the Confucius Temple. “Interpretive media” in this 

context refer to modes of visitor communication such as on-site signs, 

exhibits, brochures, guided tours, performances, demonstrations as well as 

mobile devices (audio tours, GPS, smart phones) that are designed to 

increase visitors’ enjoyment and to help them understand and engage with 

heritage or tourist sites. On-site interpretive activities can increase visitor 

satisfaction, turn a mere visit into an experience, induce repeat visits and 

positive word-of-mouth feedback (Ham & Weiler, 2007; Moscardo, 1999; 

Pastorelli, 2003; Van Dijk & Weiler, 2009). It also “allows the visitor to 

understand, feel, and relive the heritage” (De Rojas & Camarero, 2008, p. 
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533) and is something that (Western) visitors currently expect and value as 

an important part of their visit to tourist sites (Van Dijk & Weiler, 2009). 

 

As a qualitative researcher is looking for “rich” data, I studied various 

channels through which the interpretation at the various sites takes shape: 

 

I examined the official site websites (Temple of Heaven:  

en.tiantanpark.com; Forbidden City: www.dpm.org.cn; Lama Temple  

[only in Chinese]: www.yonghegong.cn; Confucius Temple:  

www.kmgzj.com/; Summer Palace: www.summerpalace- china.com  

[the English version does not seem to work]). Some of the information  

found here made its way into Chapter Five.  

 

I listened to the audio - or automatic - guides provided at all five sites.  

Since the quality of the sound is too poor to directly record, I finally  

decided to repeat the text out loud and record it with my mobile phone in 

order to be able to write down the text ad-verbatim. Since it is not possible 

to replay them, four to five rounds of listening to each audio tour were 

necessary. 

 

I studied the information on the five sites in several English language tour 

guide textbooks (one can be found in the list of references – Liu, A., 2011). 

  

I photographed the content of the on-site signs and bought the maps with 

texts (see figure 5.5 for an example) available at the sites. 

 

I added my notes of the five guided tours I took at the Temple of Heaven, 

the Summer Palace and the Forbidden City. 

 

On these data I performed a content analysis. Content analysis is a widely 

employed method for the subjective interpretation of textual data through a 

systematic identifying of themes, patterns and categories and organizing or 

coding the data. It is also used in historical research (Towner & Wall, 1991; 

Walton, 2009).The process of analysing the data consisted of the following 

steps: (a) a repeated reading of all the texts to familiarize myself with them, 

(b) an inductive analysis to discover themes, patterns, categories in the data 

http://www.dpm.org.cn/
http://www.yonghegong.cn/
http://www.kmgzj.com/
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(as opposed to a deductive analysis where the analytic categories are 

stipulated beforehand based on a pre-existing framework), (c) the organising 

of the data into the various categories, (d) a rethinking of the categories and 

the way in which I had organised the data to see if different understandings 

were possible, (e) the interpretation of the data (which can be found mainly 

in Chapter Five).  

 

While this looks like an orderly, chronological process, this was not the case 

in reality. While it was not difficult to find recurring themes and create 

categories such as “ancient civilization”, “destruction by Allied Forces”, 

“imperial rulers and their family”, or even “cypresses and other trees”, the 

overriding sentiment after familiarizing myself with the gathered texts was 

one of slight despair. Although probably knowing more about Chinese history 

than the average English speaking tourist and having visited all the sites and 

read (and heard) the on-site information before, a close reading of the 

interpretive texts generated incomprehension rather than understanding.  

 

On the one hand, I needed much more information about the background of 

the various sites (and preferably different kinds of information from different 

sources) as well as the periods in which several events referred to in the 

interpretation took place (like the destruction of the Summer Palace and the 

Qing policies regarding minorities). On the other hand, I had to know more 

about the ways in which the CPC is creating a national identity and trying to 

build a nation-brand for the international arena. 

 

The process of analysing (and gathering more) data was intertwined with a 

large amount of reading to try and make sense of it all. In the end, the 

overriding categories that I came up with are the major themes in the Party’s 

efforts at nation building and nation branding (which can be found in Chapter 

Five): Patriotism - China in superlatives; Patriotism - Ancient China; 

Patriotism - Anti-foreign sentiments; Harmonious society - Ethnic harmony; 

Harmonious society - Confucius.   

The interplay between reading up on these topics and repeated immersion in 

the data led to the interpretation in Chapter Five regarding the ways in which 

the nation is represented to English speaking tourists and how this can be 

traced at prominent tourist sites in Beijing. 
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Limitations of the study  

This study has several limitations which will be shortly addressed here. 

 

Limitations relating to the design of the study 

The study presents only some glimpses of the history and development of 

tourism in China. Notably absent are the stories and experiences of the 

common people as well as those of women. Due to various constraints they 

travelled less (for pleasure) and wrote less about their experiences. 

 

The study does not give a voice to the tourists to whom the interpretation at 

the five Beijing sites is addressed, denying them not only a form of agency 

to draw their own conclusions, but also not valuing their opinions with regard 

to the content of the interpretation. 

 

Although this research analyses the interpretation aimed at Western tourists 

at five Beijing heritage sites, it does not include a comparison between the 

content of the Chinese and English language interpretation for possible 

differences and similarities. 

 

Limitations of the researcher 

My very limited knowledge of Chinese made it impossible to study sources in 

their original language. It means I have had to rely on articles and books 

published in English, on the translation of Chinese sources such as diaries, 

poetry and others into English and on sources in which government 

institutions or government affiliated organizations such as newspapers use 

English as their medium of communication. I did not experience this as a 

severe limitation, however, since I was interested in the representation of 

the nation to English speaking tourists. 

 

Significance of the study and further research 

An analysis of the content of the interpretive media for English speaking 

tourists at Beijing tourist sites has to my knowledge not been conducted 

before, let alone the possible connections between interpretation and the 

CPC’s preferred image of the nation. 
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Recently, Ballantyne, Hughes, Ding & Liu (2014) studied cultural differences 

and similarities between Chinese and international visitors regarding their 

interpretive needs and preferences at five sites in Beijing (the Forbidden 

City, the Temple of Heaven, the Great Wall, the Summer Palace and Beihai 

Park). While they addressed preferred types of interpretive content (such as 

information that provides an insight into Chinese culture, or on how a site 

was built, or legends and traditional stories), they did not include the actual 

content - what is actually being communicated - of the interpretation in their 

research. Xu, Cui, Ballantyne and Packer (2013) did address interpretative 

content in their study on environmental interpretation at  Danxia Shan 

National Natural Reserve and Geo-Park in Guangdong Province but this 

concerned interpretation for domestic tourists.  

 

Chinese tour guides have  been the focus of various studies (Dioko, Harrill & 

Cardon, 2010; Huang, 2010a; Huang & Weiler, 2010; Kong, 2012; Kong, 

Cheung & Baum, 2009; Yang & Chen, 2009), but what they actually 

communicate to Western tourists at China’s major tourist sites and how their 

stories compare to other interpretive media remains unclear. 

 

Further research 

The most interesting topic for further research would be a comparison 

between the content of the Chinese and English language interpretation at 

the sites studied for possible differences and similarities between the ways in 

which the nation is represented to English speaking and domestic visitors. 

 Other research could include an investigation into the ways in which the 

content of interpretation delivered at the researched - and other - sites is 

received and understood by English speaking tourists. Since this research 

was conducted in Beijing at built heritage, it would be interesting to study 

the interpretation at nature based sites (such as the Stone Forest in Yunnan) 

or sites dedicated to ethnic minorities (such as Yunnan Ethnic Folk Village) to 

see whether the representation of the nation there conforms with the results 

found in Beijing or offers different perspectives. Finally, two historical topics 

that would be interesting to explore would involve a comparison of literati 

travel in late Ming times and the European Grand Tour and a more in-depth 

exploration of the role of the tour guide-cum-interpreters in the 1950s, 60s 

and 70s. 


