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ABSTRACT
Agro‑tourism has emerged as a promising strategy to enhance rural economic development by linking agricul‑

ture with the tourism sector. In Diebu County, however, high tourism leakage in the accommodations sector limits
local communities’ ability to benefit from tourism‑driven growth. This study explores how agro‑tourism can re‑
duce tourism leakage by strengthening connections between local agricultural producers and the accommodations
sector. It investigates factors influencing economic retention and identifies opportunities to integrate local agri‑
culture into rural tourism supply chains. A qualitative case study approach was used, with data collected through
semi‑structured interviews with accommodation providers, community leaders, and government tourism officials.
Thematic analysis revealed a strong interest in local sourcing, but also challenges such as unreliable supply, lim‑
ited coordination, and inadequate policy support. Nonetheless, emerging examples of informal cooperation and
farm‑to‑table practices illustrate the potential of agro‑tourism to enhance local economic benefits. Theoretically,
this research contributes to the understanding of tourism‑agriculture linkages in rural development. Practically,
it provides insights for designing policies and programs that promote collaboration between the agricultural and
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tourism sectors. In conclusion, agro‑tourism presents a viable pathway to reduce tourism leakage and support
inclusive economic development in Diebu County.
Keywords: Agro‑tourism; Tourism Leakage; Economic Retention; Rural Development; Agricultural Linkage

1. Introduction

Agro‑tourism has emerged as a key strategy for
enhancing sustainable rural development by diversify‑
ing local economies, creating employment opportuni‑
ties, and strengthening community engagement through
the integration of agriculture and tourism [1,2]. It pro‑
vides urban tourists with authentic rural experiences
such as farm stays, local food, and participation in agri‑
cultural activities while offering rural communities an
avenue to increase household income and promote cul‑
tural preservation [3]. Agro‑tourism is increasingly seen
not just as a recreational or cultural product but as a
developmental tool that can mobilize local resources
for economic gain [4]. One major barrier to maximiz‑
ing the benefits of rural tourism is tourism leakage, a
phenomenon where a significant portion of tourist ex‑
penditure leaves the local economy due to reliance on
imported goods, external service providers, or foreign‑
owned businesses [5,6]. This issue is particularly preva‑
lent in the accommodations sector, where many estab‑
lishments depend on external suppliers for food, mate‑
rials, and operational inputs, leading to limited reten‑
tion of tourism‑generated income at the local level [5,7].
While leakage studies sometimes overemphasize losses,
research consistently shows that reducing leakage by
increasing local linkages—such as sourcing agricultural
products locally—can substantially improve community‑
level economic outcomes [8,9].

Diebu County, a rural area in Gansu Province, China,
is rich in natural beauty and Tibetan cultural heritage,
making it a potentially attractive destination for nature‑
based and cultural tourism [10]. As an ethnically diverse
regionwith a significant Tibetanpopulation, Diebu is not
only culturally distinctive but also environmentally frag‑
ile and politically important [11]. The county has been
designated both as an ecologically sensitive area and a
key rural revitalization region under national develop‑
ment strategies [12]. In recent years, tourism develop‑

ment has gainedmomentum in the region. However, the
benefits of tourism remain limited due to a combination
of underdeveloped local supply chains, weak integration
with agricultural production, and external dependencies
in the accommodations sector [7,13]. These factors con‑
tribute to high levels of economic leakage and reduce the
potential for tourism to serve as a meaningful driver of
inclusive rural development [9,14].

This study aims to explore the potential of agro‑
tourism as a tool to reduce tourism leakage and im‑
prove economic retention in Diebu County’s accommo‑
dations sector. Specifically, it focuses on identifying how
stronger linkages between tourism enterprises and lo‑
cal agricultural producers can enhance the local value
chain [15]. Through qualitative fieldwork involving ac‑
commodation providers, local community leaders, and
tourism officials, the research seeks to understand both
the challenges and opportunities involved in embed‑
ding agriculture within the rural tourism experience in
Diebu [16–18].

This study contributes to the existing body of ru‑
ral tourism and agricultural economics research by ex‑
amining tourism‑agriculture linkages in the context of a
lesser‑studied rural region in Diebu County of China [19].
While agro‑tourism has been widely explored in inter‑
national literature [1–3], there remains a significant gap
in empirical research that focuses on how local agricul‑
tural systems can be integrated into rural tourism devel‑
opment to reduce economic leakage within the Chinese
context [20]. By focusing on a remote, ethnically diverse
area in western China, this research introduces new ge‑
ographic and cultural dimensions into the discourse on
sustainable rural development [21].

Furthermore, the study employs a qualitative ap‑
proach that prioritizes the voices of multiple stake‑
holder groups, including accommodation providers, lo‑
cal community leaders, and local government tourismof‑
ficials [15,16]. This multi‑perspective analysis provides a
more comprehensive understanding of the institutional,
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logistical, and perceptual barriers to building strong
tourism‑agriculture linkages [22,23]. Such an approach
is rarely adopted in existing Chinese tourism literature,
which often emphasizes quantitative or top‑down policy
analysis [24,25].

In practical terms, the research offers policy‑
relevant insights into how rural destinations like Diebu
County can enhance their local supply chains and retain
a greater share of tourism revenue [26]. It identifies spe‑
cific areas where interventions such as improved coordi‑
nation, infrastructure investment, and farmer capacity
building could lead to more inclusive and economically
sustainable tourism development [13,14].

2. RelatedWorks

2.1. Tourism Leakage in Rural Economies

Tourism leakage where tourism‑generated income
exits the local economy is a persistent issue in rural
tourism development, particularly in regions that lack
strong local supply chains or rely heavily on imported
goods and external services [5,6]. Leakage is often most
visible in the accommodations sector, where food, bever‑
ages, and amenities are sourced from distant suppliers
rather than local producers [7]. This issue is further ex‑
acerbated in regions where rural supply chains are frag‑
mented and logistics for sourcing fromsmallholder farm‑
ers remain underdeveloped [8,9].

This concept is central to tourism value chain the‑
ory, which emphasizes that enhancing local economic
linkages, especially “backward linkages” to agriculture,
can significantly increase economic retention and im‑
prove livelihoods [10,11]. Inmany cases, short food supply
chains and green tourism logistics systems are emerging
as critical strategies to localize procurement, reduce en‑
vironmental pressures, and keep tourism value within
communities [12,13]. Although leakage can be high, stud‑
ies suggest that the portion of revenue that is retained
may still be meaningful, especially in areas with few
other income sources [5,14]. These insights underline the
importance of creating systems that increase local par‑
ticipation in tourism value chains through procurement,
labor, and entrepreneurship [15].

2.2. Agro‑Tourism and Its Economic and So‑
cial Benefits

Agro‑tourism, defined in this study as tourism
that integrates agricultural activities such as farm visits,
home stays, local food experiences, and on‑farm cultural
exchanges, has been widely recognized as a sustainable
rural development strategy [1,2]. It contributes to income
diversification, rural employment, cultural preservation,
and place‑based tourism [3]. By embedding tourism ac‑
tivities within local agricultural systems, communities
can retain a greater share of tourism‑generated value
within their own economies [16].

This integration is particularly important within
the framework of sustainable rural livelihoods, which
emphasizes the importance of diversified and resilient
income sources for rural communities [17]. Agro‑tourism
enhances not only financial capital but also social andhu‑
man capital by fostering trust, collaboration, and skills
among farmers and tourism operators [18]. However,
the success of agro‑tourism depends heavily on local
coordination, consistent supply chains, and supportive
infrastructure—all of which remain underdeveloped in
many marginalized or remote areas [19,20].

Recent studies have also noted the role of digi‑
tal technologies, such as traceability applications and
online marketplaces in enhancing supply chain trans‑
parency and building consumer trust in agro‑tourism
contexts [21,22]. Furthermore, growing climate variability
in western China has prompted agro‑tourism operators
to explore climate‑resilient crop choices and irrigation
innovations that combine environmental sustainability
with local sourcing strategies [23,24].

2.3. Local Sourcing and Embeddedness in
Value Chains

A critical component of reducing tourism leakage is
strengthening local sourcing within tourism enterprises.
Research has shown that when accommodations source
food and services from local producers, not only does
economic retention increase, but so does guest satisfac‑
tion due to the authenticity of the experience [25,26]. Lo‑
cal food procurement also fosters community pride, en‑
hances tourist learning experiences, and supports circu‑
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lar economies in rural areas [11,27].
However, local sourcing is not solely an economic

decision, it is heavily influencedby social embeddedness,
including trust, informal relationships, and perceptions
of quality and reliability [28,29]. These relational and cul‑
tural dimensions often shape transaction patterns more
deeply than pricing or efficiency metrics. Such social
factors are frequently overlooked in macroeconomic or
policy‑driven tourism assessments, yet they are vital to
understanding why local procurement may or may not
occur [30]. Stakeholder attitudes, past cooperation expe‑
riences, and informal social norms all influence the feasi‑
bility of integrating agriculture into tourism operations,
especially in underdeveloped or ethnically diverse re‑
gions [7,31]. Therefore, relational dynamics and embed‑
ded social systems must be examined alongside infras‑
tructure and policy mechanisms when designing strate‑
gies for sustainable rural tourism [32].

2.4. StakeholderParticipationandRural In‑
tegration Strategies

Most of the literature on agro‑tourism and tourism
leakage emphasizes structural or policy‑level interven‑
tions. However, there is a growing recognition of the
value of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) and bottom‑
up planning in designing more inclusive and context‑
sensitive rural development strategies [29]. Studies in
Northern Thailand and Iran have demonstrated that
when stakeholders—including farmers, local leaders,
and tourism operators—are actively involved in shaping
tourism‑agriculture linkages, outcomes are more sus‑
tainable and equitable [3,8].

More recent research further reinforces this view,
showing that stakeholder empowerment, community‑
led tourism, and collaborative governance are criti‑
cal to agro‑tourism sustainability and rural revitaliza‑
tion [25,32]. For example, PRA exercises in Meghalaya, In‑

dia demonstrated that tourism initiatives rooted in com‑
munity dialogue produced stronger coordination and
participation outcomes than externally imposed mod‑
els [30].

Stakeholder perceptions, therefore, are not just
useful for implementation—they shape the underly‑
ing feasibility and legitimacy of integration strate‑
gies [31]. This highlights the importance of a qualitative,
stakeholder‑centered approach, especially in rural and
ethnically diverse regions where top‑down models may
not reflect local realities [25,32].

2.5. Research Gap

Although tourism leakage and agro‑tourism have
beenwidely discussed in both international and Chinese
literature, several critical gaps remain. Most existing
Chinese studies concentrate on economically advanced
or peri‑urban rural areas, where agro‑tourism develop‑
ment benefits from better infrastructure, government
subsidies, and proximity to urban markets [33,34]. These
studies often adopt quantitative or top‑downpolicy anal‑
yses, which overlook the micro‑level complexities of lo‑
cal stakeholder behaviors, informal networks, and em‑
bedded economic practices [35].

As shown in Table 1, there is a clear geograph‑
ical and methodological gap in current research. Re‑
mote, ethnically diverse areas like Diebu County ac‑
tively pursuing rural tourism yet grappling with per‑
sistent economic leakage and weak tourism‑agriculture
integration—remain underexplored in empirical liter‑
ature [36]. Moreover, few studies adopt a qualitative,
stakeholder‑centered perspective that incorporates the
lived experiences of accommodation providers, cooper‑
ative leaders, and local officials [37]. This results in a
limited understanding of how institutional, social, and
market‑based barriers intersect to constrain local eco‑
nomic retention [25,36].

Table 1. Summary of relevant studies.
County Title Findings Suggestion Sources

Uganda
Tourism Revenue

Leakage and
Retention

Despite high leakage (75%), retained
tourism revenue was higher than other

income sources

Strengthen local supply chains and
promote local retention of tourism

income
[5]
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Table 1. Cont.
County Title Findings Suggestion Sources

Indonesia Leakage in High‑End
Hotels

4–5 star chain hotels had the highest
leakage; local sourcing could reduce this

Use local products in hospitality and
implement supportive tourism policies

[6]

Northern
Thailand

Community‑Based
Tourism and

Leakage Reduction

Village‑level strategies like local
ownership and direct sourcing reduced

leakage
Encourage community‑level planning and
build local tourism‑agriculture linkages

[8]

Romania
Agro‑tourism and

Cultural
Preservation

Agro‑tourism supports income, preserves
culture, and revitalizes rural identity

Support agro‑tourism within national
rural development strategies

[1]

India
Agri‑tourism as a
Rural Development

Tool

Agri‑tourism increases income, boosts
rural infrastructure, and supports local

culture
Scale up agri‑tourism through

infrastructure and policy support
[2]

Tehran
Province,

Iran

Agro‑tourism
Potential and
Development
Challenges

Agro‑tourism has strong potential but
needs better coordination and

infrastructure
Invest in local infrastructure and facilitate

coordination among actors
[3]

Russia Policy Integration in
Agro‑tourism

Agri‑tourism requires conceptual clarity
and consistent integration with rural

planning
Define agritourism concepts clearly and

align with policy frameworks
[4]

Teriyaki
Agro‑tourism and
Youth Retention in

Rural Areas

Agro‑tourism supports organic farming,
job creation, and sustainable local

development
Use agro‑tourism as a tool for sustainable
rural and environmental development

[23]

Romania
Agro‑tourism and
Youth Retention in

Rural Areas
Agro‑tourism creates rural jobs and helps
retain youth in farming communities

Promote agro‑tourism to create
employment and repopulate rural areas

[26]

Additionally, while tourism leakage is often framed
purely as an economic problem, there is a lack of re‑
search employing integrative theoretical models that
combine social embeddedness, livelihood diversifica‑
tion, andvalue chaindistribution [37]. Emerging research
underscores that addressing leakage requires attention
to both vertical structures (institutions and policy) and
horizontal linkages (peer‑level coordination), as well as
cultural and geographic specificity [31,32].

2.6. Research Framework

To address these research gaps, this study develops
a conceptual framework that synthesizes insights from
three complementary theoretical perspectives. These
theories were selected based on their relevance to the
multidimensional nature of rural tourism and economic
retention in underdeveloped areas like Diebu. The Sus‑
tainable Rural Livelihoods Framework [22] was chosen
because it directly addresses the need for income diver‑
sification and livelihood security in impoverished rural

settings, making it suitable for regions targeted by rural
revitalization policies. Embeddedness Theory [27] was
selected for its ability to explain howsocial relationships,
trust, and informal networks shape local economic be‑
haviora critical factor in ethnically diverse areas where
formal institutions may be weak. Lastly, Tourism Value
Chain Theory [14] was adopted to illuminate how eco‑
nomic value is distributed across tourism supply chains,
especially in identifying “leakage points” and opportuni‑
ties for backward linkages to agriculture.

Collectively, these theories provide an integrated
lens that captures livelihood dynamics, social capital,
and industrial structures, thereby offering a holistic ap‑
proach to analyzing economic retention in the tourism‑
agriculture interface [14,22,27]. These theoretical perspec‑
tives are brought together in the conceptual framework
illustrated below (see Figure 1), which integrates the
study three core research themes: agro‑tourism devel‑
opment, local agricultural integration, and economic re‑
tention within thetourism sector [37].
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework.

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative case study design
to explore the potential of agro‑tourism in reducing
tourism leakage and enhancing economic retention in
Diebu County, China. A qualitative approach is appropri‑
ate for understanding complex social phenomenawithin
their real‑life context, especially where human experi‑
ences, perceptions, and local dynamics are central to the
research aim [37,38]. Case study methodology is particu‑
larly effective in situations where in‑depth, contextual
analysis is needed, and where the researcher seeks to
explore “how” and “why” questions [13]. Given the lim‑
ited existing research on tourism‑agriculture linkages
in western China, this approach enables detailed explo‑
ration of local stakeholder experiences [12,16].

Importantly,this research design is theory‑driven.
It is informed by three interrelated theoretical frame‑
works: Sustainable Rural Livelihoods, Embeddedness
Theory, and Tourism Value Chain Theory [14,22,27]. These
frameworks collectively shaped the formulation of re‑
search questions, the structure of interview protocols,
and the thematic interpretation of findings. The integra‑
tion of theory throughout the research design ensures
that empirical observations are not merely descriptive,
but critically analyzed within broader conceptual dis‑
cussions on rural development, economic retention, and
tourism‑agriculture integration.

To enhance the methodological rigor of the study,
multiple data sources were employed, including semi‑
structured interviews, field observations, and document

analysis. Additionally, perspectives from diverse stake‑
holder groups were incorporated to ensure triangula‑
tion and improve the credibility and richness of the data.
While qualitative research is inherently interpretive and
context‑bound, the study acknowledges potential lim‑
itations such as researcher bias, subjectivity in analy‑
sis, and limited generalizability. These concerns were
addressed through careful methodological practices, in‑
cluding reflective field notes, member checking (where
feasible), and maintaining a transparent audit trail of
coding and interpretation procedures. The entire re‑
search process is outlined in Figure 2, which illustrates
the sequence of steps from theoretical grounding and re‑
search design to data collection, thematic analysis, and
result synthesis.

3.2. Study Site: Diebu County

DiebuCounty is located inGansuProvince inwestern
China as show inFigure3. It is characterized bymountain‑
ous landscapes, ecological diversity, and a strong Tibetan
cultural presence [10]. Although classified as a poverty‑
alleviation zone in national policy, it has been included
in targeted development programs under China’s rural
revitalization and ecological protection strategies [11]. In
recent years, tourism initiatives, particularly eco‑tourism
and cultural heritage tourism that have increased Diebu
visibility as a rural tourism destination, leveraging its
unique natural and ethnic resources [12]. However, the
accommodations sector remains dependent on external
goods and services due to fragmented local supply chains
and weak agricultural integration, which results in limited
economic retention [5,6].
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Figure 2. Research Process Flow.

Figure 3. Geographical Location of Diebu County.
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3.3. Participant Selection

To capture diverse and multi‑level insights into
the interface between rural tourism and agriculture in
Diebu County, this study employed purposive sampling,
a method widely used in qualitative research to recruit
participants with direct, context‑specific experience rel‑
evant to the research focus [39,40]. A total of 15 partici‑
pants were selected from three tourism‑focused town‑
ships in Diebu County, ensuring both geographic and
professional diversity. The sample comprised seven
accommodation providers (homestay owners, boutique
hotel operators, and inn managers), four community
leaders (village heads, cooperative organizers), and four
government officials from tourism and agricultural de‑
partments [12,13]. This stratified sample design aligns
with best practices in qualitative case studies, where
cross‑stakeholder representation enhances the richness
and validity of data through triangulation [12,13].

3.4. Data Collection

Primary data for this study were collected through
semi‑structured, in‑depth interviews—a method partic‑
ularly effective in qualitative research focused on under‑
standing participant experiences, meanings, and local in‑
terpretations of social phenomena [41]. This approach
enables researchers to maintain a guided conversation
while allowing flexibility for participants to elaborate on
themes they perceive as important [42]. All interviews
were conducted in Mandarin Chinese, with interpreta‑
tion provided for Tibetan dialects where necessary. In‑
terviews lasted between 30 to 60 minutes and were
recorded with participant consent for transcription and
analysis [39,40].

The interview guide was developed to reflect both
empirical concerns and theoretical constructs derived
from tourism value chain theory [14] and rural livelihood
frameworks [22]. Key topics explored the interaction be‑
tween tourism and agriculture in rural economies, with
a focus on identifying gaps leading to tourism leakage.

Main areas of inquiry included:

(1) Current procurement practices: How accommo‑
dation providers source goods, particularly food
and daily supplies, and whether local agricultural
producers are included in their supply chains [14].

(2) Perceptions of tourism leakage: Stakeholder
conceptualizations of economic loss and unreal‑
ized potential [5,6].

(3) Attitudes toward local sourcing: Trust, reliabil‑
ity, and quality perceptions influencing procure‑
ment decisions [27].

(4) Suggestions for strengthening linkages: Pol‑
icy changes, training, or organizational support
needed to integrate agriculture into tourism [29,30].

To enhance data validity, field observations were
conducted at local hotels, marketplaces, and agricultural
areas. These observations focused on visible sourcing
behaviors, availability of local products, and informal
supply chain interactions [43]. Observational data tri‑
angulated interview findings, strengthening the study’s
trustworthiness [44].

3.5. Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using thematic
analysis, a widely adopted method in qualitative re‑
search for identifying, organizing, and interpreting pat‑
terns within textual data [45]. As illustrated in Figure
4, the analysis followed six systematic steps: (1) famil‑
iarization through immersion in interview transcripts
and field notes; (2) initial coding by inductively gen‑
erating codes from participant narratives (e.g., “supply
inconsistency” or “social embeddedness”); (3) theme
development by grouping related codes into broader
themes (e.g., “structural barriers” or “informal coopera‑
tion”) [45]; (4) reviewing themes to ensure coherence and
alignment with the research questions [37]; (5) defining
and naming themes to capture their core essence (e.g.,
“trust‑based collaboration”); and (6) reporting the re‑
sults through a synthesized and structured narrative [38].
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Figure 4. Thematic Analysis and Triangulation Process.

Manual coding was employed to maintain deep en‑
gagement with the data and to allow themes to emerge
inductively. To enhance the credibility and trustwor‑
thiness of the findings, triangulation was applied by
comparing interview data with field observations [43,44].
For instance, when R1 (a homestay owner) stated, “We
don’t have a contract or anything; it’s based on trust,”
this was coded under the theme “social embeddedness,”
as it reflects reliance on informal, trust‑based relation‑
ships over formal agreements. Similarly, the statement,
“Sometimes we can supply vegetables, but during win‑
ter, we rely on what’s imported,” was categorized un‑
der the theme “supply inconsistency,” highlighting the
seasonal variability in local procurement.Moreover, the
study adhered to the principle of theoretical satura‑
tion [27]. Data collection ceased after 12 interviewswhen
no new themes emerged, indicating that saturation had
been reached. To further validate the thematic stabil‑
ity, three additional interviews were conducted, which
confirmed the consistency of the identified themes and
strengthened the reliability of the analytical results [39].

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Profile of Respondents

To ensure a comprehensive and multi‑stakeholder
perspective, this study interviewed 15 participants
across three main groups: accommodation providers, lo‑
cal community leaders, and government tourism officials.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling
based on their direct engagement with rural tourism
or agricultural development in Diebu County. More
specifically, respondents comprised 7 accommodation
providers, including homestay owners, boutique hotel
operators, and inn managers, who represent the tourism
supply side. Bedside, 4 community leaders, such as vil‑
lage heads, cooperative organizers, and local facilitators
were included to reflect grassroots governance and agri‑
cultural perspectives. Additionally, 4 government offi‑
cials from tourism and agricultural departments were in‑
terviewed to capture institutional and policy‑level view‑
points. Table 2 below provides an overview of each re‑
spondent background, role, organization, working expe‑
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rience, and educational training.The diversity in profes‑
sional backgrounds ranging fromhomestay hostswith vo‑
cational training to government officials with master de‑

grees enabled the study to capture rich, context‑specific
insights into both systemic challenges and local innova‑
tion in agro‑tourism development.

Table 2. Profile of Respondents (n = 15).
Respondent No. Stakeholder Group Role Hotel/Organization

R1 Accommodation Provider Homestay Owner Snow Peak Homestay
R2 Accommodation Provider Hotel Manager Diebu Eco Lodge
R3 Government Official Tourism Bureau Staff Diebu Tourism Bureau
R4 Community Leader Village Head Langmusi Village
R5 Accommodation Provider Guesthouse Owner Tibetan Guesthouse
R6 Community Leader Cooperative Organizer Green Fields Coop
R7 Accommodation Provider Family‑Run Inn Owner Mountain View Inn
R8 Government Official Tourism Officer Gansu Tourism Dept
R9 Accommodation Provider Boutique Hotel Owner Valley View Boutique
R10 Community Leader Village Committee Member Niru Village Committee
R11 Accommodation Provider Homestay Host Highland Stay
R12 Government Official Rural Tourism Planner Cultural Tourism Office
R13 Community Leader Community Facilitator Agricultural Support Unit
R14 Accommodation Provider Lodge Manager Forest Edge Lodge
R15 Government Official County Tourism Official Local Tourism Office

4.2. Key Findings

4.2.1. Strong Interest in Local Sourcing
A consistent theme across interviews was the

strong interest in procuring agricultural products locally.
Most accommodation providers expressed a desire to
purchase food supplies such as vegetables, eggs, and yak
meat from nearby farmers. As R2 (Hotel Manager, Diebu
Eco Lodge) explained:

“We prefer to buy from local farmers it
cheaper, fresher, and guests enjoy the story
behind the food.”

Similarly, R5 (Guesthouse Owner) noted the mar‑
keting value of highlighting local ingredients, which res‑
onates with tourists seeking authenticity. This finding
aligns with the tourism value chain framework, where
backward linkages (i.e., local sourcing) can improve in‑
come retention and add cultural value to the tourism
product [14].

4.2.2. Structural Barriers to Implementa‑
tion

Despite enthusiasm for local integration, several
constraints prevent tourism businesses from establish‑
ing consistent relationships with local agricultural pro‑

ducers:
Supply Inconsistency: R4 (Village Head, Langmusi

Village) shared that smallholder farmers cannot guaran‑
tee quantity or year‑round availability. R10 added,

“Sometimes we can supply vegetables,
but during winter, we rely on what im‑
ported.”

Lack of Coordination: R3 (Tourism Bureau Staff)
highlighted the absence of cooperatives or distribution
mechanisms that could link hotels with multiple small‑
scale farmers [8].

InfrastructureDeficiencies: R8 andR11mentioned
the lack of cold storage, packaging materials, and trans‑
portation facilities asmajor reasons for relying onwhole‑
salers from outside the county [12].

Policy Gaps: R13 (Community Facilitator) empha‑
sized that there are few government initiatives that sup‑
port agro‑tourism value chains:

“Tourism and agriculture are still
treated as separate things.”

These findings reflect constraints in both the
physical and institutional environment, consistent
with broader rural development challenges in western
China [29].
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4.2.3. Informal, Embedded Farm‑to‑Table
Practices

While formal integration is limited, several respon‑
dents described informal sourcing arrangements. R1
(HomestayOwner) shared that she sources eggs and sea‑
sonal produce from a neighbor’s farm:

“We don’t have a contract or anything
it based on trust. If she has it, I take it.”

This trust‑based collaboration echoes Embedded‑
ness Theory (Granovetter, 1985), where social ties re‑
place formal institutions. These informal arrangements
are flexible and adaptive but remain vulnerable to supply
fluctuations, labor shortages, and lack of scalability [27,30].

4.2.4. Missed Opportunities and Failed For‑
malization Attempts

In contrast to the promising examples of informal
procurement, several participants referenced past ef‑
forts to formalize cooperation between local farmers
and accommodations that failed. For instance, R6 (Coop‑
erative Organizer) noted that a pilot cooperative formed
in 2021 disbanded within one season due to disagree‑
ments over pricing and lack of delivery logistics:

“Some members didn’t want to commit
to delivery schedules, and others thought the
prices offered by hotels were too low.”

These failed attempts point to structural tensions
between farmer expectations and tourismbusinessmod‑
els, underscoring the need for negotiated standards, ca‑
pacity building, and shared logistics to sustain formal‑
ized agro‑tourism partnerships. Including these con‑
trary cases helps highlight the limitations of informal
systems and the complex institutional work required to
scale them [21,34].
4.2.5. Visual Summary of Interview Themes

To illustrate the distribution of these findings
across participants, the figure below presents the fre‑
quency with which each core theme appeared across in‑
terviews.

The Figure 5 shows that interest in local sourcing
was the most widely discussed theme, followed by con‑
cerns about supply inconsistency, coordination issues,
and infrastructure gaps. While informal sourcing rela‑
tionships were mentioned by fewer respondents, they
represent key opportunities for deepening integration
through trust and social capital.

Figure 5. Frequency of Key Themes Identified from Interview Quotes (n = 15 respondents).
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4.3. Discussion

The findings of this study align closely with the in‑
tegrated conceptual framework, demonstrating how the‑
oretical models can illuminate the complex dynamics of
tourism‑agriculture integration in remote, ethnically di‑
verse rural regions. The Sustainable Rural Livelihoods
framework [22] illustrates that agro‑tourismoffers a valu‑
able avenue for income diversification, particularly in ar‑
eas with limited non‑farm employment. However, these
potential benefits are significantly constrained by struc‑
tural challenges such as seasonal supply inconsistencies,
insufficient infrastructure, and market disconnection—
challenges that are characteristic of underdeveloped ru‑
ral contexts like Diebu County [5,6].

Moreover, Embeddedness Theory [27] deepens this
understanding by highlighting the importance of infor‑
mal, trust‑based relationships in facilitating local pro‑
curement. In the absence of formal supply chains, these
social ties serve as critical mechanisms for sourcing agri‑
cultural goods locally. Yet, while they provide a founda‑
tion for cooperation, they also limit scalability and for‑
malization [27,30]. Tourism Value Chain Theory [14] com‑
plements this perspective by identifying the accommo‑
dation sector as a key leverage point for improving local
economic retention—an area often overlooked in policy
but central to backward linkages with agriculture [14,29].

These theoretical insights are corroboratedby com‑
parative evidence from other contexts. For instance, in
Bali, high leakage rates in chain hotels were linked to
reliance on imported goods, whereas locally owned ac‑
commodations maintained stronger ties with local pro‑
ducers [6]. Similarly, in Northern Thailand, Lacher and
Nepal [8] demonstrated that community‑driven tourism
and direct sourcing arrangements between farmers and
tourism providers significantly reduced leakage and in‑
creased household incomes. These cases reinforce the
idea that successful agro‑tourism integration requires
more than market access—it depends on capacity‑
building, institutional support, and policy alignment, all
of which remain underdeveloped in Diebu [14,29].

Beyond structural and institutional challenges, cul‑
tural dynamics also play a critical role. Tibetan farming
practices in Diebu are deeply embedded in seasonal and

ritual calendars, which may not align with the rigid de‑
mands of the tourism supply chain. Participants in this
study noted that religious festivals or communal labor
cycles can delay harvests and deliveries, creating asyn‑
chronous rhythms between agricultural production and
hotel procurement needs [11,27]. Recognizing these cul‑
turally specific practices enhances our theoretical under‑
standing of embeddedness and livelihood strategies in
highland ethnic minority regions, where economic deci‑
sions are often inseparable from social and spiritual sys‑
tems [11,22].

Fromapractical standpoint, this study reveals clear
pathways for policy and programmatic intervention. To
reduce leakage and scale agro‑tourism as a viable rural
development model, four key actions are recommended:

(1) Formation of producer cooperatives or central‑
ized food hubs to improve consistency, coordina‑
tion, and bargaining power for smallholder farm‑
ers [30,34].

(2) Investment in cold storage and transportation
infrastructure—potentially through public‑private
partnerships—to extend seasonal availability and
reduce spoilage [12,19].

(3) Pilot contract farming schemes betweenhotels and
local producers to build mutual predictability and
trust for gradual formalization [8,14].

(4) Integration of agro‑tourism into local development
plans to institutionalize support mechanisms and
shift from informal exchanges to semi‑formal sup‑
ply chains [22,29].

In summary, this research contributes theoreti‑
cally by integrating livelihoods [22], embeddedness [27],
and value chain [14] perspectives to explain tourism‑
agriculture linkages in a real‑world rural Chinese con‑
text. It contributes practically by identifying action‑
able levers—organizational, infrastructural, and policy‑
based that can transformagro‑tourism fromapromising
concept into a scalable, sustainable development strat‑
egy [3,12]. These insights are not only applicable to Diebu
but offer a replicable framework for similarly positioned
rural areas facing economic leakage and underutilized
agricultural assets [34,44].
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5. Conclusions
This study explored the potential for agro‑tourism

to reduce tourism leakage and enhance economic re‑
tention in Diebu County, China. Using a qualitative ap‑
proach based on 15 in‑depth interviews and field ob‑
servations, the research centered on the perspectives
of accommodation providers, community leaders, and
tourism officials. The findings reveal strong stakeholder
interest in sourcing agricultural products locally as part
of the rural tourism experience. However, this aspira‑
tion remains largely unrealized due to persistent sys‑
temic barriersincluding inconsistent supply, limited pro‑
ducer coordination, inadequate infrastructure, and in‑
sufficient policy integration.

These findings are well‑supported by the study’s
integrated conceptual framework. The Sustainable Ru‑
ral Livelihoods approach underscored agro‑tourism’s
role in income diversification and resilience‑building
for rural households. Embeddedness Theory revealed
how social capital, trust, and informal networks support
nascent farm‑to‑table linkages, even in the absence of
formal institutions. The Tourism Value Chain perspec‑
tive identified the accommodations sector as a strategic
entry point for deepening local economic engagement
through backward linkages to agriculture. Together,
these theoretical lenses provided a nuanced understand‑
ing of both structural constraints and relational dynam‑
ics in shaping tourism‑agriculture integration.

Yet, the study is not without limitations. The posi‑
tionality of the researcheras an external observer with
limited linguistic and cultural fluency in theTibetan com‑
munities of Diebumay have affected both the depth of
disclosure from participants and the interpretation of
subtle socio‑cultural cues. While translation support
and rapport‑building efforts were employed, these mea‑
suresmaynot fully offset theoutsider effect. Future stud‑
ies could address this limitation by engaging local co‑
researchers, employing participatory methods, or incor‑
porating longitudinal observation to enhance cultural
immersion and analytic depth.

In conclusion, agro‑tourism presents a promising
pathway for inclusive rural development in Diebu County.
However, harnessing its full potential will require multi‑
level coordination. Critical steps include upgrading in‑

frastructure, strengthening producer networks, and inte‑
grating agricultural and tourism policies to support local‑
ized value chains. By highlighting both the promise and
the practical hurdles of tourism‑agriculture linkages, this
study contributes to the broader discourse on sustainable
rural development and offers a contextually grounded,
theoretically informed model that can inform similar ini‑
tiatives in other underdeveloped or ethnically diverse re‑
gions.
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