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Abstract

The Xi’an Muslim Quarter, in the central part of Xi’an City, China, is famous for its culture
and food. It attracts visitors from all over the world each year. By analysing the contexts of
online media, this research investigates tourists’ experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. As
a famous tourist attraction, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter fascinates more and more visitors due
to the development of the tourism and hospitality industry. However, tourists have mixed
attitudes towards the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. The Xi’an Muslim Quarter has yet to maximise
the connection between heritage experience and tourists. The lack of tourism management
and promotion of traditional culture causes unsatisfactory customer experiences. Specifically,
my research dissertation asked in what ways tourists using online media express their
experiences of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Responding to that question, my qualitative inquiry
examined 59 online media uploads about the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. To understand those
uploads I used thematic analysis to identify the key tourist themes that emerged from their
data. My research found that several factors impacted tourists’ experiences in the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter. Of particular note in my research findings was the importance tourists
placed on: halal food taste; the service encounter and servicescape; and experiencing
authenticity and helping community. Fortunately, the Government of Xi’an has planned to
renovate the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. With that consideration in mind, this research is timely
because it may benefit government agencies with its exploration of tourist experiences. By
exploring what tourists think about and experience in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, this research
can contribute to a better understanding of how historical and cultural tourism can be
improved in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. This research may benefit tourism government
agencies and small business enterprises alike in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter because it provides

a timely insight into tourist experiences
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Opening Remarks

The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is one of the famous tourist attractions in my hometown. It attracts
many tourists from all over the world every year. The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is not only a
historic district, but also a place where Hui people gather together. Hui people have lived in
that quarter for over 800 years and developed their culture and business. The development of
tourism and the hospitality industry in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter has influenced Hui and
other local people’s lifestyles. Moreover, international tourism has impacted the social-
cultural life of Hui people, and they have changed the quality of their service to tourists and
visitors. As some researchers have noted, ethnic tourism has the potential to bring benefits for
indigenous people, but it can also negatively impact the culture and sense of identity of ethnic

groups (Oakes, 1998; Picard & Wood, 1997).

When 1 was young, Muslim people gathered together in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter and
developed their family businesses, such as opening Muslim restaurants and selling Muslim
cultural products. Hui people provided regular services to themselves and local people. They
concentrated on Muslim culture and their daily routine. After the tourism and the hospitality
industry had developed, the symbol of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter turned to a “food street”. In
this way, more and more people opened restaurants in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Although
some of them are not Hui people, and they do not sell Muslim food, they use “Muslim
culture” in their marketing strategies. A few Hui people changed their family businesses
because of the fierce competition. Tourism also causes littering and noise pollution, which

can affect the Hui people’s lives. Hospitality industry development changed the layout of the



Hui people’s residential area, the authenticity of the historic district and the evaluation of
restaurant services by local people. As the development continues, the number of restaurants
is increasing. Some restaurants’ menus, cuisine flavour and service quality has changed. A
few restaurants have changed their decoration and some cuisine flavours have been changed
in order to attract more tourists. Recently, the number of negative comments has been
increasing due to the decreasing service quality of restaurants in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.
As a historic tourist destination, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter no longer attracts local people.
Fortunately, the Government of Xi’an has noticed the importance of the Xi’an Muslim

Quarter to ethnic people and they plan to renovate the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.

1.2 Research Aim and Question

My research dissertation explores a sample of Chinese online media commentaries reflecting
tourists’ experiences of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter in Xi’an City, China. To achieve this, my

research considers the following primary question:

What impacts tourist experiences while visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter?

Underpinning the primary question are the following secondary questions:

1. In what way do tourists, using online media, express their experiences of the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter?

2. What primary themes emerge for tourists in their considerations of the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter?

3. What recommendations can be given to improve the tourists’ experience?



While I have provided one primary question and three underpinning questions, my three
underpinning questions together inform my primary question. In that way, my research

questions are positioned as noted in Figure 1, below.

1. In what way do tourists, using online media, express their experiences of Xi’an Muslim Quarter?
2. What primary themes emerge for tourists in their considerations of X1'an Muslim Quarter?

3 What recommendations can be given to improve the tourists” experience?

Themes

Answer the primary question

Figure 1. Research questions

1.3 Research Rationale

X. Zhu (2018) has proposed that current popular tourism spots concentrate on immediate
interests while overlooking the overriding cultural concept. She believes that the awareness
of ethnic tourism culture is shallow. The Xi’an Muslim Quarter owns a rich culture and
historical resources. However, as the Xi’an Government pays more attention to effectively
combining the Silk Road Economic Belt with the cultural elements of the Han culture, the
Tang culture, and the Qin culture, the protection of Xi’an Muslim Quarter is not enough (Ma,
2015). The government tourism plan does not involve the Xi’an Muslim Quarter as it has an

uncertain relationship with those culture resources. Besides that, the quality of service in the



Xi’an  Muslim  Quarter is not  high, according to the  Destination
Competitiveness/Sustainability Model (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). The uncertain positioning
and low quality of services can affect the sustainability and competitiveness of a tourism
destination. This dissertation will provide some suggestions to raise the competitiveness of

the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.
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Figure 2. The Destination Competitiveness/Sustainability Model (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003)

1.4 Research Significance

My research dissertation is significant for the following reasons:
e Firstly, my research is the first study to investigate tourist experiences in the Xi’an

Muslim Quarter through Chinese online media. This research can contribute to a



better understanding of how historical and cultural tourism can be improved in the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter.

e Secondly, my research is significant because it may benefit government agencies
with a timely exploration of tourist experiences. The lack of tourism management
and promotion of traditional culture causes unsatisfactory customer experiences.
Fortunately, the Government of Xi’an has planned to renovate the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter.

e Finally, my research contributes toward a more comprehensive understanding of

tourist experiences generally in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.

1.5 Research Methodology: An Overview

To achieve my research aims and to answer the research questions, I used qualitative
description as my methodology. A qualitative study inspects a social phenomenon from
insiders’ perspectives and generally analyses data from contexts, rather than from numbers
(Lapan, Quartaroli, & Riemer, 2012). It allows me, as a researcher, to report my participants’
comments without the over-interpretation of them. Additionally, a qualitative methodology
can promote a close relationship between the readers and the participants’ comments through
my description. Besides that, as the first research dissertation to investigate tourists’
experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, qualitative description can allow me to contribute

theoretically to further research.

Complementing qualitative description, I used thematic analysis to identify the themes in the
data. Some researchers suggest thematic analysis can be a foundational method for qualitative
analysis and it can be used for identifying, analysing, and reporting themes (Braun & Clarke,

2006). Those themes provided holistic information that not only formed the basis of my



presentation of my findings but also contributed the information that I used within the

Discussion Chapter and the Conclusion and Implications Chapter.

1.6 Dissertation Structure

My dissertation has six chapters. The present first chapter introduces my topic, my research
aims and questions, the significance of my research, and the summary of my research

methodology.

Chapter 2 presents background information relating to the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, and also
introduces the online media in China. By addressing these topics, Chapter 2 emphasises

important background information and the context of this dissertation.

Chapter 3 is the literature review. My literature review outlines relevant research publications
and other literature related to heritage tourism, ethnic tourism, customer service and
satisfaction, and tourism destination image. Adding to those sections, my literature review

also discusses tourism and the Internet.

Chapter 4 discusses the research methodology and research method. Specifically, I used
qualitative description (M. Sandelowski, 2000) and thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006). Those approaches provide the information presented in Chapter 5, the findings

chapter.

Chapters 6 and 7 cover my presentation of the discussion, conclusion and implications. In
Chapter 6, I compare and contrast my findings with my literature review. Within that process

I relate my work to existing knowledge. In Chapter 7, I identify my contribution to future



studies. Additionally, I explain and discuss my research limitations, suggestions for future

research and end my dissertation with a short reflection.



Chapter 2: Contextualising my Research

In this Chapter, I set out some background that provides my readers with a deeper
understanding of my topic. In facilitating that understanding, I include: an overview of the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter; sections on tourism in Xi’an, and tourism in the Xi’an Muslim

Quarter; and an overview of online media in China.

2.1 An Overview of Xi’an

As a historic and cultural city, Xi’an is one of the most popular tourist destinations in China
for tourists from far and wide. Xi’an’s tourism history can be dated back to the Tang dynasty
(678-907 CE) as it served as ancient China’s capital for more than ten dynasties (Gang,
2016). It has even been called the birthplace of Chinese civilisation. Multitudes of tourists
flock to Xi’an to experience the city’s numerous palaces, museums, food sources, and cultural
celebrations. Xi’an houses some of China’s most valuable archaeological treasures. It has a
large number of famous tourist destinations. The magnificent Terracotta Warriors in the
Emperor Qin shi Huang’s Mausoleum Site Museum is the most famous destination hub
which dates back to the Qin Dynasty in the 3rd century BCE. Apart from that, Xi’an has lots
of other cultural attractions in the downtown area, such as the Ancient City Wall and the
Giant Wild Goose Pagoda. The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is also one of the must-visit places

located inside Xi’an city.

2.2 An Overview of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter

X1’an was one of the most significant points on the ancient Silk Road and, as a result, it
attracted a community of Muslim traders from Central Asia who took up residence in the

Muslim Quarter and named it the Xi’an Muslim Quarter (Cheyanne, 2017). The primary



street is known as Beiyuanmen Street, and there are some intersecting roads which means
The Muslim Food Street is a collective name for a number of different streets including
Dapiyuan Street, Xiyangshi Street, North Guangji Street, and Beiyuanmen Street. It is paved
with grey-blue flagstones, and contains trees. It also has archaised stores from the Ming
(1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties that are run by the Hui ethnic people. Some of
the ancient architectural buildings include the Grand Mosque, Xicheng Gate Tower Cluster,
and Hanguang Gate (Cheyanne, 2017). Although this is a tourist spot for foreigners, even the
locals regard it as a snack street. It has long lines of food stalls and different restaurants.
Some of the stalls specialise in selling barbequed meat on skewers, breads, persimmon
donuts, and dried fruit. Visitors can view people making candy and they sell for roughly

RMB 25 to 50 a pack.
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2.3 Getting to Know Tourism in Xi’an

Since becoming the leading city of China’s Western Development Drive Programme from
2000 (Lai, 2002), Xi’an has become a significant industrial economic centre of the central-
northwest region supported by the Chinese Government (X. Zhu, 2018). In this way, Xi’an

provides tourists with modern transport infrastructure.

In the past 40 years, Xi’an has achieved a total tourism revenue of approximately 1.2 trillion
yuan (Xi’an Tourism, 2019). Tourism has become one of the five pillar industries (Xi’an
Tourism, 2019). Tertiary industries, including technology, education, tourism, and culture,
have become one of Xi’an’s most important industry sectors, contributing over 60% of
Xi’an’s GDP (Xi’an Tourism, 2019). According to statistics, in the Spring Festival Golden
Week in 2018, Xi’an received more than 12 million tourists (“Xi’an National Day Holiday is

Full of Tourists,” 2019).

2.4 Tourism in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter

The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is a commercial and cultural area where Hui people gather. In
2019, the Muslim population was estimated at around 65,000 (Chen, 2019). Most of them
live and work in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter (Chen, 2019). The main tourism attractions are
Muslim culture and halal food. However, there are some difficulties with tourism
development. The Xi’an Muslim Quarter tourism development model is inconsistent with
Xi’an’s overall tourism planning since the common ground for the development of other
scenic spots mainly revolves around the culture of the Tang Dynasty in Xi’an. Second, the
overall building and infrastructure development of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is not complete
(JunYao, 2015). Besides that, the Xi’an Municipal Government’s resource development in the

Xi’an Muslim Quarter is incomplete (JunYao, 2015). The government does not manage the

10



unique cultural tourism of Xi’an Muslim Quarter. In this situation, there is a gap between the

tourism of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter and the experience of tourists.

2.5 Tourism Policies in Xi’an and the Xi’an Muslim Quarter

Since the turn of the 21st century, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter has become famous for its
culture and food. The growing number of tourists visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter makes it
imperative for both the government and tourist agencies to develop tourism management

policies to improve the tourist experience.

The first shareholder in tourism management plans for the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is the
Chinese National Government and the Xi’an Municipal People’s Government. According to
the Xi’an Government (2019), the local government has pledged to transform the cultural and
tourism industries. The report details how the Xi’an Municipal Government began its tourism
internationalisation action in 2018 to attract more tourists to the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Zhai
and Ng (2013) and X. Zhu (2018) discuss the drawbacks of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter’s
gentrification, particularly the destruction of Xi’an’s authentic tradition. Zhai and Ng (2013)
advocate for appropriate public participation and community involvement in urban
redevelopment. Similarly, Zhu (2018) posits that the state, private investors, tourists, and
Xi’an’s local community need to maintain the city’s heritage and authenticity. Zhai and Ng
(2013) and Zhu (2018) suggest Xi’an’s local government should incorporate local wisdom in
the plans. Crowd management is another important aspect of the government’s tourism
strategy. Jin and Pearce (2011) highlight how the rising number of visitors brings problems in
site management. Additionally, Jin and Pearce (2011) discuss the social implications of the
growth of tourist numbers in an area such as the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Jin and Pearce (2011)

draw attention to how crowding problems in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter might be alleviated



and highlight the value of crowd management for tourists’ experience. Being aware of these
problems, Xi’an’s government will reconstruct the Xi’an Muslim Quarter according to a
government announcement (Xi’an Government, 2019). Overall, the government’s tourism
plans for the Xi’an Muslim Quarter rely on a complex, decentralised, and local process of

planning and implementation. This dissertation can also provide some suggestions.

Additionally, the government recognises that tourist visits to the Xi’an Muslim Quarter are
essential to the provincial and municipal economy and warrant action to attract tourists. An
item featured on CGTN (“Xi’an Strives for Growth in Tourism,” 2019) maintains that the
Xi’an Municipal Government has set out to promote the integrated development of culture
and tourism. Despite the momentum of 2019, the coronavirus pandemic has hampered the
government’s tourism management policies. Most tourist sites have remained closed for the
better part of the year due to the pandemic. However, as China gradually reopens to tourists,
the Xi’an Municipal Government plans to promote cultural tourism with new policies. A
recent article featured in the news aggregator China.org outlines the municipal government’s
plan to invest an estimated US$2 billion for 23 cultural tourism programmes this year (“Xi’an
Promotes Cultural Tourism Industry,” 2020). For instance, the article maintains that the
programme contains several policies to develop a stay-at-home economy for domestic
tourism through e-sports as part of the cultural tourism industry (Huaxia, 2020). Appealing to
domestic tourists during the coronavirus pandemic can help the Xi’an Muslim Quarter stay
alive while bringing back its Chinese authenticity before foreign tourists return. All in all, this
research is timely because government and tourist agencies have been paying attention to the

Xi’an Muslim Quarter.



2.6 An Overview of Online Social Media in China

Online social media is a useful tool to guide visitors to explore their horizon of tourist
attractions. In China, tourists use mobile applications frequently. Among all of the mobile
applications, Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu are the most popular at the present time.
According to Fan, Zhao, Chen, and Xu (2014), more than 500 million users were attracted by
Weibo in less than five years. Zhihu and Mafengwo also have more than 100 million users
registered (X. Jin & Ye, 2019). By uploading feedback and images, tourists use Weibo,
Mafengwo, and Zhihu as the platform to share their tourism experience. Tourists also can find
suitable references to the destinations on these platforms. Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu are
not only content producing, sharing, and consuming platforms, but also a place of opinion

exchange (Shi, Zhao, Guan, & Huang, 2017).



Chapter 3: Literature Review

In this chapter, the literature is reviewed to provide an overview of themes that are precisely
related to my dissertation. I have carried out an analysis of literature that includes the
following topics: historical tourism; ethnic tourism; customer service and customer

satisfaction; and tourism destination image.

Tourism in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is a significant research topic and worthy of study. This
chapter also demonstrates the above-mentioned themes are important because they fulfil three
significant goals. Firstly, they determine there is a gap in the literature which this dissertation
begins to fill. Secondly, they provide the overall knowledge connected with my topic. Lastly,

they assist the progress of the discussion that is presented in the Discussion Chapter.

3.1 Heritage Tourism

The definition of heritage tourism is a complex issue. At the beginning of the 21st century,
the definition of heritage tourism was based on the aspect of supply. According to Yale
(1991), heritage tourism is a kind of tourism activity centred on the value of historic sites or
phenomena which we have inherited. In this context, people will seek anything from
historical buildings to arts and crafts and beautiful scenery. In the same vein, Sharpley (1996)
also provided a definition of heritage tourism from the perspective of supply, noting that the
things which people inherited from the past can literally be defined as heritage. The recent
definitions of heritage focus more on tourists’ own demands and perceptions. Some
researchers suggest that the earlier definitions confuse understandings of historical cultural
tourism and heritage tourism. They state that heritage tourism is a subgroup of tourism and its

main motivation is based on the perception of the personal heritage of the destination (Poria,



Butler, & Airey, 2001). There are two concepts related to the definition of heritage tourism
which need to be discussed when considering heritage tourism: the motivation of tourists and
the tourists’ perception of the destination (Poria et al., 2001). Two years later, the same
authors further emphasised that perception is the core of heritage tourism (Poria, Butler, &
Airey, 2003). Additionally, according to Garrod and Fyall (2001), heritage tourism can
provide experiences not only to the tourists who regard the heritage sites as belonging to
them, but also to people who believe there is no relationship between them and the
destination. Tourists can explore any meaning from heritage buildings, landscapes and arts

(Garrod & Fyall, 2001).

In order to discuss the term ‘heritage tourism’ more deeply, it is useful to consider heritage
attractions. According to Fyall, Garrod and Leask (2012), ‘heritage attraction’ not only refers
to objective items such as heritage buildings and heritage monuments, but also exists among
something which can arouse tourists’ emotions and preferences. Tourists’ experience of the
authenticity of heritage is affected by external factors such as gender, income, education
level, social status, place of residence and previous visit experiences (Waitt, 2000). Chhabra,
Healy, and Sills (2003) stated that many heritage tourism products rely on the re-creation or
staging of cultural traditions. In context, they conclude that the decisive factor of tourist
satisfaction is whether the authenticity of the heritage can be perceived (Chhabra et al.,
2003). Additionally, Apostolakis (2003) argued that authenticity plays an significant role in
the formation of heritage tourism motivation and heritage attraction image. Besides that,
tourists have also admitted that heritage tourism can be customised and commercialised (Y.
Wang, 2007). All in all, a heritage attraction should promote the culture of heritage, and its

own partial authenticity, from the perspective of authenticity.



3.1.1 Heritage Tourism in China

In China, the earliest research related to the concept of heritage tourism is from 1999. D. W.
Wang (1999) stated that the concept of heritage can cover all creations since the civilisation
of humankind. Heritage tourism includes human and natural heritage resources (D. W. Wang,
1999). According to J. Wang (2008), the particular content of Chinese literature on the subject
is divided into eight topics, including the basic theory of heritage tourism, the development
and protection of heritage sites, the research on heritage tourists, and heritage tourism
education. Compared with the research in other countries, there is insufficient research on the
basic theories of heritage tourism in China (J. Wang, 2008). However, the researchers in
China reflect different research characteristics. In other words, the different policy
backgrounds will influence the main issue of current concern in heritage tourism

development.

With the development of cities in China, some contradictions between heritage protection and
tourism development are being increasingly seen. Firstly, the spatial contradiction between
heritage protection and urban construction in urban development has led to the loss of the
heritage characteristics of historical and cultural cities. For example, Beijing’s Ming and Qing
ancient city blocks were severely damaged because of the development of rapid urbanisation
(Kai, 2005). Secondly, the suppliers do not pay enough attention to tourists’ travel
consumption experience in the process of heritage travel. For instance, the heritage tourism in
Xi’an is mainly static sightseeing, as the interpretation system is not perfect, and this greatly
reduces the attraction of heritage tourism in Xi’an (J. Wang, 2008). Finally, the over-

exploitation of heritage still exists.



3.1.2 Heritage Tourism in Xi’an

Xi’an in the Tang Dynasty was called ‘Chang’an’ in ancient times, and was the important
birthplace of ancient civilisation in the Yellow River basin of China. It is worth mentioning
that the Mausoleum of the First Qin Emperor is a world heritage site which is located in
Xi’an. In recent years, Xi’an’s administration has begun to actively prepare for the
declaration of more world heritage sites (J. Wang, 2008). Once the application is successful,
the number of world-class heritage sites in Xi’an will greatly increase. Although Xi’an has
rich heritage tourism resources, the natural heritage resources are relatively scarce. All in all,
the majority of the current historical and cultural heritage of Xi’an is from the Tang Dynasty
(618-907 CE). There are only a few Zhou Dynasty (1046-256 BCE) and Qin Dynasty (221-

206 BCE) tombs and site foundations left.

3.2 Ethnic Tourism

The first use of the term ‘ethnic tourism’ is attributed to Smith (1977). He defined ethnic
tourism as a tourism aimed at tourists in terms of the “quaint customs of indigenous and often
exotic peoples” (p. 2). Since then, many scholars have provided definitions of ethic tourism
based on different elements. In this dissertation, drawing on with the reality of the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter, I regard ethnic tourism as referring to a short-lived period for tourists to
observe, visit and experience an ethnic gathering place that is different from their own

culture, language, economic life and psychological characteristics.

X1’an was one of the most significant points on the ancient Silk Road and, as a result, it
attracted a community of Muslim traders from Central Asia. They were referred to as the Hui
people by the locals (Cheyanne, 2017). As the ‘ethnic culture boom’ (Walsh & Swain, 2004)

has driven the development of the tourism industry in China, ethnic tourism has also
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flourished in recent years based on the Hui people’s cultural resources and ethnic tourism

attractions in Xi’an. These ethnic resources include the following tourist attractions:

1) Halal food. The Xi’an Muslim Quarter has evolved into a Xi’an foodie nexus as it is
famous for halal food.

2) Muslim buildings. There are 10 well-known mosques and Muslim architectural
buildings in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter (Kayak, 2020). The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is a

very popular destination in Xi’an.

On a completely different and negative note, there is always a potentially dangerous situation
in being Muslim in China. Although the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is not experiencing the
crackdowns seen in the Muslim area of Xinjiang, one Muslim stated that “you can’t be too
careful” (Chen, 2019, para. 10). As an example, the previously bilingual signs in Arabic and
Chinese at the entrances of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter have been superseded by signs with
only Chinese characters (Chen, 2019). However, there is an excellent sense of community in
the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. The community used its religious capital against the
implementation of a district redevelopment plan. Their struggle compelled the authorities to
incorporate the Muslim way of living and conducting business in a revised redevelopment

plan (Zhai & Ng, 2013).

3.3 Customer Service and Customer Satisfaction

3.3.1 Tourism and the Internet

For many people in China, life is replete with Internet usage and e-platforms. Searching the
Internet is now a valuable source of information on tourism because it has a global scope and,

with certain applications, multimedia experiences. It has enabled travellers to make better
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choices when they are abroad and also provides a forum for them to relate their own
opinions. People can exchange views on modes of travel, accommodation, food, safety, and
other aspects of tourism with each other. They can gain knowledge of elements of travel from
online reviews viewed on platforms such as Yelp, Trip Advisor, TravBuddy.com, Travellers

Point, WAYN, Woophy, and Passport Stamp (Miguéns, Baggio, & Costa, 2008).

Many tourists use online platforms to gain information on the Xi’an Muslim Quarter,
especially concerning halal food restaurants. Before the Internet, these ratings were done by
food experts or professional food critics. The Internet has the advantage of promoting a more
democratic method of obtaining food ratings. The reviewing techniques of two early
restaurant critics, Ruth Reichl and Craig Claiborne, have spurred people to become involved
in online food evaluations (Goodsir, Neill, Williamson, & Brown, 2014). Goodsir et al.
(2014) noted two prominent food review types. These are connoisseurly, which involve the
more thorough depictions originating from someone who knows the subject, and procedural,
in which evaluations are done either by numbers or the employment of icons. Culinary
elements that are important to tourists include the food itself, the service, the ambiance of the
setting, décor, menu, and price (Pantelidis, 2010). These restaurant reviews are important in
contributing to the previously mentioned social capital and culinary capital in addition to the
individual and national identity. Xiang and Gretzel (2010) noted that the use of social media
in generating hospitality reviews is creating challenges for the more traditional purveyors of

tourist-related information.

Additionally, due to the use of online platforms, the tourism industry’s losses were
considerably reduced during the epidemic. On July 19, 2020, the Xi’an Municipal People’s

Government had a press conference and announced the complete resumption of inter-



province tourism in the city. Along with this, more than 570 travel agencies and online tourist
operators have resumed group tours. Tourism in Xi’an stayed popular because it was viewed

online on the Internet (Xi’an Municipal People’s Government, 2020).

3.3.2 Culinary Capital

According to Richards (2015), food tourists look for interactions with local communities by
sharing food knowledge and culture. He went on to say that this encourages local
communities to preserve their local culture and particularly its culinary contributions. There
is also the concept of culinary capital introduced by Naccarato and LeBesco (2013). They
regard it as the knowing and showing of knowledge and becoming that embodies food
knowledge, food practices, and rituals within socio-cultural settings (Naccarato & LeBesco,
2013). Culinary capital is shown when diners boast about their particular food experiences to
other people who lack those experiences. As the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is also popular for

halal food, its culinary capital will also be considered in this dissertation.

3.3.3 Servicescape and Service Encounter

The partaking of food and beverages takes place in what is termed a ‘servicescape’ (Bitner,
1992). More specifically, the servicescape applies to the actual physical location in which the
hospitality and service actions take place. It takes into account the spatial arrangement and
how the furniture and other items are used, and elements such as lighting, general noise,
music, air quality, and temperature. The interactions between the customers and the service
employees are called the ‘service encounter’. Food reviewers take into account both the
service encounter and the servicescape when they make their evaluations. Not surprisingly,
servicescape can affect these ratings as soon as customers enter a restaurant (Lin & Mattila,

2010). Lin and Mattila (2010) also noted that perceived congruency between restaurant
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appearance and the food served had a positive effect on the pleasure level. Empirical data
have been employed to study variances in cultures regarding attitudes to food and
commensality (i.e., eating and drinking at the same table) (Fischler, 2011). As many tourists
pay more attention to the halal food restaurants, the influences of servicescape and service

encounter on the satisfaction of the customer cannot be ignored.

3.4 Tourism Destination Image

Since John Hunt proposed the idea of the image of a tourism destination in the 1970s, the
subject has attracted the attention of researchers and experts because it plays a decisive role
in the decision-making and behaviour of tourists (Chen, Lai, Petrick, & Lin, 2016). The
definition of the concept of tourist destination image has not yet been unified. However, most
scholars try to identify it based on the subjective perspective of tourists. Hunt (1975)
presented for the first time the view that the image of a tourist destination is people’s
impression of a non-residential place, and affirmed the importance of the image for the
development of tourist destinations. This explanation attributed the destination image to the
category of stream of consciousness. Based on this view, Lawson and Baud-Bovy (1977)
further combined sentiment analysis and the individual’s cognitive perspective. They pointed
out that the image of a tourist destination is a personal expression of knowledge, impressions,
prejudices, imagination and emotions about a specific event or place (Lawson & Baud-Bovy,
1977). Crompton also promoted this view of the tourist’s destination image. He interpreted
the image of a tourist destination as the sum of feelings, ideas, impressions, and beliefs about
specific things, events, and behaviours (Crompton, 1979). Embacher and Buttle (1989) paid
more attention to the significant effect of the cognitive and emotional elements of the
evaluation of a tourist destination after travelling. Besides that, tourists could subjectively

select a few expected descriptions and impressions to complete the imagination of the
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destination from the overall impressions of the public (Fakeye & Crompton, 1991). In recent
years, some researchers have regarded the overall evaluation of the image of a tourist
destination as coming from the result of the interactive influence of the individual’s concept,

emotion, thinking and willingness to visit the destination (Tasci, Gartner, & Cavusgil, 2007).

After reviewing the previous literature, four claims about a tourist’s destination image are
considered here. First of all, Chen et al. (2016) defined the image of a tourist destination as a
person’s perception of the diversified attributes or activities accessible at a travel destination.
This view focused on the cognition and evaluation of various attributes and characteristics of
tourist destinations and can provides a theoretical basis for the establishment of the image of
tourist destinations, especially the method of measurement of the cognitive image. The
second claim regarded the image of tourist destination as the sum of the beliefs, ideas and
impressions about the destination (Fakeye & Crompton, 1991). Kim and Richardson (2003)
also defined the image of a tourist destination as the totality of the impressions, beliefs,
thoughts, expectations and feelings of the destination accumulated over time. This theory
explores the emotional components of tourist destination images and provides a method of
measurement of the emotional image of the destination. The third theory explains the image
of tourist destination as the personal overall impression and attitude (Dadgostar & Isotalo,
1992; Echtner & Ritchie, 1993). It proposes that the image of a tourist destination is stored in

memory as a complete pattern, and the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

The last claim is, according to MacKay and Fesenmaier (1997), that a tourist’s destination
image is the impression of the destination that is woven after experiencing the combination of
tourist products, attractions and attributes. Murphy, Pritchard, and Smith (2000) also approve

of this opinion. They defined the image of a tourist destination as the sum of associations and
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pieces of information associated with a destination. Additionally, some researchers discussed
the idea that the destination image is an interactive system which includes individuals’
thoughts, opinions, feelings, visualisations, and intention (Tasci et al., 2007). Based on this
view, the image of a tourist destination can be regarded as a system formed by the
interconnection and interaction of the image elements of the tourist destination. This present
study agrees with the last theory, which considers the image of a tourist destination as a
system emerging from the the interaction of the basic elements of images. In this way, in this
dissertation, customer reviews and comments on Chinese online social media can be regarded

as reflecting images of destinations.

3.4.1 Halal Food and the Generalisation of the Muslim Label

Some of Xi’an’s most famous dishes are called halal food. Possibly the most well-known is
called yangrou paomo which is crumbled flatbread in mutton stew. It is made up of sliced-up
mantou that is boiled in lamb broth and served with strips of tender lamb meat with fresh
vegetables on top. It is a great dish on a cold winter day. There is also roujiamo, which has
been called the world’s oldest sandwich. It is made up of halal minced meat placed between
flatbread and topped with different spices such as star anise and coriander. Lamb skewers are
also a major item in the Muslim quarter. They consist of pieces of lamb that have been
seasoned with various spices including Szechuan peppercorns and cumin. They are skewered
onto fresh tree branches from a tamarisk tree. One of the best sweet items is osmanthus
flower jelly which looks like something between a cake and jelly. Also available to try are
bean threads, Xi’an dumplings, cold noodles, frozen yogurt, and pomegranate juice (Bohari,
2017) although, ironically, these food items are not from the traditional cuisine of Hui. Using
the logo of halal, the prices of the cuisine can increase a lot. As X. Zhu (2018) commented,

imitation products exist in Xi’an’s tourism industry.
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3.4.2 Model of Destination Competitiveness and Sustainability

According to Meng (2006), the quality of the tourism experience and tourists’ perceptions of
destination competitiveness have a positive relationship, which means that destination
competitiveness can affect the quality of tourists’ experiences. In fact, the competitiveness of
one tourism destination can be limited by a number of factors. One of them is the core
resources and attractors (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is located in a
competitive environment. Many tourists visit Xi’an because of the numerous tourist
attractions, such as Xian City Wall, Bell and Drum Towers, the Forest of Stone Steles and the
famous archaeological discovery which is the Terracotta Army of Qin Shi Huang. However,
compared with those tourism attractions, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is obviously unique due
to the Muslim culture and culinary resources. Those resources give the Xi’an Muslim Quarter
a competitive advantage in drawing visitors. With its 10 mosques and Snack Street, it is a

great area for both shopping and worshipping.

Additionally, according to Ritchie and Crouch (2003), tourist destination image can qualify or
amplify a destination’s competitiveness. Based on the above discussions, the online
comments in the Zhihu, Weibo and Mafengwo reflect visitors’ destination images of the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter. However, the destination image of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is not
absolutely positive. Thus, the destination competitiveness could be improved. This
dissertation will analyse the themes revealed in the comments describing tourists’
experiences, in order to make recommendations which could improve the quality of tourists’

experiences.
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3.5 Concluding the Literature Review

The literature review in this chapter has explored different aspects of destination tourism.
Notably, there exists a gap in knowledge when it comes to considering how tourists use social
media sites to record their experiences of destinations such as the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.
While researchers are aware of the growing role of social media in developing the public
image of travel destinations, recent studies have sought to consider how posts on social media
platforms may reflect the areas that tourists consider as most relevant to their experiences. In
the present study, I will seek to fill the gap in knowledge by reviewing what users post on
social media to establish what they consider to be the most important aspects of their

experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology

This chapter outlines the methods and methodology used in this dissertation. It begins by
presenting my understanding of the concept of research paradigm and the methodology which
used in my research: qualitative description. The chapter then presents my research method
including how I selected the research sample size, the data collection process and the process
of data analysis. Those sections provide information to the reader that facilitates the deep

understanding of my Findings and Discussion chapters.

4.1 Research Objectives

The objectives were developed from the gap identified in knowledge of the impact of tourist
experiences regarding the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. The gap also shows that Chinese online
media provides a large amount of comments from tourists about the Xi’an Muslim Quarter
since customers can upload their own feedback on websites straight after they experience the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter. The main purpose of this research is to explore the factors affecting
guest experiences by analysing online tourists’ reviews. This study’s major objective is to

answer the following question:

What impacts tourist experiences while visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter?

Underpinning the primary question are the following secondary questions:

1. In what way do tourists, using online media, express their experiences of the Xi’an

Muslim Quarter?
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2. What primary themes emerge for tourists in their considerations of the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter?

3. What recommendations can be given to improve the tourists’ experience?

4.2 Research Paradigm

A research paradigm is an established framework which is shared by a group of researchers in
a field of scientific research (Healy & Perry, 2000). It could be described as “the well-known
model” that follows a certain type of scientific activity. These models include all things
related to scientific research, such as a shared world view, basic scientific theories, and
research methods, and provide the reasons for researchers using these methods for
observation (Bryman, 2012). According to Gray (2014), a research paradigm is important as
it provide guidance on the interrelationship of research philosophies and methods applied in
research. For this study, the paradigm contributes the way of thinking about and

understanding the influences on tourist experiences.

Gray (2014) argued that there are many research paradigms, such as positivism,
interpretivism, and critical inquiry. The term positivism is based on the objective position.
Positivism insist that objective items are independent and verified by scientific methods
instead of being based on individuals’ experience and knowledge (Scotland, 2012).
Interpretivism is one of the major anti-positivist stances, and regards the world as not existing
without previous individuals’ knowledge of it (Grix, 2010, p. 83). According to Gray (2014),
critical inquiry offers a different dimension to interpretivism and positivism, and refers to the
idea that the world can be changed, and thus the critical paradigm also seeks to change the

world. These different paradigms can be used for different understandings of a problem and
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to explain complex social phenomena. Paradigm choice is important as it guides researchers

to explore the research questions in a particular theoretical way.

Positivism and interpretivism are set against each other. This dissertation will explore these
two paradigms which are commonly the basis for research studies. The positivist paradigm is
the basis of research conducted to explore relationships between variables in an attempt to
identify the causes which can affect results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Researchers seek
the relationships or changes among variables by using the positivist paradigm (Krauss, 2005).
Gray (2014) explained that research based on the positivist paradigm normally involves a
quantitative approach, for instance surveys and questionnaires, as they are intended to ensure
reliability. By contrast, the interpretivist paradigm is based on the idea that there is no
absolutely objectivity and it emphasises the difference among individual participants’
knowledge (Scotland, 2012). According to Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2019), research
based on the interpretive paradigm aims to formulate different clarifications of a social
phenomenon based on the diverse viewpoints of people and groups. Gray (2014) suggested
that research based on the interpretive paradigm more frequently uses qualitative methods.
From all these discussions, it can be seen that the positivist paradigm is inappropriate for the
current study. This research needs to explore the areas which impact the experiences of
tourists while they are visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, which leads to the choice of
interpretivism as the research paradigm. Interpretivism can clarify the background, meaning,
motivations and experiences of individuals for researchers (Taneja, Taneja, & Gupta, 2011).
Consequently, it can help researchers to analyse different tourists’ experiences and explore
the themes which emerge for tourists in their considerations of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.
Besides, the rich data used in this dissertation were collected from users’ reviews on websites

rather than numerical statistics, and the analysis of data was qualitative in order to contribute
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the deep meaning of each tourist’s review. Therefore, the interpretive paradigm is most
appropriate for current study as this research needs to analyse different individuals’ tourist

experience based on a set of text-based data.

4.2.1 Research Ontology and Epistemology

From the research philosophy perspective, a paradigm includes ontology and epistemology.
According to Gray (2014), ontology refers to the study of being; it can be understood as the
way of recognising how the world exists, and it is normally divided into two categories.
Western thought regards realism and relativism as two opposing ontological categories (Gray,
2014). Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggested that the realist ontology is more related to the
social world which views the world from an externally objective position. In other words, this
ontology insists that the world is composed of absolutely objective truth (Denzin & Lincoln,
2008). However, the relativist regards reality as able to be constructed in multiple ways based
on different individuals’ views (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). That also means that reality can be
shaped by different factors, such as gender, and social and cultural factors (Guba & Lincoln,
1994). Therefore, human thought can construct or change reality, which is thus not unique

and not regarded as being objective (Saunders et al., 2019).

My research is relativist, based on the exploration of how different tourists explained their
thoughts about their tourist experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter via website uploads.
Those experiences can reflect realities and actively improve the levels of existing and new
knowledge consequent to tourists’ experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. In brief, what
tourists wrote about their experiences reflected what they already knew about the reality and
what they had come to learn, and this contributes the new knowledge about the Xi’an Muslim

Quarter during their stay there.
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Ontology and epistemology are inseparable. While ontology emphasises the understanding of
being, epistemology asks, “what knowledge means to know” (Gray, 2014, p. 19). According
to Hofmann (2013), epistemology provides a theoretical background to decide the types of

knowledge known, and includes objectivism, subjectivism, and constructivism.

According to Hofmann (2013), objectivism in research emphasises the researcher’s need to
exclude their internal feelings and values. The researcher’s views should not affect the
discovery of objective facts (Hofmann, 2013). In other words, the objectivist regards reality
as existing irrespective of human awareness (Gray, 2014). The paradigm most commonly
connected to objectivism is positivism. The objectivist epistemology regards reality as
existing external to humans and it advocates that research should be based on an extremely
scientific approach and the use of scientific words (Gray, 2014). By contrast, the
constructivist epistemology rejects the view that truth and meaning always exist in the
external world (Scotland, 2012). This epistemology represents the view that meaning and

truth are constructed by researchers instead of discovered (Gray, 2014).

In my dissertation, the epistemology is the constructivist epistemology. My participants
coming to know the Xi’an Muslim Quarter were subjective and did not rely on any scientific
approaches. My participants’ previous knowledge about the Xi’an Muslim Quarter was
enhanced after they had some experiences. Consequently, the tourists’ knowledge base
reflects the constructivist epistemology. The combination of relativist ontology and
constructivist epistemology contributes to my dissertation making sense in a philosophical

way.
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4.3 Research Methodology

In this section, I explain my methodological approaches. First of all, this section starts by
identifying the most appropriate research methodology for the current study, which is
qualitative description. Next, I discuss how I selected my research participants, explore my
data collection processes and explain my data analysis processes. Chapter 5: Findings and

Chapter 6: Discussion will be based on the combination of these activities.

4.3.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Methodology

According to Gray (2014), a research methodology is a way of gathering data, and includes
qualitative and quantitative approaches. A suitable research methodology can provide the way
to seek better answers to research questions (Bryman, 2012). Quantitative research usually
involves highly specialised approaches, especially those which express results with
mathematics and statistics (Kaplan, 2004). A quantitative methodology is often used to verify
theories and hypotheses about the world within the objective framework (O'Dwyer &

Bernauer, 2014).

Qualitative description is an inductive approach that aims to understand a phenomenon or the
worldview of the individuals involved in that phenomenon (Sandelowski, 2000). It can
identify their understanding of a phenomenon. As a methodology, qualitative description was
first used in qualitative health research (Margarete Sandelowski, 2000). Margarete
Sandelowski (2000) stated that it was erroneous to regard qualitative description as lacking
validity. She also clarified how the reputation of qualitative description has been
misrepresented. Quantitative description is dissimilar to other qualitative methods as it is a
richer, straight description of a phenomenon (Neergaard, Olesen, Andersen, & Sondergaard,

2009). Additionally, qualitative description inspects a social phenomenon from insiders’
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perspectives and generally analyses data from contexts, rather than from numbers (Lapan et
al., 2012). It can allow me to stay close to the data without over-interpreting it. Consequently,
qualitative description is the most suitable methodology for my research because it can help
me obtain straight comments and data about the Xi’an Muslim Quarter from my participants.
Secondly, qualitative description promotes the analysis of who, what, where and why of
events (Bolyai, Bova, & Harper, 2005). Moreover, qualitative description can allow me to
contribute a theory to further research. As the first researcher to investigate tourists’
experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, I need to seek not only the problem behind the
phenomenon, but also a theory linked with the event. As Liamputtong and Ezzy (2005)
explained, the strength of using data from personal stories, experiences or memories of
individuals is that they can contribute the link between experience to theory. Based on the
above analysis, and to answer the research questions, I decided to use qualitative description

as my methodology.

4.3.2 Research Methods

Qualitative description and thematic analysis provided the framework for my research and

responded to my research questions (see section 4.1):

What impacts tourist experiences while visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter?

Underpinning the primary question are the following secondary questions:
1. In what way do tourists, using online media, express their experiences of the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter?
2. What primary themes emerge for tourists in their considerations of the Xi’an Muslim

Quarter?
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3. What recommendations can be given to improve the tourists’ experience?

4.3.2.1 Research sampling approach

I used purposive sampling to identify and collect data from my participants via several online
social media, such as Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu. Suri (2011) proposed that purposeful
sampling makes a unique contribution to qualitative research as it is one of the critical
components within qualitative research. According to Patton (2014), purposive sampling
allows researchers to effectively use limited resources as it can identify and select

information-rich cases.

For my research, the journals, travel notes and documents on specific websites constituted a
purposeful sample because these documents represented a population of people who were
travelling to the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, then providing feedback on it through those websites.
The online social media added validity to my participants’ comments because of their
interactivity, which means that more posted comments can be added to the website, and
argued over, and the information is enhanced. Additionally, those media are all popular
forums. Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu listed more than one hundred journals, travel notes and
documents. For my research, I narrowed my document list to explore those uploaded on to
those platforms from June until August 2019 which discussed the Xi’an Muslim Quarter (a
total of 59 documents). Then, after selecting my samples I found they have clearly different
focuses based on the publisher and the form of text. Consequently, I categorised the
documents in the following ways:

» Journals by expert writers,

» Travel notes by people with no special certification, and

* Documents from official publishers.
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4.3.2.2 Data collection and analysis

a) Data collection
For this research I obtained secondary data from online journals, travel notes and documents
on Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu by printing the articles and documents posted, and then
reading and rereading them. To ensure that those data sets were written by my sampling
participants, I looked for key terms (such as ‘during traveling at Xi’an Muslim Quarter’, or
‘staying at Xi’an Muslim Quarter’) within those uploads, and also examined the certification

of the upload writers on their profiles.

b) Data analysis
For this research, in order to understand deeply what my participants meant, I used thematic
analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) regarded thematic analysis as a foundational method for
qualitative analysis and indicated that it can be used for identifying, analysing, and reporting
themes. Additionally, thematic analysis is a highly flexible approach (Nowell, Norris, White,
& Moules, 2017). Consequently, it provided a more accessible form of analysis. Besides that,
thematic analysis is suitable for summarising the key features of a large data set (Nowell et
al., 2017). In this way, the combination of qualitative description and thematic analysis helps
to produce a clear and organised final report (King, 2004). Therefore, thematic analysis
helped me not only to examine the perspectives of different research participants, but also to

avoid over-interpretation.

In this research, in order to identify the themes within the Chinese online social media posts,
reading promoted my familiarity with the comments from my participants. That process
allowed me to get close to the key themes in the posts. Next, I created a list of the themes that

reflected answers to my research questions. After that, I reread the data several days later and
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selected some of more significant themes. Then, I compared my original themes with the new
list of themes. Following that, I finalised my themes by synthesising the two lists. After
identifying my themes, I paid attention to the positive, negative and other compositional
aspects within each theme. That process enabled me to gain a complete understanding of my
data in rich and meaningful ways. Then, I explained my themes using participant quotes
within each theme and again considered positive, negative and/or compositional contents.
That process began the write-up of Chapter 5: Findings. Thus, as I began my write up, I
followed the principles of qualitative description. Following is a figure describing the process

of data collection and analysis.
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Selected articles and uploads which have more than 10 reviews

¢

on Weibo, Mafengwe, and Zhihu between June 1, 2019, and August 21, 2019

¢

Printed the reviews of those selected articles and uploads

¢

Initial reading to become familiar with content

¢

From reading the themes began to emerge

¢

Following that, explored all reviews for similar themes across those restaurants

¢

Repeated for all themes that emerged

¢

Stopped for several days

¢

Re-reading and a list of new themes created

¢

Compared the criginal themes o my second reading themes

¢

Process of consolidation

¢

Final themes emerged

Figure 4. The process of data collection and analysis
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Chapter 5: Findings
5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings of this research. The data was collected from participants’
uploads to Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu. Those websites were specifically chosen because
they are the most popular tourism websites in China. The feedback from customers was
selected between June 1, 2019, and August 31, 2019. As the temperature is not too high and is
suitable for being outdoors at that time, it is the peak tourist time in Xi’an. For my research, I
narrowed the research objects obtained from the websites’ lists to include journals by expert
writers, travel notes by people with no special certification, and documents from official
publishers. Moreover, the feedback comments were directly translated into English if the

language was not English.

The data was selected in order to answer my three underpinning research questions: In what
way do tourists, using online media, express their experiences of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter?
What primary themes emerge for tourists in their considerations of the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter? What recommendations can be given to improve the tourists’ experience? Through
the analysis of the data, my research findings respond to the above research questions.
Furthermore, the information provided by answering the three underpinning research
questions responds to my primary question: What impacts tourist experiences while visiting
the Xi’an Muslim Quarter? Consequently, the themes identified in my findings reflect all

aspects of my research data and arise directly from the feedback of my participants.
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5.2 An Internet-famous Site

From the analysis of my participants’ data within my database, it is possible to state that
tourists generally regard the Xi’an Muslim Quarter as a popular destination in their comments
on the Internet, reflecting the fact that the participants were aware of the uniqueness of the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Their descriptors mainly covered: a landmark; and a label of the city.

The following section explores both domains.

Piao noted:

What is a features of Xi’an? The Muslim Street is one of the landmarks of Xi’an.
Most of the tourists will visit here the first time they arrive at Xi’an. Most of the

restaurants are famous and on the list of advice.

Vvid said:
The first impression is “Eat Eat Eat” because of multiple famous restaurants are here.
Most of the restaurant has been tried. Now | am trying to find another delicious food
here. The Muslim Street is become a label of Xi’an. It is because most of the foreign
tourist will recognize here as their priority. The flow of people is very high. It’s good

to see the lively environment.

Chai noted:
The Muslim Street is labelled as a food paradise place of Xi’an. Most of the tourists
will visit here, including the native as well. There are many delicious foods. It is very

difficult to try all the food at one time. My favourite food is Lamb Kebabs.
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Bingxia noted:
The Muslim Street represents as Xi’an Street. The location is superior, it’s located
beside the belfry. The building is classical. Usually the flow of people is very large
because most of the delicious foods are gathering here. I felt antiqgue when 1 visit

here. It definitely will satisfy you.

The Xi’an Muslim Quarter is one of the famous landmarks of Xi’an City among tourists.
However, the overall tourism planning of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter and other tourism plans
does not match this status. As Xu and Wan (2009) noted, the current orientation of Xi’an’s
tourism planning is to create a prosperous style of the Tang Dynasty. In this way, the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter tourism development model is inconsistent with Xi’an’s overall tourism

planning.

The local government has not paid much attention to the management of the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter. Based on this situation, if tourists felt they had awful experiences in the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter, their opinion of Xi’an City was different. Currently, the Xi’an Government
has begun to pay attention to the governance and rectification of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.
As indicated on the government website, some management plans will be drawn up for the

Xi’an Muslim Quarter in the future (Xi’an Government, 2019).

5.3 Heritage Culture as Educational Knowledge

One of the noticeable themes within the Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu reviews was the
emphasis that tourist’s uploads had on the influences of historical culture. Many of my

participants mentioned they were willing to bring their children to experience the heritage
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culture in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. The participants mentioned that the architecture of the

Xi’an Muslim Quarter can diffuse the knowledge of historical heritage.

Candy commented on the historical culture;
Gao’s Grand Courtyard need to visit. There are several beautiful historical rooms to
visit and wonderful Chinese art and decorations. My daughter also enjoyed the

Shadow Puppet Theatre. After that, we bought some Shadow Puppet.

Penguin noted:
Don’t miss Shadow Puppet theatre at Gao’s Grand Courtyard. It is really interesting
to see that. Even the story has been changed a little bit but it is suited for children. It is

very attractive.

Mike wrote:
Personally, I like #raditional Chinese objects. Shaanxi culture should start with
Shadow Puppet. The superb craftsmanship of a shadow puppet made us marvel at the
ingenuity of ancient people. I hope that these cultures can be spread and accepted by

more children.

Rain wrote his view:
The Gao’s Grand Courtyard can be seen in the architecture of the ancient large
families. There are all of the historical atmospheres. It is suitable for raising the

enlightenment of children.
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Arises also posted:
The Gao’s Grand Courtyard is inside at Xi’an Muslim Quarter, where you can see
Shadow Puppet. 1t is a very suitable place to bring the children there. It can help
children to understand the historical and cultural heritage. Otherwise, after more
than ten years, children will forget this history and culture. The inheritance of history

requires the efforts of every generation.

Additionally, Nan wrote:
Children do not want to leave because they have fun here. It is recommended that

children can try calligraphy and painting. It is a very unique handmade experience.

Visiting the historical tourism attractions gives many tourists an opportunity to learn more,
not only about the history of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter but also about Chinese culture, food
and history, as JunYao (2015) noted. In that way, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter brings knowledge
to many of my participants, especially the young people. That knowledge added to their
recognition of Chinese culture and history, and, in particular, the history of the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter. Besides that, my participants believed that this knowledge could increase the
enlightenment of their children in regard to Chinese history. In my opinion, the history and
culture of Hui Min Street is very significant. However, the government and experts have not
paid any attention to the cultural diversity of Xi’an’s Muslim Street. Not only has the cultural
value of Xi’an’s Muslim Street not been fully explored, also the continuity of cultural
heritage is not high. Although the historical and cultural district of Xi’an Muslim Street is
famous for its cultural resources, there is unclear historical background and a weak sense of
Hui cultural identity. A lot of tourists cannot distinguish between Xi’an culture and Muslim

culture in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter.

41



5.4 Ethnic Cultures and Socialisation

One theme that my participant data revealed was that many tourists noticed the cultural
blending that has happened in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Hui people combined their own
culture and Han ethnic culture. Participants’ feedback on this phenomenon was positive.
Many tourists not only sought to experience the traditional Hui ethnic culture but also tried to
add to their engagement within social interaction experiences through exploring this different

culture.

Natalin posted his experience of getting to know Hui people’s culture:
The Great Mosque in the ancient capital of Xi’an is a unique embodiment of the
historical architecture of several Dynasties. Walking through the courtyards,
pavilion, minaret, fences and memorial gateways, I was amazed by the historical
relics, stone tablets with ancient inscriptions in Arabic. It is the first time to
experience the combination of Islamic culture and Chinese culture. It is truly an

ancient amazing temple.

Liu xiaoshun commented:
Even though this is a tourist attraction one must still be aware of its religious role and
be respectful. This mosque is now a national key cultural relic protection unit. As long
as you walk into inside, you will find that this mosque is different. The style of this

mosque seems like a traditional Chinese garden, which is very impressive.

Shanika noted:

The guide’s explanation leads me to have a strong interest in religious architecture.
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Zhou particularly enjoyed the activities that he experienced at the Islamic mosque:
Along the way, I saw a lot of young Hui people rushing to the temple, and they came
to pray. I feel honour enough to see them pray. Besides that, there is a new Muslim
couple taking a wedding photo and wearing traditional national costumes. I took a lot

of photos.

Taikoo’s post reflected meeting another tourist:
This temple is an artwork of the combination of Chinese architecture and Islamic
faith, which is very distinctive. When I was taking pictures, I met Mr Wang, an expert
in the protection of intangible cultural heritage. We felt like old friends at the first

meeting and changed WeChat. It was an unexpected meeting.

Mia noted:
We met the new couple were taking photos and everyone’s emotions were mobilized.

People followed instructions on helping others and blessed the new couple.

Consequently, connecting with people from a particular culture gave many of my participants
an opportunity to know about the Hui culture. These tourist experiences enhanced
interactivity and communication. Not only were the tourists attracted by a different culture,
but the movements between Han tourists and Hui tourists also enhanced the proper cultural

integration.

5.5 Participant Experiences of the Taste of Food

After I collected and analysed the data from my database, it was possible to conclude that

most of my participants enjoyed the halal food in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, reflecting that
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satisfied customers realised the uniqueness of the halal food. In my findings, I selected and
narrowed down the range of adjectives they used which were to describe the cuisine; their
descriptors included: delicious, great, classic, particular, tasty, good, luscious, hot, fresh, and
authentic. However, some tourists did not enjoy their experiences. They described the food
using mediocre, greasy, the smell of mutton, and annoying. The following section explores

both domains.

Zhe said:
I ordered two dishes of beef and lamb soup dumplings. It is delicious, juicy, the meat
is very delicate. Also, the dumpling wrapper is chewy. Each bowl of lamb soup
dumplings is a pretty large portion. This shop is a time-honoured brand and located in
the most prosperous area of Muslim Street. I guess the native would also suggest this

shop.

Tang noted:
One serving has eight soup dumplings. The size of each soup dumpling is bigger than
the spoon, the wrapper is light, juicy, stuffing was great. The shop is spacious. There
are also multiple floors and I was not worried about the seat. You also can order
various types of foods such as braised chicken with gourd, lamb chops, dessert and so

on.

Pabloo reported:

One of the most classic food in Xi An, the shop is located in Muslim Street. The Soup

dumplings are very particular for me, its not sticky. Please be careful, because it is
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very hot. However, it is normal for eating soup dumplings. I also suggest the dessert,

it was tasty.

Chsbo remarked:
Great reputation shop, must go to try when visit. Honestly, the quality of beef soup
dumplings is good, the real stuff, the soup is very plenty. It cost twenty RMB each and
serve with eight soup dumplings. For me, it is a bit expensive... and I am used to
eating pork dumplings. I guess some of the Han nationality will not be used to eat

beef favour. In addition, the dessert was tasty and rich.

Lis said:
The dish is not greasy. Soup dumpling is very delicious, luscious, very satisfied with

it.

Ang said:
One of the well-known halal restaurants is in Muslim Street. A lot of people, most of
the people is tourist, the environment is decent, the taste is more authentic. For
personal opinion, I feel the beef flavour is more delicious. You can add some cold

dish on it. The price is affordable.

Jiu said:
This is a real and old famous restaurant. I keep eating during my childhood, the taste
is consistent. Very authentic. 1t is very difficult to keep the same taste until now. Sour
Plum Soup is my most favourite. Its keep cooking firesh every day. I will continue to

support it.
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Dong Kang mentioned:
It is my first time to come to Xi’an. Following the local friends, we ordered the local
Hui mutton bread in the soup. The waiter served us some bread. I didn’t know how to
eat them. My friend told me that I have to tear up the bread. If I want to taste original
flavour, I should to tear up the bread into small pieces. It is an authentic way to try

this dish. I feel it is not bad to have my meal in a traditional way.

However, some visitors had negative food taste experiences, As Che noted:

I don’t know why it was well-known. I feel very disappointed for it, the taste
is so mediocre compared to others. Furthermore, the service is very bad, the
face was very unhappy when serving me. I hope you guys don’t superstitious

for propaganda, please search for reality.

Amy added:
Is a Halal restaurant. Overall is decent, the price is affordable. However, the beef soup
dumplings contain the strong smell of lamb, the taste has an offensive smell of
mutton. Noodle is too spicy. It is very difficult to find a place and need to share a

table.

Dpuser said:
The waiter served two bread cakes to me and did not explain anything. After a while, I
realized I should tear up the bread cakes. The bread cake was too hard to tear up. 1

wasted too much time. 1t is a really strange and annoying cooking method.
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While most consumers enjoyed eating food in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, some of them did
not. The adjectives that they used to mention the food’s taste noticeably reflected their
attitudes. Nonetheless, although some participant feedback reflected negative attitudes
towards the food in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, and negative experiences, the majority of

participant comments on food experiences were positive.

5.6 The Customer Service and Servicescape

My participants also mentioned customer service in their comments. From the analysis of my
participants’ data on hostels and restaurants in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter, again the majority
of tourists posting on online media had found the service they had received to be enjoyable.
In their feedback, many participants used positive words to explain their experiences. These
included: enthusiasm, perfect, awesome, nice, great, friendly, classic, helpful, approachable,
passion and “a good effort”. Additionally, some of my participants also commented on the

surrounding environment with negative attitudes.

Cars noted:
The hostel is located on Muslim Street, it is very convenient. The atmosphere is
perfect. All of the staffs are enthusiastic. They will be interacting with tourists during
the night such as play games, singing, and so on. Although the size of the hostel is

small, the humanity is strong. I decided I would come again the next time.

Rain said:
Overall is excellent. The main entrance of restaurant is small, hidden at the middle of
delicious cuisine, need to find out carefully. The environment is peaceful and suitable

for the students’ party like me. Nice!
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Hong remarked:
It is the first choice for me when coming Xi An. Service is great. The hostel has a

regular event, it let me feel intimate. Highly recommend it.

Xiao added:
The bed is soft and comfortable. The staff is very friendly. It let me feel classic. The

hostel is located at Muslim Street.

Tan said:
I like the vintage feel here, strongly recommend. The location is quiet. The walls are
filled with the comment of the guest. The proprietor is very passionate and likes to
entertain us. I can feel everything is prepared diligently and well effort. Furthermore, I
can meet a lot of people here. They will play a movie in the hall at night. You also can
find a quiet place for reading your book, writing a postcard and drink some milk tea.

Overall, this is one of the best hostels.

While most of the feedback was positive, participants also commented on the lack of

customer service and the negative attitudes towards the surrounding environment.

Shi Guang said:

The service is good, but the facilities need to change, the surface of desk also has a

lot of dust.
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Mu Zi Noted:
I will not recommend this. The rooms don’t have an independent bathroom. The
service quality is not meeting my expectation. 1 feel a little bit disappointing for it.

Not surprising.

Chao Ren said:
It is normal. The location is convenient. The four people bedroom is decent. However,
the eight people bed room is worse and messy. Furthermore, the cleanliness of the

bathroom is not ideal, it’s very smelly.

Mi Feng remarked:
The food is expensive. The restaurant located in the middle of Street. It feel very

noise here, not recommended.

Elf noted:
Definitely a place for mark. However, I felt really average! The management is
chaotic. There is one store that selling dried beef. The service attitude is really bad.
The cashier won’t look at you when you buy less. Furthermore, the waiter gives me a
glance when I am asking about the sample for trying. I don’t know why it is so

famous? Really a bad experience.

Ading said:
The street is dirty, disorderly and poor. Nothing special, but the price is really
expensive. The taste of foods is average, looks ordinary. I am strongly not

recommending this place!
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Tang Tao remarked:
The Muslim Street is beside the belfry. It takes around a few minutes to arrive. As
some of the comments, the place is dirty, nothing special. The most confusing place is
every store will label the “Most Authentic”. It is very difficult to identify which is the
“Real Authentic”. Also, the place is very crowded because of huge human traffic.

Nothing to suggest...

Although most tourists have a positive attitude towards the customer service of Xi’an’s
Muslim Street, a small number of customers felt that it needed more management. According
to the uploads of my participants, some customers even considered that the ethnic minorities
are too arrogant to provided satisfactory customer service. Although some customers feel
unsatisfied, they recognised that the negative effects came from the environment, not the food

itself.

5.7 Tourism Traps and the Generalisation of Halal

There were many dishes not belonging to Hui Muslim cuisine, and some people used the
fame of halal food to label their own food. In fact, many snacks can be eaten outside of the

Xi’an Muslim Quarter where the price will be lower.

Sandy said:
Nothing special, I felt it was a trap to lie the tourists. Most of the foods can be found
in everywhere, not traditional Halal food. The sanitation also terrible. Furthermore,

you have to wait a long queue to purchase the Chinese Hamburger. I found only 3
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Stars for this restaurant when using the application. I advise to use the application

before rather to wait a long queue.

5.8 Summary of Findings

The findings of this study reveal that tourists who visit the Xi’an Muslim Quarter describe
different experiences of the location through different social media sites. Descriptions of
these experiences span different themes that range across the areas that social media users
seem to prefer, the historical and cultural heritage of the tourist destination, experiences with
different cuisines and food tastes, the significance of the halal food label and its use in tourist
traps, and customer service and servicescape. Based on the findings, the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter is among the most popular destinations among social media users on platforms such
as Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu. The cultural and historical significance of the tourism site
emerges as one of the most important areas of interest for tourists who visit the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter. Specifically, as revealed in the statements of the participants, the interaction between
the historical Chinese and Muslim identities makes the Xi’an Muslim Quarter an especially
relevant tourist destination. Therefore, experiencing how these aspects combine to give rise to
unique experiences has been found to constitute an important part of the tourist experiences

for people who tour the site.

Another important theme that constitutes a vital part of the experiences of tourists based on
the findings is the experience with the different cuisines and food tastes. Based on these
findings, tourists express remarkable interest in the cuisines and the tastes of foods that they
come into contact with as part of their tour of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Using different

adjectives to describe the tastes of the foods, the participants in the study summarise their
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culinary experiences, indicating the importance of the diverse foods in the overall

experiences of tourists who visit the site.

The themes of halal foods and how the label is used by hotel and restaurant proprietors to
attract customers also emerges as a uniquely important aspect determining the experiences of
tourists who visit Xi’an’s Muslim Quarter. Visitors express concerns about their consumption
of halal foods as opposed to those that are haram, which also presents a unique selling point
for businesses in the destination. For instance, it matters a lot whether or not the food served
in a given restaurant is halal or not. Therefore, there are also concerns about the use of the
halal food labels among some of the operators of the outlets at the destination to lure
customers and also increase the prices of products. Hence, the demand that is created by the
halal label has been determined in the findings to impact customer decisions and also the

prices of products.

Finally, the findings touch on the subject of customer satisfaction with respect to customer
services and aspects of the servicescape. The participants in the study expressed concerns
about the service delivery of the staff at the various outlets serving tourists at the Muslim
Quarter as well as other aspects of the environment that determine their satisfaction with the
area. The next chapter, Discussion, analyses the findings and explores how they relate to

existing literature in answering the research questions presented earlier on in this study.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the findings are synthesised based on the themes arising from the data and
evaluated based on insights derived from the existing literature. In the discussion, I also
establish the different ways in which the reviewed posts present answers to the three
secondary research questions and the primary research question. Therefore, this chapter
serves to establish how the findings of the research can be used to respond to the research
questions. The chapter also concludes the study by highlighting its theoretical and practical
implications, considering its limitations, suggesting further research, and also summarising

my contribution to the knowledge on the subject matter.

6.2 Tourist Destination and Social Media

The role of the Internet in enhancing the experiences of tourists is undisputed. As revealed in
the review of literature, the Internet is increasingly becoming a major source of information
for tourists seeking to locate tourist destinations that match their preferences. The findings of
this study also reveal that the Internet, and specifically social media platforms, is valuable
when tourists are seeking to locate places that they need to visit. Therefore, the Internet’s role
in marketing and conveying information about famous tourist destinations such as the Xi’an

Muslim Quarter is growing significantly, based on the findings of this study.

Furthermore, the findings of this study show that tourists gauge their expectations of famous
tourist destinations based on the information posted on social media sites. Therefore, whether
they perceive a site to be interesting or not is to a large extent based on the information they

get from online reviews of the destinations, especially those posted by other tourists. Based
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on the reviews that have been analysed in this study, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter is a famous
tourist destination, with reviewers exhibiting detailed knowledge of the different places to
visit within the site. For instance, Piao described some of the landmark features or attractions
on the site that any tourist seeking to visit the Muslim Quarter would no doubt be willing to
explore. Similarly, the posts by Chai and Bingxia indicated that most of the tourists visiting
the Xi’an Muslim Quarter would be keen not to miss it. Therefore, while the role of the
Internet in shaping how tourists may perceive a destination before they visit is clear from the
descriptions given in the posts of some of the participants in this study, the review of the
literature reveals that the potential of social media sites in shaping the expectations of tourists

has not been explored extensively.

A study by Heras-Pedrosa (2020) that seeks to examine the importance of social media in
shaping the image of tourist destinations offered some insightful perspectives on the matter.
Based on that study by Heras-Pedrosa, reviews on social media sites about a tourist
destination may provide important clues about what aspects of the sites are valued by tourists.
The information obtained from these online pages may be useful in the development of a
more informed and systematic positioning strategy that would enhance not only the image of
the site among tourists but also would generate more positive reviews. Prior studies, such as
that by Chen et al. (2016), also explore the relationship between the image of a tourist
destination and the attitudes and behaviours of tourist. Based on these studies, destinations
that receive positive reviews by prior customers are preferred by prospective tourists. The
findings of this study are consistent with these other studies in showing that tourist
destinations such as the Xi’an Muslim Quarter can significantly benefit from social media

reviews in enhancing the popularity of the site.
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Reviews posted on social media pages capture important aspects that reflect the experiences
that tourists have when visiting a site. A study by Chandralal and Valenzuela (2013) revealed
that tourists are more likely to remember the sites or places that impacted the most on their
expectations during their visit to the tourist destination. Therefore, the nature of social media
and especially the unofficial nature of the platforms make it possible for tourists to record
their memories of a tourist destination in the authentic manner that they remember. These
posts may play a vital role in determining what tourists value and why they may prefer
visiting a certain destination and not another one. This knowledge can be useful when
positioning tourist destinations such as the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Since there are plans
underway to renovate the site and make it more appealing to tourists, it is necessary to
consider the role that the Internet, and specifically social media sites, play in determining

what is important in terms of preserving the memories of tourists.

The findings of this study also reveal the power of the Internet when it comes to marketing
tourist destinations and shaping the attitudes of potential visitors. People wishing to visit a
given site are more likely to consider the information presented on travel sites and reviews by
others who have been on tour in the destination. Therefore, based on the reviewed posts, the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter is a popular tourist destination and visitors seem to base their
experiences of the destination on different features and attractions on the site. The implication
is that other potential tourists seeking to visit the place may to a significant extent base their
preferences on where to visit on the information they obtain online. Also, the expectations
that people touring the site may have can also be gauged against what they heard or read on
social media sites concerning the location. For instance, Che wrote that “I don’t know why it
was well-known” indicating that the information he obtained concerning the Xi’an Muslim

Quarter played a critical role in determining his visit and his expectations of the site.
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Therefore, a proven way of ensuring that sites appeal to the preferences of tourists is to
ensure that the positive reviews they get from users match the real experiences of other

visitors.

The findings of the study, therefore, answer the primary research question by revealing that
one of the ways in which tourists express their experiences of tourist destinations such as the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter is by recording their satisfaction with specific attractions found on the
site. The information may be used to strategically position the destination by improving on
the aspects that seem to be favoured more by tourists. Also, the findings of the study reveal
that information found on online media, including reviews of tourist destinations, is useful in
shaping the perceptions and preferences of would-be visitors to the destination. In other
words, tourists visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter are likely to rate their experiences based on

the information they obtain online before visiting the destination.

6.3 Learning about Heritage and Ethnic Cultures

The findings of this study highlight the important role that cultural and ethnic heritage play in
promoting tourism. Cultural heritage is viewed as one of the most important attractions to a
tourist destination such as the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Cultural and heritage tourism in China
have been studied extensively with researchers coming to varying conclusions on the
question of the role that they play in places such as Xi’an. The unique cultural exchanges that
have taken place in the region for centuries make Xi’an one of the most fascinating tourist
destinations and also reveal the important role that cultural and historical resources play in
shaping the experiences of tourists. In almost all the posts reviewed, tourists seem to consider
Gao’s Grand Courtyard as one of the most important heritage sites where information

concerning the rich history of the Hui people can be obtained. As a result, most of the posts
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reviewed indicate that the participants consider it important to bring their children to the site

to learn about the rich cultural heritage of the region.

Cultural heritage as a tourist attraction and the use of ethnic tourism to learn about indigenous
cultures have been explored extensively in the existing research, with the research confirmed
the findings of this study. For example, in a study by Yang and Wall (2009), the importance of
ethnic tourism in enhancing knowledge of an indigenous culture has been explored.
Compared to destinations where the indigenous cultural resources have been replaced by
exotic experiences, tourists are more likely to prefer areas where the authentic indigenous
cultures remain (Yang & Wall, 2009). Therefore, among the unseen attractions of the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter is the unique culture and heritage that has been preserved through
architecture such as Gao’s Grand Courtyard, the cuisine, and also the social interactions that

the tourists have with the local people.

Concerns about cultural appropriation have, however, been expressed in various studies.
When ethnic resources become tourism products, there are concerns that these resources are
being misappropriated by the tourists to the detriment of the local cultures. While most of the
posts reviewed in this study reveal that tourists consider their visits as amounting to the
appreciation of the Hui culture, scholars often express concerns that ethnic tourism should be
carried out carefully, to ensure that it does not result in the cultural appropriation of the host
culture (Gertner, 2019). Therefore, the findings of this study make it apparent that most of the
tourists who visit the Xi’an Muslim Quarter expect to consume the ethnic and cultural
resources existing in the destination as part of their experience. Also, their perceptions on
what they consider to be authentic ethnic resources in terms of architectural designs, culinary

traditions and the practices of the indigenous people play a critical role in determining
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whether or not they may consider their experiences at the site to be satisfactory. The
experiences are also subject to pre-formed perspectives on how authentic ethnic experiences

should be. For example, one of the posts by Mike reads:

Personally, 1 like traditional Chinese objects. Shaanxi culture should start with
Shadow Puppet. The superb craftsmanship of a shadow puppet made us marvel at the
ingenuity of ancient people. I hope that these cultures can be spread and accepted by

more children.

By considering the post, it is clear that tourists coming to the Xi’an Muslim Quarter have
preconceived notions of how their experiences with the local cultures should be. Anything
that goes against their expectations may be disregarded as unauthentic and an uninformed
imitation of the original cultural phenomena. The importance of authentic cultural or ethnic

experiences has been highlighted in several studies, as established in the literature review.

Hence, tourists visiting areas of cultural heritage and ethnic significance such as the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter often record their interactions with authentic practices, cuisines, and artefacts
as among the most important aspects of their experiences. Such experiences may be enhanced
by ensuring that these cultural and ethnic resources, as well as the interactions between the
indigenous cultures and the tourists, are safeguarded. The government project aimed at
enhancing the performance of the tourist destination should incorporate policies aimed at

protecting the ethnic and cultural resources from being misappropriated.
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6.4 Experiencing Food in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter

The culinary tradition of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter also emerges as among the most
important tourist attractions of the destination. Based on the findings of this study, food
tourism is among the most important aspects of destination tourism in Xi’an. As a focal point
for some of the best traditional Chinese and Muslim cuisines, the food experiences offered by
the Xi’an Muslim Quarter constitute some of the most memorable tourist experiences, as

evidenced in the social media posts reviewed in this study.

Tourists use different adjectives to describe the diverse foods found in the destination

presenting both a positive and negative perception of the food culture of the destination. For
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instance, those who have positive experiences employ terms such as “delicious,” “great,”
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“classic,” “particular,” “tasty,” “good,” “luscious,” “hot,” “fresh,” and “authentic” to describe

their experiences with the different foods served at various restaurants in the Xi’an Muslim
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Quarter. By contrast, other tourists employ terms such as ‘“greasy,” “mediocre,” and

“annoying” to describe food experiences that they did not like.

The fact that food tastes constitute a significant part of the experiences expressed by the
research participants coincides with the sentiments expressed by previous researchers. For
example, in a study by Ab Karim and Chi (2010), the food image of a tourist destination is
considered to have a direct correlation with visit intentions and perceptions of positive
experiences among tourists. Therefore, any efforts aimed at optimising the capability of the
Xi’an Muslim Quarter by increasing the number of tourists visiting the destination should

focus on enhancing the attractiveness of the food offers.
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6.4 Customer Service and Servicescape

In posting their experiences in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter on social media sites, the
participants paid special attention to aspects of their experiences based on customer service
and servicescape. In this regard, most of the reviews examine aspects such as service delivery
by the restaurant staff, whether or not communication was effective, and other aspects of the
service environment that contributed directly to their experiences. For instance, the post by

Cars reads:

The hostel is located on Muslim Street, it is very convenient. The atmosphere is
perfect. All of the staffs are enthusiastic. They will be interacting with tourists during
the night such as play games, singing, and so on. Although the size of the hostel is

small, the humanity is strong. I decided I would come again the next time.

The poster considers aspects such as convenience, and the ambience of the environment, as
well as the enthusiasm of the service staff, to have contributed to their positive experiences in
the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. According to (Lin & Mattila, 2010), the servicescape model pays
great attention to the aspects of the physical environment in depicting how they trigger
behavioural responses. In fact, based on their experiences with the environment and the
services team, the poster indicates their willingness to revisit the destination. These aspects of
tourist destination customer service and servicescape have also been found to be important
determinants of the positive image of a travel destination and the preferences of tourists in
research by Durna, Dedeoglu and Balik¢ioglu (2015). That study makes it clear that tourist
destinations can design and develop servicescapes that portray them in a certain light among

customers, and consequently influence their travel decisions.
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The findings of the study reiterate the importance of focusing on enhancing customer service
and servicescape in the tourism industry, as tourists often consider these aspects to be among
the most important part of their travel experiences. Posting these experiences on social media
sites makes them accessible to numerous other potential tourists who can also use them in

making their travel decisions.

6.5 Muslim Image and Authenticity

Based on the reviewed posts, visitors who tour the Xi’an Muslim Quarter often accord some
special importance to the unique Muslim image that is portrayed by the destination. This
covers resources such as architectural sites including the mosques and the halal restaurants
spread across the destination. An issue of particular concern, however, is the idea of some
restaurant owners employing the image of halal food as a label to sell food commodities
within the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. In one of the reviewed posts, concerns were expressed over
the misuse of the halal label to sell foods at high prices even when tourist do not consider

them to be authentic.

In a study by Chhabra et al. (2003), the idea of “staged authenticity” was raised. According to
Chhabra et al. (2003), this concept has made it often impossible for tourists to determine what
authentic ethnic or cultural resources may look like in the process of engaging with cultural
or ethnic tourism. The fact that the authenticity of cultural or ethnic phenomena can be staged
to influence the decisions made by tourists is evidence of cultural appropriation or cultural
misappropriation. Hence, the fact that halal labels can be used to trap tourists into making
certain decisions is evidence of cultural appropriation of the Muslim culture at the

destination.
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Even with concerns about cultural appropriation or “staged ethnicity” being rife in destination
tourism, tourists consider the presence of authentic ethnic or cultural resources as an
important consideration when choosing places to visit, as revealed in the findings of this
study. Therefore, compared to other tourist destinations that do not have ethnic or cultural
significance, the Xi’an Muslim Quarter’s success as a tourist destination can be enhanced by

ensuring that the authenticity of its ethnic and cultural resources is retained.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Implications

7.1 Summary

The objective of this study was to answer one primary question: What impacts tourist
experiences while visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter? Under this question, three secondary

questions were formulated as follows:

1. In what way do tourists, using online media, express their experiences of the Xi’an
Muslim Quarter?

2. What primary themes emerge for tourists in their considerations of the Xi’an Muslim
Quarter?

3. What recommendations can be given to improve the tourists’ experience?

Therefore, in answering the secondary research questions, the findings of this study reveal
that various experiences posted on the social media sites Weibo, Mafengwo, and Zhihu
emerge as the most apparent for anyone visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. These
experiences have been determined in the findings of this study to centre on themes of culture
and ethnic resources, the unique tastes of the food offerings at the destination, customer
service and servicescape, as well as the Muslim image and the authenticity of the ethnic and
cultural products. Tourists coming to the destination often rate their experiences and
satisfaction based on these aspects. In addition, considering the wide coverage of social
media platforms, online reviews of the destination can significantly shape the image of the
different tourism resources provided at the site. Therefore, they present unique areas of focus
for the tourism managers of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter to improve the experiences of tourists

and optimise the tourism potential of the area.

63



To answer the third secondary question, I have made several recommendations on how the
Xi’an authorities can enhance tourist experiences at the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. These include
safeguarding the authentic cultural and ethnic resources of the area, enhancing the
servicescape of the destination, and also improving the infrastructure to allow for better
tourist convenience. Therefore, the findings meet the objectives of the study by answering the
three secondary research questions and, by doing so, also satisfactorily answering the primary

research question.

7.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications

The findings of the study directly respond to the research questions raised. Therefore, the
findings present both theoretically and practically significant insights that can be employed in
enhancing the experiences of tourists and the potential of the destination, and also in

underpinning further research on the subject.

7.2.1 Theoretical Implications

My research maximised the tourist experience of people visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter as
seen through Chinese online social media. During the process of reporting their experiences, I
increasingly understand how theory can both restrict or enhance research. Best exemplifying
the theoretical implication of my research were two aspects: my use of qualitative description
(Sandelowski, 2000) and my use of the model of Destination Competitiveness/Sustainability
(Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). Firstly, this study is the first descriptive study to examine the
experiences of people visiting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter. Besides that, it lays the foundation

for other in-depth research studies focusing on various aspects of the destination. For
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instance, my dissertation partially supports the relationship among destination core resources,

destination management, destination planning and destination image.

7.2.2 Practical Implications

The study comes at a time when the Chinese Government and the Xi’an local authorities are
planning on renovating the Xi’an Muslim Quarter as way of optimising its potential. Hence,
the insights it discusses, especially those related to how tourist experiences are shaped, can
inform policy decisions with the aim of providing better experiences for tourists. For
instance, since the issue of cultural appropriation, and especially the appropriation of the
halal food image, has been determined to be problematic, the government should focus on the
preservation of the authentic cultural experiences while doing away with the fake imitations.
The insight raised concerning servicescape can also inform decisions on how to make the
service environment more welcoming to tourists. Therefore, the present study could not have
come at a better time for informing the development of practical solutions to the problems

affecting the Xi’an Muslim Quarter as a tourist destination.

7.3 Research Limitations

My study presents some limitations that may have a significant impact on the generalisability
of the findings. For example, by focusing on only posts from Chinese social media sites
(Weibo, Mazengwo, and Zhihu), the study narrows its scope and fails to incorporate a global
outlook. This is especially a concern noting that the Xi’an Muslim Quarter attracts tourists
from diverse nationalities. Therefore, the experiences that have been reviewed may not
necessarily be reflective of non-Chinese tourists who visit the site. Also, in translating some

of the posts that were not originally in English, some contextual meaning could be lost.
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Taking into consideration the contextual aspect of the posts, this means that there may be a

possibility of misunderstanding what some of the posters said.

7.4 My Contributions to Research and Knowledge

By carrying out this study, I have made some remarkable contributions to research and
knowledge. Firstly, my study opens up the Xi’an Muslim Quarter for more research aimed at
establishing ways in which tourist experiences can be enhanced by considering what they
value the most. Secondly, my study presents some insights into the role that the Internet,
especially social media, plays in the spread of information on tourist destinations, influencing
their public image, and shaping the decisions of tourists. I have also raised some concerns on
how experiences with ethnic and cultural resources should be carefully considered in curbing

their misappropriation.

7.5 Suggested Future Research

In future, researchers can base their inquiries on the present study in investigating various
phenomena in more depth, such as the influence of the servicescape in Xi’an on tourist
satisfaction or even the relationships between service quality at the destination and

perceptions of authenticity.

7.6 Concluding Reflections

Before commencing on this research project, my knowledge concerning the experiences that
tourists have in the Xi’an Muslim Quarter was limited. Despite Xi’an being my home, I have
never had the chance to look keenly into the perceptions that visitors have regarding different
things that matter to them as part of their experiences. My view then was that tourists should

consume whatever resources are presented to them, as they are, without having to consider
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how their expectations are impacted. However, by carrying out this study, I have been
fortunate enough to look at tourists’ experiences from their perspectives. Also, I have been
able to view the role that the Internet plays in shaping the image of tourist destinations such
as Xi’an through the views posted by those who have first-hand experience at the destination.
Therefore, it is my view that those involved with the renovation of the destination should
seek to understand tourist experiences from the same perspective and act on them to enhance

the potential of the Xi’an Muslim Quarter to even host more tourists.
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