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Abstract: Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) at all levels have an ultimate goal of building
strong and positive images for their destinations. However, the projected image from the supply side
is not necessarily the mirror of the perceived image from the demand side. This study adopted the
content analysis method to evaluate the projected image and perceived image of rural destinations in
China to see whether there is any discrepancy between and within the two categories. Comparative
analysis of different information sources including web contents and on-site visitor interviews were
processed. The evaluation of image congruency demonstrates that official websites focus more
on cognitive image elements (knowledge and beliefs of the place). Besides promoting attractions,
it provides information on geography background and promotes local culture. Business web content
promotes attractions, package tour, and activities which can generate revenue. The perceived image
includes more sentiment contents: on-site visitors expressed more negative attitude, but social media
comments are relatively positive.

Keywords: destination image; projected image; perceived image; content analysis; rural tourism

1. Introduction

Rural tourism has been a popular trend in China since the end of the 20th century [1,2]. However,
rural tourism has a particularly weak image, and there is relatively limited research on destination
image in the rural destination [3–7]. Prior studies on destination image have seldom focused on
rural destinations and, in particular, comparing rural destination images from different information
sources. Although rural tourism is becoming increasingly popular among urban residents, there is an
apparent lack of research on rural tourism destination images in the context of the online environment
in China [8,9].

Numerous studies have categorized the tourism destination image into the projected image and the
perceived image [10–12]. From the supply side, which consists of Destination Marketing Organizations
(DMOs) and commercial entrepreneurs, the image that they try to promote and show to tourists is
called the projected image, while from the demand side, the image of a destination formed inside the
tourists’ mind, which includes both cognitions and feelings, is called the perceived image [10,13–18].
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Previous scholars have argued that the projected image and perceived image of tourism destinations
have a significant influence on tourists’ choice of destination and their satisfaction [19–22].

Koltringer and Dickinger [23] reported that a critical criterion for testing whether destination
image construction is successful involves observing whether the projected image is identical to the
perceived image. Since there are varied information sources, it is difficult to measure the gaps
between the projected image and perceived image in the process of destination image construction [10].
Although a number of studies have compared the gaps between the projected image and perceived
image [12,24–26], few studies have attempted to discover the gaps within the projected image and
within the perceived image due to different sources of information. Moreover, limited research in this
regard has been conducted in the context of rural tourism destinations. Therefore, this study measures
the image congruency within and between the projected image and perceived image of rural tourism
destinations based on different information sources, taking rural destinations in China’s Yangtze River
Delta as a case study.

This study has three main objectives. First, it identifies the image gaps within the projected image
from the supply side of rural tourism. Second, it examines the image gaps from the perspective of
rural tourists, who represent the demand side. Finally, this study tests the image congruency between
the projected image and perceived image of rural destinations in the Yangtze River Delta and provides
implications for rural tourism practitioners.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Rural Destination Image and Rurality

Previous researches stated that rurality is “imaged rural idyll” with a unique set of cultural
meanings attached to the rural place [27,28]. Most of the rural tourism destinations focus on the
concept of “rurality” in the process of image building because it is the main attraction to tourists [9].
Existing literature has generated three theoretical concepts for rurality, which are in terms of area, social
production of existence, and regulation [29]. With the impact of globalization, nowadays, rurality is
always materialized and presented commercially [27]. It could be viewed as a tourist imaginary on a
rural destination, which significantly influences tourist motivation and behavior. Therefore, it is crucial
to develop an appropriate rural image to meet the needs of tourists seeking “rurality” and promote
rural tourism development. Currently, rural areas are involved in the process of globalization, and
rural economies are experiencing a transformation. The traditional livelihood is being transformed
from agriculture to a new economy based on the commercialization of rural space [30]. Woods [30]
points out that it is fundamentally essential to utilize marketing techniques to avoid homogenization of
rural spaces. Vik and Villa [31] believe that rural communities can transform pessimism into optimism
through active image construction; therefore, they support “image-based rural development.” It has
also been suggested that the rural image should be flexible and that marketers should carefully consider
the impact of the image since it can alter reality.

2.2. Projected and Perceived Destination Image

The image projected by DMOs and commercial entrepreneurs plays an essential part in promoting
a destination. Many destinations spend large amounts of money on developing an appealing image to
attract more visitors [20,32–35]. Since an image can be an asset for a place, destinations should develop
promotional materials to create, reinforce, or alter the destination to attract visitors [36,37]. Tasci and
Gartner [36] mentioned that if destination management authorities create an unrealistic image of a
destination, the image of that place will ultimately be damaged. Therefore, projecting the appropriate
image to visitors is highly important.

Tourists develop organic images of destinations based on various information sources, such as
books, TV, radio programs, and the opinions of family or friends [36,38]. Currently, the Internet is the
primary source of information, and it influences people’s general impression of a destination [39].
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An induced image is altered based on an organic image. It emerges when people are interested in
visiting a place and thus look for more information from multiple approaches, such as promotions and
advertisements by travel agencies and tourism websites [40].

Fakeye and Crompton [41] described the formation of the perceived image in a model summarizing
different image types and components, as well as its function in forming the image of a place. At the very
beginning, there is an organic image [42–44]. When motivated to travel, people seek more information
and develop an induced image [45,46]. By evaluating and comparing the images of alternative
destinations, people make decisions on where to go [47–49]. Finally, after visiting a destination,
people form a more complex and comprehensive image. This image generated from their trip helps
them make decisions and select travel destinations in the future [39,50,51]. This model interprets
the formation of tourists’ perceived image of a destination. The projected image and the perceived
image function together and form the destination image, which can affect tourist behavior [52,53].
Tasci and Gartner [36] described this process as a “dynamic and reciprocal system.” In this system,
the authors characterized image formation factors as controllable (supply side), semi-controllable
(independent), and uncontrollable (demand side). Controllable and semi-controllable factors are also
regarded as image capital. All of these factors have bi-directional impacts on destination image in
terms of both image types and image components. Koltringer and Dickinger [23] argued that “strong
destination brand images occur when a DMO’s projected image is similar to stories reported by other
information sources.” Therefore, it is necessary to study both the projected image and perceived image
of a destination and observe the image congruency between the two sides.

2.3. Destination Image Components

Along with the rapid development of technology, “creating destination image is no longer a
one-way ‘push’ process of mass communication but a dynamic one of selecting, reflecting, sharing, and
experiencing” [16] (p. 165). At present, the Internet has not only reshaped the way tourism information
is distributed but also the way people plan to travel [54–57]; thus, it has become a significant destination
image determinant. The abundance and variety of websites have provided online platforms for both
tourism authorities and tourists to share information. However, the images created based on diverse
information sources are not necessarily the same. Scholars have begun to draw attention to the image
gaps between the official destination images promoted by DMOs and user-generated content (UGC)
online [10,26,39,58]. Online destination images have become the focus of research and powerful tools
for destination management and marketing [16,17,59,60]. However, online images of rural destinations
have scarcely been studied. In general, it is widely accepted that destination image is mainly composed
of cognitive and affective attributes, which means that visitors’ impression of a place contains both
“beliefs” and “feelings”: the cognitive components are the beliefs and knowledge related to the physical
aspects of a destination, while the affective components are evaluations of the emotional feelings
towards the place [50,61–63]. The following research gaps are identified in this study. First, limited
research has focused on the image gaps within the projected image and the perceived image. Different
sources of information have not been compared. Second, most previous studies on destination image
have been at the country, region, or city scale, while limited studies have been conducted at a much
smaller scale, such as that of rural destinations. Furthermore, previous studies have mainly focused on
one specific destination instead of investigating from a broader perspective. Therefore, this study aims
to fill these research gaps.

3. Methodology

In this study, the projected image and perceived image are further categorized based on different
information sources, including both online information and on-site respondents. Projected images
are obtained online from the websites of DMOs and entrepreneurs. The destination image that they
projected is a major source for potential tourists to gain information about the destination [23,38].
For the perceived image, online comments about a destination can be viewed by potential tourists



Sustainability 2020, 12, 5121 4 of 16

and thus influence visit intentions [64]. Further information on the perceived image is obtained from
on-site visitors; such information is also important due to the influential power of word-of-mouth.

Accordingly, three hypotheses are proposed (Figure 1):
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Figure 1. Framework of the study setting and hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). On the tourism supply side, there is a gap between the projected image from DMOs and
the projected image from tourism entrepreneurs.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). On the tourism demand side, there is a gap between the perceived image from on-site
visitors and the perceived image from UGC.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). In general, there is a gap between the projected image from the tourism supply side and the
perceived image from the tourism demand side.

Three sites were selected for this study: the Yaxi, Dongping, and Moganshan towns in the Yangtze
River Delta. The three sites share many common characteristics. First, all of them are located near
urban centers; second, they share similar economic development levels, areas, and population sizes;
third, they are all designated “unique towns” in terms of tourism development in China.

3.1. Data Collection and Cleaning

Data selection is the first step. The data set was obtained from both website contents and
on-site interviews. For projected images, official websites and business websites were used, while
for perceived images, on-site interviews and online comments were collected. The samples include
the three official websites of the three study sites, i.e., Cittaslow China (www.chinacittaslow.com/),
Mogan Mountain (www.mogan-mountain.com), and Chongming Travel (www.cmtravel.com.cn);
the five most popular online travel agencies (OTAs), i.e., Mafengwo (http://www.mafengwo.cn),
Ctrip (http://www.ctrip.com/), Elong (www.elong.com), Qunar (www.qunar.com), and TripAdvisor
(www.tripadvisor.com); and interviews from on-site respondents. Relevant documents were collected
by a web crawling application that can help capture the contents of webpages from the selected websites.

The web crawling process was conducted from January to June 2018. All text posted on the
selected websites related to the three study sites was collected during that period. For projected images,
articles on official websites and business websites were downloaded. For perceived images, comments
posted on the selected websites were collected.

www.chinacittaslow.com/
www.mogan-mountain.com
www.cmtravel.com.cn
http://www.mafengwo.cn
http://www.ctrip.com/
www.elong.com
www.qunar.com
www.tripadvisor.com


Sustainability 2020, 12, 5121 5 of 16

The final data set collected was divided into four categories: DMO websites (165 articles), business
websites (178 articles), UGC (310 online comments), and interviews (127 on-site respondents). These text
contents were documented separately, and the documents were transformed into plain text for content
analysis. To better analyze the text, data cleaning was conducted after data collection. Redundant
paragraphs and headings were removed to avoid bias in the results [65]. In this research, NVivo
11 Pro, which is a text-mining software program based on artificial neural networks, was used for
content analysis.

3.2. Semi-Structured Interviews

Interviews were conducted with on-site visitors in the Yaxi, Dongping, and Moganshan towns.
Interview questions were semi-structured and are designed based on the components of destination
image: first, the overall image of the place; second, the most important factors of this place (cognitive
evaluations); third, the emotions towards the place (affective evaluations). Convenient sampling was
adopted for visitor interviews. Booth [66] argued that, for visitor questionnaire surveys, researchers
could not select samples from a list of survey population since “no such lists exist for on-site visitor
surveys.” It was further suggested that on-site visitor surveys should be conducted based on survey
days and locations [67]. Therefore, in this research, 30 survey days are divided evenly in the 3 study
sites, which means ten days for each site. The ten survey days cover both peak season and low season
in a year. Three days in July (summer holiday) and three days in early October (National Day holiday)
were chosen as peak season, and four days in September were selected as low season. The interviews
were conducted on July 10–18, September 1–12, and October 1–9 of 2018 at the three sites. In this
research, 141 on-site visitors were interviewed, and 127 valid replies were collected at the three study
sites; 59% of the interviewees are male, and 68% are female. Over 40% of the respondents are in the
age group of 21–30. Most of them are visitors within the province (97%), and a small percent of them
are from other provinces in China (20.5%) and other countries (3.1%). The demographic profile of the
interviewees is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic profile of interviewees (N = 127).

Demographics Frequency %

Sex
Male 59 46.5%
Female 68 53.5%
Age
below 20 5 3.9%
21–30 52 40.9%
31–40 37 29.1%
41–50 21 16.5%
51–60 9 7.1%
above 60 3 2.4%
Place of origin
Within the province 97 76.4%
Other provinces in China 26 20.5%
Other countries 4 3.1%

3.3. Content Analysis

3.3.1. Node Building and Data Coding

Previous studies [16,17,60,68] have tended to use computer-aided text analysis tools, such as
CATPAC II, to analyze the most frequently used words. However, this approach is limited because it
often generates a list of meaningless words [23,60]. To avoid this result, coding is necessary before
analysis. Coding specific words and sentences into nodes will help to understand better the content of
text since “many words of text can be classified into much fewer content categories” [69] (p. 7).
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The coding process was conducted by the author and two research assistants who were fluent in
both Chinese and English since the data coding was based on Chinese texts. First, the author and the
research assistants conducted coding individually by placing the texts into the image categories and
creating new nodes. Second, the results were compared and discussed together. Finally, all the text
was coded into specific nodes based on the consensus of all three coders. In this way, the data accuracy
was improved.

After the coding process, 27 nodes were developed and further categorized into four
categories: two cognitive image factors (tourism products and tourism infrastructure) and four
dimensions of affective image factors (pleasant-unpleasant, arousing-sleepy, exciting-gloomy, and
relaxing-distressing). The list of nodes is presented in Table 2. The sources indicate the number of
documents that contain the nodes. The references are the sentences that reflect the specific nodes in
the documents.

Table 2. List of nodes.

Cognitive Image

Tourism Product Tourism Infrastructure

Rurality Accommodation quality
Environment quality Choices of accommodation

Biodiversity Price of accommodation
Rural cuisine Hygiene of Restaurant

Rural souvenir Choices of restaurant
Rural resident Level of safety for tourism

Attraction Transportation
Activity Geography background

Package tour Interpretation
Social and cultural elements

Affective Image

Pleasant-Unpleasant
Destination is pleasant Destination is unpleasant

Arousing-Sleepy
Destination is arousing Destination is sleepy

Exciting-Gloomy
Destination is Exciting Destination is gloomy

Relaxing-Distressing
Destination is relaxing Destination is distressing

3.3.2. Cluster Analysis

Cluster analysis was conducted after building the nodes [60,70]. NVivo helped generate a diagram
that clusters selected sources if they are coded by many of the same nodes. The clusters were based
on coding similarity. Cluster analysis was conducted to determine whether images from different
information sources are congruent. Instead of merely using qualitative analysis, using cluster analysis
to measure the gap in the rural destination images from different information sources represents a
relevant methodological contribution of this study.

4. Results

4.1. Discrepancy in the Projected Image: DMO Websites versus Business Websites (Entrepreneurs) (Gap 1)

Table 3 shows that the top 10 most frequent nodes of the projected image on official websites
are the geographical context, attractions, social and cultural elements, activities, biodiversity, rurality,
environment quality, transportation, rural cuisine, and rural souvenir. This table demonstrates that
official DMO websites exert more effort to promote the destination and to provide background
information to tourists, especially regarding the top three aspects: the geographical context, attractions,
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and social and cultural elements. Example 1 is retrieved from a paragraph on the official website
of Moganshan. It introduces the geographical context of the mountain, enriching the geological
knowledge of website visitors.

Table 3. The projected image on DMO websites.

Nodes Percentage (%)

Geographical background 5.73
Attraction 3.12

Social and cultural elements 2.55
Activity 1.01

Biodiversity 0.99
Rurality 0.82

Environment quality 0.65
Transportation 0.30
Rural cuisine 0.23

Rural souvenir 0.12

Example 1. The projected image on official websites.

“Moganshan was formed in the Late Jurassic movement of the Mesozoic and, later, the Himalayan
movement. This period was accompanied by strong volcanic eruptions and magmatic intrusion
activities, as well as the unbalanced rise and fall of the landscape, resulting in a volcanic uplift structure
dominated by volcanic rocks. The main peak is 719 meters above sea level. The mountain body is
oriented from north to east. The western part is characterized by low mountain erosion and eroded
tectonic features, and the eastern part is characterized by erosion-piedmont plain features.” (adopted
from the Moganshan official website)

The nodes of the projected image on business websites (Table 4) show that the top 10 most
frequent nodes are attractions, the choice of accommodations, package tours, activities, the quality of
accommodations, the price of accommodations, social and cultural elements, rurality, the geographical
context, and transportation. From this list, we see that business websites mostly focus on promoting
tourism products, such as attractions, accommodations, and package tours. Example 2 is obtained
from the travel guide on Mafengwo, a popular travel website in China. The fact that it highlights the
accommodations in Moganshan reflects the profit-oriented nature of entrepreneurs.

Table 4. The projected image on business websites.

Nodes Percentage (%)

Attraction 12.08
Choice of accommodation 9.90

Package tour 7.54
Activity 5.50

Quality of accommodation 4.72
Price of accommodation 2.95

Social and cultural elements 2.67
Rurality 2.48

Geography background 2.28
Transportation 2.24

Example 2. The projected image on business websites.

“Moganshan is most famous for its homestays. Some people say that even if you miss Moganshan
Mountain, you should never miss the homestays in Moganshan. They are not traditional homestays.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 5121 8 of 16

Instead, they integrate the elements of a boutique hotel. In general, it is suggested that you stay in
Moganshan for at least two or three days, and during the stay, the local homestay is an indispensable
quality experience.” (adopted from Mafengwo)

Cluster analysis confirms the gap and generates two major clusters (Figure 2), partitioning the
official websites and the business websites. The dendrogram shows two main clusters, demonstrating
that the business websites share more common nodes, while the official websites of DMOs show
more similarities in terms of nodes. Therefore, the first hypothesis, which proposes that there is a
gap between the projected image from DMOs and the projected image from tourism entrepreneurs,
is accepted.
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Figure 2. Cluster analysis of the projected image.

The cluster analysis shows that differences exist between the projected images on official websites
and business websites. The texts on official websites provide more background information, including
information on the geographical context, attractions, and social and cultural elements. From the texts,
it can be inferred that DMOs aim to introduce and promote the destination. On the other hand, regarding
business websites, we find that most of the information concerns attractions, accommodations, and
package tours, which can directly generate revenue. This finding reflects the profit-oriented nature of
business websites.

4.2. Discrepancy in the Perceived Image: UGC versus On-Site Interviews (Gap 2)

The nodes of comments on social media are presented in Table 5. The top 10 most frequent
nodes are attractions, transportation, rurality, the destination is relaxing, activities, biodiversity,
the destination is pleasant, the destination is arousing, geographical context, and social and cultural
elements. The social media comments include not only information about the destination but also
content related to sentiment. Many of the comments report that visitors feel that the place is relaxing
and pleasant (Example 3), based on which we see that the majority of the sentiment content is positive.
Previous scholars have found that affective image factors exert a more powerful influence on tourists’
behavioral intentions [71,72]. Thus, rural tourism proponents need to focus on online marketing to
highlight contents that express positive sentiments, which may attract visitors to revisit and recommend
destinations to others.
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Table 5. The perceived image from online comments.

Nodes Percentage (%)

Attraction 1.78
Transportation 1.20

Rurality 1.15
Destination is relaxing 0.76

Activity 0.71
Biodiversity 0.69

Destination is pleasant 0.64
Destination is arousing 0.61
Geography background 0.50

Social and cultural elements 0.48

Example 3. The perceived image from online comments.

“The Cittaslow is very close to Nanjing and takes more than an hour to drive to. When I went,
there was a light rain. It would definitely be a nice choice to go on a sunny day. There are a lot of
rape fields, and the village covers a large area. You can take a tour bus or rent a bike for excursions.
I personally recommend cycling when the weather is good because it will be very relaxing! In short,
it is a good destination for children and elderly people to visit.” (a comment about Yaxi town on the
Ctrip website)

Regarding on-site visitors, there are both negative and positive sentiment contents (Table 6).
A large proportion (7.39%) of the comments by on-site visitors indicate that the destination is sleepy,
while 1.71% of the comments show that the destination is pleasant. On-site visitors were more
concerned about rurality (1.76%). The other cognitive contents in the list of the top 10 most frequent
nodes are environment quality, rural cuisine, attractions, activities, accommodation quality, and choices
of accommodation. Interestingly, the sentiment component is the opposite of that in the perceived
image from UGC. This finding shows that the satisfaction level of on-site rural visitors is lower than
that obtained from online comments (Example 4).

Table 6. The perceived image from on-site visitors.

Nodes Percentage (%)

Destination is relaxing 10.50
Destination is sleepy 7.39
Environment quality 2.25

Rurality 1.76
Rural cuisine 1.22

Destination is pleasant 1.11
Attraction 1.01
Activity 0.94

Accommodation quality 0.92
Choices of accommodation 0.53

Example 4. The perceived image from on-site visitors.

“The environment of the Dongping Forest Park is not bad, but there are no entertainment facilities
in the surrounding areas, and there are not many things to do. The homestay rural tourism conditions
on Chongming Island are also not very good, and overall, it is a bit disappointing.” (comment from an
on-site visitor in Dongping Town).

The cluster analysis results (Figure 3) visualize the differences, clearly partitioning the social
media contents and on-site interviews. The results demonstrate that, on the tourism demand side,
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there is a gap between the perceived image from on-site visitors and the perceived image from UGC.
Thus, the second hypothesis is also accepted. Examples 3 and 4 show that the online comments about
a destination are usually more positive and more detailed than the comments by on-site visitors.
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4.3. Discrepancy between the Projected Image and Perceived Image (Gap 3)

The overall projected image of rural tourism is illustrated in Table 7. Most of the projected image
focuses on transportation, attractions, package tours, the choice of accommodations, the geographical
context, social and cultural elements, activities, the quality of accommodations, rurality, and the
price of accommodations. Cognitive image factors are dominant in the projected image. More
descriptive words and informative content appear in the projected image from both official websites
and business websites. In the list of the top 10 most frequent nodes, there are no sentiment or affective
images involved.

Table 7. The projected image of rural tourism destinations.

Nodes Percentage (%)

Transportation 6.63
Attraction 6.25

Package tour 5.15
Choice of accommodation 4.86
Geography background 3.77

Social and cultural elements 3.56
Activity 2.70

Quality of accommodation 2.32
Rurality 2.09

Price of accommodation 1.45

Regarding the perceived image from both visitors online and on-site, more affective image and
sentiment contents exist. The list of the top 10 most frequent nodes in Table 8 shows that rurality is the
most frequently mentioned node, which indicates that the image of rurality is a crucial part of the rural
tourism destination image. In addition to the cognitive image components, the perceived image from
online and on-site visitors always contains personal feelings towards a destination. Both positive and
negative contents are shown, while there are more positive contents than negative contents. Three
affective image factors are included in the top 10 most frequent nodes, and two of them are positive:
the destination is pleasant” and “the destination is relaxing.” The negative affective image factor is
“the destination is sleepy.”
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Table 8. The perceived image of rural tourism in China.

Nodes Percentage (%)

Rurality 1.75
Destination is Relaxing 1.19

Attraction 1.16
Transportation 1.14

Environment quality 0.85
Biodiversity 0.68

Destination is pleasant 0.65
Activity 0.60

Social and cultural elements 0.58
Destination is sleepy 0.53

The cluster analysis (Figure 4) proves that there are differences between the overall projected image
and perceived image of rural destinations in China, which shows that the third hypothesis is accepted.
The contents obtained from online comments and on-site interviews contain more affective components,
while the contents projected online from official websites and business websites emphasize cognitive
components, such as the destination background, itinerary, transportation, and accommodations. Thus,
there is a gap between the projected image from the tourism supply side and the perceived image from
the tourism demand side.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

This paper studied rural destination image by using content analysis, and it assessed the
congruency of the projected image and perceived image from different information sources. The study
results demonstrate that our three research hypotheses are accepted. First, on the tourism supply
side, there is a gap between the projected image from DMOs and the projected image from business
websites. The different natures of the two groups result in the discrepancy within the projected image.
As organizations that function to promote tourism destinations to potential tourists [73], DMOs tend to
present a well-rounded image [74]. Therefore, the projected image contains more cognitive information,
such as information on the geographical context, attractions, and social and cultural elements. However,
DMOs are not the only organizations that project the image of a tourism destination. In contrast to the
information provided by DMOs, the information provided on business websites focuses more on the
services at destinations. Different from the information on DMO websites, business websites contain
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more information related to travel experience sharing, allowing potential customers to use these
websites as a reference when selecting various tourism-related services or products at destinations.
Such information can therefore exert a greater influence on tourists’ purchasing behavior than the
information listed on DMO websites. This research also confirms with Echtner and Ritchie [75]
that, although an organic image is not easily affected, the induced image of a destination can be
manipulated by marketers through different promotional approaches. Therefore, the discrepancy
between a different projected image may affect the induced image of potential visitors, and further
influence on travel decisions.

Second, on the tourism demand side, there is a gap between the perceived image from on-site
visitors and the perceived image from UGC. We find that online comments are generally more positive
than comments from on-site respondents. This finding is consistent with previous studies indicating
that people tend to leave online comments when they are satisfied [76,77]. It has been argued that
blogs are perceived as being more credible than other marketing tools [78], and online comments
usually serve as a significant reference for travel decision-making [79]. However, online images may
be biased and filtered since there is a discrepancy between the comments of on-site visitors and online
comments. Moreover, this study echoes with Zhou [9] that rurality is a primary attraction to rural
tourists since it is mostly mentioned in the perceived image.

Third, there is a gap between the overall projected image from the tourism supply side and
the perceived image from the tourism demand side. The projected image contains more cognitive
components, while the perceived image involves more affective components. Previous scholars have
argued that perceived images are significantly different from projected images [26,39], but this research
not only identifies the gaps between the projected image and perceived image, it also investigates the
discrepancies within different information sources of the projected image and the perceived image.

Finally, the results of this research provide directions for tourism marketing practitioners.
Marketing strategies can be developed to improve the image congruency between and within both
the supply side and demand side. For the supply side, image could be an asset for one destination;
thus, destinations develop promotional materials to create, reinforce, or alter the destination to attract
visitors [36,37]. Tasci and Gartner [36] mentioned that if the destination management authorities set
up unrealistic image for one destination, it will finally hurt the image of that place because visitors
cannot fulfill their expectation. Thus, it is of great importance to project the appropriate image to
visitors. The DMOs should have a closer cooperation with tourism enterprises in terms of destination
promotion. For instance, the interpretation and background information should be consistent to
avoid causing confusion. As for the demand side, rurality is the most appealing thing perceived by
tourists. Chigbu [80] defined rurality as a feeling of “homeliness” owned by people who share common
culture and tradition of a rural place. This “homeliness” could be understood as a type of “cultural
proximity,” which significantly improves the destination image when the tourists are culturally close
to the destination [81] (p. 313). Therefore, rural destinations should enhance the authentic culture
identity in the rural image building process. Moreover, destination marketers should be aware of the
discrepancies between online comments and on-site responses. They need to enhance the contents
with positive sentiments and address the negative image timely to ensure the congruency between
what is projected by the destination and what is perceived by the tourist.

6. Limitations and Future Work

Overall, the current research has some major limitations. First, there are limitations in regard to
site selection. Due to the breadth of rural areas in China, our selection of three sites in the Yangtze
River Delta is insufficient to represent rural destinations overall. Second, only Chinese texts were
collected online, and comments from other countries were not analyzed. Moreover, there were time
and resource constraints. In terms of the data collected and analyzed, the time span was limited;
additionally, the data collected from both online UGC and on-site visitors are insufficient.
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Further studies can be conducted in several ways. First, the data collection can be expanded. In the
current research, three rural destinations in the Yangtze River Delta were selected. Further research
in other locations can be conducted to determine whether the situation is the same regarding rural
tourism image. In regard to the perceived image of rural tourism destinations, more stakeholders can
be involved in interviews in the future, such as residents, who play an important role in rural tourism
destination image formation. Ayob [82] mentioned that it is crucial to understand how residents hope
their place to be perceived by the visitors.
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