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Abstract — The need to implement a new development dynamic
in rural regions has been one of the concerns of the rural tourism
sector, which is currently starting its digital transformation
process and the adoption of digital technologies and tools. In the
light of literature, one of the tools with the greatest promotion
potential is digital marketing, since it allows reaching new and
larger target audiences more efficiently and effectively. Realizing
the lack of a conceptual and functional vision capable of guiding
the planning and execution of digital marketing initiatives in the
context of rural tourism, this article proposes a conceptual model
focused on characterizing the potential impact that digital
marketing initiatives can generate, namely in terms of the
development of a positive image of the rural tourism destination
and of the influence on the tourists’ decision to visit.

Keywords - rural tourism; rural destination; digital marketing;
destination image; intention to visit.

1. INTRODUCTION

As countries and their regional entities realized the need to
transform rural environments - with lower population density
and weak economic development - into assets capable of
generating value and promoting development due to their own
geographical, cultural and contextual characteristics, a
conceptual vision of transposing the phenomenon of tourism to
this context has also arise [1]. As argued by Sharpley &
Roberts [2], by assuming different forms and being able to
happen in multiple physical, social and even political contexts,
the concept of “Rural Tourism” is highly dynamic and
promotes diverse (and positive) results for tourism promoters,
tourists and for rural areas themselves.

From a historical point of view, the concept of ‘“Rural
Tourism” was first addressed by the scientific community
about three decades ago, and the initial (and main) approaches
to the formal characterization of the concept of “Rural
Tourism” were those presented by Gilbert [3] and Lane [4], as
they assumed that the concept referred to a multifaceted
activity that went far beyond tourism based only on activities
developed in the context of farms, but also on a panoply of
tourist activities related to nature, to the practice of mountain
sports, to hunting and fishing activities, to cultural and
religious events and practices and even to health and well-
being activities.

However, as societies have evolved, so has the tourism
sector, which is increasingly intertwined in a process of digital
transformation in which both tourists, tour operators and the
territories themselves are transversally assuming a permanent
use of information and communication technologies (ICT). The
digital transformation of tourism is not only advancing the
available and improving the quality and diversity of the
tourism experience, but also imposing progress in terms of
promoting and boosting the sector and its products [5]. This
reality, as argued by Krél [6], can be even more impactful in
rural destinations as the marketing actions focused in these
contexts can benefit greatly from the opportunities associated
with globalization and from the increased efficiency and
effectiveness of novel digital tools and technologies [7].

Thus, realizing the potential for the idealization, definition
and proposal of a strategic digital marketing plan focused on
the promotion and dynamization of rural tourism, an effort
should be made to analyze the existing scientific literature on
the potential acceptance and even adoption of digital marketing
(marketing supported by digital tools and technologies), both
globally and in the context of rural tourism. This study will
serve as a basis for the identification of potential factors
influencing the process of acceptance and adoption of the
aforementioned strategic plan and, in parallel, of the potential
obstacles that may arise.

This paper begins with an introduction to the entire scope
of our research that is followed by a systematic review of the
existing literature on (rural) tourism digital marketing. In the
3 section, the conceptual model that characterizes the
potential impact that digital marketing might have on rural
tourism is presented. In section 4, a more detailed discussion is
presented on the contribution that the proposed model
represents for rural tourism. In the final section, the achieved
conclusions are listed, and an allusion is made to the research
limitations and to the potential future work to be carried out to
address them.

II.  RURAL DESTINATIONS DIGITAL MARKETING

A. Rural Tourism

Rural tourism can be perceived as any tourism that takes
place in the countryside, that is, in a territory marked by
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rurality, low population density, increased land use (Eg.:
agriculture and forestry), traditional social structures and a
community and heritage identity. According to Lane [4], rural
tourism must be functionally rural (based on the characteristics
of rural space, natural resources and traditional practices),
small in scale and traditional in character, with slow growth
and controlled by the local population.

Still, the concept of rural tourism is yet to be consensual.
For instance, according to Paresishvili et al. [8] the essence of
rural tourism is assumed to be living according to local
customs and traditions, based on active tourism, rest and
recreation and thus making the most of the natural and
historical-cultural particularities of the destination.

Hence, despite acknowledging the widespread set of
conceptualizations of rural tourism, throughout our research we
assumed that rural tourism is an activity that takes place in
rural destinations (thus encompassing low-density regions
where agriculture and nature-base activities are predominant),
that does not perceived bigger tourists volumes and that is
based on a significant relation with nature, endogenous
products, ancient cultural rituals and traditions and a strong and
very close community involvement.

B. Digital Marketing

The emergence, and transversal adoption, of new and more
innovative information and communication technologies and
digital tools is having a significant impact on societies and,
above all, on the way people relate and communicate not only
among themselves, but also with organizations when looking to
satisfy their economic and material needs [9]. As highlighted
by Gongalves et al. [10] and Kulkarni et al. [11], today's
society already uses e-mail services, search engines, websites,
social networks, mobile applications, sharing and collaboration
platforms, among other technologies and digital platforms to
communicate with each other, to be aware of events and news
related to what is happening nationally and internationally, to
buy and sell goods and services, to manage their financial
resources and, increasingly, even to perform their professional
functions.

The theoretical and contextual framework presented above
has resulted in multiple changes worldwide, one of the most
interesting being the effect it had on Marketing as an area of
action, as despite retaining the conceptualization of Kotler et al.
[12] according to whom “marketing” is the science and art of
attracting, transforming and retaining customers, it is
undeniable that its combination with novel ICTs and digital
tools tends to result in more successful initiatives, more easily
controllable and above all, with a more easily measurable
return of investment [13].

From a conceptual point of view, the initial and generic
understanding that digital marketing concerns the marketing of
products and services through digital channels, has evolved
until it is currently characterized as a social process through
which individuals and organizations use digital technologies to
attract new customers, to improve their knowledge on current
customers to be able to (promote and) respond to their needs, to
promote brands, boost partnerships and increase sales [14],
[15].

According to Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick [16], digital
marketing is something that goes far beyond the use of a
website, given that in the authors opinion it is a symbiosis
between online platforms (institutional, e-commerce and social
networks) and internet promotion techniques, such as online
advertising via banners or links (in pay-per-click mode),
management of search engine indexation, content integration in
thematic portals and general websites, etc. From a technical
point of view, the main support tools for digital marketing
initiatives are [17]-[19]: a) Search Engine Optimization (SEO);
b) Search Engine Marketing (SEM); c) Social Media
Marketing (SMM); d) Digital Content Creation; ¢) Mobile
Marketing; f) Interactive Marketing; g) e-Mail Marketing; h)
Affiliate Marketing; and i) Web Analytics.

C. Digital Marketing Quality

Information quality is considered as one of the main
influencing factors in the process of adopting and use of digital
platforms, systems and tools [20]. From a theoretical
perspective, the concept of information quality concerns the
quality of the outputs of a platform, system or tool, namely its
accuracy, the level of understanding and inherent
interpretation, and its global relevance for the recipient [21].

Although authors such as Delone & McLean [22] and
Aldholay et al. [23] have already presented the multiple
dimensions of information quality that must be analyzed in the
scope of information systems and technologies, when we look
at the specific context of digital marketing, several authors
consider that further dimensions should be considered [24].

In their work on the effect of information quality on digital
platforms on the behavior of tourists, Kim et al. [25] and
Laumer et al. [26] argue that promotional tourism-related
information quality, is a variable composed of dimensions such
as relevance, opportunity, completeness, interest, level of
information and quality of content design. This basis of
thinking is extrapolated by Zha et al. [27], according to whom
quality information must also have a high degree of accuracy,
should be easy to understand and should be up-to-date.

According to Kotoua & Ilkan [28], when marketing and
promoting tourism destinations, it is also critical to make an
assessment of the impacts that the structural quality of the
overall initiative in order to ensure the emergence of positive
impacts for both the tourism destination and for its tourism
companies.

D. Tourism Destination Image

The tourism destination image has been the subject of study
by the scientific community for several decades now, with the
influence of this concept on tourist” decision-making process
and its relevance to the marketing process the main focuses of
study [29], [30].

From a conceptual perspective, the tourism destination
image represents a subjective view of the destination that is
constructed in three distinct moments: 1) when making a
decision regarding the tourism destination to visit; 2) during the
tourist experience in which there is a comparison between
expectations and reality; and 3) in the post-visit in which word-
of-mouth tends to be promoted and tends to recommend the
destination to family and friends [31].
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According to Agapito et al. [32], the tourism destination
image is the result of combining the three dimensions of that
same image, namely the cognitive image, the conative image
and the affective image. The cognitive image refers to the set
of beliefs and knowledge generated as a result of the process of
analysing and evaluating the (perceived) characteristics and
attributes of a tourism destination [33]. The affective image, on
the other hand, concerns the feelings that the tourists
themselves show about the destination [34]. The conative
dimension represents the tourist's intentions to recommend the
tourist destination and to maintain a positive perspective
regarding it, which is why it is typically associated with issues
related to loyalty [35]. According to Afshardoost & Eshaghi's
[36] argument, the image that a tourist develops of a given
destination is directly related to his intention to relate to that
same destination, namely through the intention of (re)visiting
and recommending it.

E. Intention to Visit a Tourism Destination

Various studies show the relationship between the image of
a destination and the intention to visit it. Tourists tend to
choose destinations with stronger and more positive images (ie.
that lead to positive tourism experiences [37]), especially when
they have a more limited knowledge of the destination and
have not visited it in the past [38].

Rural tourism, which presents itself as a market niche,
involves not only the rural environment, but also smaller
number of available beds and a wide range of activities
available to tourists (nature, sight-seeing, regional gastronomy
and crafts, among others). A rural tourist who feels confident in
the experiences he or she might experience in a given
destination and identifies with the place tends to feel connected
to it and consequently will visit it [39].

As argued by Yacob et al. [40], the intention to visit a
destination is deeply dependent on the relation between the
tourist perceptions on the destination and it subjective value of
these perceptions. A rural tourism destination that manages to
transmit to tourists the real perception of its value, tends to
trigger tourists’ intention to visit and recommend it in the
future.

III.  CONCEPTUAL MODEL PROPOSAL

The conceptual model, shown in Figure 1, is drawn on the
Ducoffe Web Promotion Model [41], the Flow Experience
Theory [42], the Information Quality Theory [43], the Theory
of Planned Behavior [44] and the Cognitive-Affective-
Conative Model of the Image of a Destination [32].

Assuming the need to understand the potential impact that
digital marketing might have not only in the generation of
value, but also in developing tourists’ (positive) image of a
given rural destination and, consequently, in triggering their
visit.

The proposed model is organized in 5 different contexts,
namely the quality of the digital marketing initiative, its
capacity to generate value, the fluidity of tourists’ interaction
with its content and messages, the rural destination image
context, and finally the behavioral intention to visit the
abovementioned destination.

In the proposed conceptual model, the dimension of the
intrinsic quality of digital marketing initiatives (extracted from
the information quality theories) is composed of nine
dimensions, namely: 1) the amount of information available; 2)
the accuracy of the content; 3) the relevance of the information
transmitted; 4) the timing and the opportunity in which the
initiative is implemented; 5) the level of understanding of the
inherent content; 6) the initiative's capacity to generate interest;
7) the level of completeness inherent in the initiative; 8) the
quality of the content design; and 9) the actuality of the
information.

Fluldity

Figure 1. Figure 1 - Proposed conceptual model.

Assuming the potential of digital marketing initiatives for
triggering the generation of value for organizations, especially
in the specific context of rural tourism, in the proposed model
it is hypothesized that this global value results from the
combination of the emotional value of the initiative with its
promotional value.

The degree of use of new information and communication
technologies by tourists means that, in order to be successful,
digital marketing initiatives need to ensure adequate levels of
usability and accessibility in their content, as well as fluidity in
what concerns to the interaction with that same content. With
regard to the process of development of the destination image
by tourists, the most recent literature indicates that we are
dealing with a combined influence of three dimensions, namely
the cognitive image, the conative image and the affective
image.

A. Hypothesis Model

According to Tam and Oliveira [45], the success of
internet-based initiatives is due, in large part, to the quality of
the information that is transmitted and the way this
transmission takes place. This argument is extrapolated by
Isaac et al. [46], according to whom, in the specific context of
digital marketing, and in particular in the context of its
application to the tourism sector, the generalized quality of the
initiative, content and information that underlies it, is crucial
for the initiative to register the desired success.

As the existing literature argues, the quality of digital
marketing content is directly related to the generation of
promotional value and the degree of quality associated with the
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interaction with the promotional experience itself [47]. In
parallel, and as presented by Mohammad et al. [48], as it is
possible to create engagement with a brand through digital
content, one must ensure that it assumes the ability to generate
emotional value. Consequently, this ability to generate
emotional value will positively impact the overall promotional
value of the digital marketing initiative.

By acknowledging the spectrum of the existing literature
with regard to the tourism sector, it is also possible to estimate
that the quality of both content and information associated with
an initiative to digitally promote a tourist destination is directly
related to the formation of a positive image of that same
destination and consequently in the creation of a behavioral
intention to visit it [25], [49].

Thus, drawing on the previous theoretical framework, the
following conceptual hypotheses were devised:

Hla - The quality of digital marketing positively impacts
the creation of emotional value in the recipients of the
initiative.

Hl1b - The quality of digital marketing positively impacts
the promotional value of the initiative.

Hlc - The quality of digital marketing positively impacts
the fluidity of the interaction between the recipient and the
initiative.

H1d - The quality of digital marketing is directly related to
the formation of a positive image of the rural tourism
destination by tourists.

Hle - The quality of digital marketing positively stimulates
the intention of tourists to visit a rural tourist destination.

Over the past few years the emotional value generation
topic and the underlying development of emotions and feelings
has been the subject of study by multiple authors [50]-[52].
Assuming Petrick [53] and Sweeney & Soutar [54] arguments,
within the scope of an digital marketing initiative, we can
characterize the concept of emotional value as the existence of
positive feelings towards a brand to which the initiative refers,
being that sometimes these feelings are so relevant that they
can stimulate customer loyalty towards that same brand. In the
same sense, for Martins et al. [47] the existence of emotional
value associated with digital content aimed at promotion and
marketing purposes, is directly related to the development of an
awareness of the target audience regarding the brand. This
argument is even more pronounced in the work of Lee et al.
[55], according to whom the existence of an emotional
connection in relation to a marketing initiative is directly
related to the intention of the target audience to adopt a
behavior of adhesion to a brand. That said, and assuming the
potential dimensions and specificities of digital marketing and
its use in the context of rural tourism destinations promotion,
the following hypotheses were conceived:

H2a - The existence of emotional value related to a digital
marketing initiative is positively related to the increase in the
promotional value of that same initiative.

H2b - The existence of emotional value related to a digital
marketing initiative is positively related to the development of
tourists' intention to visit the rural tourism destination.

H2c¢ - The existence of emotional value related to a digital
marketing initiative is positively related to the development of
a positive image of the rural tourism destination by tourists.

Drawing on the existing literature, the concept of
promotional value must be considered as a measure of
effectiveness of the promotional action [41]. From a functional
point of view, the recipients of promotion and marketing
actions consider these to be valuable if they respond adequately
to their needs or include arguments that may represent
something advantageous or valuable [56]. During the study on
the promotional value of a content or a digital marketing
initiative, several authors have highlighted the relationship
between this variable and the behavioral intention of the
recipients of the referred content or initiatives [57]. As argued
by Shani et al. [58], the promotional value of an digital
marketing initiative can stimulate the development of a positive
image related to a tourism destination.

Thus, realizing the context related to digital marketing and
its potential relationship with the internationalization of a rural
tourism destination, the following hypotheses were devised:

H3a - The promotional value of a digital marketing
initiative has a positive impact on the development of the
image of the rural tourism destination by tourists.

H3b - The promotional value of a digital marketing
initiative is directly related to the intention of tourists to visit a
rural tourism destination.

According to Tussyadiah et al. [59] and with C. Lee & Wu
[60], the existence of adequate levels of interaction quality and
fluidity in contact with digitally based content or promotion
initiatives, is relevant with regard to the global perception of
value promotion of those same contents or initiatives. That
said, and realizing the specificity perspective of the present
investigation, the following hypothesis was devised:

H4 - The fluidity of the interaction between tourists and the
digital marketing initiative will have a positive impact on the
generation of promotional value.

As argued by Chen & Tsai [61] and Tan & Wu [62], the
development of a positive image of a tourist destination tends
to stimulate the familiarity of tourists and, consequently,
stimulate the intention of future visits. Realizing the need to
differentiate rural destinations and assertively promote their
strengths, the image of the destination is critical to stimulating
visiting behavior by tourists [63]. Although it may seem
somewhat linear, the image of a tourist destination can be
constructed based on three major dimensions [32]: a) conative
image; b) cognitive image; and c¢) affective image. According
to the argument of Beerli & Martin [64], the existence of a
strong cognitive image of the tourist destination can positively
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impact the affective and conative images of the destination.
This argument is also extrapolated by Agapito et al. [65], who
argue that the conative image of a tourist destination is also
positively influenced by its affective image. Thus, and
considering the specificity of rural tourism and rural
destinations digital marketing, the following hypothesis arise:

H5a - The existence of a positive cognitive image in
relation to a rural tourism destination will stimulate the
existence of a positive affective image of that same destination.

H5b - The existence of a positive cognitive image in
relation to a rural tourism destination will stimulate the
existence of a positive conative image of that same destination.

H6 - The existence of a positive affective image in relation
to a rural tourism destination will stimulate the existence of a
positive conative image of that same destination.

IV. IMPLICATIONS FOR TOURISM

As the digital transformation of societies is imposed and the
paradigms of life (digital and permanently "connected") of
citizens and organizations are changing, there are many
challenges that arise not only in terms of the permanent need
for incorporating supported innovation by ICT, but also with
regard to actions to promote and boost organizations, their
brands and their products [66].

The tourism sector, par excellence more and more an
example with regard to its ability to adapt and reinvent [67], is
currently developing its process of transversal adoption of
information and communication technologies which, as the
existing literature shows us, should result in the achievement of
very positive goals in the short space of time [68]. One of the
most interesting uses of ICT in the tourism sector is
represented through digital marketing initiatives that have,
roughly speaking, developed new, more appealing and more
effective ways of communicating tourism products with more
well-defined segments of the target audience and would often
be very difficult to achieve through traditional marketing
initiatives [69].

Analyzing the specificity of rural tourism, mainly the
combination of its more limited context in terms of available
resources for promotion and dynamization of tourism-related
offer, its initial stage in what concerns the rollout of digital
promotion initiatives, and lower levels of technical expertise, it
is clear that the incorporation of novel (digital) marketing
approaches that tend to be simpler, more efficient in terms of
resource consumption, and more effective, should be perceived
as very positive and must be assumed as a vision to be
achieved by both rural tourism operators and rural destinations
governmental bodies [70], [71].

If, until the beginning of 2020, rural tourism was already
considered critical for the development of rural territories and
the demand for this type of tourism offer was growing steadily,
with the installation of the COVID-19 pandemic this reality has
totally changed. Currently, rural tourism is one of the main
products to be sought by tourists, both national and
international [72]. Nevertheless, in order to provide a quality
and competitive response to the new needs of tourists, rural
tourism destinations must not only invest in the development of

their support infrastructures and in the chain of services and
available experiences, but mainly in the opportunities
associated with the combination of digital technologies and
tools with marketing initiatives [73].

The model of characterization of the impact of digital
marketing for rural tourism, assumes as potential impacts for a
rural destination, the development of the image that tourists
have of that same destination and, as a consequence, triggering
tourists’ intention to visit the referred destination. Drawing on
the assumptions of Martins et al.[47], Mohammad et al. [48],
Chung et al.[49] and Kim et al.[25], the referred conceptual
model assumes that the quality of the digital marketing
initiative, in parallel with its ability to generate positive
emotions in tourists and their global promotional value are
directly related to the development of a positive and attractive
image of the rural destination and the behavioral intention to
visit the territory.

The characteristics of the “rural tourism” product and the
needs of the territories where this type of tourism is developed,
imply an extraordinarily effective and efficient capacity to
attract tourists and an ability to create a mindset that the
distances between rural territories and the main logistical hubs
(airports, railway stations with access to high-speed
infrastructure, etc.), and even some of the socio-economic
limitations inherent to the rural context, should not be
perceived as negative factors, but as details inherent to a one-
of-a-kind tourism experience only. That said, the
implementation of digital marketing initiatives is a unique
opportunity to focus on all the above-mentioned arguments
and, in parallel, to promote rural tourism as a product of
excellence that fosters regional sustainability. Thus, and
assuming all the arguments mentioned, it is clear the need for a
conceptual model that allows for the establishment of which
factors can most impact not only the good quality of an digital
marketing initiative, but also its emotional value, its
promotional value, its ability to create a positive and reinforced
view of a rural tourism destination, and its ability to stimulate
tourist (re)visit behaviour.

V. CONCLUSIONS

One of the most promising opportunities with regard to the
sustainability of rural tourism operators, and of the sector itself
as a whole, is the attraction of customers with greater financial
resources and more interested in the valences and experiences
associated with this type of tourism carried out in territories
more directly linked to nature.

Digital marketing is one of the tools that most easily,
efficiently, and effectively is able to attract new target
audiences to the tourism sector, and this reality is even further
extrapolated when we combine the typically limited context of
rural tourism operators with the need to attract new, and
typically, abroad audiences.

Although the relevance of using digital marketing
initiatives as a form of promoting rural tourism is widely
present in the scientific literature, there is a gap in terms of the
characterization of the referred use process, the determinants
that most impact it and the consequences of its execution.
Therefore, and realizing the importance of this knowledge for
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an adequate future structuring of digital marketing initiatives in
the promotion of rural tourism, we present a conceptual model
that characterizes the impact that digital marketing might have,
not only in the development of a rural destination brand, but
also on the impact that these tools will have on the behavior of
tourists themselves.

The proposed model, based on Ducoffe Web Promotion
model [41], on the Flow Experience Theory [42], on the
Information Quality Theory [43], on the Theory of Planned
Behavior [44] and on the Cognitive-Affective-Conative Model
of a Destination Image [32], is composed of six main
determinants: 1) Digital marketing Initiative Quality; 2)
Emotional Value; 3) Promotional Value; 4) Fluidity of
Experience; 5) Intention to Visit; and 6) Rural Destination
Image.

A. Limitations and Future Work

To be able to perceive the validity and representativeness of
the proposed model, in future work an empirical study should
be developed with a population sample composed of tourists in
rural areas. The study results analysis should be based on
structural equation models, as is suggested in the existing
literature [74].
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