
1.�Introduction
 The government has designated the tourism industry as one of the main pillars of Japan’
s economy, but the sector faces difficulties both on the supply and demand side. Ageing society 
poses a threat to the sustainability of the tourism industry, as destinations, especially in rural 
areas, face ageing and depopulation, which leads to shrinking and an ageing workforce. The 
ageing society also has an impact on the supply side, as leisure patterns and spending changes, 
creating a double-sided problem, where both the supply and demand is rapidly changing. 
 The fast-growing inbound tourism can ease the problems of the demand side, as an in-
crease of foreign tourists improves the accommodation industry’s productivity, not just by 
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（Abstract）
　　The inbound tourism industry is experiencing a rapid growth period with overtourism in certain 
main tourism hubs (Kerr, 2019), leading to overcrowded traffic situations (Ryder, 2019) and a negative 
impression on residents (Reid & Ek, 2020). The tourism industry as a whole is designated as an 
important part of Japan’s economy, and a key point in reviving the rural communities experiencing 
depopulation and ageing society. 
　　Accommodations need to follow the change, with an investment of resources into services, 
human recourses and amenities desired by foreign tourists. This change is difficult for rural Japanese 
accommodations, with a lack of workforce and tools for development. 
　　This paper aims to gather information on what kind of problems accommodations in rural 
heritage destinations face in Japan and to assess their overall attitude towards inbound tourisms and 
the foreigner tourist. 
　　Results show that the lack of workforce and foreign language speak workforce is one of the 
most severe problems of rural accommodations. Attitude towards inbound tourism is generally 
positive, with a moderate level of concerns of communication difficulties, manner problems and 
similar problems that can come up in an intercultural exchange.
　　The local governments need to address the lack of workforce and provide possibilities and aid to 
entrepreneurs, as creating a multilingual facility environment in rural communities is possible more 
difficult than in tourism hubs. While the establishments are looking positively forward to foreign 
tourists, the managers don’t feel that the 2020 Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games will have a significant 
impact on their businesses.
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raising the demand, but also by “demand-smoothing” (Morikawa, 2017). Although on the na-
tional level, the tourism industry is benefiting from inbound tourism, there is a significant ge-
ographical concentration of foreign tourists (Tanaka, 2013). The major tourist hubs are often 
used as case studies for overtourism research, with resident attitude surveys gathering data on 
the negative impact of increasing foreign tourists (Sano & Nan, 2020), and international confer-
ences on the subject (Johnston, 2019). However, there is also a need to investigate the impact 
of inbound tourism on rural heritage destinations. While the difficulties that rural communities 
and tourism industry stakeholders face are different from those of more significant hubs, the 
service development they have to achieve is similar. 
 The inbound boom creates a situation where tourism industry members have to start in-
vesting in a foreign-friendly environment. The accommodation industry members are already 
making their first step, with foreign language speaking staff, catering to the needs of the guest 
of different religious and cultural background and allergies and with employing foreigners as 
staff (Morishita, 2019).
 These investments into services, foreign language speaking staff, multilingual signs and in-
formation, together with concerns of intercultural communication problems, can pose a difficul-
ty to the industry members especially in rural destinations where resources, both material and 
workforce, is scarce.
 This research aims to gather information on difficulties of accommodations in heritage 
destinations, with a special emphasis on inbound tourism. The chosen destinations are Ojika 
(Nagasaki Pref.), Tsuwano (Shimane Pref.), Hagi (Yamaguchi Pref.), Onomichi (Hiroshima Pref.), 
Shimonoseki (Yamaguchi Pref.), Kurashiki (Okayama Pref.) and Takayama (Gifu Pref.). These 
destinations have a UNESCO World Heritage designation or a Japan Heritage designation, 
which strengthens their brand as a heritage destination and creates a potential for inbound 
tourism growth.
 The paper is divided into sections as follows. Section 2 is introducing a literature review of 
the inbound tourism with tourism experience and tourism industry workforce in focus. Section 
3 details the research method and introduces the questionnaire. The results of the survey are 
analysed in Section 4, and the summary and conclusion are given in Section 5.

2.�Literature�Review
 The accommodation sector faces difficulties, as an ageing society will both impact the do-
mestic demand and the available workforce, especially in rural destinations. The importance of 
inbound tourism is described in the following sections, as well as the change in the service an 
establishment has to offer to have satisfied foreign guests.
 Furthermore, the interaction between host and guest is important to understand the en-
vironment and difficulties of accommodations and to prepare a well-structured survey, the 
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questions have to be based on some kind of previous information. Government agencies have 
already conducted numerous surveys on the experience and troubles foreigners have in Japan, 
and have used the results to start improving their experience. These results can also be used 
to investigate the host’s side of the process since the guest experience is closely connected to 
the environment created by the host, the accommodations. The following results show commu-
nication as one of the main issues that have to be addressed.

2.1�Foreigner’s�difficulties�during�the�trip
 Smartphones and other interactive tools of communication during the trip to Japan can 
help the foreigners, and multilingual landscape has developed in the past years. However, there 
are still significant problems that foreigners encounter while in Japan.
 A survey was carried out by the, a continuation of two previous similar surveys. The last 
survey also had a follow-up question part, with topics selected as problems by the tourist in 
previous years. In the first year of 2014, “free public Wi-Fi” was the main problem faced by the 
tourists at 30.2%, but gradually this problem seems to be less severe. 
 The problem of access to public Wi-Fi seems to have peaked in 2014, as from the 30.2% 
of the first year it gradual went down in 2016 and 2017 to 18.5% and 13.7% respectively (JTA, 
2017b, 2018b).

Table�1:�Inconvenience�during�travel�(compiled�by�the�author�from�MLIT�Japan�Tourism�Agency,�
� 2017,�2018)

Inconvenience during travel (SRQ)
2014 2016 2018

Free Public Wi-Fi 30.2% 18.5% 13.7% Free Public Wi-Fi

Communication problems 21.1% 28.9% 23.5% Communication problems with 
facility staff

Multilingual signs (Tourism information 
signs, etc.)

4.7% 13.3% 13.2% Insufficient and hard to understand 
multilingual signs (tourism 
information, maps, etc.)Insufficient places to get multilingual 

pamphlets, maps
3.1%

Difficult to understand multilingual signs 2.0%
Information on boarding public transport 

(trains, busses)
1.7% 11.1% 12.7% Using public transport

Information on use of public transport 
(connection included)

4.9% 3.7% 5.5% Using discount train tickets

Credit and debit cards acceptance 2.6% 4.3% 5.8% Credit and debit cards acceptance

Reservations in restaurants and 
accommodations

1.3% 2.4% 3.1% Obtaining information and 
reservation in restaurants and 
accommodationsObtaining information on restaurants and 

accommodations
1.2%

 This result is connected to the rising number of mobile Wi-Fi rentals at airports and many 
internet hotspots at tourism destinations and attractions. Communication has been selected 
from 21.1% to 28.9% to 23.5% in the survey as difficulty during the trip. The main topic of this 
paper, the accommodations, were in the lower segment with growing importance from 2.6% in 
2014 to 3.1% in 2017 (JTA, 2017b, 2018b).
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2.1.1�Communication�problems
 The surveys in 2016 and 2017 also contain more detailed questions on the communica-
tion troubles experienced during the trip. This focus is most likely because from 2014 to 2016, 
the number of tourists selecting communication as a problem increased from an already high 
percentage.
 The first question connected to the communication problem focuses on the place wherein 
the difficulty was experienced, with respondents asked in main cities (Tokyo, Nagoya, Kyoto 
and Osaka) and outside of these cities. In both groups, “Restaurants and retail establishments” 
was selected as the group of places presenting the most significant difficulty with communi-
cation. This is followed by “train stations and terminals” and “accommodations” in a different 
order depending on the location of the survey.

Table�2:�Communication�problems�(compiled�by�the�author�from�MLIT�JTA�2016)

Communication problems with the facility staff (MRQ)
Main cities

(Tokyo, Nagoya, Kyoto, Osaka)
Outside of the main cities

Restaurants and retail establishments Ⅰ 23.1% Ⅰ 18.2%
Castles, Shinto Shrines and Buddhist 
Temples 8.7% 7.0%
Train stations and terminals Ⅱ 12.2% Ⅲ 7.7%
Art and history museums 5.8% 5.7%
On trains 6.7% 4.9%
Accommodations Ⅲ 8.9% Ⅱ 8.0%
Bus terminals 5.9% 5.3%
Taxis 7.0% 5.1%
On board a bus 5.2% 4.5%

n=4284 N=2665

 In the 2016 survey, the restaurants and retail industry were linked together into one cate-
gory, making it difficult for the tourism industry stakeholders to determine where to improve. 
The survey of 2017 (published in 2018) already separates these two types of spaces into two 
categories, although reducing the number of possible answers. The results of this multiple 
response questions show that restaurants were selected by 28.5% of the respondents as the 
environment where the tourists had difficulties with communication and multilingual signs, fol-
lowed by train stations, retail establishments and accommodations with 17.4%, 16.2% and 5.4% 
respectively. 
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2.1.2�Free�Wi-Fi
 Returning to the most selected problem in 2014, which was public free Wi-Fi access, its 
severity seems to be declining, from 30.2% in 2014 to 18.5% in 2016, 13.2% in the last year (2017). 
This moved the topic of public internet from the most selected inconvenience to the 4th place 
on the list. Information regarding free Wi-Fi is, however, still selected as “useful information 
during travel” by foreigners. In the Consumption Trend Survey for Foreigners Visiting Japan 
both in 2016 and 2017 Free Wi-Fi information was selected most often from multiple response 
questions on the issue, at 51.1% and 54.2% respectively (JTA, 2017a, 2018a). 

Table�4:�Useful�information�(compiled�by�the�author�from�MLIT�JTA�2017,�2018)

Useful information during travel (MRQ)
2016 2017

Accommodations facilities 25.2% 23.8%

Transport 46.8% 47.2%

Restaurants 32.7% 33.2%

Tourist facilities 22.9% 21.3%

Shopping locations 24.1% 22.9%

Free Wi-Fi 51.1% 45.2%

... ... ...

n=39956 n=40213

2.1.3�Method�of�payment
 The number of electronic payments with credit and debit cards is growing in Japan, but 
apart from their simplicity and practical nature, there are other reasons for foreign tourists 
to prefer this payment method. One of the reasons is the relatively high costs and the bad 
exchange rate associated with withdrawing cash from an ATM. Not only does card payment 
allow the traveller to travel with less cash, but because of the better exchange rate, it does 
also make it cheaper to pay for the services and goods, even if only by a fraction of the price. 
The previously mentioned Survey on inbound tourism readiness (JTA, 2017b, 2018b) shows 

Table�3:�Multilingual�signs�(compiled�by�the�author�from�MLIT�JTA�2018)

The place where the tourist had problems with communication or 

multilingual signs (MRQ)

Restaurants 920 28.5%

Train station 561 17.4%

Retail establishments 522 16.2%

Accommodation 173 5.4%

Castles, Shinto Shrines and Buddhist Temples 316 9.8%

n=3225
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credit and debit card acceptance as a growing problem during the trip, as in the three years 
of the survey this topic was selected in 2.6%, 4.3% and 5.8% of the time by the tourists. In the 
last year of the survey, tourist chose 8.3% of the time “paying” as a situation in the restaurants, 
where they experienced difficulty, but a more detailed survey is needed to determine how 
much electronic payment played a part in this problem.
 Electronic payment is a growing industry worldwide, and it is an important change in 
the behaviour of tourists from Asian sending markets too. A survey by Nielsen and Alipay 
showed that 41% of the Chinese tourists’ marked “payment method” as an important factor 
affecting shopping overseas. The survey also states that 82% of the respondents used their 
bank cards for payment during their last visit (Nielsen and Alipay, 2017). South Korea is also 
moving towards electronic payment, where the data of the Bank of Korea (BOK) cited by The 
Straits Times show that cash payment is one of the lowest in the world (Choon, 2016). With 
the tourists and residents of the growing sending markets (such as China and South Korea) in-
troduction of electronic payment methods is essential for the tourism industry both for tourist 
satisfaction and for increasing the money spent by tourists in a given destination.
 These surveys paint a picture where communication, payment and internet are some 
of the main problems a foreigner has in Japan. This research is concentrating on the host-
guest connection in accommodations, and on the difficulties, the host side has in developing a 
foreign-friendly environment. These topics are included in the survey of the accommodations, 
through questions of communication, foreign language speaking staff, electronic payment pos-
sibilities, and so forth. The aforementioned survey of foreign tourists points out that outside of 
the main cities, accommodations are the second most often selected places where communica-
tion problems with facility members arose. This research concentrates on rural areas of Japan, 
smaller communities further away from the main cities of Osaka, Tokyo, etc. 

2.2�Accommodation�sector�and�inbound�tourism
 An ageing society has an immense impact on the tourism industry as a whole and in the 
accommodation sector. The declining and ageing population will cause a shrinking domestic 
demand in the long-run, but more important, it will cause a shortage of people who can be 
employed either as full-staff or as part-timers. This will cause several problems and will need 
open-mindedness to foreign workers.
 The prospects of shrinking domestic demand bring inbound tourism into the picture. 
Accommodations need foreign tourists, as a sector that is struggling with high human resource 
need and low efficiency, foreign tourists can mean the necessary increase in higher earning 
incomes. Morikawa (2017, p. 3) comments on the reasons why inbound tourism is important for 
accommodations, stating that foreign guests ease the seasonality difficulty of the sector through 
“temporal smoothing of guest-nights” (Morikawa, 2017, p. 3). The research paper continues, 
stating that the increase of demand together with monthly lower volatilities of guest-nights 
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for foreigners are part of the reason why inbound is necessary for accommodations. Morikawa 
summarises the calculations as “the increase in the number of foreign visitors significantly im-
proves the measured physical total factor productivity” (Morikawa, 2017, p. 10).
 A similar positive conclusion can be found in Yagasaki’s article from 2019, where Kyoto’s 
tourism statistics show an increase of foreign tourists in the off-season month (Yagasaki, 2019).
 The changes in the tourism demand and management attitude are described in Kumada’
s article, where the shift from tourist groups to FITs (Free Individual Tourist) is introduced 
(Kumada, 2018). This change makes it more difficult for accommodations to manage foreign 
groups, as in the previous system (group tours) most of the time there was an accompanying 
guide and interpreter, who helped both the tourists and the accommodation’s staff in their di-
rect and indirect communication. Kumada argues that in the future of tourism, investment into 
human resources is going to be an essential point of the strategy of accommodation facilities. 
 The service provided in accommodations has to be developed to welcome foreign guests 
and to have them a high-satisfaction experience. Morishita (2019) describes the positive impact 
of foreign tourists’ reservation on accommodation management, as they tend to reserve earlier 
and stay longer than domestic guests. Morishita also mentioned the higher ratio of off-season 
bookings of foreigners that is crucial for the accommodations. Although the inbound tourists 
are beneficial for the baseline of the establishment, these type of guest needs extra care, or 
in other words, extra investment of resources. As Morishita lists the difficulties an accom-
modation has to overcome, there is the language barrier, coupled with a different cultural 
background that makes it crucial, and in the meantime difficult, to explain for example proper 
eating methods and manners. While development modern translation and interpretation tech-
nologies offer a glimpse of hope for the management of such accommodations, a machine-trans-
lated explanation will not be on the level of the famous Japanese omotenashi (hospitality). 
(Morishita, 2019) Multilingual environment and language speaking staff are needed to provide 
the level of comfort that the foreigners are looking forward to.
 The human-labour heavy accommodations industry is facing difficulties in terms of secur-
ing employees, as Yagasaki explains in a research paper. According to the calculations, even 
with change of visa permits and growing number of foreign employees in the accommodation 
sector, the workforce deficit in the sector will reach roughly 100’000 by 2023(Yagasaki, 2019). 
Some developed countries have a high ratio of foreign workers, with London being the often 
referred example of 60% to 80% immigrant workers in accommodation establishments. Japan, 
for the time being, does not have such high ratio of foreign employees, but in the larger cities 
with universities nearby, the trend to employ students is already visible (Yoshida, 2019). 

3.�Research�method
 Tourism-related attitude studies are conducted in the time of change, often in rapid 
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industry growth and the Not In My Back Yard (NIMBY) attitude towards the city, infrastruc-
ture and environment developments are measured. Some policy changing processes do involve 
the short interview survey of the stakeholders, as was in the case of hotel development morato-
rium in Charleston in South Carolina (Litvin et al, 2020), but the majority of the attitude studies 
are concentrated on the resident’s attitude towards tourism. These studies are one of the most 
researched topics of tourism studies with a detailed breakdown of the different theoretical 
frameworks in Litvin et al (2020) Although the survey in Charleston did include both residents 
and hotel manager’s opinion, attitude surveys concentrating on accommodation, especially in 
rural Japan, are still scarce. 
 This paper aims to address this lack of information on the current state of the tourists’ en-
vironment in rural accommodations and the attitude towards foreigners and the development 
and improvement of services towards the inbound market.
 The research papers introduced in the literature review show the growing importance of 
inbound tourism for the accommodation industry, with seasonality smoothing effects and longer 
periods of staying at one establishment. The research papers and survey also indicated the im-
portance of communication, as the core of the omotenashi hospitality, and the most often had 
difficulty during a trip to Japan. This paper aims to gather information on these elements of an 
accommodation’s service, as well as the attitude towards foreigners. The workforce shortage 
is another difficulty, and while researchers such as Yoshida are concentrating on larger cities, 
rural accommodations’ situation is less discussed (Yoshida, 2019).
 The survey was carried out in 6 stages, with approximately one month for every destina-
tion. In order, Tsuwano (Jan. 2018), Onomichi (Aug. 2018), Ojika (Nov. 2018), Shimonoseki (May 
2019), Kurashiki (May 2019), Hagi (Jun. 2019), Takayama (Jun.-Jul. 2019), identifying the destina-
tion based on the sender’s name or phone number. Except for Takayama, the author personally 
travelled to the destinations, and visited the accommodations aiming for a higher valid survey 
sheet return, and to have short unstructured conversations with the owners and managers 
of the establishments. In Takayama, the number of accommodations made personally visiting 
them difficult, thus an introduction letter and question from was sent through the post.
 The survey questions are compressed into a single A4 answer sheet, accompanied by a 
short description of the researcher and the survey topic. The accommodations were asked to 
send the filled out answer sheet through fax to the researcher’s fax number. The list of accom-
modations was compiled from data of the local tourism associations as well as several online 
accommodation reservation sites.

3.1�3.1�Questionnaire
 The questionnaire can be divided into several parts, starting with the base information of 
the establishment, such as type, year of establishment, size of the operations (room capacity 
and the number of full-time/part-time employees), the ratio of foreign guests and average price 
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level of the accommodations. 
 The second part is a group of questions concentrated on tourism industry from the point 
of view of the accommodations, listing several topics which may cause difficulties, and a severi-
ty 4-grade scale from “not a problem” to “considered as a big problem”.
 A similar structure of questions is asked about the inbound tourism and the concerns of 
the accommodations connected to it. After both the general tourism and inbound tourism ques-
tion group, the establishments can pick 3 different topics that they “wish to receive support” 
from the local government or tourism association. 
 After a few questions on the environment a foreign tourist finds in accommodations (mul-
tilingual service and signage, etc.). Lastly, questions on the accommodation’s attitude towards 
foreigners are asked. 

Table�5:�Survey�statistics�(compiled�by�the�author)

Sent Valid replies Num.

Ojika 11 3 27.3% City hotel 5 7.1%

Tsuwano 11 7 63.6% Business Hotel 12 17.1%

Hagi 35 9 25.7% Resort hotel 2 2.9%

Takayama 91 25 27.5% Onsen Ryokan 8 11.4%

Onomichi 33 7 21.2% Ryokan 22 31.4%

Shimonoseki 27 10 37.0% Pension 5 7.1%

Kurashiki 27 9 33.3% Public Accommodation 15 21.4%

Sum 235 70 29.8% Other 1 1.4%

Sum 70

 A varying level of valid replies can be seen in Table 5, with an average of 29.8%. The 
explanation for the high ratio of valid replies in Tsuwano is that at the time, the author was 
employed by the local government of Tsuwano in a tourism-related position, thus there was 
an already-existing connection with the managers of the accommodations. The low number of 
accommodations in small destinations accompanied by a somewhat low reply ratio makes it 
difficult to generalise from the results of the survey. There are several different types of estab-
lishments which sent valid answers to this survey, summarised in Table 5.
 Important information on these accommodations is the ratio of foreign guests. There is a 
connection with the overall tourism statistics, and apart from Takayama, most of the accommo-
dations have a low ratio of foreign guests. This data cannot show the trend, which is visible in 
the destinations’ statistics, that while the ratio is mostly still low, it is on a sharp rise.
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4.�Results
4.1�Destinations
 This research aims to understand the difficulties and attitude of rural destinations in 
Japan, which have the potential to grow in inbound tourism. The destinations were selected 
around the main theme of a UNESCO World Heritage designation and the Japanese govern-
ment’s Japan Heritage destination, as these function as branding for international and domestic 
tourist.

Table�6:�Inbound�ratio�of�Accommodations�(compiled�by�the�author)

Ratio of foreign guests 0-19% 20-39% 40-59% 60-79% 80-100%
Ojika 3
Tsuwano 7
Hagi 9
Takayama 7 5 3 5 4
Onomichi 4 3
Shimonoseki 8 1 1
Kurashiki 3 5 1
Sum 41 14 5 5 4
Ratio 59.4% 20.3% 7.2% 7.2% 5.8%

Table�7:�Destinations�selected�for�the�survey�(compiled�by�the�author)

Town/City Prefecture Designation / registration

Ojika Nagasaki Part of UNESCO World Heritage

Tsuwano Shimane Japan Heritage, and part of another Japan Heritage designations

Hagi Yamaguchi Part of UNESCO World Heritage

Takayama Gifu Japan Heritage

Onomichi Hiroshima Japan Heritage, and part of two other Japan Heritage 

designations

Shimonoseki Yamaguchi Part of a Japan Heritage

Kurashiki Okayama Japan Heritage

 While the World Heritage is recognised everywhere (with a long history), the Japan 
Heritage designation was established only a few years ago in 2015. The Agency of Cultural 
Affairs aims to recognise 100 stories across the country as Japan Heritage by 2020, not just 
aiming at a preservation activity but also on educational and revitalisation of rural communities 
through inbound tourism. The keywords of the definition of Japan Heritage contain “inbound 
tourism” and it is safe to assume that the government is going to market the brand towards 
foreign tourists (Japan Heritage, 2019).
 The definition of the Japan Heritage does contain the keywords of “rural/local revitalisa-
tion, but rural/local is not defined further, and in some cases, cities with a population of (such 
as) have been registered too. In this research, a destination with the largest population is 
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Kurashiki with 477,118 residents.
 Basic information on these destinations are in Table 8, starting with population data, tour-
ism statistics and inbound tourism percentage. The table was compiled by the author, based 
on data from local authorities (Hagi City (2015, 2018a), Kurashiki City (2015,2018), Ojika Town 
(2016), Onomichi City (2018a,2018b), Shimonoseki City (2018), Small but shining Ojika Town 
(2013), Takayama City (2015,2016,2019), Tsuwano Town (2016, 2018a, 2018b) prefecture databas-
es (Nagasaki Prefecture (2012,2018), Shimane Prefecture (2016,2017,2019), Yamaguchi Prefecture 
(2016)) and tourism a associations (Hagi Tourism Association (2018)).
 The destinations are arranged in ascending order of population, from the smallest Ojika 
Town to Kurashiki City. The shrinking and ageing population of Japan has a different impact 
on these destinations, with 5 of the 6 destinations shrinking in a pace of 7.3% to 21.7%, and only 
Kurashiki city has grown with 1.6% in the 10 years between the 2005 and 2015 census. The ra-
tio of residents above 65 is strikingly high in the smaller communities, with 47% in Ojika, 44.6% 
in Tsuwano and 39.5% in Hagi. These numbers give us a glimpse into the reality of rural Japan, 
where almost half of the population is already retired or will be soon retiring. The impact of 
the ageing society on the tourism industry is visible, as the supply side of the tourism industry 
is shrinking due to accommodations and restaurants closing after the owners retire. 

Table�8:�Population�and�tourism�statistics�(compiled�by�the�author)

City/Town Ojika Tsuwano Hagi Takayama Onomichi Shimonoseki Kurashiki

Prefecture Nagasaki Shimane Yamaguchi Gifu Hiroshima Yamaguchi Okayama
Population(2005) 3,268 9,461 59,578 96,231 150,225 290,693 469,377
Population(2015) 2,560 7,956 49,560 89,182 138,636 268,517 477,118

2005 base -21.7% -15.9% -16.8% -7.3% -7.7% -7.6% 1.6%
Age 14 and under 7% 8.2% 9.8% 13.4% 11.5% 11.6% 13.7%
Age from 15 to 64 44% 47.2% 50.5% 55.6% 54.0% 55.1% 57.6%
Age 65 and above 47% 44.6% 39.5% 31.0% 34.0% 32.8% 26.0%

Tourism (2017) 23,726 34,049 445,177 2,213,000 6,800,612 809,582 991,702
guest 
nights

guest 
nights

overnight 
guests

overnight 
guests

visitors overnight 
guests

overnight 
guests

From 2012 and 2017
overall tourist numbers +5.1% -3.9% -3.7% +12.9% +9.2% +9.1% -5.1%
foreign tourist numbers +9300% +46.4% +520% +240.1% +329% +195% +400%

Percentage of 
foreign tourists

2012 0.01% 1.6% 0.8% 7.7% 1.1% 0.9% 1.6%
2017 0.8% 2.5% 5.4% 23.2% 4.2% 2.4% 6.7%

 The destinations have a different level of inbound tourism, ranging from 0.8% to 23.2%, but 
a common trend is the growing importance of the foreign guests, both in absolute numbers and 
as a part of the total tourist numbers. In the case of Tsuwano, Hagi and Kurashiki, although 
the domestic tourist numbers are falling, more and more foreign tourists are coming to the 
destination, This rise of foreign tourists are seen as a chance for the industry to counterbalance 
the declining numbers, partly due to the ageing and decreasing population of all of Japan.
 The statistical reports on tourism differ prefecture by prefecture, in some cases, the base 
unit is “overnight guests” (Yamaguchi Pref., Okayama Pref. and Gifu pref.), in Tsuwano (Shimane 
Pref.) and Ojika (Nagasaki Pref.) it is “guest-nights spent” and lastly in the case of Hiroshima 
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Pref. only “number of tourists” data is accessible, and it is not divided into overnight-guest and 
visitors. This makes a comparison of destinations in different prefectures difficult, thus in Table 
8 only a comparison between 2012 and 2017 numbers, not across destinations.

4.2�Survey�results
 The results of the survey are summarised in the following section, separated by topic 
such as tourism general, concerns towards inbound tourism, environment and attitude towards 
inbound tourism. The results are detailed by topic and by destination, with the average of the 
data also displayed.
4.2.1�Tourism�industry�
 Topics about the overall tourism are brought up, with a concentration on market change, 
workforce and modernisations. 

Table�9:�Survey�results,�the�tourism�industry�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Declining tourist numbers
Changing demography and 

demands of tourists
Ojika 33% 33% 33% 33% 33% 33%
Tsuwano 14% 86% 17% 50% 33%
Hagi 11% 11% 44% 33% 44% 11% 44%
Takayama 35% 4% 39% 22% 5% 50% 32% 14%
Onomichi 14% 29% 57% 17% 50% 33%
Shimonoseki 44% 22% 22% 11% 56% 22% 22%
Kurashiki 22% 33% 44% 11% 44% 44%
Total 22% 12% 30% 36% 16% 42% 27% 16%

Seasonal fluctuation
Changing tourism market 
structure (net reserve.)

Ojika 33% 67% 67% 33%
Tsuwano 29% 29% 43% 29% 43% 14% 14%
Hagi 33% 33% 33% 29% 29% 29% 14%
Takayama 18% 23% 41% 18% 14% 36% 23% 27%
Onomichi 14% 14% 43% 29% 29% 29% 29% 14%
Shimonoseki 22% 22% 44% 11% 33% 33% 33%
Kurashiki 22% 67% 11% 22% 67% 11%
Total 15% 20% 41% 24% 25% 39% 22% 14%

 The first set of questions, shown in Table 9, concentrate on the overall tourism industry, 
with declining tourist numbers, seasonal fluctuations, changing tourist demography and market 
conditions. 
 The results show that declining tourist numbers and seasonal fluctuation is considered as 
difficulty in most of the destinations, with 30% for moderate and 36% for a serious problem and 
41% and 24% for seasonality respectively. 
 Seasonality especially seems to have a definite but moderate impact on most of the desti-
nations, with Ojika and Tsuwano being impacted the most. 
 According to the answers, changing tourism market structure (internet reservation, 
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sharing industry) and the changing demography and demands of tourists is something that the 
establishment can manage themselves in most of the cases. According to the short conversa-
tions with the managers, in smaller communities the sharing industry is not as developed as 
in big cities, thus the industry members don’t feel the pressure of having to adapt to the new 
trends, and while the tourists are getting older with the rest of the population, their needs and 
expectations seem to remain mostly the same.

Table�10:�Survey�results,�workforce�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Shortage of workforce to employ 
fulltime

Shortage of workforce to 
employ part-time

Ojika 33% 33% 33% 33% 33% 33%
Tsuwano 14% 29% 57% 14% 71% 14%
Hagi 100% 13% 13% 75%
Takayama 27% 23% 9% 41% 19% 24% 24% 33%
Onomichi 14% 43% 43% 14% 29% 14% 43%
Shimonoseki 22% 22% 33% 22% 22% 11% 44% 22%
Kurashiki 11% 44% 22% 22% 33% 44% 22%
Total 17% 18% 20% 45% 17% 22% 27% 34%

Shortage of chefs and other skilled 
workforce Ageing workforce

Ojika 50% 50% 33% 33% 33%
Tsuwano 33% 33% 33% 17% 50% 33%
Hagi 13% 38% 13% 38% 100%
Takayama 52% 10% 14% 24% 27% 18% 23% 32%
Onomichi 43% 29% 29% 29% 14% 14% 43%
Shimonoseki 67% 22% 11% 33% 22% 22% 22%
Kurashiki 20% 20% 20% 40% 75% 13% 13%
Total 41% 16% 17% 26% 29% 14% 19% 38%

 The second set of questions is around the theme of the workforce, which is generally con-
sidered as difficulty in Japan’s tourism industry. As the results in Table 10 shows, the shortage 
of workforce is especially troublesome in the smaller and faster ageing communities such as 
Ojika, Tsuwano and Hagi, with moderate problems in middle-sized cities, and only growing 
Kurashiki seems to have fewer problems connected to this topic. The already employed work-
force’s ageing follows the same pattern.
 While the search for new employees seems to be difficult, skilled labour (such as chefs) is 
scarce in the largest city of Kurashiki, selected as “not a problem” in 41% overall.
 The future development and modernisation is the theme of the last set of questions (Table 
11) from this part of the survey, starting with a difficult question of successors for the business. 
Surprisingly this is not considered as a problem by the respondents as the population data 
would suggest.

－163－

Accommodation’s difficulties and attitude towards inbound tourism in Japan’s rural heritage destinations



 Looking at the data of Table 11, Ojika seems to be quite positive on the future of the local 
tourism industry, not considering a successor to the business and modernisation as a problem, 
but this is because the establishments which did send back the filled out survey, were created 
less than 8 years ago. In the case of Ojika, while this survey can portray the difficulties con-
nected to the workforce and inbound tourism, this set of questions concentrating on the mod-
ernisation and future of the establishment give back results that cannot fully represent the lo-
cal industry. Some of the accommodations with owners in their 80’s did not have a fax machine, 
not to mention email, thus their opinion is not visible in this survey (no answer sheet came 
back from 8 of the accommodations, only from the three establishments with younger owners).
Apart from Ojika, while successors are not a problem, building and amenity modernisation 
are difficulties for traditional destinations with older establishments (Tsuwano, Hagi, Onomichi 
and Takayama), similarly to inbound selected as difficulty in the same destinations, except 
Takayama.
 Takayama was designated as an inbound tourism example by the Japanese government, 
and many development projects have been started that are not present in other destinations. 
While these projects can help with the overall attitude and approach towards inbound tourism 
as well as support amenity modernisation, building modernisation is still something that has to 
be addressed.

Table�11:�Survey�results,�modernisation�and�inbound�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

No successors Building modernisation
Ojika 67% 33% 67% 33%
Tsuwano 50% 50% 17% 33% 50%
Hagi 50% 25% 25% 22% 56% 22%
Takayama 41% 14% 18% 27% 9% 17% 43% 30%
Onomichi 50% 33% 17% 29% 14% 57%
Shimonoseki 44% 11% 11% 33% 44% 33% 22%
Kurashiki 38% 38% 13% 13% 33% 22% 22% 22%
Total 45% 19% 13% 23% 20% 15% 39% 26%

Amenity modernisation Inbound tourism
Ojika 67% 33% 67% 33%
Tsuwano 17% 83% 20% 80%
Hagi 11% 33% 44% 11% 11% 33% 56%
Takayama 32% 23% 36% 9% 47% 24% 29%
Onomichi 29% 29% 43% 33% 17% 33% 17%
Shimonoseki 44% 22% 11% 22% 44% 44% 11%
Kurashiki 11% 67% 22% 78% 11% 11%
Total 26% 29% 32% 12% 43% 22% 31% 3%
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4.2.2�Inbound�tourism
 The questions regarding inbound tourism are grouped into 12 questions similarly to the 
general tourism question. The wording of the questions is intestinally written in a way that 
either past experience or concern of future occurrence is accepted, thus accommodations with-
out foreign guest as well as accommodations with a high ratio of foreign guest can answer the 
same question.

Table�12:�Survey�results,�support�for�the�tourism�industry�(compiled�by�the�author)

17 Declining tourist numbers
11 Seasonal fluctuation
10 Changing demography and demands of tourists

8 Shortage of workforce to employ fulltime
8 Building modernisation
7 Changing tourism market structure (sharing economy, etc.)
5 Ageing workforce
4 Shortage of workforce to employ part-time
3 Inbound tourism
2 Amenity modernisation
1 Lack of successors

Table�13:�Survey�results,�communication�and�workforce�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Concern of difficulty communicating 
with foreigners

Shortage of workforce speaking 
foreign languages

Ojika 50% 0% 0% 50% 50% 0% 0% 50%
Tsuwano 14% 0% 71% 14% 0% 0% 57% 43%
Hagi 0% 33% 11% 56% 0% 33% 0% 67%
Takayama 41% 14% 36% 9% 17% 35% 30% 17%
Onomichi 29% 14% 0% 57% 29% 0% 14% 57%
Shimonoseki 40% 10% 50% 0% 20% 40% 30% 10%
Kurashiki 11% 67% 22% 0% 11% 11% 67% 11%
Total 27% 21% 32% 20% 15% 24% 31% 30%

Increased costs of workforce speaking 
foreign languages Promotion to foreigners

Ojika 50% 50% 0% 0% 50% 50% 0% 0%
Tsuwano 14% 14% 57% 14% 0% 29% 57% 14%
Hagi 22% 33% 22% 22% 11% 22% 44% 22%
Takayama 26% 43% 13% 17% 36% 36% 14% 14%
Onomichi 50% 33% 0% 17% 29% 43% 29% 0%
Shimonoseki 30% 40% 20% 10% 20% 10% 50% 20%
Kurashiki 56% 22% 22% 0% 22% 11% 67% 0%
Total 32% 35% 20% 14% 24% 27% 36% 12%

 Table 13 shows the results for the first set of questions concerning inbound tourism.  
Communicating with foreigners and having foreign language-speaking staff is a topic that ac-
commodation owners and managers are concerned about in smaller destinations such as Ojika, 
Tsuwano and Hagi, but even in some larger cities such as Onomichi. Shimonoseki, Kurashiki 
and Takayama with a longer history of foreign trade and international visitors seem to have 
smaller problems with this issue. 
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 While foreign language speaking staff is scarce, increased costs of such workforce do not 
seem to impact establishments, either because these employees are paid the same, or the dif-
ference is not substantial. 
 Promotion is an issue in most of the destination, with the exception of Takayama and 
Onomichi.

Table�14:�Survey�results,�Check-in/out�process�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Concerns of troubles during Check-in/out Concerns of troubles during payment
Ojika 50% 50% 100%
Tsuwano 14% 43% 43% 43% 57%
Hagi 33% 33% 22% 11% 44% 44% 11%
Takayama 48% 16% 24% 12% 50% 18% 27% 5%
Onomichi 29% 14% 57% 29% 29% 29% 14%
Shimonoseki 40% 50% 10% 50% 30% 20%
Kurashiki 56% 22% 22% 33% 67%
Total 41% 28% 20% 12% 45% 35% 15% 5%

Table�15:�Survey�results,�Check-in/out�process�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Uncertainty of regulations on ID 
and passport handling

Creating multilingual signs in the 
establishment

Ojika 100% 50% 50%
Tsuwano 43% 57% 29% 29% 43%
Hagi 44% 33% 11% 11% 22% 22% 44% 11%
Takayama 45% 36% 14% 5% 32% 45% 14% 9%
Onomichi 43% 29% 14% 14% 29% 43% 29%
Shimonoseki 50% 40% 10% 50% 10% 40%
Kurashiki 89% 11% 44% 44% 11%
Total 53% 33% 9% 5% 32% 35% 20% 14%

 While communication and finding foreign language speaking workforce is difficult, the es-
tablishments in most of these destinations feel comfortable about the Check-in/out, payment 
process as well as the regulations connected to passport and ID of foreigners, from abroad or 
living in Japan. 
 Accommodations in smaller communities seem to have difficulty with creating a multilin-
gual environment in the accommodation. During the short conversations with the owners and 
managers of Tsuwano and Hagi, the explanation for this is that there are not too many English 
speaking Japanese or foreigners in these communities, and the few English teachers who are 
there, do not speak Japanese well enough to understand the needs of the establishments. On 
the other hand, Takayama had various initiatives in the past, aiming for English education of 
the industry members and sign translations. This is partly the result of the inbound tourism 
destination designation from the Japanese government.
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 Lastly, hospitality and manners are the topics of the next group of questions. While most 
of the establishments are confident in their skills to convey the Japanese omotenashi (hospitality), 
which includes the grand dinners of a ryokan, and there seem to be little problems with for-
eigners’ manners, Tsuwano is standing out in all of the 4 questions. Further interview might be 
necessary to understand the underlying reason for this pattern. 

Table�16:�Survey�results,�hospitality�and�manners�(compiled�by�the�author)

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Not a 
problem

Big 
problem

Concerns how to show hospitality to 
foreigners

Difficulty meeting demands of allergies 
and religious restrictions

Ojika 50% 50% 50% 50%
Tsuwano 14% 29% 57% 29% 29% 43%
Hagi 33% 44% 22% 11% 33% 33% 22%
Takayama 36% 41% 23% 27% 41% 9% 23%
Onomichi 33% 50% 17% 17% 50% 17% 17%
Shimonoseki 30% 40% 20% 10% 30% 40% 30%
Kurashiki 44% 22% 33% 11% 33% 56%
Total 34% 38% 26% 2% 23% 38% 22% 17%

Concerns of causing trouble to other 
guests Onsen manners, Manners during dinner

Ojika 50% 50% 50% 50%
Tsuwano 33% 17% 50% 29% 29% 43%
Hagi 22% 33% 11% 33% 13% 50% 25% 13%
Takayama 22% 43% 26% 9% 33% 29% 25% 13%
Onomichi 57% 29% 14% 50% 33% 17%
Shimonoseki 50% 20% 20% 10% 67% 22% 11%
Kurashiki 22% 78% 17% 83% 0%
Total 32% 39% 15% 14% 35% 37% 16% 11%

Table�17:�Survey�results,�support�for�inbound�tourism�(compiled�by�the�author)

Sum
17 Promotion to foreigners
13 Shortage of workforce speaking foreign languages
8 Creating multilingual signs in the establishment
5 Difficulty meeting demands connected to allergies and religious restrictions
5 Onsen manners, Manners during dinner
4 Concerns of troubles during Check-in/out
3 Concerns of difficulty communicating with foreigners
3 Concerns of causing trouble to other guests
2 Increased costs of workforce speaking foreign languages
2 Uncertainty of regulations connected to ID and passport handling

4.2.3�Foreign�friendly�environment
 The sign’s language is a problem for foreign tourists, whom often pass by their reserved 
accommodation without noticing (according to the short conversations with owners/managers), 
and still many places do not have an easy-to-read sign for international visitors. 
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 It can be said that English speaking staff is present in more than 70% of the establish-
ments either always or sometimes. The 29% of no English speaking staff describes the all of 
the destinations, with Tsuwano as an exception, where the opposite is true; 71% of the es-
tablishments do not have foreign-speaking staff, and there is no accommodation which offers 
English service all the time.
 Electronic payment is mostly accepted except for Ojika and Tsuwano with a lower ratio, 
while in the case of Wi-Fi, only Ojika is behind the trend. 

Table�18:�Survey�results,�foreign-friendly�environment�(compiled�by�the�author)

Foreign friendly environment

Sign's language Japanese Alphabet Both
54% 7% 38%

English speaking staff
Always 
present Sometimes None

36% 35% 29%

Wi-Fi Lobby only Lobby and in 
rooms None

12% 77% 12%

Electric Payment Available Not 
available

71% 29%

Table�19:�Survey�results,�attitude�towards�tourism�(compiled�by�the�author)

I think so I do not think 
so

Inbound tourism is an important 
export/income for the Japanese economy 76.5% 11.8% 5.9% 5.9%

Inbound tourism is a counter 
measurement against declining domestic 
tourism

80.6% 16.4% 1.5% 1.5%

Foreigners have a strong interest in 
Japan culture, and tourism is an 
important interaction

83.8% 14.7% 1.5%

Interaction with foreigners is an 
interesting experience 79.4% 13.2% 5.9% 1.5%

Will the 2020 Olympic games have an 
impact on your business

No 
impact 

Not 
much

Little 
impact Big impact 

37% 28% 15% 19%

 Attitude towards inbound tourism is measured through four questions, but an overwhelm-
ing number of establishments gave positive answers. Further investigation is needed into the 
cultural background, to find out how accurately these answers describe the real attitude of 
these business owners and managers or is there a cultural accepted to answer positively to 
this kind of questions to avoid confrontations. 
 The last question is connected to the 2020 Olympic Games, and whether it will have any 
impact on the businesses of these destinations, but more than half of the answers were nega-
tive in this regard. Kurashiki was the only destination where positive answers reached more 
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than 50% (77%), but all other destinations were well below this line. 

5.�Summary�and�conclusion
 The aim of this research was to collect information on the difficulties that accommodations 
face in rural communities, especially in connection with inbound tourism.
 Declining tourism numbers are generally felt throughout the destinations in the survey, 
regardless of the size or location, and strong seasonality has to be addressed by tourism indus-
try stakeholders in cooperation. The changing tourism market with shifting demography of 
tourists, development of sharing industry and internet reservation does not seem to be of much 
importance or problem for these establishments.
 There are differences according to the size and population structure of the destinations, 
but the shortage of people of working age to employ and the ageing of currently employed 
workforce is present as a problem in most cases. Furthermore, shortage of foreign languages 
speaking workforce was selected by the accommodations as the most severe problem in the 
inbound section of the survey. 
 Modernisation of buildings and amenities are somewhat difficult, but successors seem to 
be something that even the accommodations in smaller communities can solve by themselves. 
 In connection with the inbound topics, the establishments have concerns communicating 
and promoting their establishments to foreigners, and the aforementioned foreign language 
speaking staff, but most of the topics were not deemed as difficult. Similarly, accommodations 
required help from authorities and tourism association concerning promotion, language speak-
ing staff and signs. 
 The survey was conducted in 6 destinations from small towns to cities, which gives a ver-
tical representation of the rural tourism industry. This is especially visible in the topics that 
are related to the size of the community, as workforce-related problems show a different level 
of severity. In future research, a horizontal approach is needed, conducting the survey is des-
tinations of similar size, to be able to strengthen the generalisation that can be deducted from 
the data. Similarly, with more respondents and a larger data sample, further analyses can be 
done on types of accommodations, size of accommodation and so forth. The current data sam-
ple is not yet large enough to be able to make strong generalisations, but it is an important 
starting point, to improve and change the survey format while maintaining compatibility with 
the already gather data.
 Japan’s designated heritage destinations have the potential to attract more tourists from 
the already overcrowded central cities  (Sano & Nan, 2020), revitalising their community and 
countering declining domestic tourism. Accommodation is a key point of these rural communi-
ties’ tourism industry, but several problems need to be addressed. This research aimed to un-
earth the problems that these establishments face and to better understand their attitude and 
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approach towards the rising inbound tourism. 
 While there are several government-supported projects to develop a foreign tourist-friend-
ly infrastructure (Kumada, 2018), the soft power, the people working in these establishments 
are key elements of the experience and seems to be the most severe problem. 
 Future government projects have to reemphasise the development of foreign language 
speaking young tourism workforce in heritage destinations where international tourist numbers 
may rise, as this resource is declining in a fast pace (Yagasaki, 2019). These newly trained mul-
tilingual staff can also help in creating a better environment in the accommodations (multilingual 
signs), help create promotion materials to attract more visitors. 
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