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The United Nations World Trade Organisation
(UNWTO) in its 2019 report on International
Tourism asserted that growth in international
tourism for 2018 outpaced the growth rate of
the global economy, for the second year in a
row. Generating USD 1.7 trillion in total export
revenue, international tourism has ranked
third as a worldwide export category, following
only chemicals and fuels in numbers, and has
grown even faster than merchandise exports.1
As China currently dominates both spending
and consumption patterns in tourism globally,
economies like India must wake up to the knock
on the door before the visitors change their mind
(Figure 1).
It is interesting to note that according to the same
UNWTO 2019 report, India didn’t feature in both
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Key Points
•

Chinese outbound tourists make the most number
of international trips annually and also dominate
international spending on tourism.

•

The Indian tourism sector, despite the relative
proximity to China and a rich cultural and
historical landscape, has failed to attract Chinese
tourists.

•

Certain proactive steps taken by the Indian
government can drastically improve the number
of Chinese tourists India receives which will
significantly enhance India’s tourism revenue.

•

These steps emulating the concerted efforts
by governments of other western countries
like France and the UK can play a key role in
improving Indo-China relations.
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Invigorating India’s Tourism Sector: ...

Figure 1: Revenues from visitor spending have grown faster
than the world economy
Source: “UNWTO International Tourism Highlights 2019
Edition”, International Tourism Highlights, 2019 Edition.

the lists of top 10 destinations in international
arrivals and the top 10 tourism earners through
international receipts. While the lists were topped
by France and the United States (US) respectively,
China has made a feature in both, ranking number
four in tourist arrivals and number ten in tourism
revenue. However, there remains a silver lining.
Globally, Asia recorded the highest growth in
arrivals (+7 percent), which was mainly led by
South Asia with +19 percent growth in international
tourist arrivals and India accounted for more than
50 percent tourists received in South Asia.2
Nonetheless, if India is to utilise this positive trend
as a potent tool for spearheading its economic
growth it cannot afford to turn a blind eye on the
world’s largest outbound tourism market. Both by
visitor spending and sheer numbers, the Chinese
outbound tourists have emerged as the world’s
most formidable and desirable.

and Tourism of the People’s Republic of China,
outbound trips of Chinese tourists are more than
131 million annually and are expected to reach 160
million by 2020. Other market study reports have
predicted that in monetary terms Chinese outbound
tourism market is set to grow at a compound annual
growth rate (CAGR) of 5.4 percent, reaching more
than USD 315 billion a year in 2020.3 Even as of
today, among all global tourists, Chinese tourists
exhibit the highest international spending per trip
having spent to an equivalent of USD 277 billion
in 2018. In comparison, America’s globetrotters
parted with a relatively paltry USD 144.2 billion.4
This disparity appears even more staggering if one
considers that merely 9 percent of the Chinese
hold a passport compared to around 40 percent
Americans, and 76 percent British.5 According to
the China Outbound Tourism Research Institute
(COTRI), out of the 600 million additional trips
in international tourism forecasted by UNWTO,
bringing the total from 1.2 billion in 2017 to 1.8
billion by 2030, almost half will originate in China.6
Based on these numbers, shortly, China will
account for a quarter of all international tourism
in the world. Foreseeing the influence its outbound
tourists can yield on its diplomatic relations with
nations around the world, the Chinese government

Might of the Chinese Itinerant
According to the China Tourism Statistical
Bulletin 2017, prepared by the Ministry of Culture

Figure 2
Source: “UNWTO International Tourism Highlights 2019
Edition”. International Tourism Highlights, 2019 Edition.
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has decided to ensure that almost 20 percent or 300
million Chinese citizens hold a passport by 2027.7

Favoured Destinations
France which has topped the list of most visited
destinations, receiving more than 89 million foreign
tourists every year receives a far greater number of
Chinese tourists than China’s next-door neighbour
India. Chinese are the fourth largest international
tourist contingent in France while in India they
do not feature even in the top 10 visitors countrywise.8 France is only one of the many nations to
have opportunely launched official programmes to
woo in Chinese tourists. French tourism bodies are
being up skilled by specialised agencies to improve
their presence on social media and to make them
more effective in their interaction with Chinese
users. The French government also partnered with
Chinese retail giant Alibaba to create a Paris region
portal on its online travel platform, Fliggy.9
VisitBritain, the tourist board of Great Britain also
launched a GREAT China Welcome campaign
since 2014. Hotels, tour operators, attractions, and
“China-ready” products and services were made to
meet the distinct cultural needs and expectations
of the Chinese people, and Mandarin or Cantonese
instructions were included for on-site visitor
directions and signage. Interestingly, the United
Kingdom (UK) tourist board also asked Chinese
travellers to rename to their convenience more
than 101 of Britain’s most famous attractions,
including the King’s Cross station, Dartmoor, and
the Sherwood Forest.10
Even Asian nations are not too far behind in this
race of spreading the red carpet for the Chinese.
Financial Tribune, a popular Iranian English daily
has reported that Iran (with the highest growth rate
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in tourist arrivals in South Asia) expects to host
about a million Chinese tourists this year. Under
the terms of its newly introduced visa waiver
programme applicable from July 2019, all citizens
of the People’s Republic of China may stay in Iran
for up to 21 days from the date of entry without
having to apply for a visa.11

Laying the Indian Red Carpet to Chinese
Tourists: To-Do List for Proactive Wooing
Similar concerted efforts from the Indian Ministry
of Tourism are required to tap into this opportunity.
A recent survey by McKinsey12 has found that a
majority of Chinese international tourists have a
preference for unique local experiences to unplug
from urban life back home. The percentage
of middle and higher income, value-seeking
sightseers looking for specific local experiences in
destinations far exceeds the tourists from lower
aspiring segments who want to experience dazzling
modern metropolises.13 This can prove to be an
excellent opportunity for India’s diverse cultural
landscape and unique flora and fauna to develop
as tourist hotspots for our next-door neighbours
looking for exotic experiences.
India can capitalise on its geographical proximity,
shared civilisational and religious ethos with China,
and must make efforts to look beyond the geopolitical differences of the past. India’s efforts to
attract Chinese tourists must be multi-pronged. It
becomes highly pertinent then that an overall push
for digitalisation and improvement in infrastructure
is accompanied with societal changes in terms of
cultural sensitivity towards the Chinese to prepare
Indian tourism spots for hosting. Certain areas that
can be worked upon to achieve the aforementioned
objective are listed next.
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A. A Greater Push for Mandarin

B. The Digitalisation of Tourism Infrastructure

Increased online content in Mandarin must be
provided on Indian travel promotion websites
for easy accessibility by the Chinese. Packaged
tours, i.e. both semi self-guided and high-end,
are preferred by the seasoned Chinese travellers
who usually travel in groups on a package
tourism basis. Blogs in the Mandarin with travel
itineraries, lodging and food options, and transport
alternatives must be created for major tourist
attractions. Once the tourism traffic from China
increases in certain destinations, signboards, traffic
signs, and directions in Mandarin must proliferate
making self-guided tours a possibility for
Chinese tourists.

Indian E-Visas for the Chinese tourists are now
available for Tourist Visas, Business Visas, Medical
Visas, Medical Attendant Visas, and Conference
Visas. However, the expansion of E-Visa categories
by India has failed to make a significant mark on
the Chinese outbound tourism market, majorly for
lack of awareness and strategic communication.

Today, instructions and descriptions in Mandarin
on signboards are a common sight across major
tourist cities in Europe. It has also been reported
that for the convenience of its tourists, the Italian
government has gone to the extent of inviting
Chinese police officers to patrol in Italy’s two
largest cities, Rome and Milan, which receive over
3 million Chinese annually.14
As India faces unemployment at its highest in
decades, it is an opportune time to train a vast
number of young professionals for employment
in various roles in the tourism industry. Learning
Mandarin can be a key skill in catering to the
Chinese tourists. India can bridge the language
barrier by creating a network of institutes all
across the country to train youngsters in not only
the Mandarin but also Chinese culture. Once the
Chinese tourists make way to Indian sights, a
legion of Chinese translators and interpreters will
be required, generating employment for a large
section of the society.

To fill this aperture created by information
asymmetry, Chinese social media influencers can be
strategically deployed. With more than 800 million
internet users and the proliferation of social media
in China, online influencers have a huge sway on
their followers. Conventionally, they have been
hired by multiple European nations to augment
Chinese interest in their country. For instance,
following racial attacks on Chinese visitors in
Paris in 2016, the French government decided to
pursue back the Chinese through Chinese media
influencers, actors, and bloggers by conducting
advertising campaigns and sponsoring free tours
for popular social media personalities.15 The Indian
government must emulate these measures by
extending specialised tours in India to the Chinese
social media celebrities. They can effectively play
the role of a drawbridge across the wide moat of
ignorance regarding India among the Chinese
masses and can also fight concerns on safety and
convenience while travelling in India.
Additionally, to make monetary transactions
convenient for the Chinese tourists who tend to
be active shoppers, digital payment applications
like Alipay and Wechat should be made widely
accepted modes of payment in tourist sites in
India. The Indian e-commerce payment company
Paytm, majorly held by the China-based Alibaba
group, and having more than 100 million users
in India can introduce features in Mandarin to
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Figure 3
Source: Chinese Tourists: Dispelling the Myths an In-depth Look at China’s Outbound Tourist Market, September 2018,
McKinsey & Company

enable easy transactions by the Chinese. Today,
China leads in mobile payment transactions in the
world and Chinese mobile transactions were more
than 16 times greater than those in the US in 2017
(Figure 3).
C. Unique Cultural Packaging
Chinese tourists are mature travellers and demand
a customised and flexible travel experience.

Certain key areas can be focused on to deliver a
unique experience tailored to the Chinese interest.
Developing the infrastructure connecting the
Buddhist circuit with stops in Bodhgaya, Rajgir,
Sarnath, and Kushinagar, in the states of Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar as tourist destinations for the
Chinese pilgrims can be momentous in uniting the
two nations on shared religious and cultural beliefs.
Additionally, to explore the historical relations
between the two nations, travel routes on the
trails of ancient Chinese Buddhist monks, Hiuen
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Tsang and FaHien/Faxian can be developed for
the Chinese to explore Buddhist scholarship and
spirituality in India.
Beyond Buddhist sites, a model of competitive
federalism can probably play a role with diverse
Indian states creating unique packages for
attracting. Kerala, for instance, can present
numerous tourist attractions for the Chinese. In
his paper titled “A Chinese Solution to Kerala’s
Tourism Sector Woes” the former Indian diplomat
Muraleedharan Nair, Senior Fellow at the Centre
for Public Policy Research, has deliberated upon
various sites and attractions that can cater to the
Chinese tastes. Some sites that found specific
mentions were Kodungallur where Saint Thomas is
believed to have landed in ad 52, Kozhikode, the
site of Vasco da Gama’s landing, large temples and
architectural marvels like India’s first mosque, the
Cheraman Juma Mosque, and Jewish synagogues
scattered across the geography of Kerala. Besides,
he elaborated upon how Kerala’s many yoga/
wellness retreats famous for their natural therapies,
unique hiking trails in the Western Ghats, and
backwaters popular among the Indian tourists can
be repackaged for the Chinese.16
This model can be scaled to other Indian states
as well. The state of Rajasthan, home to royal
palaces and forts spread across its geography,
remains to be a popular destination for European
and American tourists and can exert a similar
lure on the Chinese by offering a wide variety of
packaged guided tours for its major attractions
in Mandarin. The neighbouring state of Gujarat
offers similar attractions, of ancient monuments
(forts of Junagadh, Surat, and Rajkot) and unique
natural landscape (the Rann of Kutch) and also the
distinction of being Gandhiji’s home state. Gujarat’s
notable and highly successful tourism campaign

can be offered in the Mandarin to have a similar
pull over a Chinese audience.
The wild beauty of natural flora and fauna of the
north-eastern states accompanied with the diverse
range of cuisines and culture that they offer, the
ancient architectural marvels of the South Indian
states and their unique customs and traditions, the
long list of region-specific festivals in India, the
many world-class centres for exploring spirituality
and philosophy in India require a China-focused
outreach campaign. In this regard, the growing
popularity of Bollywood films and actors can be
harvested to draw timely dividends. Indian movies
making their way into the highly selective quota
system for international films in Chinese theatres
must attempt to portray India as a desirable tourist
destination. Testimonials by Indian movie stars and
celebrities can play a significant role in contesting
ill-favoured perceptions of India, and especially
in promoting the idea of India as a safe tourist
destination for women.
D. Academic Exchanges
While many collaborative programmes exist
between eminent universities of China and the US,
there are hardly any such collaboration between
universities in India and China. Globally renowned
Chinese programmes like Schwarzman Scholars
and Yenching Scholars offered by top Universities
like Tsinghua University and Peking University.
The Center for China and Globalization (CCG),
which analysed the latest trend in studying within
China from 2016 to 2017, ranked India among the
top countries sending students to China.17 While
a significant number of Indian students prefer
China as an option for higher studies, top Indian
Universities are yet to gather traction with Chinese
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students. However, India being home to the second
largest number of English speaking population can
claim an edge in this regard.
A vast majority of Chinese students are known to
travel to the US, Japan, Australia, and the UK to
take up courses in the English language. English
language departments of Indian universities and
institutions can position themselves as centres of
excellence for this purpose with short-term courses
specifically designed for Chinese students. Similar
to the fully-funded PhD scholarships in India
extended to the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) students, fellowships can be
designed for attracting Chinese students as well.
India’s geographical proximity and competitive
pricing in universities can be fairly attractive for the
middle-lower income segment of Chinese students
aiming to study abroad. Academic tourism can play
a key role in creating a long-term people-to-people
connections between the youth of India and China
and can also reinvigorate the historical scholarly
exchanges between the world’s two most ancient
civilisations.
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rolled out their red carpets to host the Chinese,
proactive pursuance in the form of strategically
packaging India as a desirable tourist destination
through increased penetration in the Chinese
media, creating a large pool of Mandarin-speaking
professionals in the tourism sector, improving the
infrastructure for attracting greater number of
Chinese students in the country, and positioning
India as a safe and culturally rich nation in the
Chinese psyche can greatly increase the number of
Chinese tourists visiting the country. Today when
the global order remains in limbo, it will fare well
for the Indian economy to put aside geo-political
differences and make hay while the sun shines over
the affluent neighbours next doors.
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