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Foreword

In January 2020, the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) published a boastful 
report that presented tourism as a champion sector in the global economy, with an 
uninterrupted growth for 10 consecutive years. The report exults sheer pride for the 
effectiveness of the global tourism system in managing 1.5 billion trips (the equiv-
alent of 1/5th of world’s population) and reinforces expectations that the bountiful 
growth will continue. “A 4% increase on the previous year which is also forecast 
for 2020, confirms tourism as a leading and resilient economic sector, especially 
in view of current uncertainties”. Acknowledging possible risks due to social 
unrest, geopolitical uncertainties or tensions in international trade, the UNWTO 
Secretary- General Zurab Pololikashvili reaffirmed confidently that “in these times 
of uncertainty and volatility, tourism remains a reliable economic sector”. One 
month later, the global COVID-19 pandemic forced the world to a standstill and 
put the entire tourism system on hold for a long while. New reports from UNWTO 
in 2021, at 18 months into the pandemic, announce a dramatic reduction of 85% in 
international tourist arrivals, calling this halt “the biggest crisis in the history of 
tourism”.

The period of inactivity imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic created a severe 
economic deficit that shocked the global tourism system to its core, forcing it to 
reboot. And although many are trying, it is unlikely that it will be possible to con-
tinue the same practices as before. Tourism businesses, destinations and local gov-
ernments worldwide are struggling to make sense of the new conditions under 
which they need to operate: shortage of resources, high uncertainties and new per-
ceptions about safety and closeness. With patterns of demand shifted in favour of 
domestic travels, destinations built for large volumes become ineffective invest-
ments and vulnerable models of development. Studies of system dynamics show 
that in complex systems such as tourism, getting out of critical points, such as the 
one following the COVID-19 crisis, is truly possible through dramatic reconfigura-
tions of the system itself. Radical as it may sound, a reconfiguration is also an 
opportunity to rebuild and simultaneously to correct undesirable effects associated 
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to paradigms of dominance, greed and control: over-tourism, the commodification 
of nature, the marginalisation or acculturalisation of indigenous population, or 
unethical management and governance.

As seen many times in practice, crucial elements that support communities or 
destinations overcome severe crisis are long traditions of collaboration and partici-
pation, while structures of power and dominance are likely to accentuate fragmenta-
tion and inequalities. Collaboration and participation are cornerstones of sustainable 
tourism initiatives, frequently associated to multi-stakeholder or hybrid partner-
ships of private and public actors. They are also core elements in building resilience 
in tourism destinations, enabling restoration and renewal after crisis. According to 
research, meaningful participation takes place when all social groups involved, 
regardless of economic or political status, have an active say in decision-making 
processes. However, the implementation of pluralistic initiatives is reduced to the 
mere formalities of involving stakeholders, and little effort is put into ensuring that 
multiple voices are being heard and their input is included in the decision-making 
process. Identifying and understanding the factors and conditions that consolidate 
stakeholders’ participation in sustainable tourism and strengthen resilience in desti-
nations remain desirable goals for policy, research and practice of tourism. So, what 
can be done to encourage tourism communities to dedicate efforts and resources to 
building meaningful participation with stakeholders in the aftermath of the 
COVID-19 pandemic?

One of the most important lessons that can be drawn from recent events is that 
singular perspectives and linear modes of thinking are not sufficient for handling 
complex challenges such as systems recovery or transformation to a sustainable 
society. Pluralistic forms of decision-making need new forms of learning from, and 
in spite of, differences between individual forms of knowledge. Tourism businesses 
have valuable experiences to share, as they make sense of the challenges to restart 
business operations after the COVID-19 restrictions. Skilled at evaluating changes 
in demand, businesses are well equipped for sensing and responding to new percep-
tions about travel risks. Furthermore, companies that already implement sustainable 
practices can share knowledge about saving precious resources with local commu-
nities that source their workforce. Stewards of land, nature and traditions, local 
communities often hold treasures of indigenous wisdom that celebrates plural views 
of life and knowledge, challenging dominant views of economic and political elites. 
Used to designing policies and action plans that encourage behaviours of businesses 
and individuals, policymakers are able to create conditions for equitable participa-
tion of different forms of knowledge and experiences. Mending tourism vulnerabili-
ties exposed by the recent crisis, as well as creating sustainable systems for tourism 
production and consumption, requires that we reframe our thinking to appreciate 
differences as strengths and we learn to view insufficiencies as opportunities to 
unite in creating new understandings of the future.

Important sources of ancient wisdom, Asian and African cultures have valuable 
lessons to share about how solidarity and collaboration create solid ties without 
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limiting individual freedom. Contributions presented in this book aim to question, 
explain and expand our current understandings of collaborative action while encour-
aging critical thinking about the validity of such frameworks in the context of sus-
tainable tourism. Anticipating and maybe fostering a cultural shift, tourism 
welcomes such alternative cultural framework that can counter the dominant 
modernity-driven paradigms of growth, making a leap towards desirable sustainable 
futures.

Associate Professor, Department of Management,  
Politics and Philosophy  
Copenhagen Business School  

Adriana Budeanu

 
Copenhagen, Denmark
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Chapter 1
The Evolution of Sustainable Tourism 
in Asia

Yue Ma and Ann Selvaranee Balasingam

Abstract Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism in Asia had experienced a 
dramatic boom for the past three decades. Rich in cultural and natural heritage, Asia 
has attracted numerous tourists to both traditional touristic hotspots and emerging 
regional destinations. One question that researchers and practitioners should ask is 
whether the fast-growing tourism sector in Asia is sustainable. Are there localised 
examples of pursuing balanced tourism development? And what challenges and 
issues does Asian sustainable tourism face? Recognising the importance of sustain-
ability, this edited volume brings together a collection of chapters that investigate 
sustainable tourism development in different Asian contexts; from stakeholders’ 
perspectives, existing issues in the market, as well as the impacts of COVID-19 on 
tourism.

This introductory chapter describes the sustainable development concept and 
provides an overview of the history behind the conceptualization of sustainable 
tourism. It also briefly introduces the Asian sustainable tourism landscape and 
research in this field, followed by the key contributions of the collective works in 
this book.
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1.1  Introduction

The rapid economic growth in Asia with over half of the world’s population, together 
with rising accessibility through air travel, facilitation of transport and large infra-
structure projects, have boosted tourism in the region. According to UNWTO 
(2020a, b), the economic impact on Asia and the Pacific destinations’ tourism earn-
ings steadily increased from 17% of the world total in 2000 to 30% in 2019. This is 
equivalent to USD 443 billion in tourism receipts. This was on the incline until the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit the world in the beginning of 2020.

In the past decade, the booming Asian tourism industry may have neglected to 
achieve sustainable development. For example, Maya Bay, on the island of Phi Phi 
Leh, Thailand, has been closed since 2018 after realising the sharp rise in visitors 
had severely damaged the environment (BBC, 2019). Mass tourism poses chal-
lenges to local nature, biodiversity, wildlife, as well as local communities. In the 
midst of COVID-19, mass tourism is no longer an issue, however, sustainable tour-
ism practices need to be prioritised and implemented to achieve the UNWTO 2030 
Sustainable Development Goals to ensure the industry recuperates responsibly. 
Additionally, international hotel chains, investment and expatriates involved in 
many Asian tourism destinations cause financial leakage and only a small propor-
tion of actual revenue from tourism remains in the host country benefiting the local 
communities. On the other hand, arguably, international tourism contributes to cli-
mate change (Kaiwa, 2017). Most tourism destinations of Asia, especially in devel-
oping countries suffer from water pollution and mismanagement of water resources 
which mean many local people suffer from water scarcity (Cole, 2014). It is impera-
tive for tourism researchers, policy-makers and the society to address these unsus-
tainable circumstances.

This book attempts to provide a further step in the comprehension of the nature 
of Asian sustainable tourism, including a basic understanding of Covid-19’s early- 
stage impact on Asian tourism. This book, Asian tourism Sustainability which is 
part of the series of Perspectives on Asian Tourism, adds to this stream of literature 
with a strong focus on sustainable tourism and the sustainability of the industry 
in Asia.

This introductory chapter aims to provide the important contextual backgrounds 
of sustainable tourism and Asian tourism sustainability. We will first introduce the 
sustainable development concept, and then discuss the definition of sustainable 
tourism, its principles and historic steps. In the next section, we will present the cur-
rent landscape of Asian tourism, discuss its sustainability, and briefly review Asian 
sustainable tourism research in comparison to Western research. We will highlight 
the existing gaps in knowledge concerning sustainable tourism in Asia. What fol-
lows after are the contributions of the collective works in this book and the high-
lights of the authors’ key findings.

Y. Ma and A. Selvaranee Balasingam
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1.2  Sustainable Development

Sustainable Development is the parent paradigm of sustainable tourism. The con-
cept was first introduced in the Brundtland Commission report, Our Common 
Future. Sustainable development is defined as “development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of the future generation to meet their 
own needs” (WCED, 1987). This concept was developed due to the growing aware-
ness of the possibility of an ecological crisis (Du Pisani, 2006). This ecological 
crisis was due to the environmental impact of tourism in mature destinations and 
increasing political support for environmental protection (Butler, 1999). The con-
cept of sustainable development has a two-pronged view; nature and development 
view that concerns the resources or environmental continuity and human growth 
(Zhang & Chan, 2020). Part 2 of the Bruntland Report in 1987 addressed the popu-
lation growth and resource limits, food security, species and ecosystems, energy, 
industry, and urban areas (Bruntland Report as cited in Zhang & Chan, 2020).

Figure 1.1 is a depiction of the concept of sustainable development by Zhang and 
Chan (2020) to emphasise that sustainable development concerns growth and 
continuity.

1.3  Sustainable Tourism

The concept of sustainable tourism has been evolving for the last 150 years and 
stems from multiple theories and concepts of development, resource conservation 
and management with the aim of achieving desired change in society. George 
Perkins Marsh, the originator of this concept authored the book Man and Nature Or, 
Physical Geography as Modified by Human Action in 1864 (Gossling et al., 2009). 
The foundation of his debate centered on ways to utilize natural resources for  
economic benefits. Later the United Nations [UN] adopted these concepts and 

Growth

Human Needs

Context

Continuity

Ideology

Sustainale Development

Fig. 1.1 The concept of 
sustainable development. 
(Zhang & Chan, 2020)

1 The Evolution of Sustainable Tourism in Asia
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published them widely for raising public awareness of world conservation. In 1980, 
the publication of the World Conservation Strategy was developed to protect and 
conserve the earth’s biological resources in the face of international environmental 
problems such as deforestation, desertification, ecosystem degradation and destruc-
tion, species extinction and loss of genetic diversity, loss of cropland, pollution and 
soil erosion (Gossling et al., 2009). However, tourism was marginally mentioned in 
this strategy.

Sustainable tourism was introduced in the 1990s after the popularisation of sus-
tainable development. The concept of sustainable tourism is defined as “‘tourism 
which is in a form which can maintain its viability in an area for an indefinite period 
of time” (Butler 1993 as cited in Butler, 1999). Since the inception of the sustain-
able tourism concept, numerous definitions have emerged on sustainable tourism. 
Past academic authorities in the 1990s of sustainable tourism are Bramwell & Lane, 
Murphy, Archer, Cooper, Harries and Lieper (Berry & Ladkin, 1997) and Butler. 
The development of this definition has been critiqued over time with regards to their 
vagueness and broad coverage. In 2019, Zhang and Chan attempted to reduce the 
vagueness of this concept and they suggested that maintaining resource continuity 
and human growth or maintaining sustainable development within the context of 
tourism should be considered. Figure 1.2 depicts the concept of sustainable tourism 
that concerns the human growth of multiple stakeholders and the resource continu-
ity from multiple perspectives.

Cottrell et al. (2004) propose that conceptual frameworks for sustainable tourism 
to incorporate three dimensions; ecological, socio-cultural and economic frame-
work. However, the definitions and literature by Godfrey (1998); Churugsa (2007), 
Bramwell & Lane (2011); Hall (2011); Holladay and Powell (2013); Moyle et al. 
(2014) suggest the institutional dimension; while Zhang and Chan (2020) suggests 

Fig. 1.2 Skeletons of sustainable tourism. (Zhang & Chan, 2020)

Y. Ma and A. Selvaranee Balasingam
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the cultural dimension. This indicates that tourism sustainability is multidimen-
sional consisting of the economic, environmental, sociocultural, institutional and 
cultural impacts of tourism to the community today and for the future generations.

The economic dimension is defined as the stability of economic growth and the 
maintenance of benefits generated in terms of creating prosperity at different levels 
of society. This dimension also addresses the cost effectiveness of all economic 
activities, as well as the viability and activities of enterprises for long-term sustain-
ability (Jitpakdee & Thapa, 2012; UNEP & WTO, 2005 as referenced in Hall, 
2011). The institutional dimension addresses the governance or the management 
aspect, which is defined as a system and rules that govern the allocation of resources 
and exercising control and coordination (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). The institutional 
impact is the governing policies at all levels of governance to protect the industry. 
The levels of governance are categorized into the international, national, and local 
level of governance (Bramwell & Lane, 2011; Hall, 2011). The environmental 
dimension concerns the conservation and management of resources, especially 
those that are not renewable, but are nevertheless pertinent to human beings. It 
requires action to minimize pollution of air, land, energy, water, and waste and to 
conserve biological diversity and natural heritage and cultural systems (Hall, 2011; 
UNEP, 2011). The sociocultural dimension is defined as a means of respecting 
human rights and equal opportunities for all stakeholders, fair distribution of bene-
fits with a particular focus on poverty alleviation. These efforts also emphasize on 
local communities, maintaining and strengthening their support systems, recogniz-
ing and respecting different cultures, avoiding any form of exploitation, preserving 
the local culture and norms, and maintaining community structures (Jitpakdee & 
Thapa, 2012; Phuakka et al., 2009; UNEP & WTO, 2005).

1.3.1  Historic Steps of Sustainable Tourism

There are some important historic steps in the world’s development of sustainable 
tourism. In 1992’s Rio Earth Summit, the concept of Sustainable Tourism 
Development (STD) was developed as a principle and objective of tourism organi-
zations, businesses and academics. The ultimate recognition of this concept was 
when the UNWTO established a sustainable development entity alongside the 
World Travel and Tourism Council [WTTC] Blueprint for the New Tourism docu-
ment in 2003 that created institutional level interest and recognition of the impor-
tance of this concept within the tourism system (Cooper et al., 2008).

In 2012, the 20th Conference in Rio: Conference on Sustainable Development 
marked full recognition of the concept of Sustainable Development (Jovicic, 2014). 
The conference focused on the two themes of finding ways to build a green  
economy to achieve sustainable development and lift people out of poverty; and 
ways to improve international coordination for sustainable development. Globally, 
$513 billion was pledged by UNWTO to build a sustainable future, which signalled 
a major step forward (UNWTO, 2013). As this industry is mutually reliant on the 

1 The Evolution of Sustainable Tourism in Asia
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natural and cultural environment that needs to be preserved for the future genera-
tions, tourism then became an industry under the spotlight.

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly introduced its updated set of 17 
Sustainable Development Goals to be achieved from 2016 to 2030, emphasizing 
more on the continuity of human growth (Lane, 2018 as cited in Zhang & Chan, 
2020). In 2015, the United Nation General Assembly also declared 2017 as the 
International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development, recognizing the poten-
tial of tourism sector to lead ‘economic growth, social inclusion and cultural and 
environmental preservation’ (Khayrulloevna, 2020, as cited in Annual Report 2016, 
World Tourism Organisation, UNWTO). In 2017, the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) were developed as an outcome of the 2012 RioC20 UN conference 
on Sustainable Development, and succeeded the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs).

1.3.2  Principles and Aims of Sustainable Tourism

The general principles and aims of sustainable tourism since 1987 to 2020 have 
evolved with the expanding definition of sustainable tourism and the policy goals 
that have been outlined by international organisation and scholars. Early in 1987, 
the World Commission on Environment and Development [WCED] outlined the 
four basic principles of sustainability concepts: (a) holistic planning and strategy- 
making, (b) the importance of preserving essential ecological processes (c) the need 
to protect both human heritage and biodiversity, and (d) development based on the 
idea that productivity can be sustained in the future (Lu & Nepal, 2009). Later in 
1996, the Bellagio Principles were designed to implement sustainable development 
strategies. Nine principles were developed with the first principle as having a clear 
vision and definition of sustainable development, followed by the approach, practi-
cality and participation by all stakeholders and ending with ongoing monitoring 
procedures and evaluation. Further, Tosun (2001) discussed three principles of sus-
tainable development which are (a) its long-term perspective, (b) concern for the 
welfare of current and future generations and (c) applicable to any nation and indus-
try irrespective of its social and economic standing. UNEP & UNWTO also outlines 
several aims (2005) that include economic viability, local prosperity, employment 
quality, social equity, visitor fulfilment, local control, community wellbeing, cul-
tural richness, physical integrity and biological diversity.

The common thread amongst all authors is the principle of sustainable tourism 
involving future planning and thinking, current concerns from multiple perspec-
tives, and incorporating stakeholders’ involvement. In essence, these principles and 
aims inform strategic planning to be based on a clear vision; highlight the preserva-
tion of the environment, culture and human heritage; concern economic and social 

Y. Ma and A. Selvaranee Balasingam
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welfare; and most importantly focus on tourism players and stakeholders involved 
in a particular tourism effort; and finally it also incorporate monitoring and evalua-
tion of the entire process. These aims and principles support the definition of sus-
tainable tourism.

1.4  Asian Sustainable Tourism

1.4.1  Tourism Landscape in Asia

The international tourism landscape has changed tremendously in the past decades. 
Asia has emerged both as a prominent source market for international tourists, and 
a compelling destination for inbound travellers. The emergence of the Asia tourism 
market is contributed by the economic growth, the rise of the middle class and dis-
posable incomes. Low-cost carriers and smartphone usage in travel planning and 
review sharing have also boosted the expansion of the market (Yang & Ong, 2020). 
The previous books from the same series Perspectives on Asian Tourism have high-
lighted that the Asian market is dynamic and evolving, and one should never gener-
alise ‘Asia’ due to its unique history, background, cultural complexity and diversity, 
as well as political and social systems (Park et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2018). The 
editors of this book support this view. Nevertheless, the focus of tourism develop-
ment in many Asian countries, especially in those developing countries has been 
commonly and explicitly led by the government, although the level and the extent 
of involvement of the governments in specific countries varies depending on politi-
cal, cultural and economic backgrounds (Cochrane, 2007; Richter & Richter, 1985), 
The role of the government in most Asian countries have been played through vari-
ous forms of funding allocation, tourism legislation, policy-making and promotion, 
such as the facilitation of ethnic tourism in China (Yang et al., 2008), the promotion 
of sustainable homestay program in Malaysia (Balasingam et  al., 2017) and the 
welcome of the foreign investment in Cambodia (Po & Heng, 2019).

On the other hand, the unsustainability of tourism affects Asia in various aspects. 
Many regions in Asia, especially coastal destinations face considerable problems of 
water availability and quality, affecting their tourism sector and increasing competi-
tion with local residents and other industries (Cole et al., 2020). Southeast Asia, in 
particular, which heavily relies on tourism is also vulnerable to natural disasters, 
including cyclones, floods, earthquakes, tsunami, bushfires, droughts and volca-
noes. In 2020, the COVID-19 hit the tourism sector hard, as governments world-
wide implemented stay-at-home or lockdown measures to face the health crisis. The 
number of inbound visitors in Asia Pacific, among all the continents, was forecasted 
to drop the most by 83% (Americas −73%, Europe −69%, Africa −73% and Middle 
East −76%) (Statista, 2021).

1 The Evolution of Sustainable Tourism in Asia



8

1.4.2  Research into Asian Sustainable Tourism

Twenty-five years after the Brundtland Report was released, over 5000 publications 
on sustainable tourism were produced with most of the studies being concentrated 
in the regions of North-West Europe (16%), followed by Oceania (16%), North 
America (11%), South and Eastern Europe (11%), sub-Saharan Africa (6%), and 
North-East Asia (5%) (Ruhanen et al., 2015). Central Asia, West Asia, South Asia 
and South East Asia were areas that were under-researched (Yang & Ong, 2020). A 
bibliometric study of sustainable tourism showed a similar result that Europe was 
the primary area of research, with Asia and Australia having limited presence 
(Sánchez-Cañizares et  al., 2018). Nonetheless, according to Mura and Khoo- 
Lattimore (2018), the West has played a pivotal role in constructing knowledge 
including Asian tourism knowledge. Consequently, there is a need to encourage 
‘Asianisation of tourism scholarship’ including indigenous knowledge production, 
indigenous methodologies, and epistemologies (Ooi, 2019). Therefore, the aim of 
this book is to paint a more holistic picture of sustainable tourism and contribute to 
the decolonisation of tourism sustainability knowledge.

1.5  Contributions of Chapters in the Book

When proposing this book at the end of 2019, the world was at the peak of experi-
encing mass tourism. Many Asian tourism destinations and their practices were seen 
as unsustainable, including issues of over-tourism, overcrowding, over- 
commercialisation, environmental degradation and imbalanced socio-economic 
growth. When the book proposal was approved and at the time of calling for chap-
ters in mid-2020, WHO had already declared the spread of coronavirus a global 
pandemic. The world has ever since experiencing regional lockdowns, and dramatic 
changes were happening in Asia, including the closure of borders, shift to work 
from home, social distancing; and numerous tourism and hospitality workers have 
had their employment affected. Many businesses have been struggling to survive. 
All stakeholders in the industry have fought for ways to recover.

The compilation of this book experienced the fast-changing tourism landscape of 
the Asian tourism market; and therefore, it consists of both sustainability discus-
sions pre-COVID and the documentation of tourism in this pandemic era. The col-
lection works in this book are therefore a timely contribution to extend and renew 
the existing understanding of Asian tourism sustainability.

For this book, we only received chapter proposals covering the tourism destina-
tions from the South-east Asian countries and China, rather than from Western and 
Central Asia, even though when calling for chapters, we did not specify any particu-
lar geographical regions of Asia. This could be explained by Yang et al. (2018) that 
‘the identity of Asia is an evolving social imagination’ (p. 6). This book addresses 
the above mentioned research gap by providing insights within the under-research 
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areas of South East Asia, as well as on themes that include Asian stakeholder per-
spectives and impact studies.

The following chapters have been divided into three main parts, as an attempt to 
get closer to sustainable tourism in Asia, although the division of the boundaries is 
blurred:

Part 1. Stakeholders’ perspectives and sustainability
Part 2. Covid-19 and its impact on Asian tourism sustainability
Part 3. Issues of sustainable tourism in Asia

Part 1 includes five chapters, which mainly discusses different stakeholders’ per-
spectives in sustainable tourism development in order to achieve a balanced growth; 
yet Chaps. 2, 4 and 6 also mention more or less the influence of the pandemic on the 
destinations’ tourism sustainability. Chapters constituting Part 2 mainly focus on 
the changes, challenges and opportunities that Covid-19 has brought to the destina-
tion, but also take stakeholders’ perspectives into account. For instance, Chap. 7 
indicates that the central government of Indonesia retained a dominant role in sus-
tainable tourism agendas, but there was little evidence of including voices from the 
communities. Likewise, Part 3 scrutinizes multiple issues seen in the industry, but 
none of the chapters could avoid discussing stakeholders’ roles and their participa-
tion; also, the pandemic has worsened some of the issues or shed light on certain 
problems.

The first part delves into the stakeholders’ perspectives of sustainable tourism, 
while discussing a variety of contexts. Chapter 2 examines the partnerships towards 
sustainability, focusing on a Philippine tourism destination  - Boracay Wetlands 
where the whole island was closed for 6 months in 2018 to be rehabilitated after 
years of environmental destruction. Legaspi and Santa in this chapter look into the 
implementation of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives. Carrying out 
from the lens of social learning, the case study analyzes public and private partner-
ship in the revival of a wetland, with no cash outlay from the government, in the 
journey towards sustainable tourism development in the island. It identifies anteced-
ents that lead to the involvement of particular organizations and stakeholders. It 
shows that the degraded nature of the ecosystem itself, and a clear cognition that a 
lack of resources or capacity would constrain actors from acting independently, 
galvanizes the action of stakeholders and influences the way rehabilitation and CSR 
is implemented. Driven by an internal desire to improve the general condition, pri-
vate companies engage in CSR. Sustaining their participation are deeply-held fam-
ily values to give back to communities, a goal which matches the state’s aspirations. 
Besides calling attention to the role of the family and the state, the study points to 
the importance of collaboration among stakeholders, bound together by the com-
mon purpose of addressing serious environmental degradation, as a mechanism for 
CSR delivery. The chapter provides insights into how CSR for the environment is 
conceived and executed in the Philippines, and broadly, an understanding of how 
distinct CSR traditions in the Asian region are compared to the West, in ways that 
highlight the distinctness of Asian tourism sustainability.

1 The Evolution of Sustainable Tourism in Asia
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Tracing back to 1992, the Agenda 21 perspective on sustainable development has 
already advocated community involvement in decisions on tourism planning and 
development (UN, 2021). A host community is a key stakeholder within the tourism 
system, but their participation in tourism is variable. Both Chaps. 3 and 4 discuss 
the significance of community participation and engagement in achieving tourism 
sustainability. In Chap. 3, Balasingam acknowledges that the local community pro-
vides important perspectives towards creating sustainable Malaysian homestays. 
Quantitative data was collected from four stakeholder groups, namely the homestay 
owner, government officials, tourists, and local residents and tested using the home-
stay sustainability conceptual framework to ascertain the extent that Malaysian 
homestays are sustainable for the future generations. The literature focuses on sus-
tainable tourism and community-based tourism (CBT). Miso Walai Homestay is 
benchmarked as a successful case study. The chapter found that the four sustain-
ability dimensions of economic, institutional, environmental and socio-cultural 
dimensions have significant relationships with homestay sustainability. The most 
profound impact is the environmental dimension as all stakeholders agree that 
homestays are a competitive destination, create jobs and create a multiplier effect 
for the local community. Within the context of Asian tourism sustainability, home-
stay sustainability considers the participation and input of multiple stakeholders.

Chapter 4 written by Wong and Kler provides a contextual understanding of the 
host community perspectives on destination sustainability, applying the concept - 
sense of place. This chapter focuses on social sustainability, specifically on one of 
the 15 areas, ‘access to recreation’. It argues that tourism planning should consider 
these needs as a form of destination sustainability. In this chapter, the host commu-
nity and their participation in tourism was defined as local residents who live in the 
vicinity of and participate in recreational activities at the Tunku Abdul Rahman 
marine park (TARP), Sabah, in the island of Borneo, Malaysia. Findings of this 
qualitative study produced both positive and negative themes which were used to 
refine the Pearce (2005) Sustainability Embedded Place Model. Themes were plot-
ted into the components of activities, resources and conceptions. The chapter found 
that access to recreation is an essential element for the host community, and there-
fore future tourism development on TARP should consider these indicators to pre-
serve social sustainability. By preserving these place-based indicators, the marine 
park authorities would have taken steps to enhance the Agenda 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), SDG 14 Life Below Water and SDG 15 Life on Land. 
This chapter suggests nurturing the host community’s sense of place contributes to 
destination sustainability.

Following that, Long and Ooi in Chap. 5 assert that tourism is often considered 
a benign force to social sustainability and bring positive changes to host societies, 
but they argue that the assumption is inconclusive. The authors proposed a concept - 
the tourist wall, and used the lens of hindered interaction between Chinese visitors 
with Malaysian society to evaluate the social sustainability. By analyzing how 
Chinese tourists publicly review Malaysia on two top Chinese travel-sharing web-
sites (i.e. Mafengwo.com and Qyer.com), it is found that there is a conspicuous 
silence on the discriminatory policy against Malaysian Chinese in those reviews 
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even though the manifestations of that policy is omnipresent. Then, the chapter 
discusses how a Chinese tourist wall is constructed, how tourist businesses are inad-
vertently strengthening that wall, and how the wall limits the fulfillment of tour-
ism’s social sustainability goals. Arguably, the wall imposes a serious challenge for 
tourism to deliver considerable social benefits to the local community and eventu-
ally achieve social sustainability of tourism development. The newly-introduced 
concept of tourist wall facilitates us gaining a deeper understanding of the complex-
ity of host-guest relations and the role of tourism that can play in social sustainabil-
ity. Furthermore, the authors are suggesting the importance of interpreting tourists’ 
silence when they describe their experiences. Tourists’ ostensible silence may carry 
much hidden information that is neglected by previous tourism studies, which may 
help overseas destinations truly understand Chinese tourists.

Chapter 6 contributed by Ma and Yang explores the participation of different 
stakeholders in sustainable tourism in China, using Genhe, Inner Mongolia 
Autonomous Region as a case study. The case to some extent represents emerging 
regional destinations in China, where tourism has been advocated as a way to diver-
sify the economy in the underdeveloped areas. Based on a desk-based research, this 
chapter reviews existing activities undertaken by the Destination management orga-
nization (DMO) and describes how the different stakeholders participate in achiev-
ing the region’s development goals  – environmental, social and economic 
sustainability. This chapter found that although the key decisions including the 
industrial transition from forestry to tourism are largely made based on the input 
from the different levels of the government bodies, other non-government stake-
holders are also involved in the development process through various forms and 
levels of participation. All stakeholders follow the government policy, and volun-
tarily or involuntarily participate in the initiative from the government body. It is a 
government-centric view regardless of the benefits of their own entities. This is 
different from Western context where each stakeholder tends to look after their own 
institutes. The community’s involvement is implicit in the tourism activities imple-
mented by the DMO, though their role in the development of the destination is 
demonstrated through participation rather than planning and decision-making. This 
chapter also highlights the need that future research should investigate the motiva-
tions and relationships of the stakeholders in Chinese sustainable tourism 
development.

The two chapters in Part 2 examine the impact of COVID-19 on tourism sustain-
ability from different angles and both focus on Indonesia, the largest economy in the 
Southeast Asian region, which is often under-represented in the literature. Chapter 
7 entitled Re-negotiating the future for Indonesian tourism after COVID-19: 
Sustainability as the New Normal written by Subandi, Doughty and Duim analysed 
the emerging discourses – from March to September 2020 – as voiced by Indonesian 
tourism stakeholders and examined to what extent these discourses included the 
notion of sustainability. Their analysis clearly identified ‘New Normal’ as an over-
arching discourse which was consistently repeated and reproduced across the plat-
forms the authors examined, where three issues prevailed: social distancing, health 
and hygiene protocols and Quality Tourism. It argues that social distancing could 
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lead to an increase in the desire for nature-based tourism. In addition, although the 
link between the health and hygiene protocols and the New Normal in the context 
of the pandemic was obvious, it is less clear how these protocols relate to furthering 
sustainability agenda, except that the increased ‘cleanliness’ can contribute to over-
all environmental sustainability by reducing waste problem which is a major tour-
ism issue in Indonesia. To capitalize on the suspension of activity caused by the 
pandemic and to push the Indonesian tourism sector toward a more sustainable 
direction, some stakeholders proposed a shift from quantity to quality as a ‘solution’ 
for the Indonesian tourism sector’s poor performance.

Tjiptono, Yang, Setyawan, Permana and Widaharthana in Chap. 8 focus on the 
emergence, development, and challenges of sustainable tourism thought and prac-
tices in Indonesia. The chapter investigates how COVID-19 pandemic has severely 
disrupted the sustainability initiatives and efforts made by the government. This 
chapter offers important insights into how tourism and hospitality businesses in 
Bali, the largest and most popular tourism destination in Indonesia, respond and 
adapt during the COVID-19 pandemic and new normal. Although the specific 
responses varied across companies reflecting specific contexts, adaptability and 
flexibility of each player, the patterns of survival and recovery strategies are classi-
fied by the authors into the 4Rs strategies. Companies have navigated and survived 
the crisis by restructuring the business to improve their efficiency, re-aligning busi-
ness processes in compliance to COVID-19 health protocols, researching and 
responding to new business opportunities, and/or retargeting the market. 
Interestingly, the strategies show that during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 
been perceived as a ‘death sentence’ for many businesses, companies in the 
Indonesian tourism and hospitality industry have explored many innovative break-
throughs beyond survival. Such insights are relevant for other companies in the 
same and different industries as well as in different countries (e.g., Southeast Asian 
region) facing the COVID-19 crisis.

Part 3 addresses a few issues that exist in the Asian tourism developments’ 
endeavour in pursuing sustainability. The growth of the Asian tourism market has 
not only posted opportunities but also challenges. This part covers the government 
level, the market level and the community level. The examples illustrated and the 
lessons learnt from the chapters are usually not alone within its own context. Dahles 
in Chap. 9 brings to readers a comparison of two scenarios that feature in Cambodia’s 
tourism development: the government-driven growth scenario and the diversifica-
tion scenario led by local initiatives that evolve under the banner of sustainable 
tourism. The discussion contributes to a critical assessment of major tourism trends 
in Cambodia from the perspective of the ‘sustainable tourism development’ narra-
tive, which has risen to great prominence in current tourism research across aca-
demic fields. This chapter firstly shows that the government-driven growth scenario 
successfully employs tourism as an instrument for GDP growth but fails to provide 
economic benefits to local communities and create sustainable livelihoods. Then, 
the chapter raises critical questions about the diversification scenario designed to 
promote local participation in tourism development as initiatives rarely include the 
voice of the intended beneficiaries. Whilst social enterprises have the potential to 
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channel a greater share of tourism benefits to communities and reduce revenue leak-
age, more investments in infrastructure, training and education, including basic 
business management, are called for to establish a meaningful local participation. In 
addition to that, it is advised that there is an increasing mismatch between the tour-
ism product developed by Cambodia’s social enterprises and the market which is 
shaped by increasing numbers of arrivals from East Asia. Finally, not alone in 
Cambodia, in view of the complete shutdown of the tourism industry as a conse-
quence of the pandemic, local people should be encouraged by the government to 
diversify their business or trade with opportunities outside the narrow contours of 
the tourism industry to avoid the risks implied by a downturn in tourist arrivals.

The emergence of sustainable tourism arises within the context of a wider eco-
nomic agenda that has dominated the development of modern societies, at the detri-
ment to the environment and of local communities. After observing this major issue 
of the industry, in Chap. 10, Ooi critically assesses the two moral limits of the 
market. The first moral limit points to how economic exchange transforms products, 
services and/or experiences in ways that denigrate and even destroy the intrinsic 
value of what is being sold. Revered sites lose their sacred values when economi-
cally transacted, for instance. The second moral limit of the market points to how 
the market fails to distribute benefits of market exchange equitably. Accessibility to 
goods and services are based on people’s ability to pay rather than on their needs, 
and that the benefits do not necessarily go to deserving parties. For example, slum 
tourism has enriched tour operators and provided interesting experiences to tourists 
but does little to lift the slum communities. Ooi in this chapter also comprehensively 
evaluates some methods and models that are used in Asia to promote their versions 
of sustainable tourism and mitigate the consequences arising from the inherent 
moral limits of the market. It includes the application of the triple bottom lines in 
diverse tourism businesses, public authorities being responsible for the welfare of 
society, the Public-Private Partnership (PPP) model, redesign and regulation of the 
visitor market, and the community-led tourism model. Interestingly, Ooi’s answer 
to his ultimate question - Can Asia offer alternatives to doing better sustainable tour-
ism? His answer is: yes, but with caveats.

1.6  Concluding Remarks

This edited book draws together empirical research from across a range of Asia- 
Pacific destinations and conceptual discussions on the sustainability of Asian tour-
ism. We hope this book can provide a consolidated and updated reference to 
researchers, industry practitioners, decision-makers and students for understanding 
Asian tourism sustainability, although this brief volume is only a partial representa-
tion of the vast Asia landscape. It is also noteworthy that the tourism landscapes in 
Asia have been undergoing unprecedented rapid and structural change on a global 
scale in the current pandemic era.
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Chapter 2
Partnerships Towards Sustainability: 
The Revival of Boracay’s Wetlands

Giovanni Francis A. Legaspi and Edieser D. L. Dela Santa

Abstract The past decade has seen significant growth in the tourism and hospitality 
literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR). However, limited literature exists on 
public and private partnerships in the revival of tourist destinations, with no cash outlay 
from the government, towards sustainable tourism development. This case study 
addresses this gap by looking into how government agencies and private organizations, 
through their CSR, worked together to rehabilitate Boracay wetlands. The focus is on 
the rehabilitation of the nine wetlands, and in particular wetland number 2 into a con-
servation park that features endemic tree and animal species rescued from extinction.

In the process, the chapter identifies antecedents that lead to the involvement of 
particular organizations and stakeholders. It highlights traditional values and the 
primacy of the family, in pushing CSR onto the agenda. It accentuates the enabling 
function of the state and the importance of partnerships as mechanisms for CSR 
delivery. It is argued that considering all these factors, underpinned by social learn-
ing, lead to a good understanding of CSR for the environment in the Philippines and 
assist in ascertaining the place and trajectory of corporate social responsibility for 
sustainability among businesses in the Asian region.

Keywords Corporate social responsibility · Public and private partnerships · 
Boracay wetlands · Social learning · Sustainable tourism

2.1  Introduction

The past decade has seen significant growth in the tourism and hospitality literature 
on corporate social responsibility (Font & Lynes, 2018). This growth in scholarship 
has emerged notwithstanding debates on the nature of corporate social 
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responsibility (CSR), its overlap with other concepts such as business ethics and 
difficulties in its measurement (Cherapanukorn & Focken, 2014; King et al., 2019; 
Mitnick et al., 2020). The broad interest in this field of study has led to a robust 
characterization of Western models of CSR. Among the early frameworks, includ-
ing Carroll’s in 1991, CSR was seen as forming a pyramid that covers the economic, 
legal, ethical and philanthropic dimensions of business operations. There were 
explicit and implicit aspects (Matten & Moon, 2020). As corporations tried to meet 
the “triple bottom line”, they sought opportunities to adhere to global standards of 
transparency and accountability (Cherapanukorn & Focken, 2014).

Certainly, these ideas have found their way into Asia via institutions such as 
foundations that tended to replicate their experience (Sciortino, 2017), to the extent 
that CSR initiatives of local companies has been dubbed as “Western mimicry” 
(Srisuphaolarn, 2013). Nonetheless, questions have been raised regarding this hege-
monic interpretation. It is emphasized that Asian values and ideals impact distinctly 
on CSR, and hence, should be the focus of studies (Pang et al., 2018).

This chapter contributes to the discussion by looking into the implementation of 
CSR initiatives in a Philippine tourism destination, Boracay Island. The whole 
island was closed for 6 months in 2018 to be rehabilitated after years of environ-
mental destruction. The specific objective of the case study is to analyze public and 
private partnership in the revival of a wetland, with no cash outlay from the govern-
ment, in the journey towards sustainable tourism development in the island. The 
analysis is carried out from the analytical lens of social learning.

In the process, the case study identifies antecedents that lead to the involvement 
of particular organizations and stakeholders. The analysis shows that the degraded 
nature of the ecosystem itself, and a clear cognition that a lack of resources or 
capacity would constrain actors from acting independently, galvanizes the action of 
stakeholders and influences the way rehabilitation and CSR is implemented. Driven 
by an internal desire to improve the general condition, private companies engage in 
CSR. Sustaining their participation are deeply-held family values to give back to 
communities, a goal which matches the state’s aspirations. Besides calling attention 
to the role of the family and the state, the study points to the importance of collabo-
ration among stakeholders, bound together by the common purpose of addressing 
serious environmental degradation, as a mechanism for CSR delivery.

It is argued that considering these factors, all underpinned by social learning, lead 
to a good understanding of CSR for the environment in the Philippines. Moreover, 
the paper provides insights into how distinct CRS traditions in the Asian region are 
compared to the West, as well as assist in ascertaining the place and trajectory of 
corporate social responsibility for sustainability among businesses in the Asian region.

2.2  Corporate Social Responsibility in Tourism

Scholars have been noting the significant growth in the CSR literature in tourism 
and hospitality. Font and Lynes (2018), in a recent review of the extant literature, 
tracked close to 370 published articles in the Web of Science database, 70% of 
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which were published in the preceding 5 years. Working on a different database, 
Wong et al. (2019) also note a prolific period of research for tourism and hospitality 
academics between 1995 and 2018, with the hotel industry topping the list in terms 
of industrial field.

This healthy growth in research has emerged notwithstanding debates on the 
nature of CSR. Like some discourses in tourism, the space occupied by CSR is 
contested (Mitnick et al., 2020) and the scope of firms’ socially responsible behav-
ior is difficult to define and measure (Cherapanukorn & Focken, 2014; King et al., 
2019). Yet, some scholars suggest that CSR has achieved its conceptual develop-
ment and could be replaced by corporate sustainability (Abad-Segura et al., 2019).

One dimension of this debate pertains to regional and cultural differences in the 
way CSR is conceived and practiced. That is, researchers find that the orthodoxies 
of CSR in the West are not similar with those of Asian countries. In the first place, 
it has been observed that there has been an overwhelming focus on European and 
US cultures (Kang et al., 2015). From the Western tradition, Carroll (1991) framed 
it as forming a pyramid of corporate social responsibility that covers the economic, 
legal, ethical and philanthropic dimensions. Under this approach, the main concern 
is about “how companies make their money, not only how they spend it once they 
have made it” (Sharma, 2013, p.14). Matten and Moon (2008) conceptualized CSR 
as comprising the explicit and implicit. As explained, explicit CSR “describes cor-
porate activities that assume responsibility for the interests of society [and] consists 
of voluntary corporate policies, programs and strategies” (p.  410); implicit CSR 
“describes corporations’ role within the wider formal and informal institutions for 
society’s interests and concern [and] consists of values, norms, and rules that result 
in (often codified and mandatory) requirements for corporations” (p.  410). 
Corporations seek incentives and opportunities to adhere higher standards of gover-
nance, accountability and transparency (Cherapanukorn & Focken, 2014), as they 
try to live up to the triple bottom line imposed by tripartism, neocorporatism and 
law (Matten & Moon, 2020).

The robust growth in the Western literature can be contrasted to the sparse litera-
ture on CSR in Asia (Pang et al., 2018). This is not to say that CSR has not spread 
in the region or has remained as largely a Western hegemonic phenomenon 
(Srisuphaolarn, 2013). It is rather prominent and is reflected in a spectrum of activi-
ties. In a 10-country study of CSR in Asia, Sharma (2013) describes these activities 
as ranging from philanthropy, legal compliance, self-regulation and business mod-
els that respond to social needs including the private provision of public goods, 
social enterprises, green technology and others. Of late, many business leaders have 
been looking into sustainability and social responsibility, going so far as to adopting 
ISO standards on social responsibility, energy management and environmental 
management (Cherapanukorn & Focken, 2014). Sciortino (2017) observes that 
through philanthropic forms, many Asian companies concentrate generally on edu-
cation via the provision of scholarships and construction of buildings, and to a lesser 
extent, medical care. Sciortino adds that there is minimal support for arts and cul-
ture, human rights, gender equity and mitigating environmental impacts. To Sharma 
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(2013), all these suggest that Asian CSR is focused on giving back to communities, 
and not geared towards structural change.

Within the Asian context, this variation has been attributed to many factors, not 
least of which is the national political and socio-cultural milieux. Recent studies in 
the tourism and hospitality sector confirm this claim. For example, Horng et  al. 
(2017) extol Confucianism as the basis of Chinese tradition and culture, and the 
foundation for ethics in business organizations. They emphasize the connection of 
tourism-related issues on stakeholders, philanthropic practices, financial perfor-
mance, and others with Confucianism as “the axis of Chinese social operation” 
(p. 1276). They argue that ethics as influenced by Confucianism is the fundamental 
element of CSR, rather than a tertiary-level element of Carroll’s CSR pyramid. In 
Indonesia, Rahmawati et al. (2019) raise the importance of spirituality in CSR in 
Balinese tourism industry, arguing that it facilitates the creation of a favorable exter-
nal environment, provides inspiration for business leaders and complements the 
governance of stakeholders and issues. Nonetheless, it must be said that individual 
stakeholder perception might play a role. The study by Latif et al. (2020) cautions 
that the “way tourists understand CSR is quite homogenous across different geo-
graphical contexts,” (p. 11), thereby suggesting that researchers rethink the national 
differences argument.

Another major factor cited is family connection. As emphasized by researchers, 
the family remains as the locus of business and philanthropic activities among Asian 
countries (dela Rama, 2012), and in East Asia, not only are family units the more 
popular ownership form, they also are able to exercise excess control over other 
shareholders, such as in chaebols in Korea (Choi et al., 2019). El Ghoul et al. (2016) 
hypothesize that the power of controlling families to expropriate minority share-
holders reduces CSR activities, while their concern to enhance the family’s reputa-
tion through CSR would have the opposite effect. Another mechanism by which 
families influence CSR is through the formation of foundations connected to family 
corporations. Sciortino (2017) observes that these entities are generally supported 
by members of a single, oftentimes multi-generational family who maintain ties 
with the family enterprises. Huge Southeast Asian family foundations such as the 
Tahir Foundation in Indonesia and Ayala Foundation in the Philippines, all strongly 
connected with conglomerates, are prime examples.

The family brings to the fore the identity of stakeholders who have been the sub-
ject of CSR investigations. In their review of CSR research in tourism and hospital-
ity, Font and Lynes (2018) note the “fundamental role that stakeholders play within 
a firm’s CSR practices” (p.  1028). The prominence of stakeholders is a nod to 
Freeman’s stakeholder theory, commonly used in CSR papers, which emphasizes 
the responsibility of businesses to stakeholders rather than shareholders (Khatter 
et al., 2019). Thus, investigations have been carried out regarding the relationship of 
CSR with host communities (Bohdanowicz et  al., 2011), employees (Holcomb 
et al., 2007; Tsai et al., 2012; Cherapanukorn & Focken, 2014), customers (Latif 
et al., 2020) suppliers (Sanfiel-Fumero et al., 2017) or a combination of these stake-
holders (Truong & Hall, 2017; Kang et al., 2015).
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Within the above context, there is a noticeable strand that deals with sustainable 
tourism and CSR. Scholars have noted the involvement through CSR of the tourism 
industry, particularly hotels, with sustainability issues although this engagement is 
observed to sometimes fall short of requirements with regard to fragile destinations 
(Sanfiel-Fumero et al., 2017). According to Khatter et al. (2019), there is momen-
tum in the adoption of environmentally sustainable policies and practices (ESPPs) 
but the degree to which hotel establishments implement these measures remain 
uneven due to internal factors such as firm size and variation in the intensity of 
external pressures received. Their own analysis of ESPPs among hotels in 
Melbourne, Australia show that most hotels in the study did not effectively report 
their activities. Moreover, they found a link between the size and affiliation of the 
hotel and website-based environmental disclosures, observing that larger hotels 
tend to display environmental information more than lower star rated properties. 
This is supported by research on Asian luxury hotels by Cherapanukorn and Focken 
(2014) who assert that while the properties are keen “to be seen as caring for the 
world” (p. 206), they are motivated in their CSR activities by the need to sustain the 
basis of their operations.

Compared to accommodation establishments, NGOs and governments are 
noticeably absent from CSR assessments. This is unfortunate, since in the Asian 
context, governments have been observed to play a role in encouraging CSR 
(Sharma, 2013), even if the extant tourism literature ignores their contribution (Font 
& Lynes, 2018). This is due not only to the heavy presence of government in the 
corporate sector via ownership, control or links to the market, but because of poli-
cies and regulations that provide an enabling environment for CSR to thrive. In 
China, for example, state-owned enterprises comprise the bulk of the economy. 
Thus, the relatively youthful CSR in China has been labelled as “top-down”, that is, 
national government through meta-governance, steers its implementation through 
local governments and state enterprises (Tang et al., 2018).

In the Philippines, CSR has had a much longer history. Some scholars trace its 
beginnings to the 1960s, describing that period as the decade of donations whereby 
companies ameliorated social problems by giving donations to charitable institu-
tions (Rafael, 2015). The ensuing years saw the growth and development of CSR in 
response to societal forces, which gave birth to a diverse set of organizational chan-
nels. According to Anonuevo (2013), the usual means is for companies to form their 
own foundations, incorporate themselves into a network of companies such as the 
Philippine Business for Social Progress or Philippine Business for Education, work 
within a network of foundations such as the League of Corporate Foundations, or 
engage themselves in the activities of a consortia. A frequent object of investigation 
are conglomerates (e.g. Azanza, 2009; Buera 2012; Anonuevo, 2013) which have 
been observed to engage mainly in philanthropic activities.

Research and publication on CSR activities of the local tourism industry is 
largely confined to non-academic medium, but some players in the industry are 
known to engage with communities. These include Philippine Airlines Foundation 
which capitalizes on its air assets to assist in social development, for example, by 
airlifting aid to victims of calamities or flying indigent patients for medical 
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treatments. Another is El Nido Foundation, attached to El Nido Resorts in Palawan, 
which undertakes environmental conservation and social amelioration programs 
such as reef restoration, malaria control, skills training and market linkaging with 
members of the local community in El Nido. While CSR is argued as a myth in the 
country, from “a lack of ethics” and being focused on the “front stage” (Lorenzo- 
Molo, 2009), it is noteworthy that efforts by such organizations as El Nido 
Foundation have been recognized with awards for sustainability.

No doubt, such honors were facilitated by active partnerships with other organi-
zations. As previously explained, collaboration by like-minded corporations, foun-
dations, donors, universities, and other actors is a feature of Philippine CSR. This 
by no means suggests that working together for CSR is the norm across the interna-
tional tourism industry, as a cursory review of the academic literature shows little 
evidence thereof. The closest is the work by Buijtendijk et al. (2018) who developed 
a framework, inspired by Actor Network Theory, to investigate the development of 
a web-based carbon management application in the Dutch travel industry. The paper 
showed how the collaboration involved many tour operators and research centers 
over many years and described the unfolding of the eco-innovation over four over-
lapping moments beginning with the emergence of collaboration on uniform carbon 
measurement through to rising disputes among representative spokespersons.

Collaboration among stakeholders to address intractable problems such as envi-
ronmental degradation, and the open-ness of the government for such coordination 
mechanism has been argued as evidence of social learning (Islam et al., 2018). As 
an analytical framework, it is usually categorized into first- or second-order learn-
ing, or single- and double-loop learning (Schäpke et al., 2017). Dwyer (2018) notes 
its importance in changing mindsets of tourism stakeholders from engaging in 
extractive activities to one of rejuvenating destinations. With a focus on the interac-
tion among actors, social learning has been applied within the tourism context to 
study the dynamics of stakeholders (Dela Santa, 2015; Wray, 2011; Koutsouris, 
2009) and to examine conservation management in wild animal populations in 
response to anthropogenic stimuli (Higham, 2012). Other applications include anal-
ysis of social learning as a contributor to tourism destination governance, where 
Islam et al. (2018) found that social learning was instrumental in building consensus 
following communicative actions such as debates among stakeholders of a pro-
tected area in Bangladesh. The collaborative processes associated with social learn-
ing, they argue, have led to a better understanding of structural and ecological 
challenges facing the protected area, and via single-loop through to triple-loop 
learning, have resulted in behavioral as well as policy changes towards sustainabil-
ity. Hoppstadius and Möller (2018) acknowledge that the social aspects involved in 
learning and sustainability are complex and intricate processes, particularly when 
conceptualized with spatial considerations in mind and related to everyday life. The 
outcome, they suggest, are sustainability views that connects the professional with 
the personal backgrounds of individuals. These concepts find resonance in the reha-
bilitation of Boracay’s wetland described below; hence, applied as the analytical 
lens through which the restoration is analyzed.

G. F. A. Legaspi and E. D. L. Dela Santa



25

2.3  Methodology

To meet the objectives of the study, a variety of methods were used. Interviews were 
conducted with key informants, tourism officers in the locale, representatives from 
the local government unit and other tourism related organizations in Boracay and 
select members of the Boracay Inter-Agency Task Force (BIATF). The interviews 
were assisted by and coordinated through the Philippine Department of Tourism 
Region VI Office and its satellite office in Boracay Island. On-site visit in the differ-
ent wetlands that allowed access were done with the assistance of the tourism offi-
cer in Boracay Island. Interviews with select representatives from the visited 
wetlands were done to get information relevant to this study. All these were carried 
out in 2019 as part of wider research program to study overtourism and rehabilita-
tion in the island. In addition, interviews with the head of Watershed and CSR 
Department of Energy Development Corporation and the project head of its reha-
bilitation project in Boracay wetland 2 were conducted in September 2020. This 
was to further explain and better understand the unique characteristics of its CSR, 
anchored on strong family values, beyond economic and social gains.

Moreover, information from published articles, books, website of the private and 
government institutions involved in the rehabilitation of Boracay wetlands, were 
used as secondary sources of data in this study. Particular attention was focused on 
policy documents produced by the BIATF. The idea was to strengthen, describe, and 
analyze the information gathered during the actual site visit in the research situ and 
personal interviews conducted.

Data from the fieldwork were subsequently transcribed and analyzed. Analytical 
codes used in the study followed social learning theories. These included key con-
cepts such as collaboration, technical and conceptual learning, learning in everyday 
life, and lesson-drawing. The researchers also considered important categories asso-
ciated with social learning such as the search for integrated strategies, the utilization 
of scientific information, and the priority placed on environmental and social issues. 
All these were used to interpret the ideas and alternative views of CSR and social 
learning as argued in the distinct Asian context and discussed in this study.

2.4  Findings

In April 2018, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte ordered the closure of the 
island to tourists for 6 months saying pollution had turned the waters of Boracay 
into a cesspool. To facilitate the rehabilitation of the island and ensure its ecological 
sustainability, Executive Order 53 (EO53) created the Boracay Inter-Agency Task 
Force (BIATF). The Task Force was composed of various government agencies with 
the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) as the lead agency 
in coordinating and implementing the Medium-Term Boracay Action Plan (BAP). 
The plan sought to address areas requiring attention such as: strict enforcement of 
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laws and regulations, pollution control and prevention, sustainability of island activ-
ities, and rehabilitation and recovery of the ecosystem. “It primarily provides the 
strategic interventions to ensure the island’s rehabilitation over the medium term 
and sustainable management over the long term” according to the National 
Economic Development Authority Undersecretary Adoracion M.  Navarro (Inter- 
agency task force adopts Boracay Action Plan, 2019).

The Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), as the lead 
government agency in the rehabilitation of Boracay Island, partnered with private 
enterprises to undertake environmental projects to achieve the government’s goal of 
saving Boracay environment and ecosystem. One of the projects was the restoration 
of the nine wetlands in the 1032-hectare Boracay Island. DENR Secretary Roy 
Cimatu noted how wetlands had been among the most neglected and impaired eco-
systems in Boracay. This is despite their importance in regulating natural water flow 
in the island. Following this, DENR initiated activities, together with other stake-
holders, including the relocation and demolition of all establishments and structures 
encroaching on forestlands, wetlands and other water bodies in Boracay 
(Moaje, 2020).

Wetlands are areas where the environment and the associated plant and animal 
life are mainly controlled by water. They are among the most valuable ecosystems 
on the planet (Mitsch et al., 2015). Wetlands are described as kidneys of the land-
scape because they function as the downstream receivers of water and waste from 
both natural and human sources (Mitsch & Gosselink, 2015). They are also impor-
tant environment resource as they act as catch basins and avert flooding during 
heavy rains and thunderstorms. When wetlands are destroyed, the local population 
loses the benefits wetlands once provided, including protecting shores from wave 
action and preventing flooding (De Guzman, 2018).

Boracay’s nine wetlands constitute a total of 37.81 hectares. Eight are located in 
forest lands, and one is in an area classified as alienable and disposable, as identified 
in the Boracay Inter-Agency Task Force (BIATF)-drafted Boracay Action Plan. 
However, an older map of Boracay revealed that there are actually a dozen wetlands 
on the island, but the unbridled development had caused these important water bod-
ies to vanish over the years (Mayuga, 2018). Construction involved draining the 
wetlands and changing their hydrology (Cruz & Legaspi, 2019). Thus, of the 
remaining nine original wetlands in Boracay, five have disappeared. The remaining 
four wetlands are occupied by business establishments (shops, resorts and boarding 
houses) and illegal settlers (De Guzman, 2018).

Social learning relies on cognitive gains derived from the assimilation of evi-
dence about the world (Dela Santa, 2015). This was seen in the wetlands. After 
evaluating their condition, which in some cases employed experts from the aca-
deme, it was found that some of the wetland ecosystems were still intact and might 
actually be saved from further destruction.

However, DENR Secretary Roy Cimatu mentioned that they needed partners 
with resources and long-term vision to collaborate with the government. “The gov-
ernment, on its own, cannot guarantee our natural ecosystems’ sustainability”. This 
is in keeping with social learning, which emphasizes partnership and collaboration 
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to overcome challenges (Islam et  al., 2018). Thus, a partnership with owners of 
private business establishments for the rehabilitation and co-management of the 
island’s wetland ecosystem was born: The Adopt-a-Wetland Program, where the 
private sector committed to rehabilitate and restore wetlands at no cost to the gov-
ernment. The adopt-a-wetland was patterned after the successful “Adopt-an-Estero/
River” program implemented by the DENR’s Environmental Management Bureau 
(EMB). The latter is an example of lesson-drawing in social learning, where suc-
cessful models across time and space are emulated (Wolfram et al., 2019).

CSR was seen to play a big role. As DENR Undersecretary Jonas Leones 
explained: “we want to maximize the support coming from the private sector. 
Business establishments should help the government in its rehabilitation effort by 
making the assistance a part of their corporate social responsibility to protect and 
conserve Boracay’s wetlands.” He even stressed the idea that the private company’s 
responsibility is not just limited to cleaning the wetlands. They encouraged private 
businesses to invest in structures to enhance the wetland as ecotourism areas even as 
the development was primarily focused on ensuring the ecological balance and 
environmental sustainability of the wetlands.

While private businesses took on a lot of responsibilities, the government was 
expected to lay the foundations. For its part, the DENR provided assistance in the 
processing or issuance of documentary requirements, including environmental 
compliance certificate, certificate of non-coverage, other necessary permits and 
clearances. The DENR was likewise responsible in identifying the areas where the 
rehabilitation plan and restoration would be implemented; clearing the area; profil-
ing of the wetland; creating information campaign materials; preparing sustainabil-
ity plan for the continuity and completion of the project.

The rehabilitation project was to last for 3 years covering three phases. The first 
phase involves studies on the wetlands’ existing state that includes bathymetric sur-
veys, profiling, and biodiversity assessment. The second phase is the formulation 
and drafting of the rehabilitation plan centered on enhancing the touristic values of 
the wetland while preserving the ecosystem. The third phase covers the full imple-
mentation and completion of the rehabilitation plan.

Of the nine Boracay wetlands identified for rehabilitation, five were adopted by 
private companies that were funding and undertaking Boracay wetlands’ rehabilita-
tion and development as part of their CSR activities. These are the Lopez-led Energy 
Development Corp. (Wetland No. 2), San Miguel Corp. (Wetland No. 3), Aboitiz 
Equity Ventures (Wetland No. 4), the Lucio Tan-controlled Boracay Tubi System 
Inc. (Wetland No. 6) and the Gokongwei-led JG Summit Petrochemical Corp. 
(Wetland No. 8).

San Miguel Corporation (SMC), partnered with DENR to adopt and restore 
Wetland 3 in the district of Balabag in Boracay. The rehabilitation and development 
of wetland 3 highlights the commitment of SMC to invest in social projects beyond 
its business interests. They believe that the private sector needs to do its part for 
communities to prosper. As most of its operations rely on natural resources, they 
share the responsibility for environmental preservation, protection, and sustainable 
development. The development in wetland 3 consists of a floating deck boardwalk, 
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an observation deck, an amphitheater, and a footbridge to access the viewing deck. 
These structures will complement and highlight the natural features and attraction 
of the environment that is perceived to be the most attractive among the wetlands 
that still exist in Boracay. In addition, they also engage in community development 
initiatives through resource management training programs as means to improve 
and develop the local’s full potential, keystone of strong community life.

The Aboitiz Group, through its social development arm, Aboitiz Foundation, has 
adopted and rehabilitated Boracay Wetland 4. They readily agreed to be the DENR’s 
partner as preservation of the environment is one of the long-standing advocacies of 
the company. Wetland 4 will be fitted with structures that will enhance the greening 
of the environment through its ecological footprint, water plants, fishing areas, and 
water aerators to increase oxygen levels in the wetland and improve the natural 
systems beneath the water surface. The wetland was converted into a linear urban 
park to enhance its touristic potential. The development features three thematic 
areas: recreational, highlighting low-impact eco-tourism design; educational, defin-
ing the purpose and the importance of wetlands; and experiential, enjoining tourists 
and locals to be active partners in the cleanup, conservation and preservation, and 
protection efforts of the wetland.

Lucio Tan owned and controlled Boracay Tubi System, Inc., (BTSI) a water con-
cessionaire in the island, commits to restore Wetland 6 in accordance with the action 
plan of the Boracay Inter-Agency Rehabilitation Management Group (BIARMG). 
BTSI has been operating in Boracay for about 20 years providing potable water in 
the island and operates treatment facilities for wastewater discharged from homes 
and other establishments in Boracay. Wetland 6 with an area of 8.5 hectare is the 
biggest wetland in Boracay. The rehabilitation of wetland 6, also known as the Dead 
Forest, will incorporate vegetative enhancement through planting mangrove seed-
lings. Through this initiative, 2500 seedlings were planted in the wetland, reviving 
its original ecosystem that provide source of food for animal and plant species in the 
area. A boardwalk is also constructed that will serve as an eco-park and a bridgeway 
allowing visitors to see the wetland and its surrounding ecosystem.

The leading supplier of innovative world-class petrochemical products and solu-
tions in the Philippines, JG Summit Petrochemicals Group (JGSPG), adopts Wetland 
8. The company recognizes the importance of the rehabilitation of Boracay wet-
lands as they provide ecosystem services, protection of the riverbanks and coast-
lines in the island, and promote ecological sustainability of the island. JGSPG 
President and CEO Patrick Henry Go emphasized the importance of government 
and the private sector “to work together in efforts that aim to protect and preserve 
our planet and the environment.” The rehabilitation of wetland 8, a 1.8-hectare 
swamp and marshland in the district of Manoc-manoc in Boracay, is anchored on 
environmental stewardship and community partnership, contributes to achieving 
UNSDG Goal 15 on the protection, restoration, and promotion of “sustainable use 
of terrestrial ecosystems and sustainably manage forests.” One of the critical com-
ponents of the project is the rehabilitation of vegetation in the area. To achieve this, 
483 seedlings were planted on top of the 550 seedlings distributed to residents in the 
district in order to sustain tree-planting activities in the wetland.
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Energy Development Corporation (EDC), a leader in geothermal energy, part-
nered with DENR to adopt wetland 2. A brackish water swamp turned into con-
struction dump over the years, the project seeks to rescue remaining endemic trees 
and animal species in Boracay by putting up a tree park with a bird-watching plat-
form. Under the agreement, EDC spent P10 million over the three-year term in 
support of the government’s efforts to rehabilitate Boracay Wetland No. 2 and 
restore its natural resources as part of its partnership with DENR. In addition, eco-
logical path walks were constructed to manage tourist access and movement within 
the area that will minimize ecological disturbance. These consist of more than a 
thousand leaf step pads ideally positioned to manage tourist access to areas within 
the BWCP. A bird watch platform is also constructed to allow visitors to view the 
birds and bats that have been sighted in the area. EDC also built an information 
center for visitors that will serve as reception and exhibit areas for visitors. These 
will provide opportunities to orient and educate visitors on the rehabilitation efforts 
of the area and serve as information in promoting native plants of Boracay wetlands.

2.4.1  CSR and Social Learning in Wetland 2

The partnerships between the private organizations and DENR continue as they 
have common interests, shared values, and commitment for the protection and reha-
bilitation of the environment, aligned with their CSR programs. The DENR identi-
fied support for the rehabilitation of Boracay wetlands from these institutions who 
had previous and existing projects with them. The successful outcome of previous 
projects that stood strongly on their CSR programs, capabilities, and resources, 
allowed these organizations to consider wider opportunities to help DENR carry out 
the rehabilitation program of Boracay Wetlands. These antecedents directed these 
organizations to remain as valuable partners in the Adopt a Wetland project, achiev-
ing the DENR’s goal of rehabilitating the wetlands and abatement of cost to the 
government (Fig. 2.1).

However, the particular interest of EDC in adopting wetland 2 goes beyond the 
economic and social gains, often descriptive of CSR initiatives. EDC’s perspective 
on CSR is strongly anchored on the Lopez credo and values. This is consistent with 
assertions in the literature that social and spatial processes of learning for sustain-
ability connect both the private and public spheres of one’s everyday life 
(Hoppstadius & Möller, 2018). The Lopez family believes that the company should 
grow with the community. Atty. Allan Barcena, head of Watershed and CSR 
Department of EDC, explained that the “community gives us the social license to 
operate, hence we are active in helping them”. “We have to build them, develop their 
abilities and connect them with other stakeholders to be more sustainable. Through 
education and environmental programs, we grow the company and the community 
as well.” Barcena further explained. Due to the owner’s espoused values, all mem-
bers of the Lopez Group of Companies are expected to conduct business in a 

2 Partnerships Towards Sustainability: The Revival of Boracay’s Wetlands



30

manner that creates mutual benefits to all stakeholders, become responsible stew-
ards of all resources, and be cognizant of their obligation to generations, present 
and future.

Since 1928, the distinctive Lopez values has remained unchanged. These values 
are guided by the ABUNSIE philosophy, an acronym that stands for: A pioneering 
entrepreneurial spirit, Business excellence, Unity, Nationalism, Social Justice, 
Integrity, Employee welfare and wellness. These values, known from generations of 
experience, serve as cornerstone in managing their businesses and building their 
framework for CSR (Figs. 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4).

Consistent with these values, EDC through BINHI, its flagship environmental 
program committed to adopt wetland number 2, where part of the development and 
rehabilitation plan is to create an awareness campaign on the critical flora and fauna 
of the area and the importance of their coexistence in the island. These recommen-
dations were based on the result of a rapid biological assessment of the area con-
ducted by experts from the academe, highlighting a learning approach towards 
conservation management and sustainability (Higham, 2012). Foresters of the 
BINHI program had successfully located samples of these species and had them 
planted within the development site in wetland 2, also known as Boracay Wetland 
Conservation Park (BWCP). “The trees planted are clustered into families and there 
will be 29 species of trees that can be seen here, 21 of which are part of the 96 
threatened species that EDC BINHI rescued from extinction and is propagating in 
their state-of-the-art automated nurseries” according to Atty. Allan Barcena, head of 
Watershed and CSR Department of EDC. “By planting these tree seedlings now, we 
hope in a few years’ time, Boracay will not only boast of its clean waters and crystal 
white sands but will also show off their native tree arboretum which can become an 
added source of pride by the community,” Barcena added.

Social learning centers on interactions and communications with various stake-
holders (Wray, 2011). In the case of wetland 2, EDC continues to serve as an active 
partner of DENR and Boracay Inter-Agency Rehabilitation and Management Group 

Fig. 2.1 Actual site 
condition of Boracay 
Wetland 2 prior to its 
rehabilitation. (Photo by 
courtesy of EDC)
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Fig. 2.2 Boracay Wetland 
Conservation Park marker. 
(Photo by courtesy 
of EDC)

Fig. 2.3 Bird watching 
platform. (Photo by 
courtesy of EDC)

Fig. 2.4 Endemic trees 
planted as part of the 
rehabilitation of 
BWCP. (Photo by courtesy 
of EDC)
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(BIARMG) through the Boracay Wetland Bayanihan Program: We Clean and Heal 
as One. The program provides community volunteers 5 kilograms of rice per house-
hold in exchange for weekly cleanup of Boracay Wetlands. “We aim to raise greater 
awareness on the need to protect and maintain the wetlands and also help residents 
who are experiencing economic hardships,” according to Natividad Bernardino, 
BIARMG general manager. In a move that shows learning in everyday life 
(Hoppstadius & Möller, 2018), a similar program was also afforded to volunteers 
who joined the first food-for-work cleanup activity during April–October in 2018 
when Boracay was temporarily closed to tourists for the rehabilitation of the island. 
The program supported by the local government of Malay and the private organiza-
tions, including EDC, provided food in exchange for work to around 120 volun-
teers, most of whom live within or near the wetlands. Through these initiatives, 
EDC takes its mission as a renewable energy provider and goes beyond sustainabil-
ity by investing in programs and partnering with the government that enhance the 
environment and empower its partner communities in Boracay.

2.5  Discussion

This chapter has been concerned with analyzing the implementation of CSR initia-
tives involving public and private partnership. The geographic context was Boracay 
Island, whose wetlands were rehabilitated along with the general restoration of the 
island’s physical environmental. The analysis showed that the degraded nature of 
the ecosystem itself galvanized the action of stakeholders and influenced the way 
rehabilitation and CSR would be conducted. These stakeholders, from academic 
experts, private companies to government agencies, were bound together by the 
common purpose of addressing serious environmental degradation of the island’s 
beaches and wetlands. It was also observed how CSR was based on deeply-held 
values by family owners. The government, admitting to a lack of resources to carry 
out restoration of state resources, was found to play an enabling role in CSR 
implementation.

These findings provide insights into how CSR for the environment is conceived 
and executed in the country, in ways that highlight the distinctness of Asian sustain-
ability. The first is social learning among stakeholders for the ecosystem. The resto-
ration of the wetlands in Boracay was a gargantuan task for the Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources alone to complete. Thus, partners were brought 
in from the private sector, who in turn mobilized their own networks, for the task. 
This resulted in the commitment of several stakeholders to rehabilitate the wetlands. 
All these reinforce previous analyses of social learning in Philippine tourism and 
the environment (Dela Santa, 2015), where government was observed to accept 
capacity constraints, to engage in horizontal communication with non-state actors, 
and to enhance the role of civil society in environmental policy implementation. 
Amidst the persistence of certain practices that impinge on governance processes 
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and lead to the destruction of the environment (Maguigad et al., 2015; Dela Santa, 
2018), highlighted by the closure of Boracay island, it is noteworthy that certain 
stakeholders have been determined to achieve sustainable outcomes.

Among the stakeholders involved in CSR, two stand out in the analysis. The first 
is the family-controlled enterprise represented by the Energy Development 
Corporation, which rehabilitated wetland 2. More specifically, it is the values of the 
Lopez family, captured by the acronym ABUNSIE, that are found to be more impor-
tant in sustaining the CSR programs of the company than regulatory compliance or 
adherence to global standards. Besides social learning, this is unmistakably con-
nected to a family’s concern for enhanced reputation (El Ghoul et al., 2016) as the 
CSR program itself is dubbed as the greening legacy not just of the company but the 
rest of the Lopez businesses as well. As one of the most influential families in the 
country whose significance dates back to Spanish Philippines (McCoy, 2015), keep-
ing a favorable family name for the long-term is a strong concern.

The second is the government and how it has played an enabling role in CSR. It 
is clear from the findings that it was the Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources which invited private companies it had known before to partner with it in 
rehabilitating the wetlands of Boracay, thus, opening the gates through which CSR 
programs can pass. Despite general criticisms of the weakness of the state (Abinales 
& Amoroso, 2017), as perfectly shown by analysis of events leading to the closure 
of Boracay Island (Cruz & Legaspi, 2019), the government remains as the fulcrum 
of governance processes. In the restoration of the wetlands and the island as a whole, 
it was the government that provided active leadership, underscoring its centrality in 
resolving sustainability issues.

That the government relied on partners it had worked with before, such as in 
the national greening program, to rehabilitate the wetland shows not just the 
importance of social learning but also the interconnectedness of networks. It also 
highlights the significance of network ties in forging CSR initiatives, as clearly 
the Boracay wetlands would not have been on the radar of EDC had it not been for 
DENR. These modern concepts, which have been investigated in connection with 
CSR by scholars from China and Japan (e.g., Akiyama, 2010; Zou et al. 2019), 
find resonance in the traditional Filipino values of bayanihan, a concept associ-
ated with kinship, mutual assistance, and cooperative spirit. Many philanthropic 
activities and initiatives have been launched with bayanihan in mind, including 
the government’s official policy responses to the Covid-19 pandemic: Bayanihan 
to Heal as One Act (Republic Act No. 11469) and the Bayanihan to Recover as 
One Act (Republic Act No. 11494). Indeed, bayanihan is culturally ingrained as 
to drive collaboration for CSR.

The above discussion goes to show that the local socio-cultural context provides 
a fertile ground for the identification of antecedents of Asian CSR for the environ-
ment. In the case of wetland restoration in Boracay, the underlying basis appears to 
be the overall degradation of the physical environment and a clear cognition that a 
lack of resources or capacity would constrain actors from acting independently. 
Driven by an internal desire to improve the general condition, moved in no small 
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part by traditional values such as bayanihan, private companies engage in 
CSR. Sustaining the participation of business enterprises are deeply-held family 
values to give back to communities, a goal which matches the state’s aspirations.

Some of these factors and mechanisms of cooperation have similarities with the 
Western tradition. The facilitating role of government is one. Researchers have 
noted how governments in the West have ensured that CSR would be possible 
through the provision of legal protection for investors, enhancing the competitive-
ness of capital markets, strengthening the role of outside shareholders, setting up 
standards and policy frameworks, offering fiscal incentives for CSR. Matten and 
Moon (2020) explain that it was government that led the way towards the emer-
gence of European explicit and implicit CSR policies and practices. They likewise 
point out the changing governance status of CSR, “with closer entailment of gov-
ernments in CSR regulation… and with corporations and other private regulators in 
the cocreation of new governance systems” (p. 10).

The new governance system referred to above speaks of collaborative struc-
tures between government and non-state actors on a range of issues including 
CSR. Researchers have long noted the benefits of collaboration including shared 
costs and benefits. A hallmark of social learning, such an approach is advocated 
when dealing with difficult problems such as environmental degradation and 
other societal concerns. CSR is no less an exception, with work on pressing envi-
ronmental issues having been carried out based on collaboration (e.g., Buijtendijk 
et al., 2018). It has been observed that such arrangements continue to grow in the 
West and are being observed as well in Asia and other regions (Matten & 
Moon, 2020).

Yet, distinctions can be made between the Western and Asian traditions of 
CSR. From the paper, the Filipino traditional values of bayanihan was strongly 
identified as a main driver of CSR. This is not unique to the Philippines, since it has 
been observed that in Singapore, Brunei, and Malaysia, the traditional values of 
gotong royong is argued to drive mutual aid (Sciortino, 2017), while it is Tri Hita 
Karana for the Balinese of Indonesia (Rahmawati et al., 2019), and Confucianism 
for many countries in East Asia (Horng et al. 2017). Furthermore, the family con-
nection cannot be missed. Family values definitely account for far more in the 
region, not just in economic relations, but in philanthropic activities too. In other 
words, traditional Asian values associated with devotion to the family and to others 
set it apart from Western models of CSR for the environment.

Unfortunately, while the findings of the study emphasized the generally 
known philosophical similarities and differences between the East and West, it 
also exposed the glaring lack of engagement of the tourism industry to major 
environmental rehabilitation efforts. Not one of the major resorts operating in 
Boracay was involved in wetlands restoration, even if the wetlands were literally 
in their backyards; most were focused on complying with directives to correct 
environmental violations. This is a cheerless reinforcement to observations that 
the tourism industry in the Asian region is not sufficiently engaged in sustainable 
practices (Tolkach et al., 2016).
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2.6  Conclusion

Moving forward, efforts must be made by stakeholders for greater engagement 
towards sustainability through CSR. In particular, the experience of Boracay shows 
the need to strengthen compliance with environmental laws, adhere to standards of 
compliance, disclosure and transparency. A chief concern is how to get the tourism 
industry engaged more deeply with sustainability issues, that is, how industry play-
ers could be encouraged to go beyond the basis of their operations. Forming social 
learning networks, glued by traditional Asian values of mutual assistance and 
togetherness, where members could assimilate new knowledge and co-construct 
new visions and plans could be a good step. Working closely with the government 
in broadening these governance mechanisms is necessary, given its centrality in the 
sustainability process.

The government itself is encouraged to continue with its horizontal coordination 
and to rope in other stakeholders in its processes. It is noted that NGOs have not 
been involved in the rehabilitation of wetlands, but they too can be strong partners 
and channels of transformative learning for sustainability. All of this is actually 
easier said than done. As Schäpke et al. (2017) noted, sustainability transitions even 
with social learning are fraught with challenges. For the Philippines, Dela Santa 
(2015) found that these obstacles include the persistence of traditional institutional 
practices, financial and human resource constraints and most of all, the resilience of 
features of a patrimonial state, all of which were observed in Boracay prior to its 
closure and rehabilitation. Perhaps, in thinking about how to shift mindsets towards 
a “sustainable futures” perspective (Dwyer, 2018) via CSR and related endeavors, 
researchers could begin reflecting on Asian values and how they might be integrated 
with restorative and regenerative activities.
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Chapter 3
Local Community Participation Towards 
Malaysian Homestay Sustainability

Ann Selvaranee Balasingam

Abstract Sustainable tourism has been part of the Malaysian tourism agenda for 
more than a decade and is evident in several of its tourism product since the first 
National Ecotourism Plan 1996. Sustainable tourism efforts are evident through 
green hotels, marine protected areas, forest reserves, homestays, and heritage pres-
ervation efforts. The purpose of this chapter is to provide evidence that sustainable 
tourism has been successfully implemented into the Malaysian tourism industry 
through Malaysian homestays. The underpinning theory is the concept of 
community- based tourism and sustainable tourism. The article will describe the 
success of The Miso Walai Homestay that has adopted the principles of community- 
based tourism. To justify Malaysian homestay sustainability, a homestay sustain-
ability conceptual framework was tested using quantitative research methods. 
Surveys were collected from four main stakeholders directly involved namely, the 
homestay owner, government officials, tourists, and local residents. These stake-
holders agree that the four dimensions of sustainable tourism have significant rela-
tionship with Malaysian homestay sustainability. Thus, Malaysian homestays are a 
successful community-based sustainable tourism product based on the successful 
adoption of the key features of community-based tourism and sustainable tourism.
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3.1  Introduction

Malaysia is a developing nation located in the centre of the South East Asian region 
that makes it a popular centre for international tourists to stopover. The natural and 
cultural resources that attract tourists to Malaysia include sandy beaches and islands, 
rainforest, mountains, caves, and the multi-cultural diversity of its people, cities, 
and cuisine. Since 1980, the Malaysian Tourism, Arts, and Culture Ministry has 
developed tourism products into various tourism components that include shopping, 
accommodation and passenger transport, automotive fuels, and food and beverage 
(Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2020). The Malaysian tourism industry is the 
second highest foreign exchange earner in the country, next to the manufacturing 
sector. According to the 2019 Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index (World 
Economic Forum [WEF], 2019), Malaysia is ranked twenty nine due to its rich 
natural and cultural resources, strong price competitiveness, and policy environ-
ment that promotes tourism development and encourages foreign investment.

Table 3.1 displays the significance of the Malaysian tourism industry in terms of 
its economic contribution from the years 2008 to 2019. Table 3.1 shows positive and 
promising performance of the industry with a steady performance in contribution to 
GDP, the number of tourist arrivals, and share of tourism-related employment to 
total employment and tourism receipts within the years of 2008 to 2019. Malaysia’s 
international tourist arrivals in 2019 were 26.1 million arrivals and receipts totalling 
MYR 86.1billion (Tourism Malaysia, 2020). The top five key tourists markets for 
Malaysia is Singapore, Indonesia, China, Thailand, and Brunei. The industry’s 
overall performance was at an incline but during the period of this research, the 
global tourism industry has faced the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic since March 
2020. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the federal government envisioned the 
nation to become a high income and globally competitive nation by the year 2030 

Table 3.1 Key performance indicators of the Malaysian tourism industry, 2008–2019

Key statistics 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2;014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Contribution 
to GDP (%)

11.2 12.7 12.6 12.4 12.5 13.1 14.9 14.4 13.7 14.6 15.2 15.9

Tourist 
arrivals 
(million)

22.5 23.65 24.58 24.71 25.03 25.72 27.44 25.7 26.75 25.9 25.83 26.1

% of Tourism 
employment 
to total 
employment

15.7 16.1 15.6 16.4 16.4 13.6 13.0 20.6 22.5 22.9 23.5 23.6

Tourism 
receipts (RM 
billion)

49.6 53.4 56.5 58.3 60.6 65.4 72 69.1 82.1 82.1 84.1 86.1

Adapted from Department of Statistic Malaysia (2014, 2015a, b, c, d, 2020), Economic Planning 
Unit [EPU] (2020), The Sun Daily (2015), WTTC (2015, 2017) and MOTAC (2015)
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as part of the nations’ Shared Prosperity Vision 2030 (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 
2019). This vision was meant to be translated into action within the Malaysian 
Tourism industry.

Malaysia’s strategic planning has incorporated sustainable tourism development 
as a government agenda since 1996 when a National Ecotourism Master Plan was 
drafted. This plan was further enhanced in the 9th Malaysian plan developed from 
2011–2015 that integrated global action for sustainability to preserve and enhance 
natural cultural assets (EPU, 2020; Siti Nabiha et al., 2008). The latest plan is the 
National Ecotourism Plan 2016 to 2025 with an emphasis on local communities and 
environmental conservation (MOTAC, 2020a, b). Malaysia’s effort to integrated 
sustainable tourism into its tourism agenda is currently evident through its green 
hotels, gazetted tourism destinations like marine protected areas, forest reserves, 
and heritage preservation efforts (Nair & Thomas, 2013). The purpose of this chap-
ter is to provide evidence that sustainable tourism has been successfully imple-
mented into the Malaysian tourism industry through Malaysian homestays. The 
chapter will firstly describe the key underpinning concepts of sustainable tourism 
and community-based tourism (CBT). Next, the chapter will review one of 
Malaysia’s most successful sustainable community-based tourism products, the 
Miso Walai Village Homestay. Next, a homestay sustainability framework is intro-
duced and supported with the results of a quantitative survey. This tested conceptual 
framework is evidence that Malaysian homestays are sustainable tourism products. 
In addition, the conceptual framework will justify the way the Malaysian homestays 
have achieved the objectives of the concept of community-based tourism and tour-
ism sustainability. Finally, implications and areas for further research will be 
identified.

3.2  Literature Review

3.2.1  Sustainable Tourism

The two underpinning concepts for this chapter is sustainable tourism and 
community- based tourism. Sustainable tourism is defined as “tourism that takes full 
account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, 
addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment, and host communi-
ties” (UNWTO, n.d.). The overarching theory of this concept is the theory of  
sustainable development. The concept of sustainable tourism is concerned with 
development and conservation and considers a multi-dimensional perspective of all 
types of destinations that range from mass to niche tourism destinations. Cottrell 
et al. (2004); Bramwell and Lane (2011); Churugsa et al. (2007), Godfrey (1998); 
Hall (2011); Holladay and Powell (2013) and Moyle et al. (2014) suggests concep-
tual frameworks for sustainable tourism incorporates four dimensions; ecological, 
sociocultural, economic and institutional dimensions. To attain sustainable tourism, 
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there needs to be a balance between each dimension (UNWTO, n.d.) The aim and 
objective of this concept is decent employment, economic viability and growth, 
social equity, visitor satisfaction, local community concerns, cultural richness, 
physical integrity, and biological diversity (UNEP & WTO, 2005). United Nations 
has also developed the Sustainable Development Goals as an opportunity to advance 
the tourism industry. In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers highlight the 
pressing need for tourism organisations to implement sustainable tourism policies 
but the capitalist, short-term economic pressures faced by many tourism enterprises 
may cause sustainable tourism to be placed on hold until the industry recovers 
(Jones & Comfort, 2020). Sustainable tourism differs from CBT as sustainable tour-
ism is concerned with macro-level dimensions of sustainability of large tourism 
enterprises in comparison to CBT that concerns the grassroots level, local commu-
nity, and local enterprises. CBT is mainly implemented in developing regions like 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America (Dangi & Jamal, 2016).

3.2.2  Community-Based Tourism (CBT)

The concept of CBT began in 1980s as a form of alternative tourism as an option to 
combat mass tourism and aid in the development of the rural local community 
(Dangi & Jamal, 2016). CBT is defined as tourism that considers the economic, 
environmental, social, and cultural sustainability that is managed by the community 
to create tourist awareness of the local community (Hamzah, 2014). In developing 
countries, community-based rural tourism is used as a catalyst for socio-economic 
development (Hall & Jenkins as cited in Harun et al., 2012). In essence, CBT is 
intended as a tourism development effort with local participation for the benefit of 
the community. The objective of CBT is community development, capacity build-
ing, local control and local enterprise, development, sustainable livelihoods, and 
poverty alleviation (Dangi & Jamal, 2016). There are three characteristics that a 
CBT initiative should meet that includes “(1) located within a community (e.g. on 
communal land or within community area of influence such as physical borders, 
land used by the community for subsistence and economic activities) (2) owned, 
managed or co-managed by one or more community members (i.e. for the benefit of 
one or more community members) (3) be one initiative with central leadership 
structure (managing organization) that may include more sub-initiative” (Zielinski 
et  al. 2020). The benefit of CBT is mainly economic and social well-being that 
includes economic gain, leadership, empowerment, and employment with the com-
munity (Dangi & Jamal, 2016). The model CBTs in the Asian region do not vary 
much from other regions as it is dependent on the influence of the leader or initiator. 
CBTs could be initiated by NGOs, government, or local communities but is com-
monly developed by an NGO (Sustainability Leaders Project, 2020). Research indi-
cates that less than 10% of CBTs worldwide are successful in empowering the local 
community due to lack of local capacity and skills, leadership, organisation, poor 
understanding of the market, and dependency (Sustainability Leaders Project, 2020; 
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Zielinski et al., 2020). However, key success factors for CBT include (1) the devel-
opment from a local champion to a broader-based community development, (2) 
strong financial and organisational capacity, (3) sustaining commercial viability and 
developing career paths, and (4) establishing partnership with tour operators 
(Hamzah, 2014).

3.3  Malaysian Community Based Tourism Efforts: 
Malaysian Homestay

Homestays are a subset of CBT that is built on the pillars of sustainable tourism and 
incorporate the characteristics of CBT (Pakshir & Nair, 2011). Malaysia boasts of 
one of its most successful community-based sustainable tourism efforts which is the 
Malaysian homestay. The objective of this effort was to benefit the local community 
and the tourists. The local community was to benefit through involvement in the 
tourism sector to increase living standards in the rural community and create local 
tourism entrepreneurs. For the tourist, homestays were to offer a unique rural and 
cultural experience. The first Malaysian homestay was officially launched in 1995, 
but this concept can be traced back to the early 1970s, where a local woman wel-
comed long-staying drifters or hippies and provided meals and accommodation 
within her home (Amran as cited in Pusiran & Xiao, 2013, pg. 1). Small rural vil-
lages followed suit this arrangement to gain the benefits of the influx of domestic 
and international tourists who are looking for a different travel experience to learn 
and experience culture through homestays.

The Malaysian homestays require tourists to stay with the host’s family to expe-
rience the local Malaysian lifestyle (MOTAC as cited in Ibrahim & Razzaq, 2009, 
pg. 10). A homestay experience in Malaysia usually begins with a festive welcome 
greeting by the local school children playing traditional musical instruments and the 
local youth club exhibiting local cultural performance or a traditional game. 
Throughout the guest stay, the homestay programs include village tours, souvenirs 
and handicrafts making, and communal eating with the hosts to truly immerse in the 
village lifestyle (Pusiran & Xiao, 2013).

To develop homestay programs, government support, and funding was essential. 
The Malaysian Government allocated substantial funds to grow and expand the 
Homestay program (Liu, 2006). The Malaysian homestay entrepreneurs have 
received high government funding and support through grants from several govern-
ment agencies to promote homestay tourism. As a result of this investment by the 
government, the number of operators grew steadily in the years 2006 to 2019 as 
displayed in Fig. 3.1.

The increase in tourist arrivals and receipts to Malaysian homestays over the 
years of 2006 to 2019 indicates growth as displayed in Table 3.2. Table 3.3 displays 
the proportion of international to domestic tourists’ arrivals to Malaysian registered 
homestays. The proportions of domestic tourists outweigh the international tourist. 
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To launch the Malaysian homestay program and create awareness, local and foreign 
secondary schools and local universities student were attracted to the homestay 
(Ministry of Tourism Malaysia, 2006). The Ministry of Tourism and Culture 
(MOTAC) also initiated collaborations with the Singaporean and Japanese Education 
ministry in 2006 to attract the foreign student market (Ministry of Tourism Malaysia, 
2006). Domestic tourists mainly include students, local government agencies, and 
local tourists visiting friends and families in the village to attend weddings. Local 
tourist also includes familiarization trips by homestay owners as organized by 

Fig. 3.1 Number of Homestay Operators in Malaysia from 2006 to 2019. (Ahmad et al., 2014; 
Che Leh, & Hamzah, 2012; Kayat, 2008; MOTAC, 2015, 2016, 2020a, b; The Star Online, 2013)

Table 3.2 Tourist arrival and receipts to Malaysian homestays

Year International Domestic Total arrivals Total receipts (RM)

2006 14,458 24,507 38,965 2.065 m
2007 21,368 51,055 75,562 4.92 m
2008 23,117 68,416 91,533 6.25 m
2009 31,523 130,038 161,558 10.9 m
2010 49,126 147,346 196,472 12.4 m
2011 59,657 195,324 254,999 15.7 m
2012 65,835 259,423 325,258 18.55 m
2013 62,847 288,107 350,954 21.5 m
2014 71,034 296,439 339,360 21.7 m
2015 71,034 319,395 319,225 28.4 m
2016 57,178 353,344 410,522 27.7 m
2017 61,846 321,115 382,961 30.12 m
2018 82,332 290,153 372,475 27.6 m
2019 85,341 373,558 458,899 29.6 m

Adapted from Bhuiyan et al. (2012), Jamal et al. (2011), MOTAC (2012, 2015, 2016, 2020a, b) and 
Performance Management and Delivery Unit [PEMANDU] (2013)
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MOTAC.  International tourists are foreign tourists’ groups as organized by 
MOTAC. International tourists originate from South Korea, Japan, China, Singapore, 
Europe, Indonesia, Australia, the USA, Korea, and Taiwan (Bhuiyan et al., 2013; 
MOTAC, 2015, 2020a, b).

Tourist that are attracted to homestays is categorised as allocentric type tourists 
who are motivated to discover new experiences and are from the upper-income band 
(Cooper et al., 2008). International tourists visit homestays for the experiential and 
emotional value of homestay living, fun, excitement, culture, lifestyle, and unique-
ness (Jamal et al., 2011; Wang, 2007). The most important value perceived by the 
homestay tourists include the experiential value through the activities, knowledge, 
culture, and host-guest interaction) and functional value through the establishment 
and price (Jamal et al., 2011).

To mark the success of the Malaysian homestay, in 2012, the Malaysian home-
stays received recognition from UNWTO (Malaysian Observer, 2012). The award 
was labelled the UNWTO Ulysses Award for Innovation in Public Policy and 
Governance. Malaysia was chosen by the ASEAN Ministry of Tourism to lead the 
homestay program within the ASEAN nations. This marks the success of this pro-
gram at the international level (Malaysian Observer, 2012).

3.3.1  Successful Homestay – Miso Walai Village Homestay

Miso Walai Homestay is a Malaysian homestay that has successfully adopted the 
principles of community-based tourism and recognised as one of the 10 successful 
CBT projects in the Asia Pacific Economic Corporation Economies (APEC) 
(Hamzah, 2014). Miso Walai Homestay is located in Lower Kinabatangan, Sabah, 

Table 3.3 Proportion of foreign to local tourist to Malaysian homestays

Year International % Domestic % Total arrivals

2006 14,458 37 24,507 63 38,965
2007 21,368 32 51,055 68 75,562
2008 23,117 25 68,416 75 91,533
2009 31,523 19 130,038 80 161, 558
2010 49,126 25 147,346 75 196,472
2011 59,657 23 195,324 77 254,999
2012 65,835 20 259,423 87 325,258
2013 62,847 18 288,107 82 350,954
2014 71,034 21 296,439 87 339,360
2015 71,034 18 280,538 82 319,225
2016 57,178 14 353,344 86 410,522
2017 61,846 16 321,115 84 382,961
2018 82,332 22 290,153 78 372,475
2019 85,341 19 373,558 81 458,899

Adapted from Bhuiyan et al. (2012), Jamal et al. (2011) and MOTAC (2015, 2020a, b)
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East Malaysia. The homestay was established in 1996 by the WWF Norway who 
viewed tourism as a source of income and an opportunity to create jobs for the local 
youth due to the timber and agricultural works that were diminishing (Harun et al., 
2012). The initial funding was from local and international NGOs followed by sup-
port from the state tourism ministry. Several factors contribute towards a successful 
Malaysian homestay program that is developed by the community and for the ben-
efit of the community. These factors include the location of the homestay, the aware-
ness, knowledge, and skill of the local community, the management structure, the 
central leadership, and local commitment and vision.

3.3.1.1  Homestay Community Locations

The first essential characteristic of a community-based tourism product is the prod-
uct needs to be located within a community (Zielinski et al., 2020). The tourism 
ministry guideline for the establishment of Malaysian homestay states that home-
stays must be in rural Malaysian family homes surrounded by natural resources or 
agricultural efforts. Besides, the homestays must be within a village or community. 
The minimum number of homes that are required to participate is 10 or more homes 
within the same community (MOTAC, 2019). Miso Walai Homestay consists of 19 
homes within two neighbouring villages (MOTAC, 2020a, b). The natural resources 
that the Miso Walai Homestay has to offer include farming and wildlife encounters 
like encounters with several species of hornbill, orang-utan, macaques, and a host of 
other rainforest birds unique to the locality (CREST Sustainable Tourism Planning, 
n.d.). Thus, the locality of a homestay within a community with natural resources 
and agricultural efforts is essential in the success of the Malaysian homestay 
programme.

3.3.1.2  Awareness, Knowledge and Skill of Local Community

Secondly, awareness, knowledge, and skill of the local community are important for 
homestays to succeed. The lack of awareness, knowledge, and skill causes the lim-
ited involvement of the local community. In the context of the Miso Walai Homestay, 
the core group that first initiated the homestay effort, took 3 years to build aware-
ness knowledge, and skill amongst the local community through dialogues, research, 
exposure trips, brainstorming, planning, and convincing the older locals (Harun 
et  al., 2012). Skills training was provided to the locals based on the needs that 
included courses like English language courses, computers, catering, tour guiding, 
receptionist, marketing, handicrafts, agriculture, and others. It was only after these 
efforts that the local community was aware, knowledgeable, and equipped with the 
needed skills to support this effort collectively. Today, for all successfully registered 
homestay providers, there is a structured training program by two government min-
istries that include MOTAC and INFRA once the homestay has passed the inspec-
tion stage.
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3.3.1.3  Management Structure

Another essential characteristic of a CBT is owned and managed by one or more 
community members (Zielinski et al., 2020). The management structure adopted by 
the Miso Walai homestay and other top performing homestays in Malaysia adopts 
the model of a tourism corporative. The leadership of the cooperative is by the 
homestays committee members. In its initial stage of conception, a simple associa-
tion organisation structure was adopted. However, after facing resistance from 
funders for lack of financial transparency, Miso Walai was forced to form a transpar-
ent business model. The tourism corporative fit the business model and received the 
support of the local community. The structure allowed the local community to sit in 
the cooperative while the homestay committee members were the implementers. 
The Village Development and Security Committee (JKKK) was invited to sit on the 
board (Mohammad & Hamzah, 2012).

In contrast with most of the Malaysian homestays, the initial stage of conception, 
the Village Welfare and Security Committee (JKKK) would form a committee that 
constitutes of the village head, the homestay coordinator, homestay owners, and the 
local residents. The committee is responsible for registration, planning, organizing, 
and running the homestays. The committee would report to the state level homestay 
chairman or coordinator. The coordinator would be responsible to report to the 
state-level Ministry of Tourism. The state-level would finally report to eight federal 
level governing bodies. After a homestay cluster is successfully established, 
MOTAC encourages the JKKK to establish itself to register as a cooperative with 
the Malaysian Co-operatives Societies Commission. After 3 years of operation, a 
compliance inspection will be conducted by the MOTAC (Ahmad et al., 2014). The 
Miso Walai Homestay management structure allows the homestay committee that 
has been initiated by the local residents to take the lead as opposed to the village 
head taking the leadership. Despite the difference in the organisation between the 
Miso Walai Homestay and the majority of the Malaysian homestays, homestay 
management is a community effort.

3.3.1.4  Central Leadership

Central leadership is another essential characteristic of a successful CBT. The cen-
tral leadership of successful Malaysian homestay programmes is the homestay 
coordinators or the local champions who are solely dedicated to developing the 
homestay programme. In the Miso Walai Homestay, an Australian tour guide was 
the local champion who then mentored a local graduate to coordinate between the 
homestay committee, head of the village, and the villagers (Harun et  al., 2012; 
Hamzah 2014). Eventually, the central leadership developed into a committee that 
steered the village forward for the tourism effort of the community.

3 Local Community Participation Towards Malaysian Homestay Sustainability



48

3.3.1.5  Local Commitment and Vision

The Miso Walai Homestay through local commitment and vision has now devel-
oped from a committee to a local business entity in the form of a corporative with 
260 members with ownership through shares. Local communities have a choice of 
direct or indirect involvement. The local cooperative named KOPEL consist of 
member, chairman, and bureaus that include the bureau of boat service, bureau of 
homestay, bureau of culture, bureau of transport, bureau of communication, and 
bureau of tourists. KOPEL has further diversified its efforts and has received grants 
and tenders’ bids nationally (Harun et al., 2012). KOPEL also establishes partner-
ships with tour operators to ensure a steady stream of tourist arrivals (Hamzah, 
2014). The success of the Miso Walai Homestays is because it embraces the CBT 
concept.

3.3.1.6  Homestay Sustainability Conceptual Framework

This section introduces the Homestays sustainability conceptual framework that 
was developed in the year 2018 to prove that Malaysian homestay is sustainable. 
The framework is depicted in Fig. 3.2 below. The homestay sustainability concep-
tual framework was developed based on the four sustainability dimensions;  
economic, institutional, environmental, and socio-cultural dimensions, and is under-
pinned by the concept of sustainable tourism. Each dimension as depicted in the 

ECONOMIC  DIMENSION

· Destination competitiveness
· Employment
· Multiplier effect

HOMESTAY SUSTAINABILITY
· Socio-economic development
· Leadership competence
· Stakeholder participation

INSTITUTIONAL DIMENSION

· Flexibility
· Self-organization
· Power sharing

ENVIRONMENTAL 
DIMENSION

· Energy management
· Water management
· Waste management

SOCIO-CULTURAL 
DIMENSION

· Youth participation
· Socio-cultural understanding
· Safety and security

H1

H1a

H1b

H1c

H1d

Fig. 3.2 The homestay sustainability conceptual framework. (Source: Dwyer & Kim, 2003; 
Holladay & Powell, 2013; McCool & Lime, 2001; UNEP& WTO, 2005; Weaver & Lawton, 2010, 
Balasingam, 2018)
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conceptual framework below was tested to establish a relationship with homestay 
sustainability.

Economic Dimension

The economic dimension refers to economic impacts in terms of growth, cost- 
effectiveness, and the economic viability of enterprises for a long period. The eco-
nomic impact of tourism can be categories as direct and indirect economic impacts. 
Direct tourism economic impact is usually measured in terms of tourist arrivals, 
receipts, taxation revenue, contribution to GDP, profit, rate of return and indirect 
measures includes multiplier effect, employment, revenue leakages (Dwyer & Kim, 
2003; Roberts & Tribe, 2008; Weaver & Lawton, 2010). Malaysian homestay tour-
ists’ arrivals and receipts before 2020 were indicating growth. To determine if the 
Malaysian homestays were sustainable from the economic dimension, three eco-
nomic indicators were chosen to ascertain the economic impact of Malaysian home-
stays. The chosen indicators include destination competitiveness, job opportunities, 
and multiplier effect.

Destination Competitiveness

The first indicator, destination competitiveness refers to a destination that is supe-
rior in its appeal and experience offered to tourists in comparison to other destina-
tions (Dwyer & Kim, 2003). Often destination competitiveness is used to measure 
the attractiveness of a country as a tourism destination however this research mea-
sures the destination competitiveness of each Malaysian homestay. Each Malaysian 
homestay destination offers a different comparative and competitive advantage. 
These comparative advantages include access to resources like the climate, scenery, 
flora, and fauna surrounding the rural homestay location. The competitive advan-
tage also refers to the capability to use the resources for the long term (Nadalipour 
et al., 2019). The competitive advantage refers to the availability of the supporting 
facilities namely the common hall or ‘balai raya’ and the display of the cultural heri-
tage through cultural events and cultural games and sports, unique to each homestay 
village.

Employment

The second indicator used to determine homestay sustainability is the creation of 
job opportunities. Homestays were initiated by the government to create job oppor-
tunities for rural communities solely dependent on agriculture or farm-based indus-
try. Direct employment is through the job of a homestay owner and operator. 
MOTAC reported a total of 4227 homestay owners alone in Malaysia in 2019 
(MOTAC, 2019). Bhuiyan et al. (2012) stated that Malaysian homestays are mostly 
managed and operated by the homestay owner and family members. Most home-
stays surveyed had between one to two employees. Miso Walai Homestay alone 
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created 206 tourism-related jobs and 34 homestay operator jobs for the local com-
munity in 2012 (Mohamad & Hamzah, 2012). Indirect employment is also evident 
as homestay owners hire locals to assist in the caretaking of the homestay, cooking, 
and cleaning, transporting guests, and acting as tour guides (Kannegieser, 2015; 
Kayat, 2010). Tourists would also create employment opportunities for small-scale 
local handicrafts, food, and traditional medication producers as the tourist would 
seek to purchase local souvenir items (Kayat, 2010). Total jobs created by the 
Malaysian homestay programme in 2018 totalled 10,000 jobs (Ab Malek, 2019).

Multiplier Effect

The third indicator of the economic sustainability of the Malaysian homestay is the 
multiplier effect. The multiplier effect of homestays is the amount of tourist dollars 
spent to consume the products at homestays and the monies retained within the 
homestays rather than leaving the homestays. The first round of indirect impact is 
when the payment is made by the tourist and items are purchased by the operator 
and wages are paid to employees. The second round of impact is when the operators 
purchase supplies for their use (Weaver & Lawton, 2010). A case study on the 
Kampung Pelegong Homestay program by Kayat (2010) resulted in low leakage as 
the income generated from tourists was paid to helpers within the community. In 
another study by Shahudin et  al. (2017) the findings also revealed the homestay 
multiplier effect of homestays within the state of Selangor in Malaysia indicate little 
leakage of the economic benefits outside the Malaysian homestays in that state 
(Cooper et al., 2008; Shahudin et al., 2017). The multiplier effect ensures the eco-
nomic impact within the local village is higher than leakage outside the local village 
or surrounding towns, which leads to homestay sustainability.

Institutional Dimension

The second dimension used to measure homestay sustainability is the institutional 
dimension. Three indicators were used to determined homestay sustainability that 
includes flexibility, self-organization, and power-sharing. These three measures 
helped to determine the adaptability, planning, legislation coordination, and coop-
eration by the homestay’s decision-makers. These include the eight government 
bodies, the state level tourism ministry, the state-level homestay chairman, and the 
homestay hosts.

Flexibility

The first indicator, flexibility refers to governance structures that promote learning 
and adaptive management for change (Holladay & Powell, 2013). Within the 
Malaysian homestays, the governance structures promote learning and adaptive 
management for change at all levels of governance, considering all the stakehold-
ers’ involved. Sustainable tourism policies are likely to be improved if there is 
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flexibility. Thus, flexibility was used as an indicator in determining the flexibility of 
the homestay committee and the federal and state-level governing bodies’ ability to 
work together and adapt quickly to changing problems.

Self-Organization

The second indicator, self-organization is local organizing behaviour supported by 
legislation, funding, networks, and collaborative learning (Holladay & Powell, 
2013). The self-organizing process is the tourism development process as summa-
rized by Churugsa et al. (2007) as the planning, legislation and regulation and coor-
dination, and cooperation by the government to achieve the tourism program’s 
objective.

Power Sharing

The third indicator, power-sharing is the joint decision making between the local, 
national and community (Holladay & Powell, 2013). For example, within the 
Kampong Pelegong homestay, high power and authority belong to the government 
officials, program committee members, homestay operators, guest, organizers, and 
52 operators (Kayat, 2008). Low power is assigned to the local residents based on 
their interest in the homestay program. Nonetheless, there is a need for power shar-
ing or joint decision making between each stakeholder for homestays to succeed.

Environmental Dimension

From the environmental dimension, three indicators were used to determine 
Malaysian homestay sustainability which were energy management, water usage, 
and waste management. Energy management refers to the use of energy-saving 
techniques and renewable sources for the program like the use of energy-saving 
light and renewable power like solar power sources (Buckley & Araujo, 1996; 
UNEP & WTO, 2005). Water usage measures tourist water consumption and the use 
of water-saving devices like water saving showerheads, not washing linen daily and 
installing rainwater tanks (Buckley & Araujo, 1996; McNamara & Gibson, 2008). 
Drinking water quality was measured using the number of homestays with water 
treated to international standards and the frequency of water-borne illnesses UNEP 
and WTO (2005). Waste management was measured based on the waste volume 
produced by the destination per month and the volume recycled (UNEP & 
WTO, 2005).

Past research on the environmental dimension by McNamara and Gibson (2008) 
indicates a low adoption rate of environmental initiatives by small accommodation 
facilities along the Australian coastal zones because small facilities believe environ-
mental initiatives were not applicable to them and small facilities cause lesser dam-
age. Smaller accommodation businesses tend to spend less effort on environmental 
sustainability than larger companies due to size, the impact of smaller businesses 
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that are less damaging to the environment, and limited resources like finance, time, 
and human resource to deal with environmental concerns. Chin et al. (2014) in test-
ing the relationship between conservation efforts and destination competitiveness in 
Malaysian homestays resulted in insignificant relationships. Finally, a study on sus-
tainability criteria of Malaysian homestays ranked conservation of community 
resources as the sixth most important sustainability criteria (Kasim et al., 2016). 
Khan et al. (2017) reported minimal environmental efforts by homestays in the state 
of Kelantan, Malaysia.

Socio-Cultural Dimension

The fourth and final dimension used to measure homestay sustainability is the 
socio-cultural perspective. Within the Malaysian homestay program, suitable indi-
cators adapted and adopted from UNWTO (2013) and Holladay and Powell (2013) 
includes the inclusion of youth in tourism, promotion of socio-cultural understand-
ing, and the level of safety and security (UNWTO, 2013).

Youth in Tourism

Firstly, the inclusion of youth in tourism is evident through youth participation. 
Youth participation is crucial to the success of the homestay program for ownership 
(Pusiran & Xiao, 2013). At Kampung Pelegong Homestay in Negeri Sembilan, the 
community was supportive of the homestay efforts as the presence of the visitors 
would have an impact on the young people curious to know the happenings in the 
village and the guests (Kayat, 2008). On the contrary, there is evidence of lack of 
interest and commitment by Generation Y or the youth to continue developing the 
program for the future as youth tend to migrate to cities for better employment 
opportunities (Pusiran & Xiao, 2013).

Promotion of Socio-Cultural Understanding

The second indicator of the socio-cultural dimension is the promotion of socio- 
cultural understanding to tourists or the lack thereof. This refers to the positive or 
negative perception that the tourist will have of the local community (UNWTO, 
2013). Past Malaysian homestay research indicated there exists a communication 
barrier between host and guest. As most hosts are not fluent in English, the interac-
tion between the hosts and the guests may be limited to facial gestures, sign lan-
guages, and the use of local Malaysian homestays tourists as translators (Pusiran & 
Xiao, 2013). This finding is supported by Shuib et al. (2010) that homestay opera-
tors have basic level English proficiency. This may reduce the interaction between 
the hosts and guests and lead to communication breakdown. This problem is impor-
tant as it will affect the perception of tourists towards the host-guest interaction 
within the program.
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Level of Safety and Security

The third indicator is the level of safety and security that refers to the evidence of 
the rise of crime and other social problems with the development of the homestay 
program (UNWTO, 2013). Tourist safety and security are vital in the tourist 
decision- making process to travel (Pearce as cited Kunjuraman & Hussin, 2017). 
The two issues raised within the Malaysian homestay relate to tourist safety and 
privacy breaches while staying in unregistered homestays and the invasion crisis in 
Lahad Datu that affected the Dagat Village homestay program foreign tourist arriv-
als (Kunjuraman & Hussin, 2017). These issues raise the need to measure the level 
of safety and security in Malaysian homestay.

3.4  Methodology

A quantitative study conducted has proven the sustainability of the Malaysian 
Homestay through surveys collected from four main stakeholders directly involved 
in West Malaysian homestays. The quantitative research collected was based on the 
homestays sustainability theoretical framework as depicted in Fig.  3.2. The four 
dimensions are adopted and adapted from the concept of sustainable tourism. Each 
variable with the dimension was developed from numerous sources on sustainable 
tourism and homestay. Data were collected using self- administered survey ques-
tionnaires and online surveys that employed a 5-point Likert scale. Survey question-
naires were distributed to four different stakeholders: 254 homestay owners, 115 
government officials, 96 tourist, and 57 local residents. Convenience sampling strat-
egy was used to collect the survey results. Table 3.4 provides an overview of the 
profile of the four stakeholders who responded to the survey. There are two quantita-
tive methods used to analyse the survey results which include a descriptive assess-
ment analysed using SPSS followed by a second more rigorous data analysis method 
which is the Partial Least Square (PLS) approach to Structural Equation 
Modelling (SEM).

3.5  Findings and Discussion

The homestay sustainability conceptual framework that comprises four dimension 
is further measured using indicators that are unique to Malaysia homestays based on 
the past literature on the concept of sustainable tourism as well as literature on 
Malaysian homestays. The indicators of each dimension are described and the 
results of the quantitative analysis using these indicators from the perspective of the 
four stakeholders in terms of their significance in relationship to homestay sustain-
ability are described. Tables 3.5 and 3.6 provides a summary of the findings and 
discussion.
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Table 3.4 Demographic profile of the respondents

Variable
Role

Homestay 
owner

Government 
officials Local resident Tourists

Variable Frequency % Frequency % Frequency % Frequency %

Gender Female 165 65 65 56 42 74 64 66
Male 89 35 50 43 15 26 32 34

Age Below 20 0 0 0 0 0 0 42 44
20–29 years 6 2 22 19 9 16 8 8
30-39 years 18 7 49 43 16 28 2 2
40–49 years 50 20 28 24 17 30 5 5
50–59 years 125 49 16 14 9 16 27 28
60 and  
above

55 22 0 0 6 10 12 13

Race Malay 251 99 97 84 57 100 45 47
Chinese 3 1 1 1 0 0 22 23
Indian 0 0 3 3 0 0 18 19
Bumiputera 
(Sabah/
Sarawakian)

0 0 14 12 0 0 3 3

Others 8 8
Role Government 

officials
0 0 115 100 0 0 0 0

Homestay 
owner

232 91 0 0 57 100 0 0

Local 
residents

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Homestay 
coordinator

22 9 0 0 0 0 0 0

Tourists 0 96 100
Years of 
involvement

1–2 years 3 1 68 59 9 16
3–5 years 50 20 23 20 26 46
6–9 years 107 42 14 12 15 26
More than 
9 years

94 37 10 9 7 12

Education No formal 
education

13 5 8 7 2 4 2 2

Secondary 
or lower

219 86 11 10 40 70 74 77

Diploma 13 5 43 37 10 18 2 2
First degree 8 3 41 36 4 7 13 14
Master’s 
degree

1 1 12 10 1 2 5 5
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Table 3.5 is a summary descriptive assessment of the surveys collected from the 
four stakeholders. The survey questionnaires with an average mean that was above 
3 on a five-point Likert scale indicated agreement to the statements in the survey 
questionnaire. The mean results of each questionnaire were derived using SPSS 
software. Further rigorous testing was conducted using SEM-PLS as reflected  
in Table  3.6. These results findings indicate the hypotheses developed have a  

Table 3.5 Summary of the descriptive assessment

Hypothesis

Research findings
Homestay 
owners

Government 
officials

Local 
residents Tourists

H1: There a significant relationship between 
the economic, institutional, environmental, and 
socio-cultural dimensions and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

H1a: There a significant relationship between 
economic dimension and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

H1b: Is there a significant relationship between 
the institutional dimension and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

H1c: Is there a significant relationship between 
environmental sustainability and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

H1d: Is there a significant relationship between 
socio-cultural dimension and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Table 3.6 Summary of research findings using SEM-PLS

Hypothesis
Homestay 
owners

Government 
officials

Local 
residents Tourists

H1: There a significant relationship between the 
economic, institutional, environmental, and 
socio-cultural dimensions and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

H1a: There a significant relationship between 
economic dimension and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes Yes

H1b: Is there a significant relationship between 
the institutional dimension and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes Yes No

H1c: Is there a significant relationship between 
environmental sustainability and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes No No No

H1d: Is there a significant relationship between 
socio-cultural dimension and homestay 
sustainability?

Yes Yes No Yes
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significant or insignificant relationship between each construct. Below is an  
in-depth discussion of the findings of Table 3.5 and Table 3.6 based on the four 
sustainability dimensions.

3.5.1  Economic Dimension

The results of the descriptive assessment and SEM PLS analysis from the perspec-
tive of the homestay owner, government official, tourists, and local residents resulted 
in all stakeholders’ agreeing that homestays are a competitive destination that is 
superior in appeal and experiences compared to other destinations (Balasingam, 
2018; Balasingam & Bojei, 2019). The results of the quantitative study conducted 
indicate that all stakeholder agreed that job opportunities has increased for all age 
groups within the homestay community (Balasingam, 2018; Balasingam & Bojei, 
2019). The results of the quantitative study of the third indicator multiplier effect 
indicate that all stakeholders agree to the existence of the multiplier effect of 
Malaysian homestays (Balasingam, 2018).

Overall, the results of both the descriptive assessment and SEM-PLS shows a 
significant relationship from the perspective of all stakeholders (See Tables 3.5 and 
3.6). The homestay owners, government officials, residents, and tourists agree that 
the higher the values of the economic dimension, the higher;the degree of homestay 
sustainability. These results indicate that the Malaysian homestay has achieved the 
sustainable tourism objective of decent employment and economic viability 
and growth.

3.5.2  Institutional Dimension

The descriptive assessment results indicate there is a significant relationship 
between the institutional dimension and homestay sustainability from each stake-
holders’ perspective (See Table 3.5). However, a more rigorous quantitative analysis 
using SEM-PLS indicates that the result from the perspective of only the homestay 
owners, government, and local residents the institutional dimension and homestay 
sustainability was able to show significant results (See Table 3.6). The results of the 
survey indicate that three stakeholders believe the homestay administration is flex-
ible and adaptable to change and indicate in the descriptive assessment that the 
government plays a pivotal role in the success of this program. These results also 
indicate that the governance within the homestay is a collective effort between the 
homestay committee, homestay owners, and the multiple government bodies. Thus, 
leadership and governance as a collective rather than autocratic decision-making 
process by the government and the homestay committee and power-sharing are nec-
essary (Balasingam, 2018). The governance is still collective governance between 
various stakeholders. From the perspective of local residents, the institutional 
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dimension and homestay sustainability were also significant because local residents 
have witnessed village development (Kayat, 2008). From the perspective of tourists, 
the institutional dimension and homestay sustainability was unable to show signifi-
cant results because tourists primarily have a recreational interest rather than a gov-
ernance interest (Kayat, 2008). The key success factors for a successful homestay 
was for the management structure to adopt the tourism cooperatives business model 
that leads to a strong financial and organisational structure. However, the adoption 
rate of the Malaysian homestays to become cooperative is still low at the rate of 
18% of the total homestays (Ahmad et al., 2020).

3.5.3  Environmental Dimension

The results from the descriptive assessment from the perspective of the homestay 
owner, local residents, and tourists indicate that there is a relationship between the 
environmental dimension and homestay sustainability (See Table 3.5). The SEM 
PLS results are contrary to the descriptive assessment as only one stakeholder which 
is the homestay owner agrees to the relationship of the environmental dimension 
and homestay sustainability. The other three stakeholders disagree (See Table 3.6). 
These results indicate a lack of exposure of the stakeholders on environmental con-
cerns and behaviour within the homestay program (Balasingam, 2018). Thus, the 
environmental dimension is a concern for the homestay owner, but these efforts are 
not evident to the government officials, local residents and tourist.

3.5.4  Socio-Cultural Perspective

The results from the descriptive assessment from the perspective of the homestay 
owner, local residents, and tourists indicate that there is a relationship between the 
socio-cultural dimension and homestay sustainability (See Table 3.5). The result of 
the descriptive assessment regarding the first indicator which is youth involvement 
reflects that all stakeholders agree that youth are involved in the program. Youth 
involvement is essential for the succession planning of this effort. The quantitative 
study results indicate that the hosts’ inability to communicate in English and the use 
of sign language and facial gestures as a form of communication is not an issue as 
indicated by stakeholders. Other sociocultural interaction issues include the nega-
tive impact of the tourists who visit the homestays’ and disrespect the culture, the 
social norms, and values of the hosts. At the initial stage, some villagers experi-
enced culture shock discovering the way of life of foreign tourists (Pusiran & Xiao, 
2013). This issue causes sociocultural differences between the hosts and the guests 
and becomes a reason to deter community participation. The quantitative survey 
results indicate that all stakeholders agree that social norms and values are main-
tained and not altered. Past findings by Lo et al. (2013) has proven that the local 
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residents in rural tourism areas believe that preservation of social norms and values 
are the main concern for rural tourism destinations to maintain the image of the 
destination. The social values and norms of tourists may differ from the local resi-
dents and lead to potential conflicts or disruptive behaviour in a destination (Deery 
et al., 2012). As local residents in past studies have expressed culture shock with the 
tourist way of life at the initial stage of the program (Pusiran & Xiao, 2013), find-
ings of the descriptive assessment indicate this issue has resolved over time.

The assessment of the level of safety and security indicates that all stakeholders 
agree that the level of safety and security within the program is satisfying. Therefore, 
safety and security concerns are proven to be satisfying within the context of the 
Malaysian homestays in this study.

The PLS-SEM result shows that from the perspective of the homestay owner, 
government, and tourists, the three sociocultural dimension measures and homestay 
sustainability have shown a significant relationship. However, from the perspective 
of the local resident’s socio-cultural dimension and homestay sustainability was 
unable to show a significant relationship (See Table 3.6). The local residents were 
unable to support this relationship (Balasingam, 2018). Past findings using PLS 
have confirmed that there is a significant relationship between the cultural aspect to 
homestay development in Malaysia from the perspective of homestay owners 
(Shukor et al., 2014). The sustainable tourism objectives of social equity and visi-
tor’s satisfaction are evident in Malaysia homestays.

The homestay sustainability conceptual framework proves that the Malaysian 
homestays are sustainable from the economic dimension. Malaysia homestays are 
sustainable from the institutional dimension from the perspective of the homestay 
owner, government official, and local resident and not from the tourist perspective. 
The Malaysia homestay is sustainable from the socio-cultural dimension from the 
perspective of the homestay owner, government official, and tourists but not the 
local resident. Finally, Malaysian homestays are sustainable from the environmental 
dimension from the perspective of the homestay owner only. Thus, the economic 
sustainability of the Malaysian homestay is assured from the perspective of all the 
stakeholders involved followed by institutional and socio-cultural sustainability. 
Environmental sustainability is lacking in Malaysian homestays.

3.6  Conclusion and Implications

Malaysia as a country strongly advocates sustainable tourism within its tourism 
agenda. The concept of sustainable tourism is evident through the Malaysian home-
stay. Successful homestays factors as exemplified through the Miso Walai Homestay 
includes the location of the homestay, the awareness, knowledge, and skill of the 
local community, the management structure, the central leadership, and local com-
mitment and vision. In research conducted, to test the homestay sustainability 
framework, results have proven that the sustainability conceptual framework can be 
adopted in determining Malaysian homestay sustainability from four dimensions 
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that include the economic, institutional, environmental, and socio-cultural dimen-
sions. These four stakeholders collectively concur that the economic impact of the 
Malaysian homestays in terms of destination competitiveness, job opportunities, 
and the multiplier effect led to homestay sustainability. The other three sustainabil-
ity dimensions- institutional, environmental, and socio-cultural have a significant 
relationship with homestay sustainability but not from the perspective of each of the 
four stakeholders, indicating areas for improvement for the local homestays industry.

Implications of the research are for the homestay owners is to persist in current 
economic efforts but further pursue partnerships with tour operators to manage the 
seasonality of demand (Hamzah, 2014). In terms of institutional sustainability, the 
homestay committee should benchmark its governance and management to the 
Miso Walai homestays and setup tourism cooperatives that empower the local com-
munity and ensures succession planning for the next generation. The slow adoption 
rate of the existing homestay operators to become tourism cooperatives requires 
urgent advocacy from the tourism authorities. The homestay owners also need to 
make more effort in energy, water, and waste management as this is an area that 
stakeholders’ have not seen much effort. Finally, the socio-cultural dimension needs 
to be further enhanced by motivating the youth to participate by creating awareness 
of the benefits of the homestays. The promotion of socio-cultural exchange needs to 
be promoted using updated marketing tools. The limitations of the research were the 
inability to test the conceptual framework developed to the Miso Walai Homestay in 
East Malaysia and other homestays in East Malaysia due to the inability of the 
researcher to collect data from the East Malaysia homestay stakeholders. Areas for 
further research include the exact number of jobs created by each homestay, the 
multiplier effect by each Malaysian homestay, the reason for Malaysian homestay’s 
slow adoption of the tourism corporative business models, and the current effort by 
the homestays to become more environmentally friendly.
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Chapter 4
Nurturing Sense of Place: Host 
Community Perspectives for Social 
Sustainability

Paulin Poh Lin Wong and Balvinder Kaur Kler

Abstract Sense of Place is a useful indicator for social sustainability. Host com-
munity sense of place towards an urban marine park in Malaysian Borneo was 
explored using a qualitative research design. Twenty participants described what 
experiences made Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine Park a meaningful place. A TARP 
Host Meanings model identified positive and negative place meanings: hedonia- 
seeking, companionship, aesthetics appreciation, ephemeral escapade, being host, 
crowdedness, observing island changes, and underwater devastation. The model 
could be translated into place-based indicators for social sustainability in the con-
text of access to recreation. Essentially, a more community-centred tourism busi-
ness model is needed which encourages domestic tourism. Suggestions are made to 
incorporate SoP to ensure future tourism development protects and preserves expe-
riences that are meaningful for host community visitors.

Keywords Sense of place · Host community · Marine park · Meanings · Social 
sustainability

4.1  Introduction

Tourism literature is replete with ideals that tourism benefits the host community 
(Zaei & Zaei, 2013; Nair & Thomas, 2013). Tourism destination sustainability 
emphasises a successful balance between three pillars: people, planet, and profits. 
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Higgins-Desbiolles (2018) urged these pathways to sustainable tourism be rede-
fined and managed in the wider context of sustainability asserting the need to 
reclaim tourism for its higher purposes: social cohesion, inclusivity, and well-being. 
The ‘people’ pillar focuses on care and social justice for all stakeholders involved in 
tourism. Gaps remain in our understanding of some facets of social sustainability, 
for example residents’ experiences of sharing public space with tourists and how it 
impacts their quality of life (Helgadóttir et al., 2019). One neglected indicator of 
social sustainability is Sense of Place (SoP), the emotional attachments of residents 
to ‘place’ (Stedman, 1999). SoP has a strong influence on community well-being 
and place sustainability (Stedman, 1999; Kyle & Chick, 2007; Sullivan et al., 2009; 
Halpenny, 2010). We form attachments to meaningful places in our lives. National 
parks are one example of public space shared between hosts and guests as a site for 
outdoor recreation. Access to recreation is also one form of social sustainability 
(McClinchey, 2017) with direct links to well-being. The application of SoP for sus-
tainability is growing (Chapin & Knapp, 2015; Masterson et al., 2017; McClinchey, 
2017; Jarratt et al., 2018; Ferrari & Gilli, 2018; Christou et al., 2019). This chapter 
focuses on understanding host community SoP towards a marine park to clarify the 
impact of sharing public space with tourists and its influence on social sustainability 
in the context of access to recreation.

We approach host community perspectives of tourism development through the 
lens of Place theory (Pearce, 2005). In the context of tourism, place is an amalgam 
of destination qualities and relationships between residents and visitors (Christou, 
2020). Place may generate strong positive emotions over time; attachments provide 
a sense of belonging and meaning. Alteration of places could result in the loss of its 
SoP, its uniqueness and authenticity leading to placelessness (Christou, 2020). The 
research setting, Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine Park (TARP) transformed from a 
public picnic ground into an international tourist destination in Sabah, Malaysia. 
The research questions asked what experiences make TARP meaningful for the host 
community? How have they experienced tourism development and how has it 
impacted them? Data from an exploratory qualitative study employed a triangulated 
method of focus group interviews, visitor-employed photography, and an adapted 
Q-methodology. Analysis produced the TARP Host Meanings model which delin-
eates meaningful experiences. Themes were translated into indicators for social sus-
tainability which contribute to Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG), SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and Communities. Indicators could be applied in 
ensuring universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible green and public spaces 
for the residents of Kota Kinabalu (KK), a thriving tourism city. TARP is a mere 3 
kilometres offshore from KK, a twenty-minute boat ride and is in fact an urban 
national park.
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4.2  Literature Review

Three key concepts contribute to the theoretical foundations of this study: host com-
munity, SoP and destination sustainability. Brief overviews of each are pre-
sented next.

4.2.1  Host Community

Residents of a tourist destination are the ‘host community’ and key stakeholders 
within the tourism system whose views should be incorporated in tourism planning 
(Goeldner & Ritchie, 2012; Ferrari & Gilli, 2018). Often, this stakeholder has no 
influence on the development of the industry (Ashworth, 2003; Mowforth & Munt, 
2009). When a host community has positive perceptions of tourism impacts, they 
will reap the benefits that come with place development (Ferrari & Pratesi, 2012). 
Residents evaluate their support for tourism depending on what they value (Sharpley, 
2014). Both positive and negative perceptions of tourism impacts have significant 
influences on the residents’ attitudes (Eusebio et al., 2018).

Here, two inherent points arise: the contested notion of what constitutes a “host 
community” and also their “participation in tourism”. Contextual literature on 
Sabah utilises host community mainly through studies on community-based tour-
ism (CBT) as a tool for development (home-stay programmes), nature conservation, 
and poverty alleviation through tourism cooperatives and entrepreneurship (Hamzah 
& Mohammad, 2012; Goh, 2015; Kunjuraman & Hussin, 2017). However, in this 
study, the host community are defined as residents in and around the vicinity of high 
amenity areas, who are directly or indirectly involved with, and/or affected by tour-
ism development (Stedman et al., 2006). We define residents of KK as the ‘host 
community’ because they visit this urban national park to participate in leisure and 
recreation. Essentially, a heterogenous group of residents with shared experiences 
of TARP who have witnessed changes due to tourism development. In line with 
SDG 11, their access to green and public spaces contributes to the sustainabil-
ity agenda.

4.2.2  Sense of Place

Space itself is lifeless. Awakened through human experiences, relationships, emo-
tions and thoughts, space converts into Place (Stedman et al., 2004). Tourism devel-
opers should assess how residents feel about their ‘place’ because “quality tourism 
experiences depend on maintaining the SoP held by residents of a tourism destina-
tion” (Bricker & Kerstetter, 2006, p.109). This need to preserve host community 
SoP arises to protect the unique character of a destination (Sullivan et al., 2009). 
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Scannell and Gifford (2010) emphasized that the thoughts and emotional relation-
ship people have with places will influence how they will behave. Understandably, 
it takes time to explore and understand place; it is conceivable that residents are 
more likely to have deeply embedded values towards place, over a transient visitor 
(Budruk et al., 2011). Intangible place meanings, or SoP are vital to understanding 
the experiences of place users (Budruk et al., 2011). SoP is akin to the characteris-
tics that some places have, and others do not, but it is also people’s perceptions of 
these characteristics (Christou, 2020). What makes place meaningful to a host com-
munity is worth protecting and could contribute to the tourist experience. Christou 
(2020) highlights the significance of emotional connections between people and 
place, generating ‘topophilia’ – deep affection for specific qualities of place that 
foster attachment and encourage investment in protecting how the destination was 
prior to tourism.

4.2.3  Social Sustainability

Sustainability is widely discussed as an important element for tourism development 
(Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). The United Nations World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO) (2005:12) defined sustainable tourism as “tourism that takes full account 
of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the 
needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities”. Management 
strategies for tourism development should protect the natural and man-made 
resources of a destination for future growth. Masterson et  al. (2017) stressed to 
develop and apply strategic development goals for destination sustainability, we 
must first consider what people care about. Yet, ‘people’, or social sustainability 
remains under-researched (Mowforth & Munt, 2009; McClinchey, 2017). Although 
policy-makers seek to incorporate social sustainability in urban community plan-
ning, its application lacks clarity. Social sustainability relates to “identity creation, 
social, political and cultural capital, and even happiness and sense of place” 
(McClinchey, 2017, p.5). Host community SoP for a recreation site as a currency of 
social sustainability has not been conceptualised. For their well-being, the social or 
‘people’ pillar should ensure equity for residents of tourist destinations (Higgins- 
Desbiolles, 2018). Helgadóttir et  al. (2019) suggest social sustainability is con-
ceived in both substantive (ends) and procedural (means) terms. Substantive 
referring to the needs, rights, and well-being of people, and, procedural to the means 
of achieving those ends (access to information, empowerment, and democratic gov-
ernance) (Helgadóttir et al., 2019). They suggest a need for greater scrutiny between 
the link between quality of life and tourism development specifically when residents 
share public space with tourists. How can we understand such experiences?

A Tripartite Sustainability Embedded Place model for tourist sites is available 
(Pearce, 2005) as depicted in Fig. 4.1. According to Pearce (2005), this model be 
used for understanding and promoting sustainable on-site tourist behaviours and to 
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discuss tourists’ on-site experiences with the sites and settings visited, or Place(s). 
This model could be used to understand what a host community care about, then 
preserve it to ensure quality tourism experiences for all visitors. ‘Activities’ denotes 
both active and passive activities for participation; ‘Resource’ represents tangible 
facilities and physical resources and ‘Conceptions’ signifies meanings influenced 
by or negotiated at the site. Pearce (2005) suggests a successful tourist site would 
intersect all three dimensions to achieve destination sustainability. He suggested a 
good and sustainable tourist site was likely to promote positive visitor experiences, 
provide a clear understanding of the site for the public, offers activities that are 
understood and accessible, and that the physical environment of the site was unique 
and aesthetically pleasing.

We applied the Pearce (2005) model to understand sustainability at a tourist des-
tination in Borneo.

Fig. 4.1 Tripartite sustainability embedded place model for tourist sites. (Source: Pearce (2005))
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4.3  Research Setting

TARP is the first marine national park in Sabah, Malaysian Borneo consisting of 
five tropical islands gazetted in 1974, covering an area of 50 square kilometers 
(Spait, 2001). The islands are named Gaya, Manukan, Mamutik, Sapi and Sulug. 
Hutton (2010) referred to TARP as one of Kota Kinabalu’s greatest treasures with 
its lowland forests, sandy beaches, forest trails, shallow waters, coral reefs, man-
grove forests, birds, and wildlife. TARP is perceived as one of the most desirable 
marine destinations in Sabah where visitors may participate in a vast range of activi-
ties, accommodation, and services. Activities include SCUBA diving, snorkeling, 
paddle-boarding, island-to-island zipline, windsurfing, sea-walking, picnicking, 
parasailing, kayaking, and trekking. Accommodation caters to different markets, 
from camping sites to luxurious resorts. The marine park is under the management 
of the Board of Trustees of Sabah Parks, an agency of the Ministry of Tourism, 
Culture and Environment (Sabah). The second Tourism Master Plan 2011–2025 
emphasizes sustainable development for TARP. ‘Sabah Parks’ objectives for marine 
parks includes to protect the environment; safeguard livelihoods; promote sustain-
able use of natural resources; encourage environmentally sensitive development; 
and, build public awareness on the importance of parks (IDS, 2007: p.185).

As the marine park is only three kilometers offshore in Gaya Bay, visitors hop on 
a twenty-minute boat ride from the city to arrive in TARP for leisure and recreation. 
TARP is mainly a destination for day trips to the islands, its beaches, and as a hub 
for recreational activities. TARP transformed into the most popular urban national 
park for international tourists to KK. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, visitor arriv-
als averaged about half a millions per year, mainly international tourists (Tourism 
Malaysia, 2018). The international to Malaysian visitor arrivals showed a 70:30 
ratio. No attention was given to the low number of domestic visitors. The focus was 
on the high numbers of international visitors who paid higher fees for park entrance, 
recreational activities, and avail tour packages.

In March 2020, Malaysia implemented a Movement Control Order (MCO) 
which closed international travel borders and all national tourism destinations. 
Between June 2020 and May 2021, TARP has re-opened as the pandemic situation 
improved in Sabah. Since international borders remained shut, the state travel indus-
try shifted its focus to domestic tourism incorporating health and safety protocols 
(Miwil, 2020). With this shift of focus, it is timely and sensible to focus on social 
sustainability or ‘people’ as the way forward to support the ‘planet’ and ‘profit’ pil-
lars. After all, the vision, mission, and goals of Sabah Parks projects a symbiotic 
relationship with the “people of Sabah” (Sabah Parks, 2021). Post-pandemic, acces-
sibility to TARP should be balanced with clearer policies that support the needs of 
both park management and all visitors.
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4.4  Research Design

This exploratory study employed an interpretive inquiry paradigm to explore mean-
ingful experiences of TARP for the host community. This focus on lived experi-
ences seeks understanding of the multi-faceted reality of participants’ experiences 
displayed through the researcher’s interpretations (Henn et al., 2006). The research 
design applied method triangulation combining focus group interviews, Visitor 
Employed Photography (VEP) and an adapted Q-methodology for data collection. 
A purposive sample of twenty participants met the recruitment criteria of (i) KK 
resident; (ii) regular visitors to TARP; (iii) deep affiliation to TARP as a recreation 
site. Four groups of five homogenous participants were categorised as Generation-X, 
Generation-Y, tourism industry employees, and expatriates living in KK for a mini-
mum of 5  years. These groupings mirrored the heterogenous nature of the host 
community.

The two-part study commenced with focus group interviews about their past and 
present experiences with TARP to gain an in-depth understanding (Braun & Clarke, 
2013). Part two combined the VEP method and a Q-sort process (Exel & Graaf, 
2005) which guided the second focus group interview. For both VEP, and the Q-sort, 
elements of photo-elicitation guided choice of photos taken or chosen for discus-
sion. The purpose of this combination was to gain an understanding on collective 
meanings and reasonings based on the pattern and ranking-results of the photo-
graphs. After the first focus group interview, participants proceeded to visit islands 
in TARP and took as many photos as they liked to depict examples of meaningful 
places, experiences and activities. In total, 761 photos were taken by participants. 
This initiated the process of an adapted Q-method where the researcher as the 
instrument picked the concourse set of photos known as the ‘Q-set’ (250 photos). 
Participants then sorted the Q-set into categories of positive, neutral, and negative 
photos, the act known as a ‘Q-sort’. From the three piles, a further sorting of less 
positive, more positive, less negative, and more negative was conducted from each 
pile. Part Two concluded with another round of focus group interviews to discuss 
results from the Q-sort process. This combination of methods was systematic and 
illuminated an in-depth understanding of participants’ SoP towards TARP over con-
ventional individual or focus group interviews. A thematic analysis proceeded to 
identify attributes that contribute to host community SoP based on eight sets of 
interview transcriptions, 250 photographs and the Q-sort. ATLAS.ti 7 qualitative 
data analysis software assisted data interpretation. A total of 113 codes were created 
from 1407 quotations coded in the software programme. Codes were analysed the-
matically resulting in five positive (two sub-themes each) and three negative themes 
contextual to this study.
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4.5  Findings

Themes provide an insightful understanding of experiences at TARP.  Table  4.1 
depicts ‘TARP Host Community Place Meanings’, essentially identifies the intan-
gible SoP.  TARP is experienced as a site of recreation, leisure, and escapism. 
Participants value the opportunity to act as protectors for the environment and as 
informal guides for tourists. Sharing public space uplifts sense of pride. These 
intangible place meanings are akin to destination wealth which contributes to par-
ticipants’ well-being and quality of life. However, negative place meanings have 
seeped into this perfect picture and informs their SoP. We suggest these recreation- 
based place meanings be translated into social sustainability indicators. Access to 
positive meaningful recreational experiences should remain available and negative 
experiences be reduced as these are detrimental to overall SoP.

Drawing upon the Tripartite Sustainability Embedded Place Model for Tourist Sites 
(Pearce, 2005), place meanings were plotted within three place dimensions of Activities, 
Resource, and Conceptions. Figure 4.2 depicts the TARP Host Meanings model.

Pearce suggested all three components are necessary for destination sustainabil-
ity. Our model incorporating place meanings identifies the need to preserve social 
sustainability as ‘Conceptions’ of TARP result from recreation-based SoP within 
TARP. We elucidate these suggestions using extracts from our data next.

4.5.1  Positive Sense of Place

Hedonia-seeking ‘Active Adventure’ represents a significant purpose of partici-
pants’ visits, to seek challenging activities and experience thrills. Different types of 
adventurous experiences are described based on both the physical setting of TARP 
and activities on offer.

Table 4.1 TARP host community place meanings

Type Themes Sub-themes

Positive Hedonia-seeking Active adventure
Passive pursuit

Companionship Reconnection
Creating shared memories

Aesthetics appreciation Beauty
Experiences

Ephemeral escapade Being away
Seclusion

Being host To visitors
For environment

Negative Crowdedness
Observing island changes
Underwater devastation
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“Zip line is above all. It is because I feel it is more adventurous and challenging. I like a 
challenge.” (Zal, 35)

‘Passive Pursuit’ describes the nature of achievement through simple activities and 
sometimes simple pleasure of being on the island(s). Participants expressed feeling 
‘satisfied’, ‘relaxed’, ‘calm’, ‘peace’, ‘quiet’ and ‘refreshed’ when they are in TARP.

“Satisfaction. More relaxed. It’s like a weekend getaway from all the hectic environment. 
We can see the blue, blue sky and greeneries everywhere because you don’t see it every day 
at your work or around your house.” (Abelle, 25)

Companionship ‘Reconnection’ highlights pre-existing relationships with friends 
and family where visits are platforms to strengthen bonds. SoP in this context falls 
under the resource dimension where the focus is on passive participation requiring 
physical space on the islands for reconnection.

“If you go there with your friends and family, then you can spend some quality time. At 
home, you can be together as well but it will be, do this, do that. There you can just talk and 
be together.” (Reka, 31)

‘Creating Shared Memories’ advances on new memories and experiences created in 
a social environment when one spends time completing activities with significant 
others or new acquaintances in TARP. New memories are created even as activities 
are repeated with the same person.

Fig. 4.2 TARP host meanings model
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“Special memories. That time when my girlfriend brought me here on my birthday. That’s 
the first time we go to an island together. She blind-folded me so it’s kind of sweet and she 
taught me how to swim.” (Adial, 25)

Aesthetics Appreciation ‘Beauty’ is an explicit reference to physical qualities 
exuding pleasure to the senses. Participants referred to the attractiveness and splen-
dour of TARP, the natural physical attributes (sun, sea, sand, forests). Participants 
smiled thinking about their favourite spots on the islands alluding to a connection 
between beauty and joy. Beauty in nature is the competitive advantage which attracts 
visitors (see Fig. 4.3).

“Picture 38. This is what I look for. When I go to the islands… this is exactly what I look for 
and every time I see blue water, I take pictures of it. Even though I have got 1000 pictures 
of blue water already…, every time I go and see this, I am like wow, this is beautiful. Sabah 
is beautiful. No matter how many times I see blue water I am still super excited about it and 
amazed. Yeah, this is so beautiful.” (Maggie, 33).

‘Experiences’ that are intangible were vivid in the thoughts of participants when 
asked about their involvements in TARP. Participants felt a sense of pleasure and 
privilege to be on the island, the experience of observing physical offerings, stun-
ning views, ecosystem or socialising with others in the leisurely environment.

“…There is no jetty so we just jump into the water and just walk to the island and walk 
around. It’s really beautiful.” (Jessy, 41)

Ephemeral Escapade ‘Being Away’ focuses on the motives and sentiments when 
participants visit TARP and participate in activities that are rejuvenating for exam-
ple, hiking with a sea view.

Fig. 4.3 Picture 38 – Photograph taken by a participant (part of the Q-set)
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“The overall feel that you are really isolated and away from everything. …Just getting away 
from everything, KK, and the traffic and everything” (Pizza, 32).

‘Seclusion’ posed more in-depth SoP between participants and their favourite sites 
in TARP. For the regular visitors to the island, a sense of attachment to certain sites 
in TARP emerged. Inherently, participants identify with these sites and appear to be 
more protective of the ground which they consider as theirs. Beyond the need to be 
away, most participants also seek privacy and time to be alone when they are 
at TARP.

“… depends on where we were going. Sapi, Gaya then no problem. We all already have our 
own place. No one touches our own place. Our place. This is our place. We go to Sapi, we 
go there, we land, we go to the least crowded area, and then we set up our stuff and we try 
to make a barricade.” (Akyu, 25)

Being Host ‘To Visitors’ stems from the thoughts and a heart of hospitality 
grounded in the dynamic relationships between local and unfamiliar visitors, be it 
family, friends or strangers at TARP. Beyond friendliness, narratives showed a sense 
of care towards the welfare of other TARP visitors.

“I think personally I like meeting new people. I just go to random people. If I see like a 
tourist alone at the next table and I am alone… alright, do you want to join me?” (Ann, 29)

‘For Environment’ focuses on the spectrum of the physical space within the marine 
park and the beliefs that the natural environment of a marine park needs protection. 
Participants showed a sense of care for the preservation of the reef.

“We were snorkelling and there were Chinese tourists standing on all the corals … I started 
shouting at someone as I was snorkelling. I was… “Get off the corals! [big hand move-
ment]“ … Because there were SO many people and they have no respect for the sea. … They 
have on their life jackets, they can’t swim. They’ve got shoes like the… you know like, sea 
shoes? So they don’t feel anything and they just stepped right on the corals. And they’ll 
stand up to fix their mask or fix their life jacket… on the corals. It’s really stressing me out 
[both hands hold close to chest].” (Haggis, 30)

4.5.2  Negative Sense of Place

Crowdedness is the sense of metaphorical suffocation, cloudiness, and negative 
emotions, as a result of overcrowding due to number of visitors and their non- 
detachable behaviour. All participants indicated some form of negativity towards 
the issue of overcrowding on the islands of TARP. Notably, overcrowding is per-
ceived differently, not just crowds of humans but also the expansive picnic areas for 
tourists.

“You’ve got all these extra tables they are just lying out there ready for more people coming 
and then you look at how many people are there already. Yeah, it looked so busy. Like you’ve 
got a beautiful beach and then you look up and there is just hell of a many tables filled with 
people and all their stuff. … you don’t really want to see the setup where you see there is 
table everywhere and chairs. Yeah, it’s so messy (Haggis, 30).
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Observing Island Changes relates to physical and economical changes experi-
enced by the host community in the marine park due to tourism development such 
as increase of prices, losing their rightful place, garbage piled up and overdevelop-
ment. Sadly, it seems the marine park has become more capitalistic and tourists- 
exclusive causing fear in that they might lose access.

“Usually when we go there. We go straight to the spot. Put tents and we relax. … Now we 
got to wait until the Koreans leave the place and then we can set up. We don’t mind them. 
But yes, I do feel that more and more of my own place has been taken over. Exclusiveness. 
Capitalism… … Who knows maybe one day … if you not with this company you cannot 
go. … You can see this happening now. All the other side of the beaches will belong to these 
companies and then you can’t go there unless you go with these [tour] companies. And then 
where do we go?

Underwater Devastation refers to negative place experiences on land and in 
water. Marine life preservation and floating rubbish is of concern for host visitors. 
Participants who dived noted that compared with their first reef experiences, the 
underwater environment in TARP has deteriorated over the years.

“I remember well when I went back in the 90s you saw a lot more … Corals were still 
colourful and there were many of them around. Fast forward till NOW, you got to go to like 
a secret place or behind the island or wherever there is no tourists if you want to see the 
good stuff.” (Alan, 24)

This section described participants’ experiences of TARP which influenced their 
SoP. TARP is a special place for the host community, one that is shared with inter-
national tourists. Place meanings have been identified for future work to confirm.

4.6  Discussion and Conclusion

Host community SoP contributes to social sustainability for tourism development at 
national parks. We explored the host community and their perspectives of tourism at 
the national park through the SoP lens. Findings encourage a revision of the tourism 
business model at TARP. Since sustainability consists of three pillars, the social or 
‘people’ pillar deserves greater attention. Particularly now at a time when the oppor-
tunity to reset allows us to re-consider what the future of tourism on TARP will look 
like. It is timely to reconsider how we evaluate a sustainable destination. The ‘peo-
ple’ pillar should provide equity for residents of tourist destinations (Higgins- 
Desbiolles, 2018). Since access to recreation is connected to host community SoP, 
then social sustainability is the way forward. Higgins-Desbiolles (2020) suggests a 
community-centred tourism framework that aligns tourism based on the rights and 
interests of local communities. TARP is uniquely located in the vicinity of a capital 
city, an urban national park. Therefore, findings have implications for SDG 11 
Sustainable Cities and Communities perspectives. SDG 11.7 specifically requires 
universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible green and public spaces for city 
residents. The TARP host community place meanings themes could be translated 
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into place-based indicators. Future tourism planning should test and apply these 
qualitative indicators to gauge social sustainability.

The TARP Host Meanings model identified specific experiences at a marine park 
which make it special for the host community. This supports the call to understand 
the experiences of place users to grasp intangible place meanings (Budruk et al., 
2011; Christou et al., 2019). In effect, we refined the sustainability embedded place 
model proposed by Pearce (2005) by identifying components within the three place 
dimensions of activities, resources, and conceptions, albeit for hosts. Pearce only 
included positive elements within the place dimension and disregarded the negative 
attributes that should be improved or avoided. This essentially would create a faux 
reality of how users might experience place. The TARP Host Meanings model 
acknowledges that negative experiences do occur and need to be addressed to pro-
ceed sustainably. Findings provide park managers indicative areas for improvement. 
As Pearce’s place model was tourist-based, its ‘Conceptions’ only focused on the 
SoP that park managers should portray to tourists. Specific attributes within each 
dimension were only implied. This study identified attributes of each dimension, 
was host-oriented; and ‘Conceptions’ result from recreation and social communica-
tion within the marine park. With a focus on social sustainability, our findings pro-
vide indicators of recreation experiences that are valued by the host community and 
influence their SoP. Negative experiences provide evidence of sharing public space 
with tourists and suggests it impact their quality of life (Helgadóttir et al., 2019).

Future work should evaluate the utility of this model to other contexts. Meanwhile, 
Sabah Parks could place more weightage in maintaining the positive attributes that 
intersect all three dimensions in the model (namely, Active Adventure, Experiences 
and Being Away) and work towards reducing the negative attributes among host 
community visitors (Crowdedness, Observing Island Changes and Underwater 
Devastation), although the pandemic has in effect played a role to reduce these. 
Sabah Parks could pay attention to the attributes under the Resource and Activities 
dimensions and consider these in policies, planning and tourism development.

For Malaysia, inbound tourism is still banned, and domestic travel restricted. 
TARP, once a prime international marine tourist destination in Sabah is left helpless 
with loss of international tourist receipts (Yusof, 2020). Reality insists that ‘profit’, 
or the economic viability of TARP is also given attention as presently, 70% of its 
main market has vanished with no clear return date. TARP, as a tourist destination 
and a marine national park, whilst having regulations in place, will need to balance 
its effort between marine conservation and the temptation of receiving high tourist 
receipts and high tourist arrivals. We suggest in the long run focusing on preserving 
the host community SoP will support sustainable tourism management and benefit 
the local economy. Locals should be willing to contribute more towards entrance 
fees and activities. Efforts should be made to encourage regular host visitors: (i) 
enlist through annual paid membership programmes; (ii) stewardship through regu-
lar beach clean-ups or nature activities; (iii) conservation campaigns to nurture 
topophilia for TARP. This corresponds to tourism marketers focusing on domestic 
tourism through the proposed Sabah Tourism Recovery Plan. It is time to shift the 

4 Nurturing Sense of Place: Host Community Perspectives for Social Sustainability



78

spotlight towards an understanding where hosts’ SoP will ensure a sustainable cycle 
of domestic tourism support (Ferrari & Pratesi, 2012).

Understanding the bonds and values one has to a place would lead to an inte-
grated approach to resource management and assist in planning for overall destina-
tion sustainability (Chapin & Knapp, 2015; Masterson et al., 2017; Jarratt et al., 
2018; Ferrari & Gilli, 2018; Christou et al., 2019). Applying SoP as an indicator for 
social sustainability in tourism development would result in policies that consider 
the community first (Eusebio et al., 2018; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018). Understanding 
the value of TARP as a site of recreation, a place that generates positive emotions in 
effect contributes to the well-being of the host community. In conclusion, our study 
suggests that for TARP to remain sustainable, nurturing host community SoP is the 
way forward to truly reflect it as an Asian tourist destination that protects local per-
spectives to share with all visitors and is key to ensuring place longevity.
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Chapter 5
Sustainability and the Tourist Wall: 
The Case of Hindered Interaction Between 
Chinese Visitors with Malaysian Society

Fei Long  and Can-Seng Ooi 

Abstract Many tourists want to travel in a more socially sustainable manner, which 
may mean that they have to engage more meaningfully with the host community. 
Tourists however inadvertently travel in bubbles. Tourist bubbles reduce tourist 
anxiety but they also build tourist walls between them and the host society. The wall 
seems to prevent tourists from a deeper comprehension of the host society. We use 
China’s outbound tourists in Malaysia as our case. Including Malaysia, destinations 
and businesses are catering to Chinese tourists by providing more conveniences and 
comforts to them. Tourism promotion agencies are adopting China’s social media 
platforms to disseminate relevant information. Consequently Chinese tourists may 
not have to use other platforms to communicate and interact with the world. Served 
with largely Chinese content and perspectives, host-guest appreciation may remain 
shallow, with few encounters that truly promote mutual respect and understanding 
to enhance a more socially sustainable tourism. This exploratory study looks at how 
Chinese tourists publicly review Malaysia on two top Chinese travel-sharing web-
sites (i.e. Mafengwo.com and Qyer.com). It is found that there is a conspicuous 
silence on the discriminatory policy against Malaysian Chinese in those reviews 
even though the manifestations of that policy is omnipresent. Thus, we discuss how 
a Chinese tourist wall is constructed, how tourist businesses are inadvertently 
strengthening that wall, and how the wall limits the attainment of social sustainabil-
ity goals. In addition, we are also suggesting the importance of acknowledging 
silence in data analysis. This paper makes contributions to the tourism literature on 
Chinese tourists and the complexity of the host-guest relations with regard to social 
sustainability of tourism.
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5.1  Introduction

Malaysia seems to be the perfect destination for visitors from China. Because of its 
significant Chinese population, interaction between hosts and guests would be more 
seamless. A more meaningful understanding of the local community by visitors 
would also emerge. In the wider context, such a deeper engagement is promoted and 
encouraged by champions of sustainable tourism, as the visits are not merely com-
mercial, superficial and economically exploitative. Hosts will not only be more wel-
coming, the visitors are also seen to be part of the community. However that deeper 
appreciation seems to remain elusive between hosts and guests in Malaysia and its 
Chinese visitors. This chapter highlights a set of social dynamics that prevent greater 
understanding of the host by Chinese visitors. We will: (1) highlight the inadvertent 
construction of the tourist wall that blocks communication and understanding; and 
(2) point to the importance of reading silence or omissions when understanding how 
tourists describe their experiences. By doing so, we will accentuate another factor 
that hinders host-guest interaction and understanding, and will also initiate a discus-
sion on the research of silence in tourism studies.

As advocated, for tourism to be sustainable, the interlocking concerns of the 
economy, the society and the environment must be addressed (Budeanu et al., 2016). 
The overwhelming focus on economic sustainability has resulted in many scholars 
and activists to call for tourism to be more environmentally and socially responsible 
and sustainable (Jamal, 2019). There are also increasing demands for regenerative 
tourism, that is, for tourism to create social and environmental values (Higgins- 
Desbiolles, 2018). As much as tourists bring economic benefits to the community, 
tourists may also bring about social benefits, in terms of establishing dialogues of 
cooperation, of affirming common values and of generating mutual respect and 
understanding. Visitors will also mutually avow positive social and environmental 
values in the host society.

Also in a more sustainable tourism manner, visitors should not be ethnocentric 
but instead visitors can also be agents of change that can contribute to desired and 
positive changes in host societies (Ooi, 2021). Supporting the community to stand 
up against worker exploitation, environmental destruction and racial discrimination, 
for instance, provide not only social moral solidarity with but also economic sup-
port to local communities (Jamal, 2019). To accept the status quo in the host com-
munity may mean supporting and perpetuating the agendas of the established 
economic and political elites, ignoring the resistance and the activists in these places 
that demand justice, equality and fair opportunities. Visitors may reaffirm common 
values of the host society, and challenge injustices and corruption. For example, in 
gay tourism, LGBTQI+ visitors to China inevitably support and offer solidarity 
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with the marginalized group in society, albeit this group is not formally discrimi-
nated against but nonetheless widely ostracized (Ooi, 2021).

In 2018, about 150 million Chinese tourists travelled outside of mainland China, 
which makes mainland China the largest source market for international outbound 
tourism (UNWTO, 2019). Given the noticeable economic benefits, overseas desti-
nations and related businesses are catering to Chinese tourists’ needs and expecta-
tions (Long & Aziz, 2021), such as providing Mandarin-speaking personnel and 
accepting UnionPay. In addition, tourism promotion agencies are using a range of 
Chinese social media platforms (e.g. WeChat and Qyer.com) to communicate with 
Chinese tourists (Ma et al., 2020). By doing so, authorities in destinations attempt 
to guide how Chinese tourists perceive places, alleviate tourist anxiety, and protect 
tourists from awkward encounters with local social issues that could shock or scare 
them. As a result, Chinese tourists do not need to seek travel information from other 
platforms and they don’t even need to interact much with the locals during their 
trips. In serving the comfort needs of Chinese visitors, the economic benefits may 
be maximized.

The emphasis on providing a pleasing experience to Chinese visitors may also 
result in ignoring the environmental and social aspects of sustainability. We focus 
on social sustainability in this chapter. Tourists, including Chinese ones, may build 
their own “tourist bubbles” to avoid potential conflicts between their cultural 
assumptions and a foreign culture, and to view the host society through their own 
accustomed lenses and beliefs. For instance, Chinese tourists are very concerned 
about friendliness of locals, so they have created a supportive and friendly social 
environment for themselves by traveling with family, friends and other Chinese (Ye 
et al., 2012a, b; Moy & Phongpanichanan, 2014; Nielson, 2018). Therefore, Chinese 
tourists may inadvertently or otherwise travel in “tourist bubbles”, and observe the 
host society through Chinese lenses. However, it does not mean that Chinese tour-
ists are “close-minded” as studies have shown that they are keen to seek authentic 
travel experiences (Ma et al., 2018), and many of them are indeed adventurous (Cai, 
2018). Due to the convenience of “tourist bubbles”, Chinese guest-host interactions 
remain selective, which will be demonstrated by the case of Chinese tourists visiting 
Malaysia in this chapter.

Malaysia is one of the most popular destinations for mainland Chinese tourists. 
3.11 million visited Malaysia in 2019, which makes China the 3rd largest source 
market for Malaysia, following Singapore and Indonesia (Tourism Malaysia, 2020). 
Meanwhile, Malaysia has been publicly implementing an official discriminatory 
policy against its own citizens with Chinese-heritage (Malaysian Chinese) and other 
ethnic minorities for decades (Harris & Han, 2020). In 2015, Dr. Huang Huikang, 
the then-Chinese ambassador to Malaysia, criticized this policy and showed support 
to the local Chinese community (Reuters, 2015). As will be shown, although ethno- 
nationalistic sentiments are growing along with China’s economic rise, it seems that 
the vast majority of Chinese tourists either are ignorant of or have ignored the ethnic 
tension in their understanding of Malaysia. In contrast, many of them have por-
trayed Malaysia as an ethnically harmonious society in their online travel reviews. 
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Thus, there is an apparent tourist wall between the Chinese tourists and the host 
society. The woke Chinese tourists seem to keep silent with regard to this 
discrimination.

In this context, the tourist wall is defined as the selectively manifested barriers 
and obstacles that prevent tourists from interacting and connecting with the host 
society. The barriers may be social, cultural and even technological, and are not 
necessarily insurmountable. More significantly, a tourist wall may hinder the social 
sustainability of tourism with regard to promoting amicability, understanding and 
trust among people from every corner of the world. Our reading of Chinese tourist 
view of ethnic discrimination in Malaysia is based on their omission of or silence on 
this topic in their travel reviews on this topic. So with regard to silence, it refers to 
Chinese tourists’ inaction or passive response towards the unfair treatment of 
Malaysian Chinese and even themselves when they are traveling in Malaysia 
(Paltemaa et al., 2020). In the present research, the characteristics of China’s out-
bound tourists and the ethnic issue of Malaysia are briefly discussed. Then, the focal 
analysis lies on the construction of the tourist wall in the case of Chinese tourists 
visiting Malaysia, and the tourist wall’s impacts on bringing social benefits to the 
local community.

Tourism and Social Sustainability
The concept of sustainability has become a buzzword since the release of the 
Brundtland Report in 1987 (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018). In tourism, it is defined as a 
development process, involving social, economic and environmental dimensions, 
that satisfies the present needs of tourists and hosts without compromising their 
future needs and prosperity (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005). Specifically, social sustain-
ability emphasizes positive social effects of tourism and tourists to the local com-
munity, such as initiating meaningful social contacts and improving host-guest 
relations (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005). In fact, tourism’s benefits to social sustain-
ability, such as breaking down barriers among people, have been acknowledged by 
various governmental and international organizations (e.g. WTO and EU) (Farmaki, 
2017). Unfortunately, today’s tourism development is largely focused on economic 
benefits, and social values are often overlooked (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2010). For 
example, a lot of destinations are moving towards being “China-ready” by provid-
ing facilities/services that Chinese tourists are accustomed to and subsequently 
transforming these efforts to get Chinese tourists to feel comfortable and spend 
money (Arlt, 2013). There is little effort in deepening meaningful host-guest inter-
action; such loose host-guest relations do not support any social sustainability goals 
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018; Van der Zee & Go, 2013). Locals are predominantly just 
service providers or props in the destination.

Tourism is often imagined as a catalyst for promoting mutual understanding and 
global peace (Scheyvens & Biddulph, 2018). Jafari (1989) cited Mark Twain, “travel 
is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow mindedness” (p. 439). Many researchers 
argue for tourism’s contribution to bringing about global social values. For instance, 
Edgell et al. (2008) argue that peace is the foundation of tourism, tourism leads to 
cultural understanding, cultural understanding results in mutual respect and trust, 

F. Long and C.-S. Ooi



85

and a higher level of mutual respect and trust further promotes peace (Pedersen, 
2020). Similarly Scheyvens and Biddulph (2018) state that tourism brings people 
together, then people gain a chance to empathize each other. With a better mutual 
understanding, inter-group hostility reduces. Based on these hopes and explana-
tions, tourism is supposed to deliver laudable social benefits that are key factors for 
tourism’s contribution to social sustainability in local communities and the world 
(Edgell et al., 2008; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018). However, Khalilzadeh (2018) sug-
gests that social values arising out of guest-host interaction, such as fostering inter- 
group harmony, remain inconclusive, and tourism’s position for cultivating social 
sustainability is merely an ideal (Farmaki, 2017). Some studies have questioned the 
hope of tourism capability of contributing to international peace and harmony 
(Farmaki, 2017; Pedersen, 2020). There are also insufficient studies examining the 
barriers of generating these social values (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Qiu Zhang 
et al., 2017). This chapter contributes to the latter.

Malaysia and Chinese Tourists
Compared to their western counterparts, Chinese tourists are generally less experi-
enced in international travel (Fugmann & Aceves, 2013). As a result, they may eas-
ily overlook negative aspects of the destinations and accept the favorable images 
presented by the local tourism industry (Adiyia et  al., 2015; Fan et  al., 2017; 
MacCannell, 2001; Van der Zee & Go, 2013). Although more Chinese tourists are 
doing free and independent travel (UNWTO, 2019), their social contacts with the 
local community remain limited; despite their pursuits for the “authentic” experi-
ence, they are still dependent on information from various Chinese social media 
platforms (Lian, 2014; Wu & Pearce, 2016; Xiang, 2013). They may only visit 
spaces (e.g. attractions, hotels and restaurants) listed on well-prepared itineraries 
available on influential social media platforms, such as Mafengwo.com. Therefore, 
Chinese tourists would probably view the host society through rose-tinted glasses 
created by marketing authorities from the destination and industry, and many of 
these tourists will internalize and perpetuate these images (Fugmann & 
Aceves, 2013).

Tourists bring their own cultural background with them (Ooi, 2002). So in terms 
of ethnic relations, many Chinese tourists habitually interpret another multicultural 
host society from their own experiences in China, and through information from 
their own China news channels and social media platforms (Jaakson, 2004). 
Moreover, information on some topics is filtered, if not censored, in China. This 
includes news on tense ethnic relations in China (Paltemaa et  al., 2020). Such 
sources of information will colour the Chinese perception of the host society. 
Officially, Chinese authorities claim that they have implemented preferential poli-
cies for minority groups (Zang, 2016). Impacts of these preferential policies remain 
controversial but regardless many Han Chinese (officially, 91.5% of the total popu-
lation) think that the minority groups in China are privileged (Wu & He, 2016; 
Zang, 2016). Therefore, many Chinese believe that being a minority has privileges, 
and they may wrongly perceive the same for Malaysia (Ye et al., 2012a, b).
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Significantly, Chinese tourists are more or less political subjects of China- 
Malaysia relations. Tourism is closely related to a country’s soft power, so it is an 
indispensable but insidious component of the geopolitics matrix (Ooi, 2016). Many 
countries intend to enhance their soft power through tourism for gaining preferred 
outcomes in global scenarios, and Malaysia is no exception (Hussin, 2018). 
According to Ooi (2016), tourism authorities are assigned the task to glorify the 
positive images and counter the negative ones of the destination. In addition, both 
Chinese and Malaysian governments are willing to promote their people’s mutual 
understandings through tourism in a directed method for either economic or politi-
cal reasons (Yeoh, 2019; Yeoh et al., 2018). For example, 2020 was initially sched-
uled as Visit Malaysia Year and Malaysia-China Cultural Tourism Year, and many 
related campaigns were already arranged in China and Malaysia before the outbreak 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Teoh, 2020). Under the current amicable bilateral rela-
tions, Malaysia has been highlighting racial harmony and multiculturalism concern-
ing its own Chinese community to convey an explicit message that Chinese tourists 
are welcomed in Malaysia (Hussin, 2018). Meanwhile, China’s state-owned media 
rarely report Malaysia’s racial politics (Paltemaa et al., 2020). In short, how Chinese 
tourists, especially those with limited international exposure, perceive Malaysia is 
largely shaped, if not manipulated, by both Chinese and Malaysian governments out 
of their mutual and shared agendas.

5.2  Malaysia – The bumiputera context

Malaysia gained its independence in 1957. The way Malaysia is governed and orga-
nized reflects its diverse past. Parts of Malaysia had been occupied by different 
European powers since the sixteenth century. Like in other former colonies, resi-
dents and migrants in Malaysia were broadly identified according to their ethnic 
heritage (e.g. Malay, Chinese and Indian). Upon independence, the Malaysian gov-
ernment has been using the salad bowl rather than the melting pot model to manage 
its multicultural society (Gabriel, 2015). Although national pride is promoted, indi-
viduals are very cognizant of their ethnic identity in the social political system (Liu 
et al., 2002; Yashaiya & Noh, 2019). For a Malaysian, their ethnic identity sits com-
fortably and sometimes also uncomfortably with their national identity.

One of the prominent features of Malaysia’s social political system is the bumipu-
tra policy. In the country’s attempt at wanting to level up the majority Malay popu-
lation (67%) economically, this “son of the soil” policy explicitly discriminates 
against the Chinese (25%) and Indian (7%) populations. These minorities are not 
given equal access to school and university, government jobs and business support. 
While Malaysia is seen as a multicultural and harmonious society, there is dissatis-
faction and disdain for that policy (Harris & Han, 2020). The unequal treatment is 
felt in everyday life for the minorities, for example, the occasional banning of the 
display of lanterns during Chinese New Year celebrations (NST, 2020). While local 
ethnic Chinese residents face discrimination, and their scorn for the situation is 
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communicated frequently in the media, during election campaigns and privately, we 
however observe that visitors from China do not seem perturbed by the situation. It 
is debatable if there is an ethnic bond or affinity between Chinese Malaysians and 
Chinese visitors but regardless, the local Chinese population in Malaysia is seen as 
a drawcard in the outbound market of China. The sizable Chinese population is 
deemed to help alleviate some anxiety of travels for visitors from China.

5.3  Methodology

This research adopted an interpretive paradigm by reviewing travelogues posted on 
Mafengwo.com and Qyer.com, and the two websites are considered the equivalent 
of Lonely Planet in China (Cohen & Cohen, 2015). Unlike positivism, interpretive 
research assumes that reality is constructed intersubjectively in complexity, and 
attempts to gain empathetic understanding of conscious individuals (Goulding, 
1999; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Angen (2000) argues that the world is understood 
through meaningful interpretation, and our subjective experience is “an integral part 
of our understanding of ourselves, of others, and of the world around us” (p.385). 
One researcher in the study is a mainland Chinese citizen who has been living in 
Malaysia for over 4 years, and another one is a Chinese Singaporean citizen who 
has been doing research on Chinese tourists for a couple of decades, which allows 
both researchers to obtain deeper insights from travel stories shared by Chinese 
tourists visiting Malaysia (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).

Compared to structured questionnaires or in-depth interviews, online travel-
ogues, as a form of user-generated content (UGC), are free of interference from 
researchers (Qi et al., 2018). In addition, Tussyadiah and Fesenmaier (2008) state 
that scholars and marketers could receive first hand information on how tourists 
perceive destinations from travel stories written by tourists. These travelogues 
reveal a wide variety of information that may be neglected by pre-designed ques-
tionnaires, which facilitates researchers capturing psychological and cognitive 
activities of informants, and forming a more holistic and comprehensive insight on 
the topic (Wong & Qi, 2017).

As a case study, the scope of the research is mainland Chinese tourists visiting 
Malaysia. Therefore, a keyword “Malaysia” was used to search travelogues from 
the two travel community websites. The authors found tens of thousands of relevant 
travelogues, and sorted out these travelogues chronologically. Then, the authors 
saved the latest 150 travelogues with at least 10 paragraphs posted in 2019 as 
Microsoft Word documents with an assigned number. These collected documents 
contained texts and photos, and some of them were very detailed. To analyze these 
travelogues comprehensively and efficiently, the authors conducted data pre- 
processing, selecting and transferring relevant information to an Excel sheet after 
reading, including contributor’s nickname, website user rank, city of residency, post 
title and important extracts from the travelogues. Meanwhile, photos and short 
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videos were excluded for analysis despite they may contain some relevant informa-
tion (Wong & Qi, 2017).

The authors read the documents line by line. Besides, some key words, such as 
discrimination, unfair treatment, multi-culturalism, cultural diversity and ethnic 
harmony, are utilized to locate the important extracts from the travelogues. During 
the pre-processing, the authors deleted a few travelogues because they were not 
written by tourists from mainland China or they were identified as advertisements 
posted by travel operators. Beside extracts with key words, the authors also revisited 
paragraphs adjacent to the identified extracts or even the whole travelogue for per-
ceiving the contributors’ stance on certain issues related to the study (Van Laer 
et  al., 2018), which facilitated us comprehending Chinese tourists’ attitudes and 
sentiments towards the matter of Malaysia. The logic behind the content revisiting 
is to search for possibly hidden information without clear markers (Scott, 2017). As 
per archeology of knowledge, untold and unseen contents of a narrative discourse 
are important to form a better understanding on described issues, so it is necessary 
to make hidden information visible through reasonable analysis (Rajchman, 1988).

Thematic analysis was conducted manually to search for shared meanings from 
Chinese tourists’ thoughts, experiences and behaviors reflected by their travelogues 
with regard to social sustainability and the tourist wall (Kiger & Varpio, 2020; 
Nowell et al., 2017). Chinese tourists’ way of thinking and how they view overseas 
destinations are shaped by their own cultures and life experiences (Goulding, 1999). 
Thus, the lead researcher, as a Chinese national, introspects his own experiences 
traveling and living in Malaysia to search common themes and interpret the col-
lected travelogues. The process may generate a certain degree of bias, but it facili-
tates the study to gain a deep understanding of Chinese tourists that is less likely to 
be achieved by a non-native Chinese researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). To 
increase the accuracy and credibility of data analysis, some important extracts were 
translated into English and integrated with the findings part (Mukminin, 2019). 
With regard to the quality of the translation, the lead researcher used to work as a 
professional translator, and the translated extracts were also checked by another 
researcher. The identified three themes are presented and discussed in the following 
sections.

5.4  Chinese Visitor Perceptions: Ethnic Diversity 
and Multiculturalism

During the fourteenth and eighteenth century, many businessmen from China, India 
and the Middle East arrived and settled in the Malay peninsula (Harris & Han, 
2020). Then, the British colonists came with Western influences, making Malaysia 
a unique place where ‘East meets West’. To promote its tourism to the global audi-
ence, Malaysia implements a branding strategy emphasizing ethnic and cultural 
diversity, which could be reflected by its national tourism slogan ‘Malaysia, Truly 
Asia’. The slogan sends a clear message to the international audience that Malaysia 
is a melting pot of Asian cultures (e.g. Malay, Chinese and Indian cultures).
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From the travelogues, Chinese tourists generally accept Malaysia’s branding 
message. Many of them are impressed with the cultural diversity and ethnic har-
mony being manifested by some external symbols, such as food and architecture in 
Malaysia (Cetin & Bilgihan, 2015). Meanwhile, these symbols reinforce the per-
ception of multiculturalism among Chinese tourists. Sample No. 55 is one typical 
example, and she saw a culturally diverse country with ethnic harmony through 
coexistence of different food and architecture. In her own words,

Malaysia is a multicultural country where Malay, Chinese and Indian keep their own ways 
of life and customs. In Penang, Malaysia, we can experience visiting the architecture of 5 
different countries/regions, and tasting authentic food from different countries/regions.

Such a perception is not only limited to Penang, some travelogues contain similar 
information describing Kuala Lumpur, Melaka and East Malaysia. In sample No. 
13, the contributor wrote about his feeling when he and his spouse were traveling in 
Kuala Lumpur, that ‘we have never before walked from Chinatown to Little India, 
and they [of different cultures] were only one road apart [in Kuala Lumpur]. We 
gained a deep understanding of multicultural tolerance in Malaysia......Chinese, 
Malays and Indians don’t disturb each other, and live in harmony.’ Meanwhile, sim-
ilar comments were found in travelogue No. 11 to describe her experience in 
Melaka, in her own words,

Melaka is the oldest ancient town of Malaysia. In the past hundreds of years, Chinese, 
Indian and Javanese came here one after another, and [their] cultures, languages, stories 
blended and grew together. There are Chinese-styled houses, Dutch-styled buildings with 
red roofs, and Portuguese style villages. Although (they are in) diverse styles, they exist in 
perfect harmony. It seems that this is the natural way how Melaka is supposed to look.

Some Chinese tourists also noticed some negative aspects of Malaysia, including its 
unreliable public transport, visibility of motorbike gangs, prevalence of tourist 
scams and pollution. However, these issues are visible. In samples No. 16 and 44, 
both contributors shared their travel experiences in Semporna which is well-known 
for its crystal clear water and marine diversity in East Malaysia. In the travelogues, 
they mentioned their encounters with tourist scams and marine ecological degrada-
tion. Nevertheless, many Chinese visitors highlighted the multiculturalism of 
Malaysia through physically displayed cultural symbols, which inevitably affirms 
the official narrative of ethnic harmony. Chinese tourists seemed largely to have 
ignored the issue of ethnic discrimination.

5.5  Cognizance of Discrimination Against 
Chinese Malaysians

The majority of the reviewed travelogues did not mention anything related to ethnic 
discrimination. On the contrary, many contributors gave their praises to the cultural 
diversity and ethnic harmony of Malaysia. In our study, most travelogue contribu-
tors visited Malaysia for relaxation with friends or family members. Fan et  al. 
(2017) argue that this type of tourist does not desire to have deep interactions with 
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locals (Qi et al., 2018). In addition, less inexperienced tourists are likely to face dif-
ficulties in cross-cultural communication and encounter unwanted tensions with 
local residents (Fan et al., 2020). To avoid that, they would embrace or even create 
tourist bubbles that separate them from the host community (Unger et al., 2019). 
Travelogue No. 50 is a clear example. The contributor wrote extensively on her 
interactions with her family members, and none on her contact with the locals. She 
explained why she revisited Malaysia:

This was my second time visiting Malaysia. I truly love it. Last time, I went to Sipadan with 
my husband for honeymoon……I can’t stop thinking of the bluish green sea of Semporna 
from my last trip. Xiaomenger [her son] was 3 years old, I think that I would take him to see 
the world. My grandma looked forward to the sea, and grandpa’s legs recovered well from 
surgery. My thought [of revisiting Malaysia] coincided with theirs, so we booked flight 
tickets during Air Asia’s annual promotion.

The focus of the trip for the writer of No. 50 was to spend time with her family. The 
destination was just a prop. Even if she knew of the discrimination in Malaysia, 
knowing the country better was not the main motivation of her trip.

However, a few contributors did write that Malaysian Chinese are not equally 
treated. By comparison, these contributors seem to share some common features: 
(1) they usually traveled alone in Malaysia; (2) they had a higher website rank; (3) 
they had traveled to other countries/regions before Malaysia; (4) they had more 
social interactions with the locals, such as taxi drivers, business owners and service 
staff. Arguably, all these characteristics indicate that these contributors are likely to 
be experienced international travelers. According to Pearce and Caltabiano (1983), 
experienced tourists emphasize more on higher order needs of Maslow’s hierarchy, 
which may explain why they sought higher involvement with the locals, and subse-
quently noticed the institutionalized discrimination towards the local Chinese com-
munity (Fan et al., 2017).

The contributor of travelogue No. 11 is one of the clearest examples. Her homep-
age at Mafengwo.com contained 25 travelogues covering destinations in 10 differ-
ent countries in Asia, Europe, Africa and Oceania since 2010. With regard to 
discrimination, she wrote that ‘I am impressed how this magical country maintains 
the balance: the Malay [community] is clearly dominant, but the local Chinese pre-
serve their culture and gain a firm foothold despite the fact that the government 
suppresses and restrains them.’

Similarly, the contributor of sample No. 101 visited 32 countries/regions, and she 
traveled to Malaysia alone. As an experienced traveler, she even compared Malaysia 
with Singapore to explain why Malaysian government imposes affirmative action 
policy (Liu et al., 2002). She immersed herself to the host society by communicat-
ing with Malaysian Chinese, so she gained a deeper understanding of the discrimi-
nation issue. Consequently, the official ethnic harmony bubble burst, and her anxiety 
level increased. In her own words,

Kuala Lumpur (KL) deserves to be the capital: high buildings, government agencies, big 
mosques. However, what impressed me more is the endurance of Malaysian Chinese. On 
my first day in KL, I met my taxi driver, a middle-aged [Malaysian] Chinese at a busy metro 
entrance. He poured out all his [negative] experiences as a [Malaysian] Chinese living in 
KL after he knew that I am from China. His stories shaped my impressions of KL.
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The contributor above perceived the existence of discrimination against local 
Chinese mainly by chatting with local Chinese taxi drivers, small business owners 
and service staff. Beside this travelogue, samples No. 6, 13, 28, 36, 47 and 103 all 
mentioned that the contributors heard stories of unequal treatment from Malaysian 
Chinese who were in the service sectors. Meanwhile, most Malaysian Chinese 
expressed that their situation was improving in recent years because China became 
stronger, which may work as a buffer to alleviate the tourists’ anxiety triggered by 
the cognizance of discrimination against Malaysian Chinese.

In travelogue No. 101, the taxi driver said that ‘China is strong now, and Malaysia 
relies on China for trade……’. When the contributor asked whether she herself 
would be discriminated against in Malaysia, the driver replied that ‘no, young lady. 
It’s different because you are an international tourist. Malays may have biases 
against minorities [Malaysian Chinese and Indians], but it doesn’t mean that they 
are bad. The vast majority of Malays are friendly to international tourists. No wor-
ries.’ There is context. The driver’s answer suggests a more layered understanding 
of the issues, and Chinese tourists are seen primarily as an economic opportunity 
(Homans, 1958; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2015; Yow, 2016).

5.6  Reflections on the Wall and the Silence

As expected, there is a wide range of contrasting and contradicting travelogues. 
The positive comments mentioned above reflect the huge majority of the posts. 
They indicate that many Chinese tourists accept the official views and perceive 
Malaysia as a multicultural society with ethnic harmony. The Malaysia tourism 
authority seems to be successful in its destination branding via its ‘Malaysia, Truly 
Asia’ campaign, and the tourism industry provides much comfort to Chinese tour-
ists for reducing their anxiety regarding possible discrimination (Ooi, 2002). In 
addition, many Chinese tourists rely heavily on social media platforms of China for 
travel- related information, and they are unlikely to find much information about 
Malaysia’s affirmative action policy from these platforms (Paltemaa et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, they may not gain relevant local knowledge from very limited social 
contacts with the host community (Fan et  al., 2017; Fan et  al., 2020; Lajevardi 
et al., 2020).

As expected the posts did not constitute a body of coherent views, perspectives 
and opinions. Instead there was a cacophony of voices, pointing to the range of 
ways Chinese visitors appreciate Malaysia. There was however a silence on how 
Chinese Malaysians are discriminated against in Malaysia. Silence is a complex 
phenomenon to capture. It is an absence. It is an indirect discourse (Bindeman, 
2017). Linguists and philosophers, for instance point to the limits of linguistic 
structures (Wittgenstein, 1980). Language may prevent or restrict us from articulat-
ing certain phenomena because there is no word or that the grammatical structure 
frames reality in particular ways. Silence can only be described by its effects and 
how it affects our lives (Bindeman, 2017). Silence also carries tacit knowledge or 
taken for granted notions (Polanyi, 1958). But silence and omission reveals the 
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politics of how knowledge is articulated, and what is considered irrelevant, assumed 
away or intentionally marginalized (Foucault, 1972). According to Foucault (1972), 
silence limits discourse and oppresses. In tourism, marketing a place highlights 
what is considered attractive and distinctive about the place while marginalizing the 
ugly and tenuous. For instance, George Town and Melaka are UNESCO inscribed 
world heritage sites in Malaysia. Their heritage status is widely promoted but the 
social tensions entrenched in the politics of selecting what heritage to celebrate and 
what to sideline is ignored in their destination promotion (Lai & Ooi, 2015).

The tourist also omits things. Urry’s (1990) tourist gaze, for instance, suggests 
that visitors pick up sights that are different from their everyday life. We do not 
give attention to what we consider mundane; and are thus omitted or ignored by 
us. Mediators are at hand to select, accentuate and dramatize the taken for granted 
into attractions, such as in Malaysia. In our case of Chinese visitors in Malaysia, 
the general omission of ethnic discrimination in Malaysia in Chinese visitor 
description of their experiences seems odd because it is relatively conspicuous.

Some complained about ethnic bias only when they suffered from ethnic dis-
crimination themselves. The contributor of travelogue No. 32 wrote that one (Malay) 
immigration officer denied his and his spouse’s request for a transit visa rudely, and 
without a proper explanation. Eventually, they got their transit visa with the assis-
tance of another immigration officer. Nevertheless, their first impression of Malaysia 
was negative. In sample 102, it is even written that ‘(airline) check-in staff was not 
friendly, most probably he deliberately made things difficult……Malaysia, I am very 
disappointed. I don’t think I will come back again.’

Chinese tourists, like many other tourists, have a certain degree of tolerance 
towards encounters with social injustice. Even confronting alleged ethnic discrimi-
nation, they may respond mildly and modestly. They may prefer to complain through 
their personal travelogue, rather than to report to the media or to the authorities. For 
many tourists, it is not worth the effort, they do not want to be further inconve-
nienced and/or they do not know how to go about complaining. Chinese tourists 
who travel with family and friends have to consider how their actions will affect 
those around them as well, especially all of them have committed time and money 
to enjoy themselves during the trip (Weber et al., 2017). Therefore, many Chinese 
tourists may choose to keep silent after they perceive or even encounter discrimina-
tion. They may also choose not to focus on negative encounters to have a more 
pleasant trip. Similarly, many may also choose to ignore the unpleasant to portray a 
more positive image of their travels. Regardless, research on what is not spoken 
deserves more attention.

5.7  Conclusion

Most tourists travel in bubbles, as their needs are specially catered to by tourism 
businesses. These bubbles also inevitably build tourist walls that prevent guests and 
hosts from having more meaningful and deeper interaction. The walls are social, 
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cultural and even technological obstacles. Without deeper engagement, their tour-
ism activities are shallow, and locals are treated merely as service providers and 
props for their enjoyment. This does not bode well for enhancing social sustainabil-
ity in the industry. By analyzing various reactions of Chinese tourists towards the 
official narrative of ethnic harmony of Malaysia, we attempt to gain a deeper under-
standing of the complexity of host-guest relations and the role of tourism that can 
play in social sustainability.

It seems that the Chinese tourists either consider the issue of ethnic discrimina-
tion irrelevant or are not aware of the overt discrimination that they may have 
already encountered while in Malaysia, which alludes to a tourist wall disconnect-
ing the tourists and the host society. Only a small portion of Chinese tourists in our 
data mentioned ethnic discrimination against Malaysian Chinese from a bystander’s 
view. Nevertheless, the fraught silence and absence are possibly the passive 
responses of the Chinese tourists towards this issue, and such responses reflect the 
complexity of how guests view, behave and treat the host society.

There are at least four interrelated reasons why the vast majority of Chinese tour-
ists keep silent towards the tacit ethnic discrimination in Malaysia. First, many 
Chinese tourists are inexperienced in outbound travel, and they are satisfied with the 
convenience, comfort and enjoyment within tourist bubbles (Ye et al., 2012a, b). 
Second, many of them are walled out from the host society because they only search 
for information from social media platforms and other news channels of China that 
do not say much about the discrimination issue of Malaysia probably because of 
China’s censorship towards certain sensitive topics, such as ethnic minorities 
(Lajevardi et al., 2020; Paltemaa et al., 2020). Third, some Chinese tourists are not 
interested in politics and find the issue irrelevant to their travels in Malaysia. Fourth, 
many of them may not feel right to voice their opinions as outsiders (Fox & 
Holt, 2018).

No matter what the reason is, many Chinese tourists are traveling in cognitive 
bubbles that filter out unfavorable bits of a host society towards them. They are 
walled out from the host society, and the wall contributes to the indecisive relation-
ship between tourism and social values. In other words, Chinese tourists are not 
likely to gain a holistic understanding of some local social issues, especially nega-
tive ones, which may lead to a hindered social interaction. As a result, Chinese tour-
ists are not likely to bring social benefits, such as promoting inter-ethnic 
understanding, to the local community. In the case of Malaysia, Chinese tourists 
may not become a progressive force to mitigate the ethnic tension between the 
minorities (e.g. Chinese and Indian Malaysians) and the majority (i.e. the Malays). 
Furthermore, shallow host-guest encounters could even result in potential conflicts 
due to different social norms (Pedersen, 2020). Without dedication to social sustain-
ability, tourism may not generate much social benefits to the local community as a 
benign social force (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018).

Besides, silence is highlighted in the research so as to truly understand China’s 
outbound tourists and their relations with overseas destinations. Tourists’ ostensible 
silence may carry much hidden information that is neglected by previous tourism 
studies. What is not spoken probably reveals the loose host-guest relations between 
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Chinese tourists and a host society, and indicates that Chinese tourists carry a range 
of social, cultural, psychological and even technological spaces along with them 
during their trips abroad. Apparently, there is a tourist wall that limits tourists’ inter-
actions with the host society. Destinations and businesses’ desire to cater to Chinese 
tourists, such as using social media platforms of China, inadvertently contributes to 
the construction of that wall. Moreover, the tourist wall is a major constraint for 
tourism to deliver considerable social benefits to the local community and eventu-
ally achieve social sustainability of tourism development.

With regard to practical implications, resorts and tourist places are encouraged 
to provide physical and psychological comforts to Chinese tourists. Although such 
a practice may build up a tourist wall, it reduces tourists’ anxiety (Ooi, 2019). As 
a matter of fact, many Chinese tourists do not have sufficient local knowledge 
about destinations where they visit due to lack of international exposure (Fugmann 
& Aceves, 2013). Therefore, they may experience too much strangeness or even 
conflicts between their native culture and a host culture. A certain level of comfort 
is necessary to minimize cultural shocks and other uncertainties (MacCannell, 
2001). However, resorts and tourist places must keep a balance between familiarity 
and authenticity. In addition, tourism stakeholders are suggested to interpret and 
understand Chinese tourists’ behaviors from their values and beliefs. More impor-
tantly, tourism authorities and marketers need to analyze unmarked information 
and passive inactivities of Chinese tourists for comprehending a layered host-guest 
relations for managing the relations accordingly. Meanwhile, destinations should 
be prepared to explain unpleasant social issues of local society to Chinese tourists. 
Chinese tourists gradually mature, and will probably search closer social interac-
tions with the host society and local residents (Pearce & Lee, 2005). Then, they 
may ask questions related to awkward social issues of host places. Without proper 
answers from overseas destinations, inter-group hostility may increase rather than 
decrease, and consequently tourism fails to achieve social sustainability as a 
benign social force. The authors speculate that the institutionalized discrimination 
against Malaysian Chinese are not likely to be terminated in the coming years, and 
Malaysia is not ready to explain the issue to tourists from China. Inevitably, 
Chinese and other international tourists remain political subjects of Malaysia’s 
ethnic policy.

5.8  Limitation

Possible limitations of the study mainly come from the research methodology. At 
first, the research collected and analyzed data from user generated travelogues on 
two major online travel communities, and these travelogues were written by indi-
viduals who care about sharing travel stories. Besides, we don’t know how Malaysia 
is perceived among Chinese citizens who have never visited the country. It is also 
possible that some Chinese tourists may refuse to visit Malaysia because they know 
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Malaysia’s ethnic discriminatory policies against its own Chinese community. Thus, 
samples of the study may not represent the entire population of Chinese tourists. 
Secondly, the travelogues are interpreted based on the authors’ knowledge and per-
sonal experiences. Researchers think in different ways, and they probably have dif-
ferent interpretations on the same “truth”. Therefore, the results of the study may 
not be generalized. Therefore, the issue of the tourist wall with regard to host-guest 
relations and social sustainability needs further discussion in future research.
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Chinese outbound tourists and their behaviour. What appears to be under investi-
gated is the tourism industry within China, especially regional tourism development 
and its sustainability during industrial transition period. Based on preliminary 
research, this chapter presents a study which showcases regional areas pursuing 
sustainable tourism growth in recent years. Drawing largely from the data on the 
events and activities developed by an emerging natural tourism destination (Genhe, 
China) throughout a four-year span, the chapter provides a snapshot of how the 
region has evolved from a forestry industrial area to an innovative tourism destina-
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6.1  Introduction

Much of the attention in sustainable tourism has been focusing on Western societies. 
What appears to be under investigated is the tourism and its sustainability within 
developing nations where tourism has increasingly been used as a mean to boost or 
diversify the economy. Prior to COVID-19, one of the most-watched markets is 
China’s inbound and outbound tourism markets (Ma, 2020). It is reported that over 
6 billion domestic trips were made in China in 2019 and the expenses of domestic 
tourism reached 5.73 trillion Yuan (Ma, 2020). As the domestic travel booms, a 
number of regions in China have geared up to promote tourism under the “Beautiful 
China’ umbrella, but with a different theme for each area. However, sustainability 
has not been the top priority for some developments, such as Xinyang tea tourism 
(Cheng et al., 2012).

Although a significant income discrepancy exists between inland and coastal 
regions, some effort has been made to improve regional economic development and 
lesson such inequalities. Many inland regions possess natural advantages but have 
experienced difficulties in developing them in a balanced and sustainable way. To 
support the development of these regions, national policies provided some direc-
tions in tourism development, such as poverty alleviation through tourism, indus-
trial transition plans and sustainable development agendas. Regional destinations in 
this chapter refer to areas that are usually underdeveloped and peripheral, with com-
mon characteristics of geographical remoteness, lack of innovation, underdevel-
oped infrastructure, slow socio-economic development, and receive far fewer 
tourists than national tourism icons and popular touristic destinations (Lemky, 
2006; Zhang & Murphy, 2009). This chapter provides an analysis of the develop-
ment of such regions with the focus of Genhe as a natural tourism destination.

Genhe, a county-level city of Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, is located at 
the Greater Khingan Range of the north-eastern China. The region has the highest 
forest coverage rate (87.36%) in China. The city administers the largest native 
coniferous forest in the frigid zone in China. The destination management organisa-
tion (DMO) of Genhe Holiday Tourism Co. Ltd. (Genhe HTCL) will be used as an 
example to showcase the development of sustainable tourism in an emerging 
regional destination of China during the industrial transition time. This chapter is 
based on a desk-based research, investigating the participation of different stake-
holders in developing a  regional rural tourism destination by reviewing existing 
activities undertaken by the DMO. The case will be analysed based on the Triple 
Bottom Line framework for sustainable tourism development (Stoddard et  al., 
2012). This framework emphasises the economic growth for a tourism organisation, 
as well as considers less quantifiable indicators that measure social and environ-
mental impacts. Guided by the framework, the analysis and discussion will centre 
around the three pillars, i.e., profit, people and planet.
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6.2  Sustainable Tourism in Regional China

Since China’s economic reform in 1978, tourism has been uplifted and played an 
important role in its socio-cultural diversification and economic development 
(Sofield & Li, 2011). Tourism has been elevated and integrated into the transition 
from a centrally planned economy to a socialist market economy through imple-
menting specific government policy and planning (Li et  al., 2020; Sofield & Li, 
2011). Analysing recent Five-Year Guidelines for National and Economic and 
Social Development of China, Li et al. (2020) found that tourism has been used as 
one of the means of balancing regional disparity between the interior west and 
coastal east. In addition, the development of tourism has been utilised to maintain 
national unification, and to build state image and soft power (Li et al., 2020; Wang 
et al., 2019). Like many countries in the world, tourism in China is now advocated 
as a way to diversify the economy in underdeveloped regional areas by providing 
alternative sources of employment and income in times of downturn in traditional 
industries such as forestry, mining and agriculture.

Tourism industry attributes its rise to China’s cultural and political heritage, and 
the value systems which have powerful influence in decision-making in tourism 
planning (Sofield & Li, 2011). Sofield and Li (2011) has explored macro-level tour-
ism governance of China’s evolving regime of planning for tourism and focused on 
the role of the state and its governance systems. The state government has high-
lighted the importance of product diversification and differentiation in achieving the 
sustainability of the tourism industry, and accordingly, the four key areas – rural 
tourism, Hongse (red) tourism, eco-tourism and cultural tourism the focus of devel-
opment. Sofield and Li (2011) claim that the sustainable tourism development in 
China has shown to have had positive influences on transport, wildlife and natural 
heritage conservation and regional development. However, tourism resources and 
levels of development among different regions throughout the country are highly 
unbalanced. Furthermore, although efforts have been made to reduce the nation’s 
ecological footprint, the environmental problems brought by the economic growth 
is still a critical issue faced by the country, which consequently affect the tourism 
industry (He et al., 2018, 2020).

Since the early 2000s, tourism has been emphasised by Chinese government to 
revitalise the development of the north-eastern industrial based provinces, as well as 
the development of West China (Li et al., 2020). Compared to the wealthy eastern 
and southern coastal regions of China, these places are regarded as underdeveloped 
and disadvantaged regions which suffer from labour leakage, lacking investment 
and infrastructure, lower educational level and vulnerable environmental situation. 
The development of the tourism industry has been used as an intervention by the 
government to raise living standards in the comparatively poorer provinces (Sofield 
& Li, 2011). Tourism is a tool to alleviate poverty in many inland regions (Zeng & 
Ryan, 2012). For instance, the policy on cessation of logging of natural forests 
allows eco-tourism to be adopted as one of the potential major sources of income by 
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forestry departments all over the country. Other revenue streams have also been 
explored, such as e-commerce development for  agricultural products (Cui et  al., 
2017; Huang et al., 2020).

6.3  Tourism Sustainability from Stakeholders’ Perspectives

Stakeholder is referred to as “any person or group with an interest in the procedural 
and/or a substantive aspect of the organisation’s activity” (Donaldson & Preston, 
1995, p. 67). Literature in business management and public administration laid the 
foundations for studying the current concepts on stakeholders in tourism and the 
roles of stakeholders in tourism development (Byrd & Gustke, 2007). One of the 
earlier works in stakeholder theory is based on Freeman’s model (1984). In his work 
in strategic management, Freeman emphasises the importance of stakeholders to the 
success of business organisations. His work has been further extended within the 
tourism studies focusing on the relationship and management of stakeholders within 
a destination (e.g. Sautter & Leisen, 1999; Waligo et al., 2013).

Sustainable tourism aims to achieve tourist satisfaction and long-term economic 
growth with minimised environmental and cultural damage to the region (Lane, 
1994). When a destination adopts such philosophy, it tends to use a stakeholder 
approach to “conserve and preserve natural resources, protect local culture, satisfy 
demands of industry, provide improved living standards of residents” (Theobald, 
2012, p. 231). Sustainable tourism addressed different issues and interests of a range 
of actors (e.g. industry, guests, communities). In a broader sense, tourism literatures 
have focused on four major stakeholders, including tourists, residents, business 
owners, and local governmental officials (Goeldner & Ritchie, 2007). Much research 
investigating the relationship between stakeholders and tourism has focused on the 
perceptions and attitudes of individual stakeholder groups in destination develop-
ment (Andereck & Vogt, 2000; Pizam et al., 2000). From a slightly different angle, 
Timur and Getz examined the network of inter-relationship of critical stakeholders 
(government, community, and tourism and hospitality industry) in their studying of 
sustainable urban tourism development (Timur & Getz, 2008).

The relationship among different stakeholders has been found inconsistent in 
empirical studies. Cheng and her colleagues highlight that consideration should be 
given to each stakeholder/group without one being given priority over others in their 
tea tourism investigation (Cheng et al., 2012). Interestingly, based on the empirical 
study in urban tourism by Timur and Getz (2008), it is found that local government 
and destination marketing or management organizations are perceived to hold the 
greatest legitimacy and power over others in destination development, but there is a 
lack of ‘bridges’ between the three clusters of industry, government, and commu-
nity. In a similar but more specific context, Theobald found that the industry could 
be the dominant player in urban destinations whereas the local authorities might be 
dominant in rural and peripheral areas (Theobald, 2012). Therefore, power imbal-
ances do exist in managing all types of destinations. This is consistent with 
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Mitchell’s proposition on power legitimacy in the management environment 
(Mitchell et al., 1997).

In the tourism context, the DMO needs to appreciate all the stakeholders who 
have interests in the operation of the destination management, from planning, pro-
cess, delivery to the outcomes of the tourism service (Sautter & Leisen, 1999). 
Different stakeholders may have different levels of interest in a DMO, as well as 
levels of power and influence on the decision-making process of the DMO. Because 
of the inevitable involvement of stakeholders, it is important to identify multiple 
tourism stakeholder groups and their participation.

There are various stakeholder models being proposed in tourism studies. In the 
study of film tourism, Sautter and Leisen (1999) provide a simplistic example for 
identifying stakeholders of tourism planning. The key stakeholders in their study 
include DMOs, the local community, tourists, tourism businesses and the film 
industry. However, these stakeholders are not homogenous entities and there are 
significant overlaps between them. For example, local community residents own 
local businesses, and local communities are involved in the management of the 
destination.

Upon examining various frameworks, Wheeler’s work, although initially devel-
oped in a European context, is widely adopted in tourism research and is considered 
to resemble to the case at hand to a greater extent (Wheeler, 1992). Wheeler’s stake-
holder model is based on an empirical research and is illustrated in Fig. 6.1. She 
identified a number of stakeholders with which a tourism marketeer faces in the 
local government environment (Wheeler, 1992). It provides a comprehensive list of 
stakeholders and demonstrates the issues existing among them. For the purpose of 

Fig. 6.1 The stakeholder concept in relation to the local government tourism marketeer (Wheeler, 
1992, p. 228)
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the following discussion, not all stakeholders are investigated in depth in our con-
text. The focus here lies in the key stakeholders that cooperate closely in achieving 
each of the three pillars of sustainability tourism.

6.4  Destination Management Organisation (DMO) 
in Context

DMOs play a central role in sustainable tourism development as among their key 
roles is the management of relationships between stakeholders and the marketing 
and promotion of a destination. DMO in this case refers to Genhe Holiday Tourism 
Co. Ltd. (Genhe HTCL). Genhe HTCL is essentially a government invested entity 
with the headquarter located in Genhe. It was established with the strategic alliance 
of Inner Mongolia Forest Industry Refco Group Ltd. and six Forestry bureaus in 
Genhe, Jinhe, Alongshan, Mangui, Derbur and Mordoga. Genhe HTCL manages 
the north region of Greater Khingan Range in Inner Mongolia which includes mul-
tiple state-level tourism scenic attractions. These areas are also the key to the 
regional nature/ecotourism development. Currently Genhe HTCL operates with two 
major subsidiaries – Genhe Wetland Park and Genhe Tour Operator. The entity was 
formed with two main objectives: to preserve the natural environment and to gain 
economic benefit through promoting the nature/ecotourism in the region. Genhe 
Wetland Park presents the most intact and typical temperate wetland eco-system 
(Genhe-Government, 2020a). It is also known as the  ‘Qomolangma of China’s 
Environmental Education’ and the ‘China’s Cold Pole Wetland Natural Museum’ 
thanks to its diverse collection of wetland vegetation, plantation and wildlife. The 
Wetland Park management is particularly responsible for conservation, environ-
mental monitoring and protection of the biosphere within the region.

DMOs have a high interest and high power in influencing the development of a 
tourism destination because it represents a new opportunity. Different from DMOs 
in many Western tourism destinations, Genhe HTCL is essentially a profit-driven 
entity, yet is liable for conserving the region which they promote as a tourism prod-
uct. Genhe HTCL has been involved in investing and developing a wide range of 
tourism products, such as RV self-driving camping site, conference centre, wildlife 
watching tour, white-water rafting, golf course, wild fruit picking, outdoor sports 
training, and science education walkway. Tours were organised in themes of Alpine 
Ski Orienteering (a well-known novel on which the story of movie The Taking of 
Tiger Mountain is based) in Greater Khingan Range, leisure and ethnic cultural 
experience, extreme cold challenges, etc.

The establishment of Genhe HTCL is different from most Western DMOs which 
are essentially non-profit organisations. Its unique position in the development of 
this regional tourism could be traced back to some historical and regulatory events. 
The development of the Greater Khingan Range in the past 60 years is a showcase 
of responding to China’s move to modernisation as a priority over environmental 
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considerations (Sofield & Li, 2011). From 1952 to 2015, the Greater Khingan Range 
forestry of Inner Mongolia was primarily used for commercial logging. It provided 
200 million cubic meters of timbers and contributed 20 billion Yuan to the country’s 
economy. However, the commercial logging of natural forests officially stopped 
since April 2015 following the call by President Xi under the campaign ‘Green 
water and green mountains are golden and silver mountains’. Tourism has since 
come into play in the forestry-run reserves, and gradually replaced logging as the 
main source of income in the region.

6.5  Research Method

A desk-based research was used for this exploratory study. Secondary textual data 
related to the development of sustainable tourism in the region was used to accom-
modate this research. Data used for this analysis comprised of activities and events 
(documented as memorabilia) undertaken by the DMO – Genhe HTCL at a four- 
year span from 2016 to 2019. Informal conversations with staff at Genghe HTCL 
were also used as data to support the analysis of this study. This particular time-
frame was selected due to the ban on commercial logging imposed in 2015 when 
tourism started to be accentuated in the policymaking of the area. It also excludes 
the potential impact of COVID-19 pandemic on the domestic tourism market. Desk- 
based research has been used previously by Heitmann (2010) when exploring stake-
holders and mapping out their interrelationships in her study of film tourism for 
sustainable planning and development.

The first step was the use of content analysis to identify major stakeholder groups 
that the Genhe HTCL engages, by adapting to Western stakeholder’s theories and 
frameworks (Freeman, 1984; Wheeler, 1992). Operationally, the data documents 
were collected directly in its original Chinese language format. The two bilingual 
authors translated the data into English for analysis. The translationed data were 
reviewed separately, and the discrepancies were discussed to ensure the quality of 
the data. At the second stage, the activities and events were categorized according to 
the stakeholders they involved. The three pillars of sustainability were then added to 
the analysis as the third dimension. As an illustration, Table 6.1 provides a snapshot 
of the analysis.

The analysis reveals that many stakeholders have participated in these activities 
differently, even though they belong to the same stakeholder group, such as com-
munity and decision-makers (as categorised in Western literature). Particularly, the 
role of the state government and its tourism governance system are worth further 
research. In the next section, we will discuss the key stakeholders and their partici-
pation in achieving the environmental, social, and economic sustainability in the 
region, as well as the relationships between different stakeholders and the DMO – 
Genhe HTCL.
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6.6  Findings and Discussion

Focusing on the DMO, its stakeholders and their activities are analysed based on the 
Triple Bottom Line framework of sustainable tourism development (Stoddard et al., 
2012). Guided by the framework, the analysis and discussion center around three 
pillars, i.e., environment (planet), social (people) and economic (profit) consider-
ations of the Genhe HTCL. The participation of various stakeholders are explained 
with examples. The stakeholder groups are identified adapting Wheeler’s model 
(Wheeler, 1992), illustrated in Fig. 6.2. This model does not imply any bilateral 
relationship or power which exists among them. The complexity of these relation-
ships warrants a more comprehensively designed research requiring a variety of 
data sources, and it is beyond the scope of this chapter.

Table 6.1 Illustration of data analysis

Year Activity examples
Sustainability 
pillar GOV BUS COM NGOs Media

2016 Genhe Wetland Park organising 
wetland themed seminars at the 
Genhe No. 2 Primary School

Social 
Environmental

X

2016 Global Environmental Facility 
(GEF) regional conference, 
fieldtrip, experts/consultants 
visiting Wetland Park

Environmental X X

2017 National Youth Chinese Wrestling 
Summer Camp

Social X

2017 Capital Normal University 
(Beijing) fieldtrip to Genhe 
Wetland Park

Environmental X

2018 BMW Customer Test Drive 
experience event at Genhe Wetland 
Park

Economic X

2018 Genhe Forestry Bureau organising 
voluntary tree planting activity

Social 
Environmental

X X

2019 Hunan TV network filming 
the reality show ‘Our Masters’ at 
Genhe Wetland Park

Economic X

2019 ‘Pole of Cold’ branding series 
activities: Snow and Ice Festival

Economic 
Social

X X X

Note: GOV Government, BUS Business, COM Community, NGOs Non-government organisations
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6.6.1  Environmental Sustainability

Genhe HTCL has been focusing on further developing and conserving the natural 
environment as the core component of tourism in the region. Building on the wet-
land, Genhe HTCL initiated and invested in the development of the restricted camp 
site which offers three types of accommodation experiences– RVs, wooden sheds 
and tents. Unlike many other natural attractions suffering from over-crowding and 
over-commercialisation (Huang & Pearce, 2016), the development of Genhe wet-
land remains at a small scale with environmentally friendly operations. The site is 
built in a selected area with a design to minimize the impact and damage to the 
nature. Facilities such as tents and RVs were allocated sparsely in the wetland, 
adopting the concept of minimal ground contact and removable structure which 
allows recovery of the vegetation as facilities rotate over time. Fig. 6.3 illustrates an 
example of adopting such an environmentally friendly approach. The wooden sheds 
were constructed over removable supporting frames or panels using minimal ground 
space. In addition to that, within the Wetland park, a wildlife sanctuary is estab-
lished to ensure breeding of wildlife from the Greater Kinghan Range.

As aforementioned, Genhe Wetland Park is mainly responsible for the environ-
mental protection and conservation. For instance, the Park temporarily closes dur-
ing the forest fire season in October. A uniqueness of the case is that the tourism 
operation of Wetland Park is managed by the Genhe HTCL (a commercial entity), 
but the Park is registered as a unit under the Genhe Forestry Bureau. Due to the top- 
down policy over the green development is implemented in the region, this triangle 
relationship among the three entities enables the activities and practices of the Park 
to be undertaken with collaborative effort from all parties. The Park has been devel-
oped and managed in an ecologically sustainable way which meets the national 

Fig. 6.2 Genhe HTCL stakeholder group model
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standards. Engaging other government stakeholders, Genhe Forestry Bureau has 
organised training courses to upskill their employees on the aspects of enhancing 
capabilities of ecological protection, improving service quality to the public, and 
workplace health and safety.

Non-government organizations (NGOs) are another stakeholder group that par-
ticipated extensively in the development of the tourism in the region. NGOs play a 
significant role in the initial Wetland Park planning stage by working closely with 

Fig. 6.3 Genhe Wetland camp site wooden sheds illustration (Photos taken by the authors)
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the local forestry bureaus. For example, Global Environment Facility (GEF), an 
organization that helps tackle the planet’s most pressing environmental problems, 
undertakes a project in the Great Khingan Range aimed at strengthening the man-
agement effectiveness of the protected wetland area, biodiversity and essential eco-
system services (GEF, 2020). During the five-year implementation of this GEF 
project, a range of exploratory and demonstrative projects were carried out around 
the themes of promoting biodiversity conservation, building capacity, improving 
protection and restoration technologies, enhancing publicity and education, and 
encouraging community co-management. The project has been reported as effec-
tively improved the management capabilities of the forest management teams in this 
area, of which the environmental protection model has become replicable for other 
regions. Other NGOs such as public universities (e.g. Northeast Forestry University) 
and research institutes have acted as both collaborators and instructors, undertaking 
field investigations and providing monitoring and protection advice and guidance. 
This close collaboration could also be explained by the nature of the relationship 
between NGOs and the government bodies (here referring to Genhe Forestry 
Bureau), which is different from genuine NGOs in the Western context.

There appears to be very little initiatives involving communities of residents and 
visitors, particularly in the planning and development stage of the eco-tourism in the 
region. Although some tourist products were constructed for the use by this stake-
holder group, Genhe HTCL has focused on educating the community on these ini-
tiatives as informational dissemination and encouraging participation than 
development.

6.6.2  Social Sustainability

The social dimension of sustainability represents the build of a wide range of social 
capital, which include improving trust, encouraging cooperation and collaboration, 
enhancing networks and supporting life-long learning (Stoddard et al., 2012). Some 
of the social sustainability indicators are “support for access and equity, pressure on 
services, pride and sense of belonging to the local area, support for cultural and 
artistic endeavours, regional showcase, and community health and safety issues” 
(Stoddard et al., 2012, p. 250). Different from environmental sustainability, Genhe 
HTCL involved the community more extensively in achieving social sustainability 
although mainly through participation. Genhe HTCL develops a variety of activities 
and events, yet the community has not been reported as providing input in the 
decision- making, such as consulting local residents or advocates in planning an 
activity. This aspect aligns with Xu and her colleagues’ research on the evolving 
path of community participation in China which found that local residents lacked a 
channel to contribute to management and planning (Xu et al., 2019). Rather, in the 
case of Genhe, the communities are involved as participants who could potentially 
receive benefits from the sustainable development. Arguably, these actions build a 
closer relationship between the Genhe HTCL, local people and visitors.
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One of the community groups is school children and youth groups. They are 
involved in the development of Genhe sustainable tourism as the beneficiaries. For 
instance, the staff from Genhe Wetland Park present public seminars and organise 
activities in a local primary school to educate students the knowledge on wetland. A 
few school Summer Camps catering to different hobbies such as sports and arts 
were organised in partnership with the Wetland Park so the students are plunged 
back into nature with these hobby-related activities. Largely attributed to its man-
agement of this natural environment, Genhe Wetland Park won the title of ‘Hong 
Kong and Macau Youth Studying Base’ in 2018. In an informal conversation, the 
director of Genhe Wetland Park points out that the Park priorities its contribution to 
the community through connecting with schools and engaging with them by raising 
awareness of wetland and enhancing their knowledge of the region. He states that,

‘In the future, we will focus on building the Daxing’anling (i.e. Greater Khingan Range) 
nature educational projects for schools. We’ll use the form of nature education to connect 
and integrate related resources surrounding the area.’

Consistent with literature in building social sustainability, the participation of 
such activities increases the environmental awareness and builds cultural capital for 
young people in the society (Shelley et al., 2019). Community participation is also 
seen in art, sports, literacy and festivals. The Genhe HTCL has co-organised pho-
tography competitions and tours targeting literacy and arts associations around the 
theme of the Wetland Park sceneries. These activities aim to provide a platform for 
the artists to showcase their work.

As the region is experiencing the transition from relying heavily on forestry log-
ging to sustainable tourism, the history is an important component of its cultural 
capital. Genhe HTCL makes an effort in preserving local cultural heritage in order 
to improve the cultural value of this tourism destination. For example, the ‘Logging 
Cessation Memorial’ landmark was built in March 2015 as the commemoration of 
the officially ending forestry commercial logging. Its surrounding forestry settings 
have now become an iconic cultural attraction within the region. This cultural heri-
tage asset is an important element of Genhe sustainable tourism product.

Looking at the internal stakeholder –L employees, Genhe HTC organises study 
tours for the employees to visit other peer institutions to learn the skills to improve 
the service standard and management. Trainings on tourism knowledge and service 
quality were also provided to the staff in between tourism peak seasons. In addition, 
Genhe HTCL staff participate in activities hosted by Forest Bureau (government 
stakeholder) such as ‘Voluntary Tree Planting’ project, and ‘Forest Management 
Protection and Cultivation Knowledge Trivia’. This again highlights the intertwined 
relationship between Genhe HTCL and government stakeholders.
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6.6.3  Economic Sustainability

Traditionally, financial performance is used as economic indicators in the tourism 
industry. It includes sales revenue, profit, return on investment (ROI), and heads in 
beds, etc. (Stoddard et al., 2012). Other scholars consider that financial leakage out 
of the community, employment rate and availability of local credit to local business 
should also be applied in measuring economic sustainability (Choi & Sirakaya, 
2006). It is unclear from the data we use that how much Genhe HTCL activities and 
events have contributed to the local economy because the measurable economic 
indicators remain unpublished, such as hotel beds, ROI and direct employment. 
However, various collaborations among stakeholders have revealed that the Genhe 
HTCL as a DMO has the goal of raising the awareness of the region, marketing the 
destination, managing the supply side of the industry, and subsequently aims to gain 
profit through its tour operation subsidiary.

Place branding significantly contributes to tourism sustainability, and it espe-
cially activates the under-utilised tourism capacity during off-peak seasons. Being 
the officially labelled “the Coldest City” in China, Genhe recorded a temperature of 
−58 °C on its coldest day. Taking advantage of this fact, Genhe HTCL registered the 
brand ‘China Pole of Cold’(中国冷极)’. A growing number of events and regular 
activities were hosted locally under the brand. The place branding and its subse-
quent marketing campaigns are able to attract more visitors and boost the destina-
tion awareness and economy (Ooi & Pedersen, 2010). Creative events such as 
‘Coldest Festival’, ‘Outdoor Hotpot’, and snow and ice themed ‘Winter Marathon’ 
are organised. These events increased the livelihood and excitement among the local 
residents. Other events co-sponsored with Genhe HTCL also achieve similar results 
during off peak seasons, such as Summer Forest Marathon in Genhe Wetland Park 
which attracts over one thousand participants from interstate and local residents.

Stakeholders including businesses and enterprises have collaborated with Genhe 
HTCL in promoting and improving the destination. China Unicom 
Telecommunications Company, in achieving its smart tourism goal, provides a 5G 
platform for the Park. Luxurious car brands including BMW X3 and Aston Martin 
carried out customer test drive experience programs in the Park area in 2018 and 
2019, taking advantage of the spacious landscape. Undoubtfully the awareness of 
the destination has increased, however, the impact of such activities on the natural 
environment and wildlife remain questionable. Apart from the business collabora-
tions, Genhe HTCL has participated in several tourism product exhibitions at both 
regional and national levels to promote the Wetland Park. Another stream of market-
ing collaboration is through the engagement with the stakeholder of media. China 
Central Television network Channel 1 (CCTV 1) and Hunan TV network filmed 
reality shows in the Wetland Park featuring its scenery landscape. Genhe HTCL was 
responsible for forest fire control and environmental monitoring during the filming 
process. This emphasises the roles that Genhe HTCL play in both environmental 
protection and destination promotion.
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Although the direct benefit cannot be assessed based on the scope of this study, 
the impact is ultimately targeted at economic enhancement. Indirect indicators such 
as the visitor number and income generated from tourism in the region can be used 
to assess its effectiveness of economic sustainability. The visitor number has 
increased from 1.05 million in 2017 to 1.35 million in 2019 with a growth rate of 
more than 13%. As a result, tourism income has also increased steadily from 1.46 
billion Yuan in 2017 to 1.64 billion Yuan in 2019 with a growth rate of about 6% 
each year (Genhe-Government, 2020b).

Some activities were clearly developed to achieve both economic and social per-
spectives. In the transition time, the proliferation of tourism drives other sectors, as 
well as many other aspects in the society. For instance, many local artists, craftsmen 
and small businesses have gained economic benefit through entrepreneurship under 
the umbrella of local tourism initiatives such as local markets and souvenir shops. 
In the less developed northeast region of China, there are a large number of clusters 
of ethnic minorities. The diverse culture of the ethnic groups can become unique 
tourism resources if managed appropriately. In Genhe, the major indigenous group 
is the Ewenke ethnic tribe of Aoluguya which is recognised as ‘the last hunting tribe 
and reindeer raiser of China’. Genhe HTCL creates ethnic cultural assets through 
building a ‘Aoluguya Village’ to preserve the indigenous culture as well as promot-
ing the destination. The Village is now a major cultural attraction within the region. 
Local artists and craftsmen create artworks featuring indigenous themes and have 
them promoted/sold as souvenirs. Local businesses also produce reindeer products 
to profit from the expanded visitor market. Therefore, the development of tourism 
in the region enhances sustainability through the protected cultural heritage and 
increased environmental awareness and economic activities.

Based on this case in Genhe, it seems that tourism planning is mostly carried out 
in a top-down approach with imbalanced input from stakeholder groups, whereas 
non-government stakeholders contribute largely in the form of participation rather 
than development or decision-making. Collaborations exist between the tourism 
industry and other sectors, including forestry, sports, art and culture, education, 
media, research, wildlife protection, and commodities production. These interac-
tions are an illustration of the coordinating power of centrally directed governance 
together with an effective market economy at work in China ((Sofield & Li, 2011). 
Our analysis uncovered the efforts in protecting ecosystems, indigenous environ-
ments, historical and cultural heritage.

6.7  Conclusion

This chapter provides a holistic view of how a regional tourism destination in China 
emerges and develops with the consideration of a variety of stakeholders. It uses the 
Triple-Bottom-Line framework for sustainable tourism development as a concep-
tual lens to evaluate the activities carried out in Genhe region. This case demon-
strates the interventions by the government to use tourism as a major tool to raise 
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living standards and livelihood in the comparatively poorer north-eastern regions 
through investment in tourism infrastructure and participation of the stakeholders. 
Genhe HTCL, as a government-owned DMO, is essentially a profit-driven entity, 
yet it is liable for conserving the region’s environment. The nature of its entity 
ensures that the tourism actions undertaken align with the national sustainable 
directions. The function of the local government in tourism development in Genhe 
can be explained based on the centralised political system and administration-driven 
development approach in China. The government at different levels plays very 
important roles in regional development, as found in the study of tea tourism in 
Xinyang (Cheng et al., 2012). Infrastructure improvement can only be implemented 
with the leadership of the government and is mainly invested by the government. 
Demonstrated in this case, the establishment, planning and operation of the Wetland 
Park are seen to be led by the government-owned DMO.

Although the key decisions including the industrial transition from forestry to 
tourism are largely made based on the input from the different levels of the govern-
ment bodies, other non-government stakeholders are also involved in the develop-
ment process through various forms and levels of participation. These include 
private businesses, state-owned enterprises, research institutes and universities, 
international NGOs, residents, DMO employees, youth groups and schools, art and 
sport associations, visitors, and media. The community’s involvement is implicit in 
the tourism activities implemented by the DMO, though their role in the develop-
ment of the destination is demonstrated through participation rather than planning 
and assessment. In this case, their participation in the activities such as social events, 
educational activities and collective workplace activities contributes to the social 
sustainability, and indirectly to the environmental sustainability.

Since the COVID-19 Pandemic in 2020 and the worldwide border restrictions, 
domestic tourism growth is predicted to be a new priority in China under the ‘dual 
circulation’ development pattern (i.e. centering on the domestic economy and aim-
ing at integrating the domestic and global economies) (Zhu, 2020). Consequently, 
tourism in regional emerging destinations will have tremendous potential in becom-
ing an economic driver for the less developed regions in China. Still at the early 
stage of the destination tourism development life cycle, the regional DMOs may 
consider more engagement with other stakeholders, especially communities, in the 
development phase to achieve sustainable goals in the long run. The chapter also 
suggests that the research on Chinese sustainable tourism needs to consider context- 
specific issues and history of the region as they may present distinct opportunities 
and challenges.

While this chapter provides an overview of how various stakeholders participate 
in a regional destination development, it would be interesting to undertake in-depth 
research in the future to study the members of communities in terms of their per-
spectives on the tourism planning in the region. The current study is based on an 
exploratory desk-based research using the memorabilia of local DMO to provide a 
snapshot of Genhe tourism in the industrial transition time with the pursuit of grow-
ing sustainably. Future research should incorporate the dynamics of the relation-
ships among the stakeholder groups, and their motivations. This may be achieved 

6 Sustainable Tourism in Emerging Regional Destinations in China: Stakeholder…



116

through a case study approach using a range of data sources such as interviews, 
observations and documents from different stakeholder groups. Such investigation 
will significantly contribute to the establishment of sustainable tourism in Asia.
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Abstract The COVID-19 virus has brought tourism to its knees across the globe, 
so too in Indonesia. In the early period of the pandemic, between March and 
September 2020, the national debate in Indonesia (including the government, tour-
ism businesses and academics) gradually saw the emergence of several competing 
discourses and narratives focused on short-term recovery of tourism, as well as 
potential long-term future developments. In this chapter we provide an analysis of 
the dominant discursive themes and their relation to the broader issue of sustainable 
tourism. The notion of the ‘New Normal’ clearly emerged as an overarching dis-
course that framed the debate throughout the period, with the notion of sustainable 
tourism gradually moving to the foreground as we entered the second half of 2020. 
Under the heading of the New Normal, three prominent issues prevailed: social 
distancing, health and hygiene protocols, and ‘quality tourism’. Despite the growing 
significance of the notion of sustainability in the Indonesian tourism discourse, the 
interpretations and implementation of the concept itself remains indistinct and lim-
ited. As discourses will change as circumstances change, a continued monitoring of 
the developing discourse and its implementation is needed to assess whether the 
envisioned sustainability improvements will materialize or remain rhetorical.
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7.1  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only had a devastating impact on the tourism 
industry as it looks today, but is also predicted to substantially change the course of 
its future development (Gössling et al., 2020). The suspension of tourism activities 
caused by the crisis has not only forced tourism stakeholders to think of ways to 
cope with and survive this crisis, but also presents an opportunity for a range of 
stakeholders to re-negotiate the future of tourism (Brouder, 2020; Nepal, 2020). 
Within and outside academia we have seen lively debates about the probabilities of 
a return to ‘business-as-usual’ or to ‘business-as-unusual’, the latter scenario direct-
ing the discussion to a more fundamental reorientation of the way we have been 
travelling and have organized tourism. Although a general belief  – or perhaps 
hope – of many is that tourism will rebound as it has from previous crises, there is 
also much evidence that COVID-19 will be different and transformative for the 
tourism sector (Gössling et al., 2020).

These debates have also been prominent in Indonesia, where a range of stake-
holders have engaged in lively discussions about the prospects for Indonesia’s tour-
ism industry. Tourism in Indonesia was a growing sector before the pandemic, due 
to government policies placing tourism as one of the country’s priority economic 
sectors. Tourism arrivals have increased over the last 5 years; in 2019 Indonesia 
attracted 16.1 million International tourists (Julita, 2020). Initially, this growth con-
tinued in 2020 with a strong 5.85% increase in January 2020 compared to the same 
period in 2019 (Kemenparekraf, 2020a) However, with the rapid onset of the global 
COVID-19 outbreak, the number of international tourists dropped drastically after 
January, as shown in Fig. 7.1 below:
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Fig. 7.1 January–September 2019–2020 international tourist arrivals comparison. (Source: 
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Figure 7.1 above clearly shows that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a devastat-
ing impact on Indonesian tourism, with a more than 80% drop in international visi-
tors since April 2020 compared to 2019.

Since March, Indonesia, like many other countries, gradually saw the emergence 
of several competing discourses and narratives around the short-term recovery of 
tourism, as well as the potential long-term future development of the Indonesian 
tourism sector post COVID-19. Often these discourses included and reframed 
notions of sustainability. In this chapter we analyse the key discourses that emerged 
between March and September 2020, voiced by Indonesian tourism stakeholders, 
including the Indonesian central government and academics, to identify the domi-
nant discursive themes and what they reveal about the impact of the current crisis on 
the evolving sustainability debate in Indonesia.

Our analysis of the construction of a post-pandemic New Normal in Indonesia 
contributes to broader examinations of how the global tourism sector is mobilizing 
ideas of ‘responsible recovery’ as an effort to move the industry in a more sustain-
able direction post COVID-19 (UNWTO, 2020b) by analysing how this plays out in 
the Indonesian context.

In the following section we briefly outline the pre-existing paradigm of sustain-
able tourism to contextualise the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on this evolving 
debate. The chapter then progresses with a methodological account followed by an 
in-depth discussion of the three key themes upon which the Indonesian New Normal 
discourse rests; (a) social distancing; (b) health and hygiene protocols, and (c) a 
shift from quantity to quality tourism. We argue that in Indonesia the New Normal 
discourse, which essentially pivots around the question of how to re-start tourism 
and only occasionally embraces sustainability language, so far has done little to re- 
imagine the future of tourism sustainability in the national context.

7.2  Literature Review

Worldwide, the notion of ‘sustainable tourism’ has become one of the most salient 
topics of debate within the field of tourism studies and scholarship since it was 
popularized following the 1987 publication of the World Commission on 
Environment and Development’s (WCED) report, the so-called ‘Brundtland report’ 
(Ruhanen et al., 2015). In Indonesia, as around the world, the concept of sustain-
ability has emerged as a prominent paradigm in tourism development, and has 
become part of the vernacular of governments, tourism-related industries, and tour-
ism researchers. Indonesia’s commitment to, and adoption of, this paradigm is 
recently exemplified by the 2016 issuing of a Ministerial Regulation on Sustainable 
Destination Guidelines, and the joining of the UNWTO International Network of 
Sustainable Tourism Observatories (INSTO) in the same year. However, despite the 
wide acceptance of this new paradigm of sustainable tourism – which developed 
alongside, but separate to, sustainable development projects, such as the Bali 
Sustainable Development Project (1989)  – debates have continued over its 
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conceptualization, and how to best interpret and implement its call for ‘a more bal-
anced approach to redressing the cumulative negative impacts of tourism activity’ 
(Ruhanen et al., 2015, p. 517).

The considerable literature on sustainable tourism globally can be characterized 
by its ongoing and circular definitional debates (Gössling et al., 2008), its lack of 
progress (Bramwell & Lane, 2005), and the fact that the concept has still, to a large 
extent, not been adopted in practice (Ruhanen, 2013).

The global paradigm of sustainable tourism, which is dominated by the global 
North and often constructed in reaction to excess development and environmental 
degradation in the Western context, tends to prioritize environmental conservation 
over dealing with the sociocultural issues that local communities in the global South 
find more pressing (Cole, 2006; Wieckardt et al., 2020). In the global South, the 
emphasis may be on maintaining the balances of existing (but threatened) ways of 
life and resisting neoliberal policies that commoditize local natural (and cultural) 
resources with devastating consequences for both social equity and the environ-
ment. In the Indonesian context, sustainable tourism – despite being advocated as a 
means to boost local communities’ benefits from tourism, especially in the form of 
Community Based Tourism and Ecotourism – has not been a central focus of tour-
ism development in practice. Many tourism development projects are still focusing 
on building “mega projects” which favor large investors, despite their claims of 
sustainability, exemplified by the Tirta Wahana Bali International (TWBI) resort 
development project in Benoa, Bali (Warren & Wardana, 2018), and more recently 
the new development in Komodo National Park, dubbed as ‘Jurassic Park’ (Souisa, 
2020). These developments draw concerns and fierce opposition from local com-
munities, which often find themselves sidelined in processes of intense commodifi-
cation (Warren & Wardana, 2018). On the part of the Indonesian government, the 
substantial contribution of tourism to the national economy seems to eclipse any 
concerns about the social sustainability of local communities, and their equitable 
participation in tourism destination development.

In relation with sustainable tourism development, crises in tourism can serve as 
opportunities for reassessment of the status quo, and the COVID-19 crisis is not an 
exception. The unprecedented impact of this crisis is touted as a chance to shift tour-
ism development in a more sustainable direction (Ioannides & Gyimóthy, 2020; 
Romagosa, 2020), this sentiment is evident also in the Indonesian tourism debate. 
However, in the analysis that follows in this chapter, we examine to what extent the 
first 6  months the pandemic can truly be understood as ‘transformative’ for 
Indonesia’s future tourism development, including its sustainability agenda.

7.3  Methodology

This chapter is based on a discourse analysis of the public debate in Indonesia con-
cerning the impact of COVID-19 on its tourism sector. Discourse refers to a set of 
concepts that structure the contributions of participants in, for example, a public 
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debate. It can be understood as an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorizations 
which are co-created, and through which meaning is allocated to social and physical 
phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced in an identifiable set of prac-
tices (Hajer, 2006).

The text-based data comprised of newspaper articles, webinars (online semi-
nars), and press releases and articles published on the official webpages of the 
Ministry of Tourism, with a date-range of the 1st of March 2020 to the 30th of 
September 2020. The newspaper articles were collected from the online editions of 
two of the most prominent news media outlets in Indonesia, targeting national and 
international audiences respectively; Kompas, published in Indonesian, and the 
English language newspaper, The Jakarta Post. Google search tool was used for 
keyword searches in the content of the websites to identify relevant articles pub-
lished during the specified timeframe. The keywords used were “Pariwisata 
Indonesia” for Kompas, and “Indonesian Tourism” for The Jakarta Post. The 
searches resulted in 326 articles in Kompas, and 294 in The Jakarta Post. After a 
content-check, 81 articles (61 from Kompas and 20 from The Jakarta Post) were 
selected as relevant for further analysis.

The webinars selected for analysis were organized by a range of Indonesian tour-
ism stakeholders, including tourism business associations, central government, aca-
demics/universities, and tourism consultants. Nine webinars were selected based on 
the relevance of their contents, and the accessibility of the recordings, which had 
been made publicly available on YouTube.

Five articles and 23 press releases from The Ministry of Tourism official web-
pages were also included in the analysis. For a breakdown of data sources, see 
Table 7.1.

7.3.1  Data Analysis

The analysis focused on the Indonesian tourism discourse as it was manifested in 
news media, governmental texts and verbal debates during webinars, in the early 
period of the COVID-19 pandemic (March–September 2020). The analysis drew 
inspiration from Foucauldian discourse analysis, which places power-relations at 

Table 7.1 Data sources

Data type Number

Newspaper articles Jakarta Post 20
Newspaper articles Kompas 61
Webinar transcripts 9
Ministry of Tourism press releases 23
Ministry of Tourism articles 5
Total number of texts analysed 108
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the centre of its analysis (Sharp & Richardson, 2001). The 108 texts that comprised 
the final data sample (see Table  7.1) were manually coded to identify regularly 
occurring themes within the larger debate, with attention to how these key themes 
were constructed, what the mechanisms of dispersion were, and which voices were 
heard above others.

Through the analysis, it became clear that the dominant function of the debate 
was to discursively construct what can be termed ‘the New Normal’ for the tourism 
sector, and within this broader discourse a number of sub-themes could be identi-
fied. Given the focus on sustainability in this volume, we chose to include only the 
three most prominent sub-themes that most directly related to sustainability, but it 
should be noted that further themes were identified in the data, including digitaliza-
tion and human resources.

7.4  The New Normal, Sustainability and Post 
COVID-19 Tourism

Our analysis of newspaper articles, webinars and government websites shows that 
the discussions on sustainable tourism in the early period of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in Indonesia were essentially part of a broader and more prominent discourse 
around the notion of the ‘New Normal’. The New Normal and its subsequent 
impacts (including the opportunity of developing sustainable tourism) was by far 
the most salient and reoccurring narrative in the post COVID-19 pandemic dis-
course. It gradually became a central theme in the Indonesian tourism and COVID-19 
discourse, especially after governments and some tourism destinations were plan-
ning to re-open their destinations and businesses from July 2020, despite the increas-
ing number of COVID-19 cases in Indonesia.

This discourse on the New Normal fundamentally triggered almost every other 
discourse. Although increasingly articulated in the literature on post COVID-19 
tourism, the New Normal as a term is not yet clearly defined, but it reflects a wish 
for society to regain a sense of ‘normalcy’ and to continue with their lives while also 
adapting to the restrictions and constrains dictated by COVID-19. This discourse is 
mostly proliferated by government officials and academics but to some extent it is 
also adopted and (re)produced by tourism business representatives. Below, we dis-
cuss the three key sub-themes of social distancing, health and safety protocols and 
quality tourism, and how these three themes reflect and reframe pre-existing para-
digm of sustainable tourism.
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7.4.1  Social Distancing

Social or physical distancing forms part of health protocols implemented to limit 
the transmission of COVID-19 and involves always keeping a distance of minimum 
1–2 meters from other people. This topic is discussed in 18 newspaper articles and 
frequently discussed in the webinars as part of the New Normal “constraint” that 
limits the ability of the tourism industry to quickly recover, but at the same time it 
is also perceived as one of the underlying conditions of the ‘New Normal’ that will 
“force” the industry to shift in the direction of sustainability.

The practice of social distancing as a new and persisting international norm of 
social interaction has clear impacts on all aspects of daily life, including tourism. 
Based on our analysis, we found that stakeholders discussed several potential con-
sequences of the new social distancing norm which were predicted to impact on 
tourist travel and holidaymaking. These consequences are described in 
Table 7.2 below.

Indonesian tourism stakeholders believed that this social distancing norm will 
have serious consequences for the way tourists travel and their choice of destina-
tion. Tourists were predicted to seek out more secluded, nature-based destinations 
which offer isolation away from the ‘danger’ of overcrowding:

As people get used to the “New Normal”, tourists might also prefer to go to quieter places 
and opt for nature-based tourism and outdoor activities (tourism practitioner cited in The 
Jakarta Post, (Rahman & Mufti, 2020))

If they [the tourists] were okay with going to packed and crowded places, they are not any-
more. They will be more aware to the social and physical distancing concept (government 
official cited in The Jakarta Post, (Rahman & Mufti, 2020))

The above shift in preference to more nature-based and remote destinations reso-
nates with Carr’s (2020) forecast from New Zealand, which predicted the increasing 
needs of tourists to re-connect with nature in the post-lockdown time. This new 
tendency itself may be associated with sustainability through its potential role in 
re-distributing the tourists from regularly overcrowded tourism hot-spots to the 
periphery, as tourists adhering to social distancing protocols look to avoid over-
crowding, and subsequently seek lesser-known alternative destinations.

Table 7.2 Social distancing “sustainable consequences”

New 
normal Consequences Relation to sustainability

Social 
distancing

Tourists will prefer places that are 
natural, remote, and less crowded.
Tourists will be vacationing closer to 
home and increasingly in small groups 
and using private cars (proximity 
tourism)

Reduce overcrowding in destinations 
and subsequently “slowing down” 
environmental degradation due to 
overtourism.
Boosting local and domestic tourism

Source: Author’s elaboration
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Stakeholders also argued that tourists are more likely to choose destinations that 
are closer to home in favour of long-haul international trips. They will opt for short 
and ‘safe’ getaways, or visiting friends and relatives (VFR), boosting interest in 
domestic and regional tourism, as exemplified by these quotes below.

Tourism villages will be an option because our (domestic) guests won’t risk going far, so the 
first thing to be tested is a (nearby) tourism village. (Academic in Webinar, 30 April 2020 
(Institute, 2020))

So, people will do this when they are about to go out on a trip, visit their closest friends and 
relatives, or we Indonesians say “silaturahmi”, this is what we will do first, then we will 
visit destinations that are close to home or domestic or one that is not too far. (Tourism 
practitioner in Webinar, 1 May 2020 (Sarungu, 2020))

This potential trend of vacationing near home in smaller groups also resonates 
with Huijbens’ (2020) prediction that tourists see this as an opportunity to ‘redis-
cover adventure opportunities’ near home without having to ‘jet off’ to distant 
places halfway around the world, which – although not mentioned in the analysed 
transcripts – may ultimately reduce the tourism carbon foot print, especially if this 
trend persists beyond the COVID-19 crisis. This trend may also benefit local SME’s 
and community-based destinations such as tourism villages, and galvanize domestic 
tourism, which is indeed considered as the potential main target market for 
Indonesian tourism in this recovery phase.

There will be a surge of emerging small-scale, community-based destinations in the future, 
as people would cease to go to popular destinations like Bali, the country’s main tourism 
hub […] There will be more destination diversification (academic, cited in The Jakarta Post 
(Mufti, 2020))

It is true that the recovery of domestic tourism is something that is most instant and fast 
after this pandemic (minister of tourism in Webinar, on 2 May 2020 (Ramidjal, 2020))

With the Indonesian central government’s plan to still largely shut off access for 
International tourists until at least the end of 2020, regaining domestic tourism is 
seen as an essential first part of the recovery process of the Indonesian Tourism sector.

7.4.2  Health and Hygiene Protocols

The second prominent theme, constantly (re)produced by various tourism stake-
holders, focused on health and hygiene protocols. 46 newspaper articles mentioned 
and discussed this health and hygiene protocols, and it was also discussed in the 
webinars and the ministry press release. Many of the discussions on these protocols 
are related to the Tourism Ministry program of launching a ‘New Normal’ and 
guidelines, which will be further discussed on the following page. Although this 
sub-theme clearly relates to the practical issue of re-starting tourism post (or in the 
midst of) a global health crisis, the link of these protocols with sustainability more 
likely emerged from the central government’s effort to capitalize on the pandemic 
to simultaneously combining within one integrated program, the need of new 
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rigorous health and hygiene protocols in the current COVID-19 pandemic with 
addressing Indonesia’s poor performance on hygiene and environmental sustain-
ability in the 2019 Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index (TTCI). Our analysis 
identified a uniform narrative, with repetitive messages in line with the central gov-
ernment narrative on the importance of implementing health and hygiene protocols 
in the New Normal era:

One of the important things in this new normal period, and this one can also be sustainable 
later in the post-vaccine period, namely the issues of health, hygiene, safety and security. 
(Minister of tourism in Webinar on 11 June 2020 (Dynamics, 2020))

Another prediction came from a tourism practitioner:

If in the past we chose a 5-star hotel that offered extraordinary facilities with comfort, 
maybe in the future we will choose accommodation or a destination that says first they will 
provide health or safety procedures and maybe more importantly hygiene (tourism practi-
tioner in Webinar on 1 May 2020 (Sarungu, 2020))

This pattern also mirrors an international discourse on COVID-19 mitigation and 
recovery initiatives by UNWTO (UNWTO, 2020a, b) which encourages govern-
ments and other tourism stakeholders to link the growing needs of hygiene and 
safety protocols with sustainability (UNWTO, 2020b), which later was adopted and 
(re)produced by the Indonesian central government and other Indonesian tourism 
stakeholders respectively.

The (re)production of the discourse around these health and hygiene protocols 
into more concrete practices was beginning to take shape on the 10th of July 2020, 
when the central government through the Ministry of Tourism launched the 
Indonesia Care (I do Care) campaign to communicate the importance of health and 
hygiene protocols in tourism destinations (Prabawanti, 2020). This campaign also 
marked the official introduction of protocol guidelines labelled Cleanliness, Health, 
Safety, Environmental sustainability (CHSE), for a range of tourism and hospitality 
businesses and activities such as attractions, accommodation, transportation, restau-
rants (Kemenparekraf, 2020b).

7.4.3  Shifting from Quantity to Quality

The other prominent sub-theme related to sustainability is on Quality Tourism, 
despite only discussed explicitly in 10 news articles, Quality Tourism was exten-
sively discussed in the webinars, where this form of tourism was discussed as an 
ideal and ‘sustainable’ way forward for post COVID-19 tourism. This discourse on 
shifting from quantity to quality is not new, nor it is a direct consequence of the New 
Normal, but it has resurfaced as part of the dominant discourse in the current pan-
demic era. This shift was also discussed in 2019 when Indonesia once again failed 
to meet its international tourist target of 20 million. This failure has provoked 
debates ever since, particularly on the pertinence of using tourist numbers (quantity) 
as a main indication of success in the first place.
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Following the inability of his predecessor to achieve the 20 million international 
tourist target, in 2019 the newly appointed Minister of Tourism has opted for a dif-
ferent approach by focusing on ‘quality’ instead of ‘quantity’ in measuring 
Indonesian tourism progress and success:

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, we are somehow have been preparing to shift 
Indonesia‘s tourism strategy from quantity to quality (minister of tourism in Webinar on 11 
June 2020 (Dynamics, 2020))

In the tourism recovery discourse, this shift from quantity to quality was also 
embraced and (re)produced by other tourism stakeholders:

The indicator of success in developing a tourism village is not only based on the number of 
tourists but should be based on quality tourism (academic in webinar on 30 April 2020, 
(Institute, 2020))

We all know that something which is zero waste or eco-friendly is not cheap, but Indonesia 
should have go to that direction in order to attract quality tourism and not only mass tour-
ism (tourism practitioner in webinar on 1 May 2020, (Sarungu, 2020))

In relation with the above, our analysis also showed that the term ‘quality tour-
ism’ in the Indonesian discourse was largely linked with sustainability and other 
terms such as local wisdom, authenticity, uniqueness, participation on the one hand 
and high-spending, premium, revenue on the other hand. Hence, based on the find-
ings, the way that Quality Tourism is constructed has a lot to do with improving the 
quality of experiences to attract high-spending tourists who appreciate local culture 
and nature, and are ‘less destructive’ to the Indonesian cultural and natural resources, 
and at the same time bring more revenue to the economy. This narrative can be 
exemplified by the central government’s proposition to develop ‘super-priority’ des-
tinations, including ‘premium’ Labuan Bajo, which are also claimed to be more 
sustainable. A Ministry of Tourism representative in Labuan Bajo (Komodo National 
Park) makes this link between ‘super-premium’ developments and sustainability 
goals explicit:

We want to change the new governance (of destination), not make it mass tourism but exclu-
sive so that it is sustainable (government representative cited in Kompas on 3 March, 
(Khairunissa, 2020))

However the relation between luxury consumption and sustainability is para-
doxical, where luxury is deeply rooted in inequality, and thus inherently unsustain-
able (Moscardo & Benckendorff, 2010). The consequences of this paradox are to 
some extent also visible in the confusion around the central government tourism 
development plan on ‘super premium’ destinations such as Labuan Bajo. The pro-
posed development does not necessarily directly involve reducing the number of 
tourists, but as a way to increase the economic gain through ‘managing accesses’ of 
tourists to different parts of the National park as explicitly stated by the Ministry of 
Tourism.

Super premium in Labuan Bajo, I see that the government is building an airport with a 
longer runway, and a lot of hotels are also built there. This means that there will definitely 
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be more tourists and more income (minister of tourism cited in Kompas on 3 March, 
(Khairunissa, 2020)

The proposed shift to quality over quantity will not bring much of the desirable 
changes in terms of environmental conservation, social equality and justice if the 
conceptualization of what ‘quality tourism’ entails, and what its consequences 
might be, is not well understood by policy makers and tourism stakeholders in 
general.

7.5  Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter we analysed the emerging discourses – from March to September 
2020 – as voiced by Indonesian tourism stakeholders, including the government and 
academics, and examined to what extent these discourses included the notion of 
sustainability. Our analysis clearly identified the ‘New Normal’ as an overarching 
discourse which was consistently repeated and reproduced across the platforms we 
looked at. As part of this discourse the notion of sustainable tourism gradually 
moved to the foreground as we entered the second half of 2020. Under the heading 
of the New Normal, three issues prevailed: social distancing, health and hygiene 
protocols and Quality Tourism.

First, as part of the New Normal discourse and reflecting the environmental sus-
tainability debate, it was argued that social distancing could lead to an increase in 
the desire for nature-based tourism; tourists were predicted to opt for more nature- 
based destinations as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. This prediction 
resonates with Baillie (2020) who contended that social distancing has revitalized 
people’s love for nature by giving them an opportunity to know and appreciate 
nature close to their home. The newly found, or re-invigorated, love for nature is 
also argued to lead to more support for nature conservation efforts in general. 
Alongside a rediscovery of nature, it was also argued, in reference to social sustain-
ability, that social distancing measures (especially if continued for an extended 
period) may harm social interactions in tourism. A similar concern is also posed by 
others (Butcher, 2020; Huijbens, 2020) who fear that social distancing will under-
mine conviviality, which is one of the fundamental elements of tourism. Strict social 
distancing limits may discourage hosts and guests from engaging in meaningful 
interactions in a hospitable manner. These interactions may turn into brief and 
‘transactional’ encounters around essential services, which could result in a serious 
set-back for mutual social and cultural exchange within tourism.

The second – and related – part of the New Normal discourse focused on health, 
hygiene and safety protocols. While the link between these protocols and the New 
Normal in the context of the pandemic was obvious, it is less clear how these proto-
cols relate to furthering the sustainability agenda, except that the increased ‘cleanli-
ness’ can contribute to overall environmental sustainability by reducing the waste 
problem which is currently a major tourism issue in Indonesia (Syaifullah, 2017). 
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Awan et al. (2020) further suggest that these protocols may also relate to ‘economic 
sustainability’ in the sense that implementing rigorous health, hygiene and safety 
protocols may restore touristic trust and confidence to re-visit and use certain tour-
ism services again.

Thirdly, as part of the New Normal discourse, the notion of ‘Quality Tourism’ 
(re)appeared as an important means to achieve sustainability. To capitalize on the 
suspension of activity caused by the pandemic and to push the Indonesian tourism 
sector toward a more sustainable directions, some stakeholders proposed a shift 
from quantity to quality as a ‘solution’ for the poor performance of Indonesian tour-
ism sector. However even though this terminology of quality tourism is not new to 
the tourism literatures, scholars have not been conclusive on the definition of quality 
tourism or quality tourism experiences (Jennings et al., 2009). Despite the lack of 
consensus of the meaning of quality tourism, the apparent inclination of the 
Indonesian tourism stakeholders to link quality with sustainability may mirror early 
literatures on sustainable tourism which have discussed this relation, exemplified in 
the following quote; ‘if the overall goal of tourism development is to achieve eco-
nomic, social, and ecological sustainability, it must provide a first quality visitor 
experience, conserve natural and cultural resources, and bring substantial benefits to 
local communities’ (Hohl & Tisdell, 1995, p. 533). However, the concrete ways in 
which the notion of quality tourism – and its underlying benchmarks of ‘local wis-
dom’, ‘authenticity’, ‘uniqueness’, and ‘participation’  – will contribute anything 
new to the development of sustainable tourism after COVID-19 remains unclear.

In the dominant discourse outlining the New Normal, we have seen remarkably 
little evidence of including voices from the communities that presumably are billed 
to at least partly host the quality tourism revolution. They should, be heard on what 
their role might be in tourism post-COVID-19, and how an increased attention to 
sustainability may benefit them. Buzzwords such as ‘local wisdom’, ‘authenticity’ 
and ‘uniqueness’ abounded in the debate, but how these notions (as defined by 
whom?) would translate into practice, and how they would potentially further the 
sustainability agenda through so-called quality tourism, was unclear.

The central government retained a dominant role, not only in framing the dis-
course in terms of the New Normal, but also in promoting sustainability issues as 
part of it. For example, the Indonesian government’s effort to push health, hygiene 
and safety protocols and an environmental sustainability agenda as part of central 
themes in the COVID-19 mitigation and recovery efforts did not come out of the 
blue, but likely emanated from the intention to align their policies with the global 
narratives on handling the COVID-19 crisis and sustainability in general. On one 
hand, Indonesia aspires to bring their policies into line with UNWTO guidelines on 
restarting tourism, expressed by the UNWTO Secretary-General Zurab Pololikashvili 
in June 2020;

Sustainability must no longer be a niche part of tourism but must be the new norm for every 
part of our sector. This is one of the central elements of our Global Guidelines to Restart 
Tourism. It is in our hands to transform tourism and that emerging from COVID-19 becomes 
a turning point for sustainability (UNWTO, 2020b).
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On the other hand, the Indonesian government’s emphasis on health and hygiene 
protocols and the environmental sustainability improvement agenda in their recov-
ery plan is also a result of the poor performance of Indonesian tourism on Health 
and Hygiene (rank 102th) and Environmental Sustainability (rank 135th) in the 
2019 Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report (WorldEconomicForum, 2019), 
which for the last few years has been a major reference-point for the Indonesian 
government in measuring tourism sector performance.

The emphasis of sustainability as part of the New Normal discourse was also 
supported and reinforced by tourism scholars which saw and took the opportunity 
to ‘ride the wave’, pushing the sustainable tourism agenda by – to some extent – re- 
aligning their stance to central government narratives on sustainability.

However, there was some reluctance from tourism businesses, which were less 
enthusiastic in embracing sustainability as part of the New Normal. Concrete steps 
for a significant business and operational overhaul towards sustainability were not 
noticeable in our data. Tourism businesses tended to discuss sustainability less in 
terms of operational changes and more in terms of marketing potential. Sustainability 
was identified as a potential post COVID-19 market trend, due to tourists being 
predicted to have gained a higher awareness of (cultural and environmental) sustain-
ability issues and be likely to use this as one of the considerations when it comes to 
choosing destinations or activities. In our dataset, tourism businesses advocated for 
a return to ‘business as usual’, only now under the guise of sustainability.

We also observed a general reluctance to voice more daring visions for transfor-
mative change of the sector, as we have seen reflected in Western (academic) tour-
ism debates, for example, in a special issue of Tourism Geographies published in 
June 2020, espousing visions of how ‘the pandemic events of 2020 are contributing 
to a possibly substantial, meaningful and positive transformation of the planet in 
general, and tourism specifically’ (Lew et  al., 2020, p.  455). The dominant role 
played by the central government in shaping Indonesian tourism discourse is a 
likely reason for the absence of more lofty future visions for tourism and society.

These findings not only illustrate that sustainable tourism remains an ‘open con-
cept’ (Kooij et  al., 2014) that is prone to multiple interpretations, which further 
complicate its implementation (Cole, 2006; Mebratu, 1998), but also that the con-
cept itself is not ‘neutral’ and thus susceptible to relations of power; also in this case 
particular interest groups have adopted and defended their own language of sustain-
ability (Cohen, 2002; Mowforth & Munt, 2015). The concept of sustainability was 
brandished liberally in relation to almost anything, both by those with genuine inter-
est in conserving nature and promoting social equality, and those more interested in 
simply promoting tourism growth. In reference to the latter, the discourse on sus-
tainability remains part of a persistent ‘growth’ paradigm (Bianchi & de Man, 2020; 
Huijbens, 2020), the evident contradiction notwithstanding. Goals of sustainable 
tourism directly oppose the paradigm of unfettered growth which has been the cen-
tral driving force of the industry (Bianchi & de Man, 2020), yet the same goals are 
utilized in promoting further tourism growth. Therefore, to accelerate the wide-
spread acceptance and implementation of the notion of “sustainability” in post 
COVID-19 global tourism industry, any move toward a more sustainable form of 
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tourism should not only mirror global concepts and perspectives but be deeply 
grounded in the local context. Further appreciation and effort should be given to 
recognize and distil local views on what sustainability means, how to achieve (and 
maintain) sustainability and what sustainable tourism has to gain from forms of 
‘local wisdom’.

Despite the breakthrough at the end of 2020 in the discovery of COVID-19 vac-
cines, and the subsequent vaccination effort across the globe in the beginning of 
2021, the situation may not be improving anytime soon. Limited production capac-
ity and distribution challenges make vaccines not yet within close reach of most of 
the world’s population. Hence the future of tourism continues to be at a crossroads. 
It remains to be seen if – and if yes, in which ways – the New Normal will remain 
the dominant discourse in the period emerging after COVID-19 and to what extent 
2021 will become a turning point for sustainability. As discourses will shift as 
broader influences and circumstances change, a continuous discourse analysis is 
needed to monitor whether the envisioned sustainability improvements will materi-
alize or merely remain rhetorical.
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Chapter 8
Tourism Sustainability in Indonesia: 
Reflection and Reformulation
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Abstract Tourism has long been considered an important sector in Indonesia. Not 
only it has a significant contribution to the economy, the sector also has substantial 
impacts on the social, cultural, and environmental aspects of the nation. Just like in 
other emerging countries, sustainability is not an easy concept to implement, espe-
cially in the tourism industry. The trade-offs between short-term benefits (e.g., 
employment, revenue, contribution to GDP, economic growth, etc.) and long-term 
interests (e.g., environmental sustainability, protection of cultural heritage, etc.) are 
one of the most challenging issues faced by all relevant tourism stakeholders. This 
chapter aims to examine the emergence, development, and challenges of sustainable 
tourism thought and practices in Indonesia. It provides a brief reflection of what had 
been achieved up to a pre-COVID 19 period, followed by a description of how the 
pandemic has adversely disrupted the industry. The chapter also proposes several 
important potential directions and challenges for the future of tourism sustainability 
in the ‘new normal’ Indonesia.
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8.1  Introduction

Tourism industry has played an important role in the Indonesian economy. It con-
tributed about 4.13% to 5.25% to national GDP, attracted more than 10 million 
international tourists and 250 million domestic visitors per year, and employed 
between 10.36 and 12.9 million workers each year during the period of 2015–2019 
(see Table  8.1). The Indonesian tourism sector has also grown significantly and 
become one of the national leading industries in terms of its contribution to foreign 
exchange, second to palm oil industry.

A recent report on biannual Bloom Consulting Country Brand Ranking for Trade 
and Tourism placed Indonesia among the Top 10 in Asia and number 31 in the world 
rank for country branding based on four criteria: economic performance, digital 
demand, country brand strategy (CBS rating), and online performance (Bloom 
Consulting, 2020). Indonesia’s TTCI (Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Index) 
score has improved in the last decade: 3.80 (in 2009), 4.00 (2011), 4.03 (2013), 4.04 
(2015), 4.16 (2017), and 4.30 (2019) (World Economic Forum, 2019). Its TTCI 
rank has also consistently increased from 81 in 2009 to 40 (out of 140 economies 
being analysed) in 2019. The rank was higher than Vietnam (ranked 63), Brunei 
Darussalam (ranked 72), and the Philippines (75), but lower than Singapore (17), 
Malaysia (29) and Thailand (31). The overall TTCI score of the Indonesian tourism 
sector in 2019 was 4.30 (on a scale of 1–7, where 1 being the worst and 7 being the 
best), with top 10 performance in two aspects, i.e. price competitiveness and priori-
tization of travel and tourism. However, several aspects still need significant 
improvement, such as tourist services infrastructure, ground & port infrastructure, 
air transport infrastructure, environmental sustainability, health & hygiene, and 
safety & security.

Table 8.1 The key performance indicators of the Indonesian tourism sector, 2015–2019

Indicator 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Contribution to national GDP 4.25% 4.13% 5.00% 5.25% 4.8%b

Foreign exchange (trillion Rupiah) 175.71 176.23 202.13 224 197b

Number of workers (million people) 10.36 12.28 12.6 12.7 12.9b

Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Index (World 
Economic Forum)a

#50 n.a. #42 n.a. #40b

International tourists (million arrivals) 10.41 12.02 14.04 15.81 16.1b

Domestic tourists (million visitors) 256.42 264.33 270.82 303.5 290b

Notes: aTTCI was provided only every 2 years; bestimation
Source: Ministry of Tourism and Creative Economy (2020)
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As the Indonesian tourism sector grows in its importance and contribution to the 
national economy, the awareness and commitment to implement the principles of 
sustainable tourism development have also increased. The concept of sustainability 
has been incorporated in the Law Number 10 of 2009 on Tourism and several other 
relevant laws, such as Law Number 5 of 1990 on Conservation of Living Natural 
Resources and Their Ecosystem, Law Number 24 of 1992 on Spatial Planning, Law 
Number 5 of 1994 on Ratification of the United Nations Convention on Biodiversity, 
Law Number 41 of 1999 on Forestry, Law Number 25 of 2000 on National 
Development, Law Number 27 of 2007 on the Management of Coastal Zones and 
Small Islands, Law Number 32 of 2009 on Living Environment Protection and 
Management, and Law Number 11 of 2010 on Cultural Heritage Protection 
(Nurjaya, 2018).

In the Article 4 of the Law Number 10 of 2009 on Tourism, for instance, it is 
stipulated that tourism activities shall be intended to increase the economic growth, 
improve the people’s welfare, eradicate poverty, overcome unemployment, preserve 
the nature, environment, and resource, promote the culture, raise the nation’s image, 
foster a sense of patriotism, strengthen the national identity and unity, and strengthen 
international relationships. Furthermore, the Indonesian government issued 
Regulation of the Minister of Tourism of the Republic of Indonesia Number 14 of 
2016 on guidelines for sustainable tourism destination. This regulation defines sus-
tainable tourism as “tourism activities that take into account their current and future 
impacts on the economy, society and environment; meet the needs of tourists, indus-
try, environment, and local community; and can be applied into all forms of tourism 
activities in all types of tourism destinations”. In short, it is clear that the Indonesian 
government policies on tourism aim to create a balance of people, profit and planet 
(triple bottom line) or the ‘Three Es’ (environment, equity and economic dimen-
sions) (Savitz & Weber, 2006).

However, since the first case of COVID-19 in Indonesia was confirmed on 2 
March 2020, the Indonesian tourism ecosystem has been severely disrupted and 
fallen into crisis. Regional lockdowns, stay-at-home orders, mobility and travel 
bans, physical distancing, and quarantine policy have negative impacts on global, 
national, and regional tourism and hospitality industry. The accommodation sector 
is estimated to drop by 44.23% in the second quarter of 2020 compared to the same 
quarter of previous year and restaurant business is reported to decline by 16.81% 
during the same period (BPS, 2020b). The number of international tourist arrivals 
declined significantly from 1.39 million in September 2019 to 153,500 in September 
2020, while hotel occupation rates dropped from 53.90% (April 2019) to 12.67% 
(April 2020) (BPS, 2020a).

This chapter aims to examine the emergence, development, and challenges of 
sustainable tourism in Indonesia. It begins with a brief reflection of what had been 
achieved up to a pre-COVID 19 period, followed by a description of how the pan-
demic has adversely influenced the industry. Finally, it proposes several important 
potential directions and challenges for the future of tourism sustainability in the 
‘new normal’ Indonesia.
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8.2  Methodology

The current research employed a qualitative approach to systematically and com-
prehensively examine the emergence, development, and challenges of sustainable 
tourism in Indonesia, the fourth most populous country in the world. Data were 
collected using a combination of archival document analysis and in-depth inter-
views. Available and accessible published materials (such as online newspaper arti-
cles, government websites, academic journal articles, and tourism-related reports) 
were used in the present study. The archival documents include publications in 
English and Bahasa Indonesia.

Interviews were conducted via Zoom with 13 representatives of 12 organisations 
that have been operating for at least 5 years. The average duration of the interviews 
was between 30 and 60 min. The interviewees consist of business owners, top-level 
managers and the head of the tourism management community. The organisations 
include three travel agents (Company A, Company B, and Company C), four hotels 
(Company D, Company E, Company F, and Company G), one villa management 
company (Company H), two restaurants (Company I and Company J), one tourism 
destination management (Company K), and one souvenir shop (Company L). The 
main objective of the interviews is to investigate how business players in the Bali 
tourism industry respond and adapt through the COVID-19 crisis. Specifically, the 
interviews focused on three issues: (1) the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on their 
businesses; (2) how they respond to the impact; and (3) strategy implemented in 
dealing with the ‘new normal’ situation. Both archival data and interview transcripts 
were content analysed to identify relevant themes or topics.

8.3  Reflection

Sustainable tourism refers to tourism development principles and practices with the 
purpose of making places better for people to live and visit. It aims to minimise the 
negative impacts and maximise the positive social, economic, and natural environ-
ment of tourism in destination communities (Saarinen, 2014). The concept and 
practice of sustainable tourism have been documented in Law Number 9 of 1990 
covering the principles and objectives of Indonesia Tourism Development (Lemy 
et al., 2020). It is addressed in international scientific meetings and taught in tour-
ism management courses and programs. However, a supportive national policy 
remained unclear until 2016 when the Regulation of the Ministry of Tourism 
Number 14 was announced (Lemy et al., 2020). The regulation consists of guide-
lines to build sustainable tourism destinations.

Only in recent years, Indonesian government recognise tourism as its leading 
primary sector. Indonesia has large and rich tourism resources in terms of natural 
environment and cultural resources of over one hundred ethnics (Nurjaya, 2018). 
There has been a major push in the government to support tourism development 
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(Lemy et al., 2020). Tourism industry is a key component of the national develop-
ment in the country. The main purpose of the push to develop tourism in the country 
is to improve the national economy, to create business and job opportunities, to 
encourage regional development, and to empower tourism destinations and attrac-
tiveness (Nurjaya, 2018). However, the country’s tourism development has been 
considered unbalanced and varied due to the lack of clear strategies (Lemy et al., 
2020). One of the issues that the country faces is brought by the objective of increas-
ing visitor numbers in the strategy (Indonesia-Investments, 2015). The government 
has made effort to promote destinations through a range of branding and marketing 
activities, for example, creating 10 new Bali destinations (Lemy et al., 2020). The 
goal is to ensure 20 million foreign tourists by 2019 (Indonesia-Investments, 2015). 
What has been criticised on these initiatives is on its lack of comprehensive tourism 
planning. The sole focus on massive sales and rising visitor numbers could distress 
the less-prepared destinations. Facilities and resources may be ruined and damaged 
through exceeding their carrying capacity. The local residents may reject tourism 
when they do not receive benefits from the sector, which lead to visitor 
dissatisfaction.

In 2016, the Ministry of Tourism published guidelines for sustainable tourism 
destination aligning with the three-pillar conception of (social, environmental and 
economic) sustainability. One of the highlighted areas is the value of national cul-
ture which is considered one of the tourism attractions. This is the main aspect in 
social sustainability for the sector to focus on in order to strengthen the national 
identity, pride and unity. Environmental element is specified in protecting biodiver-
sity and natural resources in an integrated system of management protection which 
must be based on providing benefits for the economic and social development. 
Economic aspect focuses on generating economic benefits to local communities.

The scope of sustainable tourism destination development includes management 
of sustainable tourism destination, providing economic benefits to local communi-
ties, preserving culture for the community and visitors, and conserve the environ-
ment. The management of sustainable tourism destination has been given attention 
and the sector is advised to have short-term, mid-term and long-term tourism strate-
gies covering issues such as access development to destination, tourism amenity, 
economic growth, social issues, cultural heritage, safety and security. Multiple des-
tination management organisations are to be established involving both private and 
public sections with sufficient funding and clear tasks. It is worth noting that mar-
keting activities has been given more weight in terms of tourism seasonality man-
agement focusing on identifying tourism opportunities and developing proper 
marketing strategy. In addition, destination promotion is encouraged, including pro-
motion of products as well as services. Monitoring and reporting system is advised 
to ensure visitor satisfaction (Ministry of Tourism, 2016).

In its effort to optimise economic benefits for local communities, businesses at 
tourism destination are required to provide employments and training opportunities, 
work safety, and fair remuneration for all. The stakeholders from public and private 
sectors and local communities are encouraged to participate in the planning and 
decision making on the sustainable development of tourist destination. The Sapta 
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Pesona Program is developed to be applied regularly to local communities. This 
program intends to raise tourism awareness, educate the communities to improve 
their understanding of opportunities and challenges in the tourism development of 
the destinations, as well as to highlight the importance in maintaining sustainability 
(Ministry of Tourism, 2016). In addition, legislations and programs have been 
established to prevent exploitation, such as commercial and sexual exploitation and 
harassment, other form of violation to children, teenager, women, and minor-
ity groups.

To optimise cultural preservation, policies and systems are developed to assess 
the effort in preserving cultural heritage, such as historical buildings and archaeo-
logical sites (Aznar & Hoefnagels, 2020). Indonesia has very diverse ethnic and 
racial cultures, and guidelines are designed to minimise potential impact from visi-
tors on sensitive tourism locations. In the similar vein, the information in such des-
tinations are adjusted in accordance to the local custom and developed in consultation 
with the community (Ministry of Tourism, 2016). Environmental conservation has 
also been given attention such as establishing systems to assess environmental risks 
in the process of tourism development as well as to prevent and address damages to 
the environment. In the sector, much effort is put into protecting ecosystem, species 
and habitat conservation areas, and preventing from invasive species. Other schemes 
and systems focus on protection of wildlife, energy conservation, better water man-
agement system, waste reduction, as well as promoting low-impact transportation 
(Ministry of Tourism, 2016).

Based on the principles of sustainable tourism, the government has established a 
number of systems and attempted to address sustainable issues in tourism develop-
ment in the country. Many initiatives are made to ensure the welfare of all stake-
holders involved in the destination development at the strategic level or at the early 
stage of the process. However, sustainable tourism development requires resources 
and can be space and land-intensive. There are challenges and/or obstacles in imple-
menting these principles and guidelines for sustainable tourism. For example, there 
are frequently conflicts emerging between local community and tourism entrepre-
neurs in regard to the land use and occupation and other access to natural resources 
of the local community (Nurjaya, 2018). Economic benefits were mostly gained by 
those who have capital to invest, as a result, equitable benefit of tourism is difficult 
to achieve as the case in Toraja, Indonesia (Junaid, 2015).

Furthermore, as the world’s largest business sector and the most international in 
nature (Kotler et  al., 2017), tourism is highly vulnerable to political, economic, 
socio-economic, security, and health risks. Despite the nation has shown resilience 
in bouncing back from several crises and outbreaks in the past (e.g., earthquakes, 
volcanic eruptions, terrorism, SARS, Ebola, influenza) (Novelli, et al., 2018), the 
unprecedented nature and effects of COVID-19 can have different yet significant 
long-term impacts on tourism industry (Sigala, 2020).

During the first 8 months of 2020, the number of international tourist arrivals was 
700 million fewer than the same period in 2019, representing a loss of US$ 730 bil-
lion in export revenues from tourism, which is more than 8 times the loss due to the 
global economic crisis in 2009 (UNWTO, 2020). It was estimated that the 
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international arrivals will drop by 70% globally in 2020, where Asia and the Pacific 
region recorded a 79% decrease in January–August 2020, while Africa and the 
Middle East both saw a 69% decline, Europe experienced a 68% decrease in arrivals 
and the Americas 65% (UNWTO, 2020).

The Indonesian tourism industry has been severely impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Both the total number of international tourist arrivals and the arrivals 
from each specific foreign country dropped dramatically (see Table  8.2). For 
instance, there were only about 3.5 million arrivals during January–September 
2020, a 70.57% drop compared to the same period (12 million arrivals) in 2019 
(BPS, 2020a). In September 2020, Indonesia recorded only 153,500 international 
arrivals. Half of them were from Timor Leste (76,800 arrivals—a 21.36% decline 
compared to September 2019), while about 35.3% (54,200 arrivals—a 76.35% 
decline) was from Malaysia (BPS, 2020a).

Hotels saw a dramatic decline in occupancy rates since the COVID-19 outbreak 
reached Indonesia. The occupancy rates of star-rated hotels were around 
51.91–60.19% in 2018 and 43.53%–59.39% in 2019, but the figures dropped to as 
low as 12.67% in April 2020 (see Fig. 8.1). This was caused by the decline of both 
international and domestic travels, international border closures, physical/social 
distancing policy, regional lockdowns in several cities in Indonesia, and stay-at- 
home campaigns in response to the high level of COVID-19 community transmis-
sion cases in the country (516,753 total cases and 16,352 total deaths per 27 
November 2020) (Worldometers, 2020).

The Indonesian Central Bureau of Statistics estimates that about 29.12 million 
people have been affected by COVID-19, where they lost jobs, fail to secure a tem-
porary job or had working hours shortened (BPS, 2020b). In the accommodation 
and restaurant sectors, for instance, the employment rates grew from 5.2% in first 
quarter of 2018 to 6.41% in the fourth quarter in 2019 (see Fig. 8.2). However, it has 
been a significant drop since early 2020 and plummeted soon after. Following the 
trends in the tourism industry in general, most hotels and restaurants faced declining 
sales, which in turn forced them to take efficiency initiatives, including voluntary, 
temporary and/or permanent redundancies.

Bali, the most popular tourism destination in Indonesia, presents an insightful 
case of how COVID-19 pandemic has created the lowest point in its tourism history 
(Wibisono, 2020). Bali had experienced several tourism-related crises in the past, 
such as terrorism (Bali Bombings 2002 and 2005) and volcanic eruption (Mouth 
Agung in 2017). Despite some negative effects, such as 20%–60% decline in hotels’ 
occupancy rates, tourism activities still took place during these difficult times 
(Sugiari, 2020). However, during the current COVID-19 outbreak, all tourism- 
related sectors in Bali have closed (Wibisono, 2020). The first confirmed COVID-19 
case in Bali, a province with 40% contribution to the Indonesian tourism income 
(Susanto, 2020), was announced on 10 March 2020. The Governor of Bali, Wayan 
Koster, decided to take an unprecedented action by closing all tourism destinations 
in the province since 20 March 2020 to mitigate community transmission (Divianta, 
2020; see Fig. 8.3 for some illustrations of the conditions). The economic impact of 
the closure is significant, where tourism in the province was predicted to lose about 
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Rp 9.7 trillion per month and almost 95% of the hotels were closed due to the air-
port closure (Sugiari, 2020). It shows that COVID-19 pandemic “is not only differ-
ent but has profound and long-term structural and transformational changes to 
tourism as socio-economic activity and industry” (Sigala, 2020, p. 312).

At the time of writing this chapter, COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing and is very 
difficult to predict when it will be over. Vaccines are still under development. Many 
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Fig. 8.2 Employment growth rate in the accommodation and restaurant sectors, 2018–2020
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Fig. 8.3 Tourism destinations in Bali: before and during the COVID-19. (a) Uluwatu (Before 
COVID-19). Source: Personal Documentation. (b) Uluwatu (During the Pandemic, 26 January 
2021). Source: Personal Documentation. (c) Kuta Beach (Before COVID-19). Source: Personal 
Documentation. (d) Kuta Beach (During the Pandemic, 24 December 2020). Source: Personal 
Documentation. (e) Bedugul National Park (Before COVID-19). Source: Personal Documentation. 
(f) Bedugul National Park (During the Pandemic, 2 Oct 2020). Source: Personal Documentation. 
(g) Sanur Beach (Before COVID-19). Source: Personal Documentation. (h) Sanur Beach (During 
the Pandemic, 24 December 2020). Source: Personal Documentation
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countries still have borders closed. Health-related protocols (e.g., wearing face 
masks and/or face shields, providing hand sanitisers, using mobility tracking appli-
cations, maintaining physical distance, and others) are part of ‘new normal’ in many 
countries, including Indonesia. Now every stakeholder in tourism industry focuses 
on survival issues or figures out how to bounce back. In fact, survival is a basic goal 
for an institution or organisation and a prerequisite for success in other key perfor-
mance indicators, such as profitability and market share (Cottrell & Nault, 2004; 
Suarez & Utterback, 1995). In short, it requires an integrated effort of survival strat-
egies and sustainability concept for all relevant stakeholders in the Indonesian tour-
ism sector.

8.4  Reformulation

An important question to ask regarding sustainable tourism during the pandemic is: 
is the COVID-19 a setback for the implementation of sustainable tourism policy or 
a transformative opportunity to recover, reimagine and reform the next normal and 
economic order (Mair, 2020; McKinsey, 2020; Sigala, 2020) under the sustainable 
tourism framework? This question is not only relevant to the Indonesian tourism 
industry, but also to tourism sectors in all other countries. Some reports during coro-
navirus lockdowns show the positive impacts on the environment, such as clearer 
Venice canals (McLaughlin, 2020), declines in carbon emission and improved air 
quality in China, the UK and the U.S (Monks, 2020), and liberated wildlife in 
Wales, Japan, Spain, Chile, Canada, and the UK (Child, 2020). Sigala (2020) argues 
that it is the moment to break through and reset the tourism practice by converting 
the COVID-19 crisis disruption into transformative innovation. She recommended 
crisis management should focus on three major stakeholders (tourism demand, tour-
ism operators, destinations and policy makers) under three stages (respond, recov-
ery, and restart).

Fig. 8.3 (continued)
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In their strategic plan for 2020–2024, the Ministry of Tourism and Creative 
Economy (2020) identified several specific challenges in developing sustainable 
tourism, including climate change and natural disasters (Indonesia locates at ‘the 
ring of fire’ where there is a high risk of earthquakes, tsunamis, flood, forest fires, 
draught, and volcanic eruptions), weak connectivity and infrastructure at tourism 
destinations; lack of empowerment of local community, investment-related issues 
(e.g., bureaucracy and perceived difficulties in doing business in the country), weak 
integrated branding and marketing strategies; lack of synergies between relevant 
stakeholders in the tourism industry, and lack of commitment to social, natural, and 
cultural environments among tourism business players. These challenges are even 
more difficult to address during the COVID-19 pandemic as UNWTO (2020) pre-
dicts that the decreasing growth of tourism industry will continue for the next five 
to 7 years. However, the Ministry of Tourism and Creative Economy (2020) also 
acknowledges that the pandemic provides two opportunities for transformation and 
recovery: (1) changing the business model from traditional tourism management 
into digital tourism management; and (2) shifting the target market from interna-
tional tourists to domestic travellers.

Similarly, McKinsey & Company (Lath et al., 2020) suggests that the Indonesian 
tourism industry could be rebuilt by expanding domestic tourism (e.g., promoting 
its lesser-known destinations to locals) and developing niche and nature-based tour-
ism to respond to changing traveller’s behaviours. Some pre-COVID tourism issues, 
such as waste (especially plastic trash) in many tourism destinations (e.g., Bali, 
Bunaken, Pulau Sempu, Ranu Kumbolo, and Gunung Gede Pangrango) (WowKeren, 
2018), need to be handled effectively. For instance, it is important to accelerate 
initiatives for cleaning up the waste and increasing recycling, so both domestic and 
foreign tourists will have a better experience once it is safe to travel (Lath et al., 2020).

Indonesia is prone to natural disasters (e.g., volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, 
floods and tsunamis) and man-made disasters (e.g., forest fires) (Indonesia- 
Investments, 2018). Some notable disasters in Indonesia during the past 20 years 
include volcanic eruptions (Mount Merapi in 2010, Mount Agung in 2017), earth-
quakes (Lombok in 2018, Sumatra in 2004), tsunami (Aceh in 2004), and forest 
fires (Sumatra and Kalimantan in 2015). Despite its experience in managing and 
recovering from such crises (e.g., Gurtner, 2016; Liu-Lastres et al., 2020; Syamsidik 
et al., 2021), the country has been struggling in navigating the unprecedented detri-
mental effects of coronavirus outbreak (Aljazeera, 2020; Jaffrey, 2020; The Jakarta 
Post, 2020), such as unemployment, recession, and malnutrition. The global pan-
demic has caused severe global humanitarian problems, which was described by the 
United Nations as “the bleakest and darkest” time in the UN’s history (Aljazeera, 
2020). Many industries faced the risk of survival, which beg for support and com-
passion from the government or other members of society (Kadirov et al., 2020). 
Tourism industry, for instance, is severely affected by mobility restrictions and 
bans, lockdowns, self- and mandatory quarantines, and social distancing policy 
(Sigala, 2020; Ugur & Akbiyik, 2020), because travel is requisite for tourism activ-
ity (Yeh, 2020). With its reliance on tourism sector (about 60% of its Gross Domestic 
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Product before the COVID-19 pandemic), the economy of Bali province has been 
the hardest hit in Indonesia by the outbreak (Aljazeera, 2020).

Furthermore, Butler (1999, p. 11) argued that a proper definition of sustainable 
tourism is “tourism which is in a form which can maintain its viability in an area for 
an indefinite period of time”. This definition suggests the importance of long-term 
survival (longevity) of a tourism destination, its ecosystems and its relevant stake-
holders. In order to provide insights from business players in the Indonesian tourism 
industry, we conducted in-depth interviews with representatives (business owners, 
top-level managers, and head of local tourism management) of three travel agents, 
four hotels, one villa management company, two restaurants, one tourism destina-
tion management, and one souvenir shop in Bali. In terms of the impact of the 
COVID-19 outbreak on their businesses, all interviewees consistently reported that 
their organisations have faced difficult times during the pandemic. However, their 
specific responses to the impact varies between companies.

The three travel agents (Company A, Company B, and Company C) experienced 
a dramatic decrease in sales (down to zero sales) due to regional lockdown and the 
closure of international airports. The initial effort made by Company A was laying 
off some employees, imposing unpaid leave, implementing working from home 
policy, and reducing numbers of working days. The same strategy was adopted by 
Company B and Company C, but they did not reduce the number of employees. The 
difficult situation has forced the travel agents to make new breakthroughs to main-
tain their businesses. Among the initiatives are virtual tours, 50% discount rates, and 
special vouchers (‘pay now, stay later’). They welcome the relaxation of restrictions 
under the ‘new normal’ policy set by the national and local government by imple-
menting new health protocols (e.g., providing hand sanitizers and face masks) and 
shifting their focus at least temporarily from international markets to domestic 
markets.

The four hotels (Company D, Company E, Company F, and Company G) and the 
villa management company (Company H) faced a decrease in hotel occupancy rates 
by about 80% because many tourists decided to leave Bali and return to their home 
countries earlier during the regional lockdown. In response to this difficult situation, 
hotel managers had to implement redundancy policy, unpaid leave, working from 
home, and reduced working days. During the ‘new normal’ condition, where Bali 
was open to domestic travel only, both international and local hotel managers 
decided to shift their target market from foreign tourists to domestic ones. Health- 
based customer services were put in place to provide a sense of safety and comfort 
for hotel guests. Another income generating source initiated by hotels is offering 
hotel facilities, such as swimming pools and restaurants, to local people who want 
to enjoy these facilities without checking in as room guests.

Company I, whose main customers are domestic tourists who travelled in a large 
group, had to close its outlet and lay off their employees temporarily. Their remain-
ing employees only worked for 15 days in a month. In contrast, Company J, which 
is a boutique restaurant with fewer employees compared to Company I, retained its 
all employees during the pandemic. These two restaurants came up with some 
breakthroughs to generate income. Company I, for instance, rents its open space for 
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camping purposes, a unique offer for those who want to do outdoor activities in a 
safe environment. Company J opens some culinary courses to public and sells 
organic market (i.e. fresh vegetables).

Company K is one of the most popular tourism attractions in Bali. By using the 
concept of a tourist village, the manager (who is also the local community’s leader) 
empowers the surrounding community to work at the company. During this pan-
demic, the manager followed the provincial government’s instruction to close its 
services. As a result, almost no tourists visited the location during that time. The 
manager decided to reduce the number of working days for all employees to control 
its spending. However, no employees are dismissed, because they are members of 
the local community. In anticipating the new normal condition, they prepare new 
health protocols and design new attractions.

Company L is one of the biggest souvenir shops in Bali. Facing declining sales 
since mid-March 2020, the owner decided to close all outlets and offer temporary 
redundancy to its employees. Some initiatives were explored, such as using the 
owner’s agricultural land for planting snow peas to support his employees and 
developing online marketing channels to expand its markets. The snow peas now 
become one of the company’s new products. During the ‘new normal’ condition, the 
owner re-opens some outlets and provides COVID-19 health protocols (e.g., provid-
ing hand sanitizers, facilities for washing hands).

8.5  Survival and Recovery Strategies

The interview results revealed a pattern of survival and recovery strategies imple-
mented by companies under study (see Table 8.3). These organisations have imple-
mented a combination of the following strategies (4Rs: Restructuring, Realigning, 
Researching, and Retargeting). The first and most common strategy, restructuring, 
focuses on efficiency. Travel agents controlled their operational costs by reducing 
working hours, offering temporary and voluntary redundancies to their employees, 
discontinuing the contracts for casual workers, and offering unpaid leaves. While 
working from home (WFH) is adopted by all travel agents, it is impractical for res-
taurant business. Similar strategy but slightly different approach was employed by 
Company K, Company L, and Company H. Instead of laying off workers, Company 
K reduced and re-arranged tasks/activities. This initiative was chosen because all 
their employees are locals who need jobs. Company L re-arranged its working 
schedules by allowing its employees to work every other week. Company H changed 
its operational system from commercial into residential villas. Under the new sys-
tem, the maintenance and service frequency provided to each villa had been reduced.

The second strategy, re-aligning the business process, reflects efforts and initia-
tives to comply with the new COVID-19 protocols set by the Indonesian govern-
ment. Company C evaluated the readiness of its potential collaborators (e.g., 
restaurants and hotels) in meeting the new COVID-19 protocols. Company D limits 
meeting room capacity to only 50% and impose a digital invoice for staying guests. 
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Table 8.3 Typology of survival and recovery strategies

No. Strategy Description Examples Company

1. Restructuring the 
business

Initiatives and efforts 
to cut costs and focus 
on short-term and 
medium-term survival.

“... working from home, taking 
unpaid leaves and also 
terminating casual workers....”

Company 
A

“... they come to the office only 
twice a week…”

Company 
C

“... all jobs have been centralized 
to the head quarter…”

Company 
F

2. Re-aligning 
business processes

Aligning the business 
processes in 
compliance to 
COVID-19 protocols.

“Our Standard Operating 
Procedures were changed to 
comply with the new normal 
requirements… We reduced the 
meeting room capacity by 40-50% 
due to social distancing…”

Company 
D

“Company B is ready to 
implement CHSE (Cleanliness, 
Health, Safety, Environment) 
standards…”

Company 
B

“When customers come, they must 
wash their hands… our employees 
must wear face masks and also 
hand gloves…”

Company 
L

3. Researching and 
responding to new 
business 
opportunities

Exploring and 
exploiting potential 
business opportunities 
for short-term and 
long-term purposes.

“Virtual tour is what we can do 
now.”

Company 
A

“.. if customers want to enjoy the 
restaurant, pool…”

Company 
E

“We are preparing a sort of picnic 
area in Company I… Now we’re 
learning how to do online 
selling.”

Company 
I

“We open an organic market.” Company 
J

“.. in this area we will build a 
man-made coral reef … that is for 
the future target… it’s for 
diving…”

Company 
K

4. Retargeting the 
market

Shifting the target 
market (from 
international travelers 
into domestic visitors).

“Our focus now is staycation… 
We are switching from foreigners 
to domestic market…”

Company 
G

“We can’t rely on tourists from 
China, so we have started 
targeting the domestic tourists…”

Company 
E

Changing B2B to B2C 
market.

“... since we have shifted to the 
domestic market, we move to 
B2C...”

Company 
A
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Company B chooses to only accept VIP guests, amounting to four people. The travel 
agents have begun to use digital marketing channels to attract tourists. Company L 
requires its guests to wash their hands and to have their body temperatures check. 
All Company L’s employees are equipped with masks, gloves and face shields. 
Company H formed a special taskforce to clean all areas using disinfectants 
regularly.

The third strategy is researching and responding to the new business opportu-
nities. In order to explore potential business opportunities, companies have initiated 
several market research activities, such as talking to suppliers, distributors, custom-
ers, and tourism-related associations (e.g., Indonesian Hotel & Restaurant 
Association, Association of the Indonesian Tours & Travel Agencies), attending 
webinars, and monitoring news on mainstream media and social media. Based on 
the insights and inspiration from best practices of other companies around the globe, 
the travel agents (Company A, Company B, and Company C) and hotels (Company 
D, Company E, Company F, and Company G) decided to explore virtual tours, hotel 
‘staycation’, self-quarantine facilities, and online food delivery services to help 
them maintain their cash flow. In addition, Company A has started to offer corporate 
outing events to several large local companies, while Company B focuses on 
activity- based tourism and experiences in rural life. Utilizing its large area to attract 
local tourists who want to experience the sensation of camping on the beach while 
maintaining physical distance, a unique ‘camping on the beach’ package has been 
offered by Company I.

The last strategy in the typology, retargeting the market, involves shifting the 
target market segment(s) from international to domestic market. Driven by the clo-
sure of international airports, travel agents have retargeted domestic travellers or 
local Balinese tourists. Hotels have also turned to domestic market, including hon-
eymooners and millennial travellers. Honeymooners tend to have more certain 
travel dates than other segments of holidayers/travellers. Company G serves millen-
nials who are believed to seek for adventures, love new experiences, and look for 
value-for-money offers. Company G also targets tourists who plan for a long-term 
vacation (staycation). Company A, a big travel agent used to focus on B2B model, 
has changed its emphasis to B2C model amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

Interestingly, the two recovery opportunities (i.e. digital tourism management 
and domestic market focus) identified by the Ministry of Tourism and Creative 
Economy (2020) have been pursued by tourism business players in Bali. What 
seems to be the case during the COVID-19 crisis is that the top priority for most 
stakeholders in the tourism industry is survival and recovery. It is interesting to see 
how such priority can be further integrated with the sustainable tourism develop-
ment policy from the government.

F. Tjiptono et al.



155

8.6  Concluding Remarks

In their 25-year bibliometric analysis of sustainable tourism research, Ruhanen 
et al. (2015) noted that most of such study was conducted in the North-West Europe, 
Oceania, and North America. A specific research on Southeast Asian context, 
including Indonesia, has been relatively limited. The current study fills the gap by 
focusing on the emergence, development, and challenges of sustainable tourism 
thought and practices in Indonesia, the largest economy in the Southeast Asian 
region. The findings show that there has been a growing awareness and commitment 
to adopt sustainable tourism development principles in the country. The government 
has issued several relevant policies and regulations to support the creation of a bal-
ance of social, economic, and environmental aspects of tourism activities. However, 
there are still many challenges in coordinating and implementing the policies effec-
tively. While the COVID-19 outbreak has severely impacted the tourism industry, 
there are opportunities to survive and recover. At the micro level, those who inno-
vate will have a higher opportunity to succeed. At the macro level, continuous sup-
port from the government and public is required to help the industry to bounce back, 
which in turn may transform into a more sustainable one.

Furthermore, ensuring business continuance and building resilience is an impor-
tant implication of COVID-19 (Sigala, 2020). The present study offers important 
insights into how tourism and hospitality businesses in Bali respond and adapt dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic and new normal. The experiences within the five sec-
tors of tourism (travel agent, hotel, restaurant, tourism destination, and souvenir 
shop) show that all companies have faced the same critical conditions and they 
engage in three stages for overcoming the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic: 
response, recovery, and reset (Sigala, 2020). Although the specific responses varied 
across companies reflecting specific contexts, adaptability and flexibility of each 
player, the patterns of survival and recovery strategies can be classified into the 4Rs 
strategies. Companies have navigated and survived the crisis by restructuring the 
business to improve their efficiency, re-aligning business processes in compliance to 
COVID-19 health protocols, research and responding to new business opportuni-
ties, and/or retargeting the market. Interestingly, the strategies show that during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which has been perceived as a ‘death sentence’ for many 
businesses, companies in the Indonesian tourism and hospitality industry have 
explored many innovative breakthroughs beyond survival. Such insights are rele-
vant for other companies in the same and different industries as well as in different 
countries (e.g., Southeast Asian region) facing the COVID-19 crisis. Therefore, the 
typology of 4Rs strategies reflects the theoretical contribution of the current study 
to the business survival and recovery strategy literature, particularly in the context 
of sustainable tourism.

There are several practical implications of the current study’s findings for the 
relevant industry stakeholders. First, the national and local governments need to 
involve and integrate community stakeholders and available resources in preparing, 
organising, implementing, and controlling a comprehensive tourism planning for 
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post-COVID era. Partnerships with private sectors and non-government organisa-
tions (NGOs) are essential in providing continuous support and assistance for indi-
viduals and organisations affected by the COVID-19 crisis. Second, community 
engagement is crucial in making sustainable tourism a success. In times of crisis, 
community participatory approach based on good understanding of local culture 
and religion is essential for building resilience to recover (Liu-Lastres et al., 2020). 
The experience of Company K in the current research provides a good example of 
such local engagement. Third, tourism business players may consider adopting one 
or more of the 4R strategies in navigating the COVID-19 crisis. Technology and 
market orientation are two important factors for leaving the crisis stronger. Fourth, 
as tourists are adapting to the new normal, the government and tourism destination 
management may prepare more sustainable and responsible consumer practice 
guidelines once tourist traffic increases again. To summarize, it takes an integrated 
effort of all relevant stakeholders to develop tourism activities with “a suitable bal-
ance between the environmental, economic and socio-cultural aspects to guarantee 
its long-term sustainability” (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005, p. 11).
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Chapter 9
Scenarios of Sustainable Tourism 
Development in Cambodia

Heidi Dahles

Abstract The aim of this chapter is to provide a critical assessment of the current 
tourism development in Cambodia from the perspective of the ‘sustainable tourism 
development’ narrative. As one of Cambodia’s core industries, second only after the 
garment industry, tourism is a major source of income and an engine of economic 
growth. Despite the pivotal role of tourism in Cambodia’s economy, the dimension 
of sustainability is largely absent from the country’s current Tourism Development 
Strategic Plan. Outside the scope of this plan and largely ignored by the Cambodian 
government, myriad of pioneering initiatives are undertaken that have the potential 
to provide economic benefits to local communities. Commonly led by non- 
governmental organizations (NGO), such initiatives encourage the establishment of 
social enterprises that employ tourism as an instrument for creating sustainable live-
lihoods. But rarely are such enterprises developed and operated by local people. In 
this vein, this chapter will compare and contrast two scenarios that feature in 
Cambodia’s tourism development: the government-driven growth scenario and the 
diversification scenario led by local initiatives that evolve under the banner of sus-
tainable tourism. It will critically assess the extent to which local people are engaged 
in the development and management of such initiatives in order to achieve sustain-
able outcomes.
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9.1  Introduction

Cambodia is among those countries in Southeast Asia that have neglected the 
dimension of sustainability in their national tourism development strategy. Whilst 
Cambodia’s current “Tourism Development Strategic Plan 2012–2020” promotes 
the country’s traditional cultural tourism sites, a vision for sustainable development 
is lacking. Under this Strategic Plan tourism has become a major source of foreign 
income and an engine of economic growth. As Cambodia’s core industry, second 
only to the garment sector, tourism has contributed US$ 7.2 billion, or 32.4% of 
GDP, in 2017 and, according to a pre-COVID-19 estimate, was expected to add US$ 
13 billion, or 28.3% of GDP, to the national economy in 2028 – an increase of 6% 
per annum (WTTC, 2018, p. 1).

As critics have pointed out, tourism growth, if left unregulated, poses challenges 
that often outweigh the benefits, subjecting local communities to dispossession and 
dislocation, environmental degradation, and human trafficking (Carter et al., 2015; 
Mao et al., 2013). Perhaps less manifest, but no less corroding for local livelihoods 
and community development is the revenue leakage to overseas agents and investors 
that is commonly implied by growth-driven tourism development. Estimated at 40% 
in 2017, Cambodia’s revenue leakage is one of the highest in Asia (World Bank 
Group, 2017, p. 52). Therefore, more effort has to be invested in searching for ways 
of ensuring that a greater share of benefits reaches the poorest segments of 
Cambodian society. In order to achieve this, approaches to tourism have to be 
advanced that contribute to sustainable development.

Outside the scope of the Tourism Ministry’s strategic plan and largely ignored by 
the Cambodian government, myriad of pioneering initiatives are currently under-
taken that have the potential to provide revenues to rural populations, alleviate pov-
erty and diversify income opportunities. However, rarely are such initiatives 
developed and operated by local people (Biddulph, 2017; Mao et al., 2014). The 
emergence of social enterprises, on the other hand, often linked to ecotourism and 
community-based tourism, shows promising signs of change to the government’s 
focus on growth in international visitor arrivals. Social entrepreneurship has come 
to play an increasingly important role in various segments of the Cambodian econ-
omy (Khieng & Dahles, 2015; Lyne et al., 2015). These enterprises often build on 
the knowledge, experience and networks of the well-established NGO sector that 
has been a major force in the economic and political recovery of the country since 
the ousting of the Khmer Rouge regime.

This chapter aims at contributing to a critical assessment of major tourism trends 
in Cambodia from the perspective of the ‘sustainable tourism development’ narra-
tive, which has risen to great prominence in current tourism research across aca-
demic fields (Sharpley, 2000, 2020). This narrative embraces efforts to employ 
tourism as an instrument for providing economic benefits to local communities and 
create sustainable livelihoods. However, approaches designed to this purpose do not 
necessarily include the voice of the intended beneficiaries. In this vein, this chapter 
will compare and contrast two scenarios that feature in Cambodia’s tourism 
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development: the government-driven growth scenario and the diversification sce-
nario led by local initiatives that evolve under the banner of sustainable tourism. In 
addition, some preliminary observations will be shared on how the COVID-19 pan-
demic, which unfolded at the time of drafting this chapter, affects Cambodian tour-
ism development.

The body of data underlying this chapter is based on a decade of research on 
economic and social transformation in Cambodia and an extensive media analysis 
on Cambodia’s tourism development as an engine of these transformations under-
taken in 2019. Results of this longitudinal research, including a detailed account of 
the underlying methodology of data gathering and analysis, have been published in 
various academic journals (see for example Dahles et al., 2019, 2020; Khieng & 
Dahles, 2015). Together, these publications reiterate the need for a critical approach 
to claims of sustainable development both in government policies and new social 
enterprise initiatives.

This chapter is structured as follows. The next section reviews literature relevant 
to the narrative on sustainable tourism development in order to identify the key 
concepts used in the analysis of the Cambodian case. Then, the contextual back-
ground of Cambodia’s tourism development will be briefly discussed, followed by 
an elaboration on, first, the growth scenario for Cambodia’s mainstream tourism 
and, second, emerging initiatives in tourism-based social enterprises (TSEs). The 
final section will discuss and compare the two different scenarios of tourism devel-
opment against the background of the sustainable tourism development narrative.

9.2  Literature Review and Key Concepts: Sustainable 
Tourism and Social Enterprise

The concept of sustainable tourism development has risen to great prominence in 
both academic literature and tourism policy documents and came to underlie the 
narrative on tourism as an instrument to provide economic benefits to local com-
munities (Bramwell & Sharman, 2000; Sharpley, 2000, 2020; Tao & Wall, 2009). 
However, as more and more policy makers and developers claim to engage in sus-
tainable tourism to legitimize tourism development at large, sustainable tourism has 
become a trope, devoid of meaning and packed with political correctness. Often 
defined in tourism-centric terms, this concept has come to promote the sustainabil-
ity of tourism and the tourism industry as such, whilst a critical assessment of tour-
ism as a development strategy for local economies is lacking (Sharpley, 2000).

As critics argue that sustainable tourism development is unachievable (Sharpley, 
2020), the narrative has come to motivate new ‘tourisms’ that claim to offer liveli-
hood opportunities for local communities. Among such new variants are ecotour-
ism, community-based tourism, and responsible and sustainable tourism. In 
addressing a variety of social, economic and environmental issues, the new tourisms 
capture alternative ways in which tourism development differs from conventional 
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tourism (see Sheldon & Daniele, 2017). There is growing awareness that the 
intended long-term effects of such new tourisms depend on the participation of local 
communities (Carter et al., 2015). Building on the work of Chambers and Conway 
(1992) and Tao and Wall (2009), the concept of sustainable livelihoods has come to 
represent another innovative strategy for development through tourism. A livelihood 
approach focuses on ways in which households strategically deploy their assets and 
capacities in order to satisfy current and future needs (Scoones, 1998). Tourism 
scholars have studied the contribution of tourism-related activities to local liveli-
hoods in particular in developing countries where tourism often emerges as the 
single alternative to a loss of traditional livelihoods (e.g. Lasso & Dahles, 2018; Tao 
& Wall, 2009). However, as Biddulph in his study of rural Cambodia (2015, p. 99) 
points out, the impact of tourism, in particular mass tourism, may be overrated as 
tourism is “part of a broader process of rural income diversification” that local com-
munities experience in the wider capitalist economy. The long-term effects of tour-
ism largely depend on the engagement of local communities which, after all, are 
“not mere spectators in development but are active agents who cope and evolve with 
the challenges associated with tourism development” (Movono & Becken, 2018, 
p. 155).

This resonates with the literature on social enterprise in tourism. As Giang et al. 
(2017) argue, TSEs have the potential to offer pathways to innovations that may 
create sustainable solutions for all stakeholders in local tourism development (Giang 
et al., 2017). In the burgeoning literature on how to define social entrepreneurship 
(for a recent review of the relevant literature see Choi and Majumdar (2014), con-
sensus is gathering that social enterprises undertake revenue generating strategies in 
order to achieve social and environmental goals and create secondary benefits such 
as the enhancement of social and human capital (DiDomenico et al., 2010). The 
dual mission of financial sustainability and social value creation being the defining 
characteristic of social enterprise, such ventures do not fit neatly into the conven-
tional categories of private and public, profit and non-profit organizations. The quest 
for financial sustainability follows the logic of the market, whereas social objectives 
abide by the rule of community to create social value and advance social change 
(Mair & Martì, 2006). As hybrid organizations, social enterprises mobilize a wide 
range of financial resources and apply a variety of business models to accommodate 
both seemingly incompatible objectives (Peredo & McLean, 2006).

As recent research shows, there is rapid growth in TSEs, in particular in low- and 
middle-income countries where tourism is a key economic sector (Altinay et al., 
2016). It is assumed that, due to their hybrid character, social enterprise is particu-
larly well equipped to effectively mobilize financial resources and ensure the coop-
eration of multiple stakeholders. As TSEs preferably engage with tourisms that 
advance economic, social and environmental goals, they are committed to create 
value for local communities without jeopardizing the environment and contribute to 
sustainable regional development (Kline et al., 2014). In the context of low income 
countries such as Cambodia where the tourism industry is foreign-dominated creat-
ing income leakage (Mao et al., 2013), where local people lack financial resources 
and skills to operate business (Mao et al., 2014), and where government institutions 
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are too weak to enforce appropriate regulations to support local communities, social 
enterprises may create the necessary infrastructure and mechanisms for local par-
ticipation. An increasing number of case studies provide evidence of benefits accru-
ing to local communities from social entrepreneurial initiatives (Dahles et al., 2020). 
Focusing on social enterprises in the Cambodia tourism sector, Biddulph (2017), for 
example, lists a wide variety of social benefits that became available to rural people, 
among which security and stability of employment, social insurance and health ben-
efits, and participation in decision-making.

In summary, pushed by governments as an engine of rapid growth, tourism 
development can cause increased economic insecurity for local communities. Under 
such growth scenarios, local livelihoods transform into ‘tourism livelihoods’ char-
acterized by an extreme, if not complete, dependence on tourism as the only source 
of income. Such tourism livelihoods are particularly vulnerable to visitor volatility 
and external events (Dahles & Susilowati, 2015; Lasso & Dahles, 2018). Sustainable 
tourism development does not revolve around the sustainability of tourism as such, 
but advances local development with tourism as one among other tools for eco-
nomic diversification. In this vein, TSEs with their dual mission of income security 
and social value creation seem to offer a promising alternative. Whilst there is con-
sensus in the literature that community participation is essential in achieving the 
aims set for sustainable development through tourism, it is yet to be seen whether 
these enterprises will contribute to social change beyond the tourism sector.

9.3  The Contextual Background of Cambodia’s 
Tourism Development

Visitors arriving in Cambodia are presented with remnants of the glorious past of 
the great Khmer empire, the splendor of the colony reminiscent of the French rule 
(1863–1953), and the turmoil of the 1970s and 1980s that destroyed the country’s 
vital institutions and social fabric. When in the early 1990s peace was restored, 
substantial development assistance from a variety of international sources poured 
into the country in order to facilitate the rebuilding of its economy and civil society. 
This marked the onset of a massive influx of international non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) and, in their wake, the establishment of local NGOs operating in 
Cambodia (Khieng & Dahles, 2015). Whilst NGOs have played key roles as devel-
opment agents and have contributed significantly to developing the economy and 
alleviating poverty (Lyne et al., 2015), their prominence in Cambodia’s economy 
has resulted in an extreme level of persistent donor-dependence.

Yet, since Cambodia’s heydays as a donor darling, the financial support for 
NGOs has undergone significant changes. Not only has international donor funding 
declined considerably, but also have concerns been raised about the effectiveness of 
NGO activities in a country with one of the highest economic growth rates in Asia 
(World Bank, 2009). As a consequence, NGOs have been forced to diversify their 
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funding sources and many have since transformed into social enterprises as an alter-
native way to pursue their social mission (Khieng & Dahles, 2015; Lyne et  al., 
2015). As the tourism industry has become Cambodia’s second engine of economic 
growth after the garment sector (Carter et  al., 2015, p.  800), many NGOs have 
jumped on its bandwagon to compensate for the loss of donor income. In the pro-
cess, some NGOs-turned-social-enterprises have come to lead initiatives in sustain-
able and community-based tourism.

Cambodia is largely a cultural tourism destination and dependent on a few key 
attractions (Reimer & Walter, 2013). The most prominent tourist attraction, the 
famous temple complex of Angkor Wat, a relic of the great Khmer empire, situated 
in the Angkor Archaeological Park in the province of Siem Reap, welcomed nearly 
2.6 million international visitors in 2018 (42% of all international arrivals) generat-
ing over USD 100 million in revenue (Cheng, 2019). Beyond Angkor Wat, tourists 
commonly visit Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s capital city, famous for its royal palace 
and pagodas, markets and genocide museums; and the seaside town of Sihanoukville 
with its beach-resorts and soaring casino industry. Underlying this limited reper-
toire of attractions is a government strategy that views tourism exclusively as a 
source of foreign exchange and GDP growth, and prioritizes an increase in interna-
tional arrivals. Such a limited perspective has not only hampered investments in 
innovation, but has also failed to identify measures for poverty alleviation (Biddulph, 
2015; Carter et al., 2015). As Biddulph (2015, p. 101) puts it”Cambodia is noted as 
a country where relatively little of tourists’ spending finds its way into the hands of 
the poor.” Moreover, this growth scenario leaves the sector exposed to fluctuations 
in international tourist arrivals as the dramatic collapse of the industry caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic exemplifies.

The Cambodian Tourism Development Strategic Plan 2012–2020 (Ministry of 
Tourism, 2012) fails to explicitly commit to sustainable tourism development, an 
omission that was candidly pointed out by Prime Minister Hun Sen in his “Message 
of Support” on the first pages of this plan: “Cultural tourism is highly prioritized for 
Cambodia tourism development while ecotourism, a vision for sustainable develop-
ment, needs to be improved and developed as a new tourist destination, responsibly 
contributing to mitigating against climate change and toward building up green eco-
nomic development” (Ministry of Tourism, 2012, p. i–ii). As the tourism strategy 
for the next decade is due to be revealed to the public, the government has pledged 
to advance ecotourism as part of its ‘green’ economic development plan. Recently, 
the national policy on ecotourism has been approved by the Council of Ministers. 
Under this policy, the Ministry of Environment has initiated 22 ecotourism com-
munities covering an area of 35,003 ha in 12 protected areas in order to spur local 
economic development providing employment and boost local incomes (Dara, 
2020). Meanwhile the Ministry of Tourism has announced that 56 sites with eco-
tourism potential will be developed, most of which financed by Chinese investors 
(Cheng, 2018). This development is a powerful reminder of the significance of the 
economic aid and investments that Cambodia has been receiving from China over 
the past decades, as will be elaborated in the next section.
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9.4  The Growth Scenario: Tourism as the Engine 
of Economic Success

Undeniably, the growth-driven government strategy has been rather effective as 
Cambodia, in less than 20 years time, has become one of the fastest-growing tour-
ism destinations in South-East Asia. International arrivals show consistent expan-
sion since the early 2000s. Between 2000 and 2010, tourist numbers surged from 
450,000 to 2.5 million (Carter et al., 2015, p. 799) and to 6.2 million in 2018 with 
an average annual growth rate of 16% (WTTC, 2018, p.  1). In the next decade, 
international tourist arrivals are expected to grow by 5.2% per annum to about 8 
million in 2028 (WTTC, 2018, p. 1). The majority of international visitors are from 
Asian countries with the Chinese topping the list of arrivals (Heng, 2018; Sorn, 
2019). Cambodia welcomed some two million Chinese tourists in 2018, up more 
than 70% on the previous year (Sorn, 2019). According to pre-COVID-19 estimates, 
the country was expected to attract three million Chinese tourists in 2020 and five 
million in 2025 (Sorn, 2019).

In pre-Covid-19 Cambodia, however, tourism showed signs of stagnation in 
terms of value captured per tourist – from US$ 585 in 2005 to US$ 655 in 2016. 
While low-end businesses mushroomed, stays remained short with limited repeat 
visits, and destinations suffered from overcrowding and degradation (World Bank 
Group, 2017). To overcome these problems the Cambodian government set their 
eyes on more foreign investments and new markets. As for investments, the 
Kingdom’s participation in China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is of critical 
importance. Cambodia has embraced the BRI since its inception in 2013, as China 
has undeniably become Cambodia’s most important economic partner. From infra-
structure and connectivity development to cross-border trade and tourism, Cambodia 
has benefitted significantly from cooperation with China under the BRI framework 
(Sok, 2019). Cambodia’s vision of prosperity also entails a shift away from its over-
reliance on low-paid and low-skilled jobs currently provided by the (Chinese- 
owned) garment sector.

As for the new markets, the Cambodian government launched a strategic market-
ing plan in 2015 to woo more Chinese tourists through the China Ready initiative. 
This initiative, first launched in 2016, aims to foster trust between local tourism 
businesses and Chinese tourists (World Bank Group, 2017). In an effort to capitalize 
on the rapid growth in Chinese inbound tourism, Cambodia has established the 
China Ready Center (CRC) to cater to soaring numbers of Chinese tourists, as well 
as to improve the skills of local tourist operators working with Chinese clients. This 
resonates with the recently launched special tourism zoning plan designed to attract 
long-stay and repeat visitors and to advance property purchase in Cambodia. Tailor- 
made for Chinese visitors, this development is expected to resolve many challenges, 
including containing the spread of Covid-19 (Amarthalingam, 2020a). However, 
sustainable development is not among its priorities.

Chinese investments in Cambodia are soaring, especially in Sihanoukville. These 
investments include Chinese tour agencies entering the Kingdom, new hotels and 
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entertainment venues being established and large-scale projects such as airports and 
dams being undertaken (Po & Heng, 2019). So far, the casino industry has provided 
the most tangible impetus in the tourism industry. The performance of Hong Kong- 
listed NagaCorp Ltd. which operates the NagaWorld gaming and hotel complex in 
Phnom Penh was boosted by the boom in arrivals from China. VIP gaming revenue 
totaled US$ 625.3 million, more than double the revenue brought in from mass 
market gambling, which came out to US$ 300.6 million (O’Byrne, 2018a). The 
NagaWorld Complex is changing the face of Phnom Penh. The complex is con-
nected via an underground shopping mall known as the NagaCity Walk (Hor, 2018).

While gambling establishments and shopping precincts absorb the big-package 
tour groups from China, new tourist facilities are being designed to cater to higher- 
income Chinese visitors. Among such initiatives is the US$ 500.4 million Tourism, 
Ecological, Marine and International (TEMI) tourism project which is part of the 
Chinese-owned Dara Sakor Tourism Resort project and comprises a five-star hotel 
with 800 rooms, a commercial centre, a golf course, bungalows, villas, amusement 
parks, and a naval park among other attractions. Located in the coastal province of 
Koh Kong between Sihanoukville and the Thai border, the project is set to create 
more than 5000 jobs (Hin, 2019).

9.5  The Diversification Scenario: Emerging Initiatives 
in Tourism-Based Social Enterprise

As Chinese investments are bringing profound change to coastal resorts, cultural 
heritage sites and urban landscapes, a silent transformation is materializing in NGO- 
supported projects and local businesses in the Cambodian tourism and hospitality 
sector. The emergence of social entrepreneurial activities in this sector is over-
whelmingly motivated by challenges in sustaining local NGOs due to diminishing 
donor funding (Khieng & Dahles, 2015). A variety of business models has been 
developed to accommodate such commercial ventures (Dahles et al., 2020). More 
and more NGOs organize their business activities in separate legal entities within 
their organization or in independently managed external social enterprises in order 
to generate revenues from tourism at large. Commercial activities in the tourism 
sector are commonly unrelated to the social mission of these organizations (Khieng 
& Dahles, 2015). Their involvement with tourism is money-driven and tourism 
itself is not seen as an area in need of development and empowerment. Instead, the 
local community is the designated beneficiary of the revenues generated by the 
tourism-related social enterprises that operate under these NGOs in that they offer 
employment and training to Cambodians recruited into jobs, development of infra-
structure and cash donations to meet specific community needs. Whilst many of 
such projects do not engage with sustainable tourism in particular, NGOs are known 
for pushing the sustainable development agenda. As these NGOs provide advocacy 
on environmental protection, land rights and access to natural resources, they also 
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encourage local community to become active agents in tourism development. Hence 
the emergence of initiatives in pro-poor tourism and community-based tourism 
where local community is not a passive recipient of benefits but an integral part of 
the tourist experience offered. In such projects, NGOs often provide skills training 
in hospitality, offer foreign language instruction and familiarize local people with 
foreign tourist expectations.

In the wake of NGO-based social ventures, independent social enterprises are 
emerging in Cambodia (Khieng & Dahles, 2015). Where such enterprises have sus-
tainable tourism development in their mission statement, they have the explicit 
ambition to develop tourisms that address persistent social and environmental issues 
(Kline et al., 2014). This new generation of social enterprises attempts to meet a 
dual objective: to subject their commercial strategies to a social mission and, at the 
same time, to make tourism more inclusive. These tourism-based social enterprises 
(TSEs) offer a novel approach to development away from the persistent dependence 
on donor funding and alternatives to a foreign-dominated economy (Dahles et al., 
2020). While some of these new TSEs are foreign-owned and managed, more and 
more young and well-educated Cambodians have the ambition to become a social 
entrepreneur. With their first-hand understanding of the major challenges in 
Cambodian society, they define the social impact of their enterprise in terms of its 
significance for social change in rural Cambodia, in particular advocating local 
ownership and grassroots-level empowerment. These objectives are pursued by 
including staff, tourists and local community. The centerpiece of the tourist experi-
ence provided is the engagement of villagers and the celebration of village life. The 
participation of local people may include the demonstration of particular skills, the 
trade in handicrafts and the supply of homestay accommodation (see Altinay et al., 
2016; Dahles et al., 2019, 2020; Von der Weppen & Cochrane, 2012). Local com-
munities engaging in such tourism development benefit in multiple ways, by gain-
ing an income and employment, by improving the infrastructure in their village, by 
receiving training and education and, eventually, by obtaining (business)ownership 
and the support of multiple stakeholders.

9.6  Discussion and Conclusion

The recent surge in tourist arrivals from China is a consequence of the intensifying 
entanglement of Cambodia’s fate with China. Growing Cambodia-China ties have 
seen the latter’s influence sweep across the Kingdom through increased investments 
in tourism development. Tourist arrivals from China have spawned a vast increase 
in Chinese investment as China has become the leading source of foreign funds in 
Cambodia, fuelling the construction sector with huge casino and hotel projects (Po 
& Heng, 2019). However, the benefits to the economy have been lopsided as the 
returns largely remain with Chinese companies and fail to trickle down to local 
Cambodians (O’Byrne, 2018b) adding to the leakage of tourism revenues to over-
seas agents and investors. Chinese investment in Cambodia’s real estate market is 

9 Scenarios of Sustainable Tourism Development in Cambodia



172

almost exclusively aimed at the Cambodian upper class, as well as Chinese tourists 
and businessmen. This is driving market prices up, making housing unaffordable for 
most Cambodians (Po & Heng, 2019). Despite the economic potential of hotels, 
casinos and increased tourism numbers, Cambodia’s gambling industry has long 
maintained a murky reputation, with the coastal destination of Sihanoukville rarely 
earning positive headlines. Money laundering, illegal casino operations and human 
trafficking have become acute concerns (Po & Heng, 2019). While the BRI’s 
Chinese investors have played a crucial role in the Cambodian economy, this injec-
tion of capital has exacerbated the weakness of Cambodia’s regulatory environ-
ment. These Chinese investors have perpetuated the host country’s socio-political 
culture of patron-client networks, partly entrenched by the Sino-Cambodian elites 
at the expense of local communities (Young, 2020).

Turning our attention to the opposite end of the tourism spectrum, we find that in 
the Cambodian tourism and hospitality sector the emergence of social entrepreneur-
ship is largely motivated by challenges in sustaining local NGOs due to diminishing 
donor funding. Many TSEs continue to do what NGOs have been doing since the 
1990s: providing goods and services to local community for the purpose of local 
development. Yet, local participation in the production, planning and management 
of tourism is still exceptional. Overall, local communities keep playing a passive 
role as the recipient of benefits accruing from the TSEs’ social programs financed 
by tourism revenues. It is fair to conclude that mainstream Cambodian TSEs rarely 
offer pathways to innovation that may bridge the gap between the ‘development 
first’ and the ‘tourism first’ approach (Giang et al., 2017). Although TSEs have the 
potential to channel a greater share of tourism benefits to communities and reduce 
revenue leakage, investments in infrastructure, training and education, including 
basic business management, are called for before a meaningful participation can be 
established (Dahles et al., 2020).

TSEs operating under the responsible and inclusive model of tourism engage-
ment, on the other hand, make laudable attempts at engaging local community by 
providing initial infrastructure and training to enable locals to benefit from tourism 
as owners of independently operated micro-businesses. However, it is yet unclear 
whether these enterprises will be able to “create sustainable solutions for all stake-
holders involved” (Giang et al., 2017, p. 157). Notwithstanding the boundless good-
will and substantial contribution of this new generation of TSEs to sustainable 
tourism, it remains to be seen whether the model of engagement espoused by these 
enterprises will indeed transform the tourism sector and, in the end, society in 
Cambodia. The focus on alternative modes of tourism has to be carefully reviewed 
in view of the transformations that tourism in Cambodia is currently facing. As 
Carter et al. (2015, p. 808) rightly point out, there is an increasing mismatch between 
the tourism product developed by Western agents for Western consumers and the 
market which is impacted by increasing numbers of arrivals from East Asia and 
China in particular. Whilst the Cambodian government assumes that Chinese tour-
ists prefer resort tourism – as echoed by the TEMI tourism project and the new 
zoning plan as developed by the Ministry of Tourism –, reliable data on Chinese 
consumer tastes is still lacking. Conversely, the new ‘alternative’ forms of tourism 
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as being developed by TSEs may appeal to segments among the Chinese consumers 
for their ‘clean and green’ image. However, these innovative products may not sat-
isfy Chinese consumer tastes at large and may, in the end, cater only to a shrinking, 
Western, market. The Cambodian government and the sector’s tourism profession-
als are advised to undertake systematic market research among the various con-
sumer segments in order to gain an understanding of consumer demand and align 
their marketing strategies with the need to develop more sustainable tourism 
products.

At the time of writing, in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought the tourism 
sector to its knees. As recent data released by the Cambodian Ministry of Tourism 
reveal, international tourist arrivals, due to travel restrictions and lockdowns, 
declined by 74% to 1.2 million between January and September this year from 4.8 
million in the same period in 2019 (Amarthalingam, 2020a). In the first 6 months of 
2020, an estimated 3000 tourism-related businesses have closed down and 45,400 
jobs have been lost (Amarthalingam, 2020b). In Siem Reap, home of the Angkor 
Wat temple complex, over 80% of accommodations permanently or temporarily 
suspended business. Little is known about how this downturn affects local commu-
nities, small tourism-based businesses and Cambodians who lost their jobs. In simi-
lar cases, where the sector was hit by a sudden and persistent decrease in tourist 
arrivals, local people were left with very limited alternatives to sustain their liveli-
hoods. Instead, they turned to subsistence strategies or left the tourist precinct to 
resume farming in rural areas (Dahles & Susilowati, 2015). Importantly, local peo-
ple should be encouraged to diversify their business or trade with opportunities 
outside the narrow contours of the tourism industry to avoid the risks implied by a 
downturn in tourist arrivals. For the government, this crisis represents an opportu-
nity to reboot the sector and create the conditions for a more sustainable tourism 
development in Cambodia.
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Chapter 10
Sustainable Tourism and the Moral Limits 
of the Market: Can Asia Offer 
Better Alternatives

Can-Seng Ooi 

Abstract Despite its entanglements with society, tourism is still an industry that 
uses the market for economic exchange, so as to price tourism goods, services and 
experiences. The market serves important functions in society but there are two 
moral limits. The first is on how market exchange may transform some products, 
services and experiences in ways that denigrate and even destroy their intrinsic val-
ues. The second is on the failure of the market in distributing benefits from eco-
nomic exchange more equitably, and to those who need them more. This does not 
mean that the market is immoral, it just means that there are inherent limitations to 
how the market maximises or enhances the welfare of society. This chapter looks at 
four common sustainable tourism approaches, and argues that they all address the 
moral limits of the market, from local perspectives. And subsequently, can lessons 
be learned from the Asian experience in doing sustainable tourism? The answer is 
yes but with caveats.

Keywords Triple bottom line · Public-private partnerships · Community-led 
tourism · Market redesign · Regenerative tourism · Asian models of sustainable 
tourism · Moral limits of the market · Social justice · Social equity

10.1  Introduction

At the biggest United Nations (UN) conference ever, the 2012 Rio+20 UN confer-
ence on sustainable development affirmed the position that a comprehensive and 
holistic approach is needed if we are to have continuous global prosperity and 
growth. The diverse and overlapping needs of the community, the environment, 
workers and civil society must be integrated into economic development. 
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Globalization and international trade create competition, and opportunities for all 
countries to cooperate, to support each other and to benefit together. Tourism is one 
of many areas that should contribute to achieving various social development goals. 
Paragraphs 130 and 131  in the conference outcome report pertain specifically to 
sustainable tourism (Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development, 2012):

130. We emphasize that well-designed and managed tourism can make a significant contri-
bution to the three dimensions of sustainable development, has close linkages to other sec-
tors, and can create decent jobs and generate trade opportunities. We recognize the need to 
support sustainable tourism activities and relevant capacity building that promote environ-
mental awareness, conserve and protect the environment, respect wildlife, flora, biodiver-
sity, ecosystems and cultural diversity, and improve the welfare and livelihoods of local 
communities by supporting their local economies and the human and natural environment 
as a whole. We call for enhanced support for sustainable tourism activities and relevant 
capacity-building in developing countries in order to contribute to the achievement of sus-
tainable development.

131. We encourage the promotion of investment in sustainable tourism, including eco- 
tourism and cultural tourism, which may include creating small and medium sized enter-
prises and facilitating access to finance, including through microcredit initiatives for the 
poor, indigenous peoples and local communities in areas with high eco-tourism potential. 
In this regard, we underline the importance of establishing, where necessary, appropriate 
guidelines and regulations in accordance with national priorities and legislation for promot-
ing and supporting sustainable tourism.

Sustainable tourism is part of the wider concern for more balanced development 
around the world. The subtext is that the current economic agenda has dominated 
development at the detriment to the environment and the community, and tourism is 
part of the problem. International tourism is sometimes viewed as an ongoing force 
of colonization and domination by rich Western countries over poorer ones 
(Chambers & Buzinde, 2015; Hales et  al., 2018; Mietzner & Storch, 2019). 
Environmental destruction, worker exploitation and community suffering embed-
ded in a set of lucrative and popular tourism activities generate worries because they 
confront our sense of justice, fairness and morality (Fennell, 2018; Jamal, 2019). If 
we do not address the ethical issues embedded in the impacts of tourism, the indus-
try cannot stay viable as it will be resisted by civil society, workers and members of 
host communities. Tourism is beyond business, it is entangled socially, culturally 
and politically in society.

Many scholars, activists, politicians and even businesspersons are advocating 
alternatives to end exploitative tourism. One way of looking for alternatives is to 
look at non-Western methods of managing social and economic life, including tour-
ism. So can Asian experiences offer local community-driven alternatives that bring 
about a more sustainable form of tourism globally? A so-called “non-Western”, 
more community-driven approach to sustainable tourism has appeal because it 
accepts and respects the host society in its own contexts and circumstances. A mod-
ern and efficiency-driven approach  – often caricaturized as “international” and 
“Western”  – tends to marginalize local situations, and the strategies may not be 
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appropriate and relevant. Tourism development strategies for a small village in Italy 
cannot be replicated in a village in Taiwan, for instance. This chapter however 
explains why this approach should be embraced with caution.

A “truly” local or indigenous approach to tourism is hard to find. Social, cultural 
and economic diversity has diminished across the global tourism industry because 
tourism is a product and perpetuator of globalization. To participate in the global 
tourism industry, countries must largely embrace international tourism-related insti-
tutions and practices, such as passports and border controls, maintaining safety 
standards for air travels, and embracing English as the lingua franca. Widespread 
modern cross-border travels are possible because they are facilitated by common 
technologies, standards, systems and procedures. Best practices are shared interna-
tionally; destinations develop similar attractions (e.g. observation towers, themed- 
parks, contemporary art museums), host similar events and festivals (e.g. film 
festivals, marathons, heritage food events) and sell almost identical souvenirs (e.g. 
T-shirts, chocolates, trinkets) (Ooi, 2011). The lines between so-called Western and 
non-Western approaches are blurred. Regardless, putting the local community first 
is considered a necessary step to a more sustainable tourism. Respecting social, 
cultural, political and economic differences between destinations, local communi-
ties and ways of doing business is part of the localization strategy that underpins 
common approaches to sustainable tourism development globally. In this context, 
sustainable tourism encapsulates the entanglements of global and local practices. 
This chapter focuses on four internationally-common sustainable tourism 
approaches that are also locally embraced: (1) the triple bottom line; (2) public- 
private partnerships; (3) redesigning the market; and (4) community-led initiatives.

This chapter argues and will show that these four common approaches deal with 
a more fundamental problem embedded in global tourism. Despite its entangle-
ments with society, tourism is still an industry that uses the market for economic 
exchange, so as to price goods and services, and to provide incentives to buy and 
sell experiences, goods and services. The capitalist market however has two moral 
limits. This does not mean that the market is immoral, it just means that there are 
inherent limitations to how the market maximises or enhances the welfare of soci-
ety. These four sustainable tourism approaches attempt to mitigate these two moral 
limits, through varying methods and with different results. They have to be adapted 
into the local context and circumstance, and address these moral limits to some 
extent. While laudable, caution is however still needed because Asian adaptation 
may not be better because local interventions may further aggravate the moral limi-
tations of markets. The following sections will unpack this argument.

10.2  The Moral Limits of the Market

The market is a human-made social economic institution (North, 1991). It serves 
important functions in modern society; it distributes and allows for the convenient 
exchange of goods and services. The market brings great benefits and welfare to 
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society. Compared to bartering, transactions in the modern market are straight for-
ward and efficient. The market facilitates exchange between individuals who may 
not necessarily know each other (Fligstein, 2002; North, 1991; Roth, 2015). Money 
is the common denominator that enables us to trade and to acquire products and 
services seamlessly. However markets that use money as a medium of exchange 
have at least two moral limits (Sidelsky & Skidelsky, 2015; Simmel, 1978). Let me 
elaborate.

10.2.1  Moral Limit 1: Price and Impact 
on Non-Economic Values

I recall an awkward encounter when I visited a Jain temple in Delhi. I was told not to bring 
animal products and money into the temple. The priest is also not supposed to touch money. 
So in my respectful manner, I left my leather wallet and belt in the locker outside. At the 
end of the temple tour by the priest, while still in the temple, he demanded a tip and chided 
me for not having my wallet with me. I sheepishly stepped out of the temple to collect my 
wallet, and went back in to give him the so-called tip. That encounter was awkward.

The use of money as a means for universal exchange has consequences. It has 
become a common denominator that allows economic exchange on – arguably – 
everything. Money has created a market that we have come to recognize today 
(North, 1991; Simmel, 1978). There are many advantages. Money liberates the indi-
vidual and provides accessibility to almost all goods and services. Money enhances 
personal liberty and individual freedom but it is also responsible for weakening 
personal relations (Simmel, 1978, p. 295). Instead of having to build trust and closer 
relations between persons to facilitate bartering, money is used. This means of 
exchange is efficient and effective (North, 1991; Roth, 2015; Williamson, 1998). 
Tourism today is made possible because people can travel to places without know-
ing their hosts personally. Visitors have access to experiences and attractions in 
exotic places.

But some things are not supposed to be priced because they are sacred, revered 
or supposedly priceless. These are repugnant transactions (Roth, 2015). My experi-
ence with the Jain priest is an example of how I have misunderstood the guest-host 
relationship. Possibly because visitors did not give him satisfactory amount of 
money in the donation box placed just outside the temple, he demanded that each 
visitor gives him the money directly even though he is not supposed to touch money. 
By so doing, did I receive a diluted Jain temple experience? Or worse, did money 
and tourism corrupt the priest?

It is generally accepted that certain things are not for sale, and they should not be 
priced. Another example is voting in a democratic system; votes are not supposed to 
be for sale. In tourism, tourists are sometimes reminded that they do not have the 
right to visit a destination; it is a privilege to be able to visit. For instance, because 
of over tourism, super popular destinations around the world face strong backlashes 
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(Burgen, 2018). In the island of Crete, before the early 2020s COVID-19 pandemic, 
many residents were fed up with tourists. Activists and artists vandalized walls by 
stating that they welcome refugees but not tourists (Fig. 10.1). This is an assertion 
and a reminder that money cannot buy everything.

There are many other activities and places that tourists are not welcomed. For 
instance, how much should a Chinese family charge tourists to join in their annual 
traditional reunion family dinner on the eve of the lunar new year? Is it appropriate 
to bring visitors to observe private weddings or to observe grieving families at 
funeral parlours in Malaysia? Should we shrug off the lucrative child-sex exploita-
tion tourist business in Cambodia? The market is able to price all services, experi-
ences and products but some face strong social and moral resistance. Repugnant 
tourist activities and transactions are not supported by many in the community, and 
are not sustainable.

Similarly, pricing the priceless may transform and denigrate the product, service 
and experience. For example, “buying authenticity” is an oxymoron. MacCannell 
(1992) describes that as “staged authenticity”, and has become a prevalent practice 
in cultural and heritage tourism. In the context of sustainable tourism, host cultures 
and societies are touristified as communities are transformed by what tourists want 
and willing to pay (Ooi, 2019b). A new social and economic hierarchy emerges in 
the host community. This is problematic as the society aims to please the constant 
flows of temporary visitors rather than the residents who live there, especially resi-
dents are infinitely more socially, culturally, politically and emotionally vested in 
the place than fleeting visitors. Moral limit 1 of the market points to how economic 
exchange transforms products, services and experiences in ways that denigrate and 
even destroy the intrinsic values of what are being bought.

Fig. 10.1 REFUGEES 
WELCOME TOURISTS 
GO HOME, a political 
graffiti in Rethymno, 
Greece. (Source: Image by 
Tomisti, 2020. This image 
is licensed under the 
Creative Commons 
Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 
International license)
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10.2.2  Moral Limit 2: Accessibility to and Distribution 
of Benefits

In 2017, I was at a wedding dinner in Australia. I told an elderly lady sitting next to me that 
I was from Singapore. She started telling me of her two visits to the island-state. She was 
disappointed in her most recent trip because she could not re-experience old Singapore. 
When she was first there in the 1970s, Singapore River was polluted but full of life. She 
remembered the many sweaty coolies working along the banks, boats carrying goods, and 
derelict shophouses lining the river (Fig. 10.2). In her recent trip, she saw a sanitized and 
gentrified Singapore River. Today, the river is clean, the only boats there ferry tourists on 
cruises, and the shops have become fancy eating and drinking places. She reminisced and 
complained about the more modern Singapore. I told her that I used to live in a derelict 
shophouse in Singapore. My childhood experience was not at all romantic. Proper sanita-
tion, good lighting and other modern comforts in the public housing flat I later lived in are 
appreciated by my family and I.

Slum tourism is a relatively new phenomenon but consuming poverty is not 
(Steinbrink, 2012). There are many slums in Asia and tourists can go on slum tours 
(Dyson, 2012; Tzanelli, 2018). Dyson (2012) finds that visitors who visited Dharavi, 
Mumbai, developed more sympathetic and positive attitudes towards the slum. 
Slum tourism is considered authentic, and offers a local experience. It commodifies 
poverty (Freire-Medeiros, 2009). Slum tourism however does not help the many 
residents living in horrid conditions who face adverse poverty. There is a market for 
such tourist experiences but the market benefits do not go to the slum dwellers. In a 

Fig. 10.2 Singapore River (around 1980) was polluted, filled with tongkangs or tugboats and 
staffed by manual dock workers: Exotic and promoted to tourists then. (Source: Singapore Tourist 
Promotion Board Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore)
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perverse manner, improving the conditions in these places may make it less desir-
able for visitors. The market does not necessarily distribute profits to the people 
who need them most. This goes against the social equity tenet of sustainable tourism.

It was mentioned earlier that the market is to enhance the welfare of society by 
providing the mechanisms for the effective and efficient exchange of goods and 
services. People would have access to things that they would not otherwise have. 
However the market does not necessarily distribute the benefits or profits from the 
market to many. The market may enrich a small group of businesses while the wider 
society and the environment suffer. For example, many places of worship, cultural 
institutions and nature parks attract visitors but they may not get the tourist dollars 
because visitor fees are not collected. In economic terms, there is market failure 
when the disadvantages are not priced into the product or service.

And related to how benefits and costs are distributed through the market, acces-
sibility to goods and services is largely based on people’s ability to pay in the mar-
ket exchange, rather than based on a person’s needs. For instance, a wealthy person 
can spend and buy many houses, while a poor person may have to be homeless. 
Criticisms of how tourists have driven rental prices up in popular destinations 
alludes to this moral shortcoming of the market (Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018). 
Residents are pushed to the sidelines even though they live in their cities, and many 
poorer residents could not afford to reside in neighborhoods that are closed to their 
workplaces. Displacing the local community through tourist market forces is mor-
ally reprehensible, and does not contribute to supporting the community. Moral 
limit 2 of the market points to how the market fails to distribute benefits of market 
exchange equitably, and to those who need them more.

10.3  Four Approaches Towards Sustainable Tourism

The market offers many advantages and play an important role in society. Market 
activities are not necessarily immoral. The market is a way of enhancing the welfare 
of society by distributing wealth and benefits to many. The market mechanisms 
however have also generated limits to how that can be done. To reiterate, moral limit 
1 points to how economic exchanges transform many products, services and/or 
experiences in ways that denigrate and even destroy their intrinsic values. Moral 
limit 2 refers to how the market distribute the benefits of market exchange in uneq-
uitable ways. Accessibility to goods and services is based on people’s ability to pay 
rather than their needs, and thus the benefits of the market do not necessarily always 
go to deserving parties.

Popular sustainable tourism practices, as will be elaborated in this section, will 
show that these approaches address and try to mitigate the moral limits of the mar-
ket. Different countries have different social, cultural, political and economic struc-
tures, and their sustainable tourism strategies will reflect this. However, can the 
lessons from Asia be used in other places to bring about better results?
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There are  at least four broad and interrelated sustainable tourism models or 
approaches. The first - the Triple Bottom Line - has been adopted by many tourism 
businesses, as they aim to be more sustainable. Their strategy is based on stake-
holder theory and operated by measuring three bottom lines – profits, people and 
planet. The second model is often initiated by public authorities. They are respon-
sible for providing public goods and services, such as building infrastructure, sup-
porting cultural institutions and maintaining wilderness. These authorities look after 
the welfare of the community and the environment but their expertise may fall short 
or they have limited resources. Public-private partnerships are one way out. These 
partnerships involve the public and private sectors in bringing about a more eco-
nomically, socially and environmentally sustainable model of community and eco-
nomic development. The third sustainable tourism approach deals with the regulation 
and redesigning of tourism product markets. Industry structures can be reorganized, 
and differentiated pricing can be introduced to bring about more equitable results. 
And finally, tourism development would be more sustainable if the local perspective 
is given primacy because locals understand their environment and community more 
than anyone else; tourism businesses and planners should let the community drive 
development. Such tourism developments will be community-led, and they involve 
tapping into the expertise of residents who have the local knowledge and who are 
vested in ensuring the success of the projects.

10.3.1  Stakeholder Theory and the Triple Bottom Line

Freeman’s stakeholder framework is the bedrock of sustainable development and 
sustainable tourism (Budeanu et al., 2016). It advocates a holistic understanding of 
how different aspects of society work together, and that different stakeholders  – 
industry, workers, residents, civil society, the environment – are intertwined. Their 
diverse needs and interests must be served, albeit through negotiation and collabora-
tion (Angelo & Maria, 2010; Ooi, 2013). The focus on diverse stakeholders 
addresses the previous dearth of concern by many businesses for the environment 
and community. The lack of engagement with the local community is irresponsible 
and these businesses will be resisted and rejected. Hotels and airlines will have 
uncomfortable customers if residents protest and tourists told to “Keep Out,” such 
as in Barcelona and Venice before the COVID-19 pandemic. Front line workers 
must be treated well if these businesses are to provide quality services. From the 
stakeholder perspective, it is necessary to take into consideration the needs and 
agendas of different constituents in society. This is easier said than done. There are 
many scholars who have identified the challenges and difficulties in communica-
tion, cooperation, collaboration and support (Garcia & Cater, 2020; Ooi, 2020). 
Tourism businesses must be responsible, and engage in social and environmental 
responsibility; they need to integrate the myriad of stakeholder perspectives and 
needs in their planning, implementation and evaluation of corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) activities (Budeanu, 2009; Font & Lynes, 2018).

C.-S. Ooi



185

However the stakeholder framework offers a set of principles with limited guid-
ance on the operationalization of stakeholder needs and interests. While people can 
agree that everyone’s interests is important and must be respected, how would that 
actually translate into feasible practice? And for sustainable business activities to be 
considered effective, it is essential that results can be documented and not just spec-
ulated. One popular way of operationalizing the stakeholder framework is through 
an accounting framework of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) – profits, people and 
planet (Ringham & Miles, 2018). In a balance sheet, the economic bottom line is the 
easiest to quantify as that is an original purpose of the accounting framework. But 
from the sustainability perspective, it is also important to measure the firm’s contri-
bution to the community and to the environment. There are now TBL mechanisms 
to do so. For example since 2013, Singapore Airlines releases an annual sustain-
ability report. The airlines stopped using plastic straw on flights from September 
2019, and in that same year, its staff canteen has become eco-friendlier by eliminat-
ing polystyrene foam and installing a machine to convert food and canteen waste 
into refuse-derived fuel (Singapore Airlines, 2020). And during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, it redeployed cabin crew to support the Singaporean community, taking up 
roles in healthcare, transport and social service sectors (Singapore Airlines, 2020). 
TBL focuses the minds of management, albeit selectively on specific economic, 
social and environmental tasks, issues and/or causes.

Each community has its own set of contexts and circumstances that TBL can be 
adapted into. The social and environmental causes that firms adopt in their three 
bottom lines should reflect the local situation and those relevant to the community. 
A hotel in Cambodia may present their TBL differently from one in Japan. The TBL 
approach has allowed firms to choose the most relevant, and their favorite causes to 
support.

Tacitly, the stakeholder framework and the TBL address the moral limits of the 
market by focusing on bringing about and distributing community and environ-
mental “profits” more equitably, and also to avoid repugnant transactions. Through 
consultation and collaboration, the industry would be more sensitive to presenting 
and commercializing culture, heritage and the environment. They may not be 
allowed to commodify certain aspects of society. With support for and from resi-
dents and civil society, these tourism businesses should be more welcomed. The 
triple bottom lines help mitigate negative impacts and address the two moral limits 
of the market.

Challenges however remain when TBL is localized or “Asianized”. Many tour-
ism companies promote a more sustainable form of tourism but commerce, environ-
ment and community interests do not necessarily overlap. The balance between the 
different stakeholders is often influenced by those with more resources to push for 
their agendas (Liu, 2003; Ooi, 2013). A more localized practice of TPL will reflect 
or even perpetuate existing social hierarchies in society. Being respectful of the 
local situation and circumstance is central, and any Asian TBL practices that are 
effective and efficient or less effective and inefficient reflect the local context that 
may not be transferable. More generally, localized TBL practices are more likely to 
bring about more sustainable tourism practices if the principles and goals are 
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conscientiously pursued with a strong business and political will, and not be side- 
tracked by other irrelevant agendas.

10.3.2  Public-Private Partnerships

Complementing the stakeholder approach and TPL, is the idea of public-private 
partnerships or PPP. The state has the responsibility to ensure the well-being of the 
population and the environment. There are many public goods, such as infrastruc-
ture and natural parks that are important to both residents and visitors. Developing 
these public goods is expensive, and the public service may not have the expertise 
to build, operate or maintain them. Public authorities may even hinder sustainable 
tourism development because of power struggles, the lack of competence and fail-
ure to do proper local consultation (Ruhanen, 2013). Collaborating with the private 
sector may help. For instance, environmental activists are experts and are good at 
protecting a wilderness parks; a business on the other hand may have the resources 
and have experiences in managing the financials and in management. The govern-
ment may develop a wilderness conservation project that engages the private sector 
and in consultation with environmental groups, to bring about a public-private part-
nership that benefits all. In forming a partnership with the private sector in general, 
common public goods, such as in social services, nature conservation, education 
and cultural services will benefit from the strengths of different complementing 
groups (Wong et al., 2012).

PPP has become popular in tourism development (Jamal & Getz, 1995; Mariani 
& Kylänen, 2014; Vernon et  al., 2005). Such an approach focuses minds on the 
complementary expertise of various stakeholders and on their common goals and 
objectives. Ideally, by cooperating and collaborating, joint benefits for industry, 
community and the environment can be realized. Many tourist attractions are public 
goods (e.g. parks, places of worship, beaches, cultural institutions). With the com-
mercial expertise of businesses and the competences of the public sector in serving 
the people, local solutions can be found to provide public tourism services that are 
effective, efficient and even profitable. Progress can be measured and managed, 
such as through TPL (Andersson & Getz, 2009; Castellani & Sala, 2010; Zapata & 
Hall, 2012). For example, Haw Par Villa, a public heritage sculpture park in 
Singapore, is operated by a private company. The private company has promised 
that admission to the park stays free. Special events, sale of souvenirs, hosting flea 
markets, providing guided tours and operating food outlets should make the park 
commercially viable even without an entrance fee (Lin, 2015). Similarly the 
Singapore Tourism Board, a statutory board, has been corporatized and is run like a 
business. They set regulations, provide public resources to direct business develop-
ment, and support tourism operators, and at the same time, engages with local cul-
tural institutions, grassroot organizations and the mass media (Ooi, 2018). While 
keeping the local Asian context intact, this approach breaks walls and silos, promot-
ing a whole-of-destination approach to tourism development that removes red-tapes 
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and providing supporting regulations on new projects, shares business risks among 
different parties, and jointly brings about social, environmental and economic via-
bility. Singapore is not unique. State-owned tourism enterprises in other Asian 
countries, like China, use the same set of principles to bring about societal and 
environmental welfare through enhanced coordinated efforts across sectors, through 
good management, and through the mobilization of financial and business resources 
(Cheng et al., 2018).

Relations embedded in PPP may however be unequal. In Asia, like in many other 
continents, influential businesses and/or authoritarian political partners may dictate 
PPP projects. Local social and environmental causes are appropriated by businesses 
and politicians to further their own selfish goals (Iossa & Martimort, 2016; Lai & 
Ooi, 2015). Nepotism, corruption and dictatorships in many Asian countries make a 
mockery of such partnerships, as social and environmental interests are acknowl-
edged only in name. This may aggravate the second moral limit of the market – only 
a small group of people benefit from the PPP.  These considerations should not 
detract us from the principles of engaging stakeholders with complementary skills. 
Singapore is a good Asian example because of its strong formal institutions. As a 
reminder, PPP can be adopted to various local Asian contexts, and good Asian prac-
tices are universally accepted ones – sensitive to local needs, and respect for trans-
parency, accountability and the rule of law.

10.3.3  Redesigning the Market

While capitalism and the free market have been severely criticized for the propaga-
tion of social economic inequalities in modern society, the market can also be the 
solution to these challenges. Markets can be designed for specific purposes. The 
COVID-19 pandemic showed that tourism is an economic driver that can be cur-
tailed. Public health and saving lives are more important than travels. And many 
governments provided economic support for businesses and workers in tourism and 
hospitality. There are many lessons from the pandemic, and one of them is that the 
state still plays an important role in the market. The market can be managed, regu-
lated and even destroyed. It is thus possible to also manage the moral limits of the 
market through new market designs.

Following moral limit 1, there are things that cannot be priced but can still be 
bartered through a well-designed market mechanism. The kidney exchange is the 
classic example of how many countries allow for the organ to be exchanged but not 
sold (Roth, 2015). A kidney is a donation even though economic resources are 
needed for an exchange to take place. To ensure that there is a sufficient amount of 
kidneys in the exchange, loved ones of potential organ recipients would donate one 
of their kidneys to the system. And the exchange will be matched with other poten-
tial donors and recipients. This is a sophisticated bartering system. In tourism, 
Couch Surfing (www.couchsurfing.com) is designed as a market for bartering couch 
spaces between strangers (and potential new friends) (Germann Molz, 2013). 
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Similarly, Willing Workers on Organic Farms or WWOOF uses the bartering market 
to attract tourist-workers to further the organic farming movement (Deville et al., 
2016). WWOOF is a work exchange network, and participants spend their so-called 
holidays helping out in organic farming work in exchange for board and lodging. 
Tourist-workers and farm work providers engage and create non-commercial tour-
ism experiences that are considered deeper and more engaging.

Markets can also be regulated and modified to manage market failures. For 
example, the carbon emission market attempts to slow and then reverse climate 
change (Narassimhan et al., 2018; Nordhaus, 2019; Randalls, 2017). But regulating 
the market and correcting prices may be insufficient. For instance, carbon pricing is 
supposed to reduce aviation travel; it has unfortunately not (Markham et al., 2018). 
Regardless providing incentives and disincentives, and disallowing certain market 
activities, are mechanisms through which markets can be redesigned.

Complementing designed market mechanisms, taxing profits is a common strat-
egy to address the moral limit of the market 2. Taxes can be levied and increased for 
highly profitable businesses, and then spent on community initiatives. The revenue 
distribution aspects of taxes address market failures. More broadly the universal 
basic income and negative income tax concepts embrace the same income redistri-
bution aim (Tondani, 2009). For the visitor economy, a visitor tax option would 
serve the same purpose of spreading the economic benefits to more people (Arguea 
& Hawkins, 2015; Burns, 2010; Nepal & Nepal, 2019). Asian countries like Japan, 
India and Malaysia are already collecting some form of taxes from visitors. Bhutan 
is (in)famous for its high tourist tax, and has successfully controlled the number of 
visitors to the mountain kingdom and promote its brand of ecotourism (Gurung & 
Seeland, 2008).

To reiterate, the market economically segregates who can buy from the exchange, 
the market also shapes who benefit from the selling. The market system has created 
a class of entrepreneurs, marketing and salespersons who can frame and package 
culture and nature into profitable products. They - fortunately or unfortunately  - 
also  know how to work around  any redesigned market system. Businesses have 
appropriated social and environmental responsibility cause into their profit-motive. 
In a study on greener hotels in Malaysia for example, Noor and Kumar (2014) find 
that it is necessary to engage greener guests in environmentally friendly activities to 
enhance the green experience. It has to be a “product”. But the desire to commodify 
environmentalism has created artificial products, with the paradoxical goal of pro-
ducing green experiences, alluding to moral limit 1 of the market.

The market does not readily distribute the economic benefits of tourism fairly to 
the wider community. But markets can be twitched, regulated and redesigned to 
prohibit repugnant transactions, and to distribute market benefits more widely. Is 
there an Asian way of redesigning the market? Most Asian (or otherwise) destina-
tions are already doing so in their own ways. Tourism is acknowledged as an inte-
gral part of the social and environment development of society. Many Asian 
destinations have tweaked their tourism market to ensure that visitor revenues go to 
their host society. Each state has to regulate the market and to distribute the benefits. 
The role of an Asian state in the market and how welfare is distributed reflect the 
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local practices, circumstances and situation. Unfortunately a redesigned market 
does not ensure a more transparent and more equitable manner for the benefits to be 
distributed. Local politics matter. Redesigned markets may still face many of the 
same moral limits as the more laissez faire ones.

10.3.4  Community-Led Tourism: Learning from the Local

Respecting different stakeholders is central in sustainable tourism practices, and 
TBL forces businesses to pay attention to the community and the environment. PPP 
taps into the complementary resources and expertise of businesses and the public 
sector to bring about public benefits to residents, the environment, visitors and also 
businesses. The visitor economy is regulated, and its market can be redesigned to 
bring about desired visitor and business behavior. As already pointed out earlier, 
these three approaches have been adopted by many Asian tourism businesses and 
Asian authorities. Their strategies entail some forms of interpretation and adapta-
tion to local conditions and circumstance (Puriri & McIntosh, 2019). There is no 
research on whether Asian societies are better at implementing these strategies. 
TBL, PPP and redesigned markets are good frameworks but can be easily subverted 
by local (and foreign) business and political interests. Attempts at adapting and 
localizing these models may be ineffective or inefficient. And these internationally- 
recognized and accepted methods of doing sustainable tourism can also be consid-
ered another form of colonization and an imposition of global ideas from the West 
onto the rest (Tarulevicz & Ooi, 2019; Timothy, 2019). The prevalence of these 
methods has not reduced the serious social challenges in the current economic and 
market system, including the concentration of wealth in a small number of people, 
and that our consumption has become the driver of growth that resulted in the unsus-
tainable exploitation of natural resources (Cave & Dredge, 2020).

Following stakeholder theory, another approach to sustainable tourism is to take 
local stakeholders even more seriously than the above-mentioned approaches. 
Sustainable tourism strategies should be developed from the ground-up and be 
community- driven (Muganda et al., 2013; Sofield, 1993). Local communities know 
their culture, heritage and environment, and have created opportunities for them-
selves to thrive, and have found solutions to the challenges they face. The commu-
nity should be consulted extensively, and should lead the development (Okazaki, 
2008). A more ground-up approach offers alternative ways of doing local economic, 
social and environmental activities. Cave and Dredge (2020) suggest that lessons be 
learned from the Global South and indigenous communities. Local practices are not 
commodified for tourist consumption but instead residents find their own local ways 
to do tourism. Consequently there will be less economic leakage, more local control 
and thus enhance socio-economic equity (Nyaupane et al., 2006). For example, Sin 
and Minca (2014) examine an Elephant Camp in Thailand, and how traditional 
ways of life are passed from generation to generation, and how visitors volunteer 
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and engage with a simpler way of life and caring for the elephants over a week or 
so. Such an approach is community-specific and community-led.

Furthering this line of argument, more researchers and practitioners are advocat-
ing regenerative tourism (Ateljevic, 2020; Cave & Dredge, 2020; Pollock, 2019). 
This view advocates that tourism should be first a resource for community and 
environmental development (Pollock, 2019). It turns tourism’s primary focus on a 
set of economic activities to being a means for developing the community and to 
give back to the environment. Traditional and tested local practices often treat the 
environment respectfully and establish a sustainable future for the community. For 
instance, in the village of Sirubari, Nepal, residents lead their tourism development 
with the support of the government (Thapa, 2010). The participation and sense of 
ownership of the project are seen as necessary for this village-driven tourism proj-
ect to succeed. The village’s Tourism Development and Management Committee 
assign visitors to hosts on a rotational basis. Members operate and manage their 
tourism services and facilities, and receive direct economic benefits from tourists 
(Thapa, 2010). Residents are in the best position to decide on the destination’s 
capacity and capability, as well as, are also sensitive to and responsible to local 
social, political and cultural norms and practices. The considerations embedded in 
TPL and PPP are inevitably incapsulated in such community-led tourism 
development.

So if there is such a thing as sustainable tourism from an Asian perspective, it is 
most likely to be found in such a community-driven approach. After studying 10 
Asian case studies, Nair and Hamzah (2015) propose a nine-step process to devel-
oping a community-based tourism project. It starts with assessing the community 
needs and readiness for tourism, educating and preparing the community for tour-
ism and establishing local champions and supporters. This systematic approach 
points to the importance of local context, circumstance and support in devising a 
community-led initiative. But this also suggests that any specific Asian experience 
may not be transferable to other Asian and non-Asian context. Village experiences 
may also not be suitable for scaling up elsewhere.

Translating the good principles and values of sustainable tourism is challenging. 
In moving away from any romanticized view of the local, there are dangers and 
challenges that homegrown practices are entangled in local politics, struggles and 
challenges. Any community-driven sustainable tourism strategies can be exploited 
to perpetuate local inequalities, exploitations and autocracy (Nguyen et al., 2021; 
Ooi, 2019a). In the earlier mentioned Elephant Camp in Thailand, traditions are 
staged and corruption and self-interest are infused into the business (Sin & Minca, 
2014). There may also be a local warped sense of sustainability. When conserva-
tionist Jane Goodall visited Singapore, she was stunned by a suggestion that wild-
life in the city- state should be sent to and be conserved in the local zoo (Wong, 2019).

Views on sustainability differ across countries and cultures. Many domestic 
Asian visitors may not appreciate sustainable tourism activities and facilities in the 
same way as visitors from Europe and America (Le, 2012). In this context, 
community- driven tourism has its merits but the reality and the practice are more 
nuanced and complex. Local ways of doing tourism may actually aggravate the 
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moral limits of the market. Sustainable tourism entails values, and “universal” val-
ues may clash with local ones. We have seen that value-driven visitors have ganged 
up to boycott certain destinations or tourist products. Such attempts starve certain 
places or products from the benefits of the tourist market. For instance, in 2019 
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah of Brunei passed Islamic criminal laws that allow for the 
stoning of offenders to death for gay sex and adultery in his country (Holson & 
Rueb, 2019). Celebrities such as Elton John, Ellen DeGeneres and George Clooney 
and big global companies rallied behind the boycott of nine luxurious hotels owned 
by the Sultan, one of the richest men in the world. It remains unclear if there is any 
economic impact on the Sultan. So, if we are to consume, we might as well bring 
about some good too but are we being ethnocentric (Ooi, 2021)?

10.4  Limits to Local Alternatives That Bring About a More 
Sustainable Form of Tourism?

The Table 10.1 compares the different sustainable tourism approaches, and sum-
marises the discussion. The tourism industry has been resilient in responding to 
changing consumer demands. The desire for tourism to be more responsible and 
sustainable has created changes in travel and the visitor economy. Stakeholder the-
ory is used as a guide to introduce TBL to tourism businesses. PPP is developed to 
engage the private sector in providing more efficient, effective and sustainable pub-
lic tourism services and products. Markets are redesigned and regulated to ensure 
that the benefits of the industry are better distributed, and that repugnant transac-
tions are avoided. Respect for and initiatives from the grassroots and community are 
encouraged and promoted in sustainable and community-driven tourism projects. 
All these mitigate the potential moral limits of the market.

Tourism is not sustainable if it is not sensitive to aspects of culture and nature 
that are put up for tourist consumption. As in the first moral limit of the market, 
local practices and behaviour may change when their culture and nature are priced. 
Tourism is also not sustainable when many local stakeholders and the environment 
do not benefit from the industry, and instead are inconvenienced or even destroyed. 
This is the second limit of the market. Are there Asian approaches to addressing 
these moral limits, and thus offer lessons for other parts of the world in sustainable 
tourism?

The direct answer is that many of these sustainable tourism practices are context- 
and circumstance-specific. Tourism is a global phenomenon, and any society that 
engages with it needs to largely embrace internationally-accepted institutions, 
structures, regulations, technologies, practices and norms, such as border control, 
health and safety standards, currency exchange facilities and means of communica-
tion. As alluded to in this chapter, the decentralization of economic control and the 
celebration of the local often ignore the importance of outside or global influences 
in communities. Common sustainable tourism approaches – TBL, PPP, redesigned 
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Table 10.1 Comparing the four sustainable tourism approaches

Triple bottom 
lines

Public-private 
partnerships Market designs

Community-led 
development

Principle 
and 
approach

Companies 
account for and 
measure their 
profits, and their 
social and 
environmental 
impacts.

Bring private and 
public sectors 
together so as to 
serve the needs of 
industry, community 
and environment.

Redesigned 
market 
mechanisms to 
shape business, 
visitor and 
resident behavior.

Community-led 
tourism initiatives 
and activities that 
respect the local 
situation and 
environment.

Who takes 
initiatives 
and the main 
mechanisms

Businesses and 
organizations 
devise an 
expanded 
accounting 
framework that 
incorporates their 
contributions to 
the environment 
and the 
community.

Policy makers and 
regulators devise 
schemes that require 
or encourage private 
sector involvement 
in delivering public 
services and goods. 
The partnerships 
ensure that the 
interests and 
agendas of different 
stakeholders are 
included and 
aligned.

Regulators and 
policy makers 
redesign markets 
to influence 
business, visitor 
and resident 
behavior. Market 
mechanisms aim 
to reduce market 
failures and to 
distribute the 
benefits from the 
market more 
equitably.

Members of the 
community lead or 
work with 
businesses and 
regulators. Local 
community goals 
and agendas 
should shape 
tourism 
development 
strategies.

Addressing 
moral limit 1

Repugnant 
transactions 
should be 
avoided.

Repugnant 
transactions should 
be avoided. 
Businesses and the 
community can 
generate new 
acceptable 
economic, social 
and environmental 
values.

Repugnant 
commercial 
transactions are 
prohibited. 
Transactions of 
sacred and 
priceless services 
can be bartered or 
non-commercially 
transacted.

Communities will 
decide from their 
own sentiments, 
practices and 
norms to allow 
what can and 
cannot be offered 
to visitors.

Addressing 
moral limit 2

Benefits are 
measured and 
distributed to the 
community and 
environment, 
albeit only 
selectively.

Because of aligned 
interests of the 
public and private 
partners, the 
benefits from the 
market are broadly 
distributed to the 
business, 
community, 
environment.

Markets are 
redesigned 
through 
regulations and 
taxes, ensuring 
that market 
benefits are shared 
more widely.

Local 
communities have 
established ways 
to support 
themselves and 
distribute welfare 
to their members. 
Tourism benefits 
will be distributed 
in a similar 
manner.

(continued)
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markets and community-led initiatives – account for both the global and local, and 
aim to make an international industry more responsible to local concerns and issues.

There are many celebrated sustainable tourism examples, and their successes 
should not be discounted. This chapter however does not take a romantic view of the 
community. Local practices and way of doing things may not be the best way for-
ward even if they have been around for a long time. Shifting economic control from 
multinationals to corrupt local chiefs, for instance, does not entail a more sustain-
able economy that will protect the environment and the community. Economic 
exchanges based on social hierarchies and personal relations may work under a 
small -scale context, and they may just merely perpetuate the inequality and ineq-
uity of the system. So-called global standards – such as transparency, accountability 
and the rule of law – as assumed in various sustainable tourism approaches matter. 
While we do not want to be ethnocentric, being culturally relativistic has its own 
perils (Ooi, 2019a, b).

So can Asia offer alternatives to doing better sustainable tourism? The challenges 
of tourism are often found globally but the impact and the solutions are local. The 

Table 10.1 (continued)

Triple bottom 
lines

Public-private 
partnerships Market designs

Community-led 
development

Main 
limitations 
of approach

Selective issues, 
and social and 
environmental 
causes are 
appropriated 
solely for 
marketing and 
public relations 
purposes.
Getting 
stakeholder 
cooperation is 
challenging and 
may not be 
forthcoming.

Partnerships may 
not be equal, and 
the PPP project may 
be appropriated by a 
more powerful 
partner.

A perfectly 
redesigned market 
remains a dream. 
The redesigned 
market may not be 
appropriate for all 
tourism activities, 
and the redesigned 
market may not 
eliminate inequity 
and injustices.

Local politics and 
entrenched local 
corruption may 
drive the 
community-led 
initiatives.

Asian 
context

TPL is used 
across the world, 
and the Asian 
context is 
reflected in the 
selected social 
and 
environmental 
causes in the 
people and planet 
bottom lines.

Policy makers have 
adopted PPP within 
their economic, 
political and social 
circumstances. 
There is no single 
Asian way of doing 
partnerships, and 
any partnership 
reflect or emerge 
from local 
circumstances.

The role of the 
state in the market 
is debated 
globally. Any 
redesigned market 
reflects the 
ideological 
position of the 
country, as 
whether the 
economy should 
be more regulated 
or more 
freewheeling.

Any community- 
led tourism 
strategy will 
reflect the 
community’s 
social and cultural 
embeddedness. 
That can be a 
boon or a bane.
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Asian sustainable tourism solutions straddle between global issues and local solu-
tions, like in all places. These solutions entail respecting specific situations to find 
local answers, and the process must be transparent, accountable and respectful of 
the rule of law, so as to bring about better equity and a wider sharing of benefits 
from tourism. These solutions must aim to mitigate the moral limits of the market, 
not aggravate them.
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