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Abstract 

The global tourism industry is well served by the historical identities, artistic practices, ecological 

knowledge and cultural traditions of indigenous communities. Yet these are not always treated as 

such under conventional models of tourism development; more often they have been cast as a cultural 

attraction for the visitor, which restricts the indigenous population from being an economic actor in 

their own right and puts their heritage at risk. An alternative is found in indigenous tourism 

entrepreneurship, where communities can put in place their own enterprises to further economic 

empowerment and sustainable development without sacrificing cultural preservation. In this paper we 

look at how community ownership, institutional support, digital participation and authenticity bear on 

the sustainability of tourism outcomes. 

Our mixed-methods research is designed to analyse the interplay between tourism development and 

indigenous entrepreneurship. The quantitative side of the study draws on a survey of 850 respondents 

from among sustainable development professionals, tourism practitioners, community members and 

indigenous tourism entrepreneurs. We also conducted semi-structured interviews with 60 

representatives of the community and other experts active in the field for the qualitative component. 

Thematic analysis of the latter will reveal the governance, cultural and economic factors at work, 

while the former is subjected to confirmatory factor analysis, hierarchical regression and reliability 

testing. 

An Indigenous Tourism Entrepreneurship Empowerment Framework (ITEF) is put forward by the 

study to bring together the elements of cultural ownership, entrepreneurial capacity, community 

governance and access to the digital market. Our results show that enterprises run by indigenous 

people are of considerable value in terms of empowering the community and diversifying the 

economy. That said, long term sustainability is hampered by a number of obstacles: external 

commercial pressures, infrastructure shortfalls and a paucity of financial resources or market access. 

In showing the case for community-controlled tourism, this work adds to the literature on indigenous 

entrepreneurship and sustainable tourism. For the policymaker, the tourism organisation or the 

community itself, the framework offers some direction in putting together responsible initiatives that 

do not compromise on cultural integrity or the environment in the name of economic growth. 

Keywords: Indigenous Tourism; Tourism Entrepreneurship; Community-Based Tourism; Cultural 

Heritage; Sustainable Tourism; Indigenous Empowerment; Tourism Innovation; Digital Tourism; 

Community Development; Cultural Preservation.  
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Across the globe, tourism is now a key driver 

of employment, cultural exchange and the 

economy. And in a sector of this size, one 

cannot overlook the role of indigenous 

communities as the custodians of unique 

experiences, traditional and ecological 

knowledge and their cultural heritage. There is 

a growing interest in indigenous tourism for 

what it affords communities in the way of 

income and a means of putting their identity 

before the visitor. But the distribution of those 

gains has been anything but even; historically 

many have had little say in the running of 

tourism or its economic ownership. 

With traditional models tending to be in the 

hands of commercial operators and outside 

investors, the result can be a culture made 

available for consumption with little to show 

for it economically in the local community. 

This can lead to an inequitable sharing of 

benefits and the commodification of culture. 

By making of its members the owners and 

decision-makers of tourism activities, 

indigenous tourism entrepreneurship is a far 

more inclusive proposition. 
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It is through such entrepreneurial involvement 

that a community can put down roots with 

locally managed businesses, be they 

handicrafts, accommodation of a community-

based nature, or tours of an ecological or 

heritage kind. These serve to underpin 

economic independence and the management 

of resources in a sustainable manner. 

Empirical studies have been done on cultural 

heritage and community-based tourism, but 

there is a dearth of research into the way in 

which an indigenous entrepreneur’s 

capabilities and ownership of culture, along 

with the structures of governance and digital 

access, combine to shape outcomes. To 

understand these dynamics is to be in a 

position to devise strategies that foster 

empowerment as opposed to reliance on the 

outside. This study sets out to fill that void and 

presents the Indigenous Tourism 

Entrepreneurship Empowerment Framework 

(ITEF). What follows is an evidence-based 

account of the part played by indigenous-led 

enterprises in ensuring economic and cultural 

resilience. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INDIGENOUS CULTURAL 

HERITAGE, TOURISM 

DEVELOPMENT, AND COMMUNITY 

EMPOWERMENT 
One could define indigenous cultural heritage 

as the sum of the social systems, languages, art 

forms and ecological and traditional 

knowledge that have been put in place over the 

generations. When there is a degree of control 

and participation on the part of the 

community, tourism built on this heritage 

opens up avenues for both the economy and 

cultural interchange. 

What has come out of earlier work in the area 

is that for an indigenous tourism venture to be 

a success it must be respectful of cultural 

values and have in place some way of seeing 

that the community is the beneficiary. 

Proponents of community-based tourism 

would have it that development ought to 

reinforce, not supplant, the local system of 

governance. 

Ethical issues are not absent from indigenous 

tourism. Where outside organisations call the 

shots, there is a tendency to see cultural 

practice reduced to a commercial product. A 

framework is called for then if one is to have a 

form of tourism that is sustainable and yet 

allows for economic engagement. 

There is a recognition today of community 

empowerment as something of a sine qua non 

for sustainable development. Control of the 

enterprise means the community has the final 

word on the disposition of economic returns 

and the sharing of their knowledge. 

2.2 INDIGENOUS 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP, SUSTAINABLE 

TOURISM, AND ECONOMIC SELF-

RELIANCE 
For the indigenous community, tourism 

entrepreneurship is a way of making use of the 

environment and culture to create an 

opportunity with staying power. Products may 

be drawn from the local ecosystem, from 

narrative or from tradition. 

It is a route to greater self-reliance and to 

creating jobs and diversifying income. But the 

indigenous entrepreneur is no stranger to 

impediments in the form of poor 

infrastructure, marketing difficulties, a lack of 

finance or being shut out of the mainstream 

networks of tourism. 

The advent of digital technology has opened 

things up in terms of visibility in the global 

market and direct contact with the visitor 

through online booking and marketing. One 

needs the requisite skills and institutional 

backing to make the most of it though. An 

integrated approach is thus necessary for the 

sustainable indigenous tourism enterprise, one 

that marries digital innovation and 

entrepreneurial training with the protection of 

culture and good governance. 

3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
At the heart of this study is an examination of 

what community tourism entrepreneurship 

does to safeguard cultural biodiversity and an 

evaluation of the part that participatory 

conservation plays in the sustainable 

development of tourism. The need for such an 

approach is underscored by the fact that 

cultural biodiversity is under ever greater 

pressure from the encroachment of mass 

tourism, market reliance and the slow erosion 

of time-honoured knowledge. Indigenous 

tourism enterprises are an answer to these 

threats; they put in place a form of 

conservation that allows communities to take 

charge of preserving and trading in 

experiences suited to their locality. 
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The study will look at the institutional, social 

and ecological determinants of how well these 

enterprises function. Of particular interest is 

the way in which policy support, indigenous 

knowledge, the management of tourism and 

active participation on the part of the 

community all serve to protect cultural 

diversity. An assessment is also made of the 

economic resilience these enterprises afford. 

To make sense of how a system of tourism 

management run by the community can be of 

benefit, we have put forward the Indigenous 

Tourism Entrepreneurship Empowerment 

Framework (ITEF). It is a means of bringing 

together the elements of cultural conservation, 

community involvement and institutional 

cooperation in a coherent structure. 

Empirical evidence on the challenges and 

effectiveness of indigenous enterprises is 

obtained through a mixed-methods research 

design. Quantitative data on the experiences of 

practitioners is complemented by the 

qualitative perspective of community 

representatives and those with expertise in 

tourism for a more rounded view of practices. 

Specifically, the objectives are as follows: 

 To see how much indigenous enterprises 

add to the protection of cultural resources 

and the conservation of tourism 

biodiversity. 

 An analysis of local tourism conservation 

and its link to the level of community 

participation. 

 To put to the test the role of traditional 

knowledge in the preservation of 

indigenous practices. 

 A look at the contribution of indigenous 

tourism to economic resilience in 

communities. 

 Identification of the technical, financial 

and institutional impediments to the 

sustainability of such enterprises. 

 The development of the ITEF to give 

greater strength to systems of participatory 

tourism management. 

 An assessment of outcomes in tourism 

entrepreneurship as influenced by 

organisations and the policies in place. 

 Offering policymakers, the research 

community and entrepreneurs some 

recommendations on strategies for the 

sustainable protection of culture. 

In doing so the study makes an addition to the 

body of research on sustainable tourism, 

putting forward community-based 

entrepreneurship as a way of building resilient 

systems and ensuring the autonomy of the 

community while protecting cultural diversity. 

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.1 RESEARCH DESIGN AND 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
In order to probe the role of indigenous 

tourism entrepreneurship in the protection of 

cultural biodiversity, a mixed-methods 

research design has been employed. One is 

dealing with a range of factors, from the social 

complexities of community governance and 

the application of traditional knowledge to the 

economic and sustainable results that can be 

put to numbers; a mixed-method approach is 

therefore most appropriate. 

Some 850 were surveyed in the quantitative 

portion of the work, drawn from among 

practitioners, rural development professionals, 

and community entrepreneurs. To gauge the 

principal variables of the study, a structured 

questionnaire was put together. The instrument 

covers such areas as sustainable tourism 

outcomes, economic resilience and 

institutional support, as well as community 

participation, the preservation of cultural 

diversity and traditional knowledge practices. 

For the qualitative side of things 60 semi-

structured interviews were held with a range of 

stakeholders: local community leaders, 

tourism coordinators, those in the know on 

cultural conservation and researchers. In the 

course of these interviews we probed into the 

realities of tourism management and 

community engagement, not to mention any 

policy obstacles or the potential for bolstering 

conservation work. 

The quantitative data have been put through 

reliability testing, confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) and hierarchical regression. Where 

CFA served to put the Indigenous Tourism 

Entrepreneurship Empowerment Framework 

(ITEF) to the test, reliability assessment was 

done to see if the measurement constructs 

were consistent. As for the influence of 

institutional support, traditional knowledge 

and community participation on the protection 

of culture, that was determined by way of 

hierarchical regression analysis. 
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Thematic analysis of the qualitative material 

turned up the major themes at play in 

governance, ecological adaptation, community 

empowerment and cultural conservation. 

Taken together the two strands of evidence 

give a full picture of the part played by 

indigenous tourism in safeguarding cultural 

biodiversity.

Table 1: Research Design and Data Collection Framework 

Research Component Description 

Research Approach Mixed-Methods 

Quantitative Sample 850 

Qualitative Sample 60 (expert interviews) 

Target Participants 
Entrepreneurs, community leaders, practitioners 

and experts 

Sampling Technique Stratified 

Data Collection Tools 
Semi-Structured Interviews; Structured 

Questionnaire 

Research Variables 

Community Participation, Institutional Support, 

Economic Resilience, Traditional Knowledge, 

Cultural Diversity 

Quantitative Analysis Hierarchical Regression, CFA, Reliability Test 

Qualitative Analysis Thematic 

Proposed Framework ITEF 

4.2 DATA COLLECTION AND 

VALIDATION PROCEDURE 
A methodical approach was taken to the 

collection of data in order to be transparent 

and ensure validity and reliability. Drawing on 

what has been published in the field of 

community conservation and tourism, the 

survey was devised. An initial review made 

sure the items were a true reflection of the 

kind of outcomes one would find at the 

community level and of tourism as it is 

practised. 

Descriptive analysis and reliability testing 

were applied to the quantitative set. Internal 

consistency of the constructs was ascertained 

by means of Cronbach’s alpha. The 

relationships between the factors of cultural 

conservation in our framework were then 

checked with a confirmatory factor analysis. 

Systematic coding was used to analyse the 

interview transcripts. One could discern 

patterns in the data pertaining to institutional 

impediments, policy needs, the transfer of 

knowledge and how communities are involved 

in preserving their culture. 

In keeping with the standards of international 

scholarly publishing and to maintain research 

integrity, the study adhered to the usual ethical 

precepts: voluntary and informed consent, the 

responsible handling of information from 

participants and confidentiality.

Graph 1: Statistical Analysis of Indigenous Tourism Outcomes 
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5. DATA ANALYSIS 
A quantitative approach was taken to look at 

how the factors of tourism entrepreneurship 

are linked to sustainable development in 

indigenous communities. With data from 850 

participants, we have evaluated the bearing 

that such things as entrepreneurial aptitude, 

cultural ownership, access to digital markets, 

institutional support and community 

involvement have on the performance of a 

tourism enterprise. All measurement 

constructs exhibited a high degree of internal 

consistency in the reliability analysis, which is 

testament to the research instruments’ ability 

to record the key dimensions of indigenous 

tourism entrepreneurship. 

The confirmatory factor analysis put forward 

significant relationships between 

entrepreneurial development, the preservation 

of culture and the outcomes of sustainable 

tourism, thereby validating our proposed 

Indigenous Tourism Entrepreneurship 

Empowerment Framework (ITEF). It is clear 

from the results that community ownership 

and the management of cultural heritage are 

what make for a successful indigenous tourism 

enterprise. Where there is more firm control 

by the community over tourism activities one 

sees not only better economic returns but also 

enhanced cultural protection and a greater 

voice in decision-making. 

Hierarchical regression analysis shows that 

sustainability outcomes in tourism can be 

predicted with some certainty by 

entrepreneurial capability, the level of 

institutional support and integration into 

digital markets. Of these, community 

ownership has the most pronounced effect; it 

would seem imperative to view the indigenous 

community as an active stakeholder in tourism 

and not a passive one. 

In the qualitative side of the study, themes 

emerged around policy needs, market 

difficulties and the development of 

entrepreneurship that are in keeping with the 

statistics. Those interviewed spoke of the 

employment and community development that 

indigenous tourism enterprises can bring, as 

well as the safeguarding of cultural 

knowledge. At the same time they pointed to 

obstacles to any long-term sustainability in the 

form of poor infrastructure, a lack of financial 

means or entrepreneurial training and limited 

scope for marketing. 

Taken together, the findings argue for a 

measure of balance between economic and 

cultural responsibility in indigenous tourism 

entrepreneurship. The results make a case for 

the ITEF as a workable model to underpin 

community-led efforts, one that puts store by 

supportive governance, digital inclusion and 

the like.

Table 2: Statistical Analysis of Indigenous Tourism Entrepreneurship Outcomes 

Research Construct Measurement Focus Mean Score 
Standard 

Deviation 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Entrepreneurial 

Capability 

Business skills, 

innovation, and enterprise 

management 

4.22 0.74 0.92 

Cultural Ownership 
Community control over 

cultural tourism activities 
4.30 0.71 0.93 

Digital Market 

Access 

Online promotion, 

booking systems, and 

visitor engagement 

4.05 0.79 0.89 

Community 

Participation 

Local involvement in 

tourism decision-making 
4.25 0.73 0.91 

Institutional Support 
Financial, policy, and 

organisational assistance 
3.96 0.82 0.88 
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Graph 2: Bivariate Density of Empowerment vs. Tourism Sustainability 

 
 

6. DISCUSSION 
This study has shown that for an indigenous 

community, tourism entrepreneurship is a 

means to an end when it comes to economic 

empowerment, preserving their culture and 

ensuring development. The evidence suggests 

that initiatives are at their best when the 

community does not cede ownership or 

authority over tourism matters. In this way the 

findings lend weight to the notion that 

sustainable tourism ought to be community-

controlled rather than follow an outside 

commercial template. 

With the introduction of the ITEF, we offer the 

literature a model that brings together the 

various strands of community governance, 

digital participation, cultural heritage and 

entrepreneurial skill. The framework is a 

departure from the sort of conventional 

development that will put growth of the visitor 

numbers and the economy first; ours is more 

concerned with equitable distribution of 

benefits and cultural integrity. 

Then there is the matter of entrepreneurial 

skills to fortify the enterprise. A capacity for 

innovation, sound financial and business 

planning and marketing are what allows a 

community to put its cultural resources to use 

in a sustainable product. Digital tools open up 

further possibilities for the indigenous 

entrepreneur to put an authentic experience 

before the international market without having 

to rely on an intermediary. The study does, 

however, put a number of obstacles to the 

sustainability of indigenous tourism 

enterprises in evidence. Be it a lack of finance 

or poor transportation infrastructure, digital 

connectivity that is wanting, or an absence of 

entrepreneurial training; these are all 

considerable impediments. Overcoming them 

calls for some co-ordination on the part of 

governments and tourism bodies as well as 

educational establishments and the indigenous 

communities themselves. 

Cultural responsibility in the conduct of 

tourism is another matter the findings stress. 

One should not see indigenous tourism in 

purely economic terms, but as a way of 

upholding traditions and community identity 

and one’s ties with the natural world. There is 

need for ethical practices that accord respect to 

the indigenous proprietorship of cultural 

knowledge and see their input in governance 

of tourism. 

In sum, the research shows that with the right 

policies and capacity building, and where there 
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are structures for community-led governance, 

indigenous tourism entrepreneurship is 

capable of underpinning sustainable 

development. It offers economic resilience to 

the entrepreneur without compromising on 

social inclusion or cultural propriety. 

7. CONCLUSION 
For indigenous communities, tourism 

entrepreneurship is a means of having one’s 

cake and eating it too: it can be both an avenue 

for economic advancement and a way to 

preserve culture through sustainable practice. 

The present study has shown how enterprises 

run by indigenous people go about 

empowering the community, be it by putting 

people to work, defending their heritage or 

consolidating local ownership. To arrive at 

sustainable results, the Indigenous Tourism 

Entrepreneurship Empowerment Framework 

(ITEF) we put forward makes the case for a 

blend of institutional backing, digital access to 

markets, community involvement and the 

necessary entrepreneurial aptitude. That said, 

policymakers and those in the development 

sector must remain attuned to the issues of 

market access, training, infrastructure and 

finance. What is needed from future research 

is an appraisal of the long term effect of such 

enterprises in varying cultural and geographic 

settings. In this way stakeholders can put 

forward models of tourism that are under the 

control of the community, affording real 

economic prospects in a manner befitting of 

indigenous identities.
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