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Introduction

The term “sustainability” has become a hot topic in the tourism industry. Many scholars and organizations have attempted to develop a definition for sustainable tourism (Gunn, 1994; Hardy and Beeton, 2001; Ioannides, 1995; Robson and Robson, 1996; WTO, 1998). The definition applied most often by tourism planners and in the tourism research literature was developed by the World Tourism Organization (WTO). 

Sustainable tourism development meets the needs of the present tourists and host regions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future. It is envisaged as leading to management of all resources in such a way that economic, social, and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecology processes, biological diversity, and life support systems (p. 21, 1998).


As stated this definition is used by planners and scholars, but how does the host community describe sustainable tourism? Does the host community understand what is meant by the term “sustainable tourism development”? One common theme of sustainable tourism is having stakeholder support for tourism (Wilson, Fesenmaier, Fesenmaier, and Van Es 2001). However before a community can support sustainable tourism, they need to know what it is they support. Therefore, it is important to first assess a community’s knowledge of the principles of sustainable tourism development. This can provide a baseline of information and data about the community and its perception of sustainable tourism development. Moscardo (1999) argued that, “Sustainable tourism and recreation are more likely to result from visitors who are active, interested, questioning, and capable of reassessing the way they view the world (p 26).” This idea can be expanded to include all stakeholder groups. Without a clear understanding of the issues stakeholders it is difficult to impossible for them to make sound decisions in regards to the tourism development and management in their communities. If this is the case then the development in the area will not be sustainable. 

Limited research has been conducted on communities’ stakeholders’ knowledge of sustainable tourism. The purpose of this paper is to better understand a community’s knowledge of sustainable tourism principles.  An assessment tool has been developed specifically for this study to help identify factors/elements of a community’s knowledge of sustainable tourism. 

Method


During the winter and spring of 2005 the study of tourism stakeholders described in this paper was conducted in five North Carolina counties. Stakeholders were mailed a questionnaire inquiring about their attitudes and perceptions of sustainable tourism development in their respective communities. The responses were collected and analyzed to discover the main factors that comprise a stakeholder’s understanding of sustainable tourism development in their community.

The questionnaire was mailed to 2,000 stakeholders using a modified Dillman technique.  Of the 2,000 questionnaires that were mailed, a total of 295 unusable questionnaires were received.  One hundred and nine were undeliverable because of incorrect addresses or requests not to be included in the study, resulting in a response rate of 15.60%.

An initial pool of 45 variables was generated based on previous research and literature on stakeholder support of sustainable tourism (Mason & Cheyne, 2000; McFarlane & Boxall, 2000; Perdue, Long & Allen, 1990; Stein, Anderson & Kelly, 1999; Vincent & Thompson, 2002).  The variables were reviewed and analyzed by a panel of sustainable tourism experts to access the appropriateness, and generality of the items. Each question was situated on a five-point scale as recommended by Maddox (1985), with 1 representing a response of “strongly disagree” and 5 representing “strongly agree.”  To identify the variables a principle component factor analysis was conducted with variamx rotation. Scree plot and eigenvalues were used to determine the number of factors that comprise stakeholder support for sustainable tourism development.

Findings

A multiple step process was conducted to identify the factors that are a part of a stakeholder’s support for sustainable development. Reliability analysis of the 45-item scale was conducted, and thirteen items were discarded because they had a low (less than .20) corrected item-total correlation.  The remaining 32-item scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .94, and the corrected item-total correlation ranged from .01 to .91 with a mean of .33.  

Exploratory factor analysis using principle component analysis with variamx rotation was performed on the 32-item scale to determine the latent structure of the set of variables.  The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin (KMO) statistic was .91.  Based on the scree plot and eigenvalues (greater than 1), six factors were retained.  The six factors accounted for 61.15% of total cumulative variance.  The factors were labeled (1) natural resources (variance explained=35.54%), (2) stakeholder participation (variance explained=6.59%), (3) stakeholder education (variance explained=5.51%), (4) economic planning (variance explained=4.79%), (5) awareness of tourism resources (variance explained=4.68%), and (6) tourism resource protection (variance explained=4.04%).   

Ten items loaded on the natural resources factor, with factor loadings ranging from .47 to .72.  The corrected item-total correlation ranged from .20 to .66 with an alpha of .88.  Six items loaded on the stakeholder inclusion factor, with factor loading ranging from .56 to .75.  The corrected item-total correlation ranged from .32 to .60 with an alpha of .83.  Six items loaded the stakeholder education factor, with factor loading ranging from .57 to .75.  The corrected item-total correlation ranged from .43 to .90 with an alpha of .90.  Five items loaded on the economic planning factor with factor loading ranging from ..61 to .72.  The corrected item-total correlation ranged from .43 to .90 with an alpha of .81.  Three items loaded on the awareness of tourism resources factor, with factor loading ranging from .54 to .78. The corrected item-total correlation ranged from .36 to .60 with an alpha of .72.  Two items loaded on the tourism resource protection factor, with factor loading ranging from .70 to .76.  The corrected item-total correlation for both items were .52 and with an alpha of .68. 
Application of Results

Stakeholder involvement is a critical part of sustainable tourism development. To involve stakeholders, researchers and planners must first identify and understand what elements comprise stakeholder’s knowledge of the concept of sustainable tourism. From this study six factors of stakeholder understanding were identified; (1) natural resources, (2) stakeholder participation, (3) stakeholder education, (4) economic planning, (5) awareness of tourism resources, and (6) tourism resource protection. The factors can be used to develop a tool that will assist planners in measuring a communities knowledge base for sustainable tourism development in their communities. This tool could also become a barometer of stakeholder understanding for sustainable tourism development in a community.

Conclusions


This study assists in the understanding of one aspect of sustainable tourism, stakeholder knowledge. This is the first step in the process of the development of a tool for identifying the elements that comprise stakeholder understanding for sustainable tourism development in a community. Additional research needs to be conducted to validate and refine the factors.

