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Abstract: Though community empowerment and sustainable tourism development (STD) have been
discussed in the existing literature, little research has focused on the elaborate mechanisms between
these two variables. Therefore, the present study examines the relationship between community
empowerment and STD, along with the mediating role played by community support for tourism.
Using social exchange theory, this research establishes theoretical relationships between vital variables
for STD. A survey of empirical study was undertaken, and data were collected from 353 local residents
in the northern area of Pakistan. The results for data analyses demonstrated a significant relationship
between community empowerment and STD initiatives, and community support for tourism was
shown to partially mediate the relationship between the two variables. The findings imply that
high community empowerment enables the community to establish successful sustainable tourism
development through local people’s support for tourism. This study contributes theoretically to
identifying the idea that community members’ support for tourism has a crucial function bridging
the link from community empowerment to sustain tourism in a local area.
Keywords: sustainable tourism development; community empowerment; community support;
community-based tourism; Pakistan

1. Introduction
In the last decade, the World Tourism Organization has launched tourism campaigns and
sustainable tourism/poverty eliminating programs as tools to uplift the economic benefits in
marginalized communities [1–3]. In particular, it has been extensively recognized that community-based
tourism can improve the communities’ economic status [4]. Local people have preserved their
traditional culture and society, leading to a rise in tourist interest in local cultures. Additionally,
residents’ environmental awareness is increased through various unique and uncommon species has
created an awareness to conserve natural resources in order to provide beautiful tourism experiences
to tourists [5]. That is, community-based tourism is an effective approach to ensure sustainable tourism
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development (STD) through the process of sharing benefits among all community members and the
conservation of natural resources [6]. In less developed countries, community-based tourism is an
alternative to mass tourism, which Zhao and Timothy [3] argue not only generates financial resources
but also helps to mitigate the negative effects of mass tourism such as environmental damage. In other
words, successful community-based tourism helps to enhance local people’s quality of life by reducing
poverty and preserving natural and cultural resources in the community [7].
In the least developed communities, community-based tourism projects have been mostly initiated
by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or governments. However, since tourism projects have a
high risk of failing if the community does not control or support the post-implementation [8], residents
should participate in the process of STD. Additionally, for the community residents’ involvement in
STD, the concept of residents’ empowerment should be considered [1,9].
Within the tourism literature, a consensus has been reached over the last 30 years on residents’
involvement in tourism activities to ensure sustainability [1,10–13] because community plays a central
role in planning sustainable and socially responsible tourism [14]. Though previous studies have
suggested that STD initiatives are not successful without the cooperation, support, goodwill and
participation of local residents, researchers are still exploring and categorizing the resident attitudes
witnessed and reported. Therefore, it is necessary to clearly establish the causal relationship between
empowerment and residents’ participation that leads to successful STD establishment.
In recent community-based tourism research, community power and empowerment have been
considered crucial issues. Though empowerment has been considered important for community-based
tourism, and numerous conceptual and qualitative studies have been examined on resident’s
empowerment, empirical evidence to measure empowerment remains lacking [15]. A creative
approach for citizens’ participation in community-based tourism should be adopted, and a proper
model should be developed to ensure STD in the context of developed countries. For example, Li [16]
noted the application of the community-based tourism concept in developing countries like China [17]
but found that the studies only highlight community involvement in terms of the economic benefits of
tourism while neglecting its other important elements.
Though community empowerment and sustainable tourism have been discussed in previous
studies, focus has only rarely been directed at the elaborate mechanisms between them. The current
study highlights the need for more research on resident’s empowerment and how their support for
tourism functions in the process of implementing community’ STD. Therefore, the current study
examines the relationship between community empowerment and STD, specifically the mediating role
played by community support for tourism.
2. Literature Review
2.1. Community-Based Tourism and STD
Even though tourism is an effective way to decrease poverty by providing economic benefits
to local communities, tourism development has damaged traditional culture and changed residents’
livelihood. In the early stages of tourism development, local people endure negative effects on social,
cultural and environmental factors instead of gaining their economic benefits [5]. Therefore, scholars
have introduced community-based tourism to provide local people a high quality of life, driving a
greater value of traditional culture and conserving the natural environment through tourism planning
and management (e.g., [18–20]), thus leading to sustainable tourism.
STD has been widely examined in tourism planning and development fields. Compared with
tourism development in the early stages, STD not only provides economic growth in communities but
also fulfills tourists’ needs, enhances residents’ life satisfaction, and preserves the physical environment
for future generations [21–24]. That is, community-based tourism has been considered a critical way to
accomplish successful STD [7,23].
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In the planning and management of community-based tourism, since local residents who directly
interact with tourists and indirectly are major stakeholders, it is essential to have a positive perception
and attitude toward tourism. Social exchange theory explains that local residents determine their
support for tourism development depending on their’ perceptions of the positive or the negative
impacts [23]. In the process of forming residents’ perception of tourism’s impact and attitude toward
tourism, the concept of empowerment functions as a critical predictor [9]. Therefore, for STD in
communities, it is important to balance the power in the tourist–resident relationship by enhancing
residents’ empowerment.
2.2. Community Empowerment
Empowerment is described as the power to do something on an individual or collective level [25].
While empowerment can be a useful tool to improve the capacities and assets of local communities,
both individually and collectively, community empowerment needs community members’ engagement
and collective action rather than individual action [25].
In the tourism development field, community empowerment is vital element in implementing
STD [9]. Historically, scholars (e.g., [4,26]) have highlighted the strong connection between
empowerment of local people and community well-being via tourism. Though several studies
have focused on general power and community participation without considering community
empowerment and its contribution to sustainable tourism [15,27], residents’ empowerment is a
prerequisite for STD [28,29]. Community empowerment is synonymous with giving power and voice
to marginalized groups and local communities, so it is based on the collective action and engagement
of all community members rather than individual acts [25]. Sutawa [30] asserted that the community
empowerment process should include meeting the real and felt needs of the community, better access
to resources, managing local organizations, and socially controlling environmental aspects through
developing the community’s capacity. Meanwhile, Sood, Lynch, and Anastasiadou [31] argued that a
top–down tourism planning approach results in conflicting interests between tourism planners and
rural communities that hinder community engagement and eventually overall tourism development.
Moreover, top–down tourism planning causes governments and other stakeholders to retain power in
their hands and to avoid involving residents in decision making [32,33].
The importance of residents’ empowerment for STD has been emphasized by many scholars [34–36].
Furthermore, the effect of community empowerment on STD can be explained by social exchange
theory. The critical concept of social exchange theory is social power because it determines residents’
ability to take advantage of tourism outcomes. More social power to the community leads to better
decision making and opportunities to build local capacity. That is, empowered communities are better
equipped to gain potential benefits from STD [37,38]. Therefore, we postulate that:
Hypothesis 1 (H1). Community empowerment positively influences STD.
2.3. Community Support for Tourism
Previous studies have suggested that STD initiatives would not be successful without the local
residents’ cooperation, support, goodwill, and participation. A number of researchers in the tourism
field have investigated residents’ attitudes towards tourism in numerous regions of Asia, Australia,
North America, Africa and Europe [39–41]. Similarly, Gursoy and Jurowski, [42] collected data from
the residents of Virginia through a survey and identified that the level of concern, utilization of
resources, perceived benefits, and costs from tourism are key factors in determining residents’ support
for tourism.
In community-based tourism research concerning local people’ attitudes toward tourism, power
relation and trust are considered core ideas [43]. An imbalanced power relationship leads to residents’
negative perception toward tourism in the host community [44]. Residents’ level of control over tourism
initiatives and power relations are key elements in determining residents’ tourism impact perception.
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Moreover, when local residents participate in tourism planning and management, they have a positive
attitude to tourism development and support for tourism [45]. Therefore, we postulate that:
Hypothesis 2 (H2). Community empowerment positively influences community support for tourism.
A study conducted in Botswana by Sebele [7] demonstrated the importance of the local
community’s participation and involvement in tourism planning and management in ensuring
community empowerment and the conservation of natural resources. Involving the community in
the process of tourism development increases their awareness of the costs and benefits of tourism.
Communities with opportunities to participate in decisions affecting their lives mobilize their capacity
and pride in their traditional culture and heritage [4]. Sustainable tourism is difficult to develop without
the support of local residents. Thus, local residents’ support is a critical factor for STD. Researchers
have emphasized residents’ support for STD. Local residents’ involvement in decision making and a
positive attitude towards tourism are essential for tourism sustainability [46]. The Global Sustainable
Tourism Criteria (GSTC-D, 2013) observed that sustainability has a significant impact on the lives of
local communities. Tourism development is perceived as being more appropriate by local communities
when they are involved in tourism planning [47]. Therefore, we postulate that:
Hypothesis 3 (H3). Community support for tourism positively influences STD.
Empowered communities are able to gain better benefits from tourism development opportunities
and utilize those opportunities in an effective way [48,49]. Sustainable tourism cannot be achieved
until community members actively support tourism development [50,51]. Governments and markets
require community support and participation in order to implement strategies for STD [35,52].
The previous literature has adopted a qualitative approach to demonstrate the importance of
community empowerment for STD. Nunkoo and Ramkission [53] proposed checking community
support as a potential mediator for sustainable tourism. They suggested that there is also a need to
check on the proper channel from community empowerment to STD through mediation. The previous
literature has showed the mediating effect of support for tourism in the relationship between perceived
impacts of tourism and support for tourism planning. Nunkoo and So [32] suggested support for
tourism as a dependent variable of trust in government and recommended to empirically test it in
order to establish its mechanism. Nunkoo and Ramkission [53] identified power as one of the factors
that determines the community support for tourism. Therefore, we postulate that:
Hypothesis 4 (H4). Community support for tourism mediates the effect of community empowerment on STD.
The hypothesized model of the study is presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Research Framework. Note: ACC—accountability; CB—capacity building; LS—leader
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3.3. Data
MostCollection
tourists are families, college/universities students and foreigners who are planning to spend
their summer vacations (June, July and August) in the northern area of Pakistan. Most domestic
To empirically test the proposed research framework on the relationships between community
tourists are from Southern Punjab (Rahim Yar Khan, Multan, Gujrat, Sailkot and Lahore) and Sindh
empowerment, community support for tourism, and STD, a trained research team collected data
(Karachi and Hyderabad). The distance of these areas from northern areas is about 1500–1700 km, and
from local community members, leaders and tour operators. The research team visited local
tourists mostly travel using road transport, as only one airline that operates in the route has one or
community members twice to finalize the survey questionnaire and asked local residents to
two flights per week. Most of the companies related to tourism announce discounted rates to attract
participate in the survey by receiving support from local leaders and tourist operators. Additionally,
more tourists in the region. The northern area of Pakistan is mostly hilly and consists of a variety of
in-person data collection was conducted from the northern area of Pakistan, which consists of
famous lakes (Ansoo Jheal, Sheoshar lake, Attabad lake, Rama lake and Fairy Meadows). Additionally,
Naran, Khaghan, Giligt Baltistan, Hunza and Skardu. The inclusion criteria for the selection of these
other tourist attractions in the region are the highest mountain ranges including Karakoram Range,
subjects were: a) local residents (earning source is mostly from tourist related activities); b) local
the Himalayan mountain range (Nanga Parbat, globally ranked 9th in height) and the Hindu Kush
leaders (locally elected union council members) and c) tourist operators. In total, 400 local residents
mountain range. As the northern area is famous for cool weather, greenery and rainfall, tourists who
including local leaders and tour operators participated in survey; however, 47 responses were
visit the destination are satisfied with the travel and feel health benefits [62].
excluded, as most of them contained missing values and some portions were unfilled. Therefore, 353
3.3. Data Collection
To empirically test the proposed research framework on the relationships between community
empowerment, community support for tourism, and STD, a trained research team collected data from
local community members, leaders and tour operators. The research team visited local community
members twice to finalize the survey questionnaire and asked local residents to participate in the
survey by receiving support from local leaders and tourist operators. Additionally, in-person data
collection was conducted from the northern area of Pakistan, which consists of Naran, Khaghan, Giligt
Baltistan, Hunza and Skardu. The inclusion criteria for the selection of these subjects were: (a) local
residents (earning source is mostly from tourist related activities); (b) local leaders (locally elected
union council members) and (c) tourist operators. In total, 400 local residents including local leaders
and tour operators participated in survey; however, 47 responses were excluded, as most of them
contained missing values and some portions were unfilled. Therefore, 353 responses were found to be
useable for further data analysis processing. The respondent’s profiles are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Profile of respondents.
Characteristics

Categories

Frequency (N)

Percentage (%)

Gender

Male
Female

205
148

58
41.9

Age

22–30
31–38
39–45
46–60
Older than 60

86
93
63
51
60

24.36
26.35
17.84
14.44
17.1

Resident Type

Community members
Local leaders
Tourist operators

183
87
83

51.84
24.64
23.51

Level of Education

Primary—Secondary
10th grade—12 grade
Bachelors
Masters—Doctoral
Diploma

44
97
68
59
85

12.46
27.47
19.26
16.71
24.07

3.4. Data Analysis Process
A partial least squares (PLS) analysis using the Smart-PLS version 3.0 software (SmarkPLS GmbH,
Hamburg, Germany) was utilized to test the hypothesized model. Following the recommended
two-stage analytical procedures of Anderson and Gerbing [63], we tested the measurement model and
then examined the structural model using a bootstrapping method with a resample size of 5000 [64].
4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model
Through the measurement model test, we assessed convergent validity and discriminant validity.
The convergent validity of the measurement for reflective measures is usually ascertained by examining
the loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (Anderson and Gerbing [63]).
The loadings were all higher than 0.5, the composite reliabilities were all higher than 0.7, and the AVEs
were also higher than 0.5, as shown in Table 2.
Table 2. Convergent validity (reflective measures).
Construct
Community Empowerment
Accountability (ACC)
Capacity Building (CB)
Leader Support (LS)
Community Support
Sustainable Tourism Development
Cultural Awareness (CA)
Community Resources (CRI)
Environmental Education (EE)
Economic Planning (EP)
Resource Preservation (RP)
Stakeholder Inclusion (SI)

Mean

Std. Dev.

Cronbach

CR

AVE

3.714
3.650
2.757
3.279

0.643
0.658
0.550
0.545

0.812
0.836
0.846
0.766

0.865
0.877
0.884
0.841

0.518
0.505
0.521
0.516

4.092
4.211
3.989
4.014
4.015
3.952

0.766
0.752
0.628
0.648
0.684
0.665

0.779
0.790
0.803
0.821
0.870
0.847

0.900
0.877
0.859
0.870
0.898
0.887

0.819
0.705
0.504
0.529
0.525
0.567

Note: Std. Dev.—standard deviation.

We modelled community empowerment (three dimensions) and STD (six dimensions) as a type II
(reflective–formative) measure following the recommendation of Ziggers and Henseler [65]. To estimate
the formative measures, we assessed the weights, t-values and the variance inflation factor (VIF).
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As described in Table 3, all the weights were significant, and the VIF values were all lower than 5 [64],
suggesting that they were acceptable.
Table 3. Convergent validity (formative measures).
Construct
Community Empowerment
ACC → Community Empowerment
CB → Community Empowerment
LS → Community Empowerment
Sustainable Tourism Development
CA → Sustainable Tourism Development
CRI → Sustainable Tourism Development
EE → Sustainable Tourism Development
EP → Sustainable Tourism Development
RP → Sustainable Tourism Development
SI → Sustainable Tourism Development

Weights

t-Values

VIF

0.377
0.436
0.395

15.328 **
20.024 **
17.436 **

1.524
1.630
1.559

0.092
0.119
0.208
0.213
0.291
0.229

17.405 **
18.778 **
27.575 **
27.596 **
28.637 **
24.639 **

1.942
1.901
3.892
3.015
3.450
3.207

Note: ACC—accountability; CB—capacity building; LS—leader support; CA—cultural awareness; CRI—community
resource identification; EE—environmental education; EP—economic planning; RP—resource preservation;
SI—stakeholder inclusion; ** p < 0.01.

The discriminant validity of the measures (the degree to which items differentiate among constructs
or measure distinct concepts) was examined by following the criterion [66] of comparing the correlations
between constructs and the square root of the AVE for that construct (see Table 4). All the values on the
diagonals were greater than the corresponding row and column values, indicating that the measures
were discriminant. There has been a recent criticism towards the Fornell and Larcker [66] criterion,
in that it cannot reliably detect the lack of discriminant validity in common research situations [67].
Hence, an alternative approach was suggested based on the multitrait–multimethod matrix to assess
discriminant validity, i.e., the heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlations. We used the
criterion of HTMT value of 0.85 cut-off [68] All the HTMT ratios were well below 0.85 (community
empowerment–community support (CE–CS): 0.326, CE–STD: 0.557, and CS–STD: 0.467), indicating
that discriminant validity was ascertained.
Table 4. Discriminant validity.
Construct

1

2

3

1. Community Empowerment
2. Community Support
3. Sustainable Tourism Development

Formative
0.326
0.594

0.718
0.466

Formative

4.2. Structural Model
To assess the structural model, Hair et al. [64] suggested looking at the R2 , the beta, and the
corresponding t-values via a bootstrapping procedure with a resample size of 5000. They also suggested
that, in addition to these basic measures, researchers should also report the effect sizes (f 2 ).
First, we looked at the effects of the independent variable on the dependent variable. Community
empowerment (β = 0.494, t = 8.848, f 2 = 0.571) and community support (β = 0.305, t = 6.940, f 2 = 0.429)
had positive effects on STD and explained 43.6% of the variance in STD.
Meanwhile, community empowerment (β = 0.326, t = 5.249, f 2 = 0.199) also had a positive effect
on STD and explained 10.6% of the variance in STD. This supports H1, H2 and H3 of our study.
Next, we looked at the mediating effect of community support on the community
empowerment–STD relationship. The indirect effect of community empowerment on STD via
community support (β = 0.099, t = 4.547, BC0.95 LL = 0.057 and BC0.95 UL = 0.138) was significant.
Additionally, as suggested by Preacher and Hayes [69,70], the indirect effects did not straddle zero,
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which indicated the action of a mediating effect. Thus, we can conclude that the mediating effect
was statistically significant, and, hence, that H4 is also supported. Table 5 describes the results of
hypotheses test.
Table 5. Hypotheses testing.
95% Boot CI

Hypothesis

Std. Estimate

Std. Error

t

Decision

H1: CE → STD
H2: CE → CS
H3: CS → STD
H4: CE → CS → STD

0.494
0.326
0.305
0.099

0.056
0.062
0.044
0.022

8.848 **
5.249 **
6.940 **
4.547 **

Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported

LL

UL

0.368
0.189
0.209
0.057

0.592
0.424
0.387
0.138

Note: CE—community empowerment; STD—sustainable tourism development; CS—community support;
** p < 0.01.

5. Discussion
This study contributes to tourism literature by developing a model that links important variables
of community-based tourism to the sustainability of tourism development.
The current research finding shows that community empowerment has a strong impact in
facilitating STD. In the history of STD research, residents’ empowerment has been identified as a key
driver in developing sustainable tourism [9,22,27,32,45,71] for the long lasting economic, social and
cultural lives of community members. Community empowerment gives power to the local residents in
making decisions to implement plans and policies for STD, thus raising the community’s welfare [30].
This study replicated and expanded the existing literature by testing the theory using data empirically
collected from residents in the context of community-based tourism in a least developed country.
The result for the data analysis revealed that there is a significant positive relationship between
community empowerment and community support for tourism. That is, community empowerment is
considered a prerequisite for community support for tourism, as increasing information and capacity
followed by participation in decision making for local initiates for tourism development increase
resident support for tourism. The findings support social exchange theory, which postulates that
power is central to social exchange because it determines a community’s ability to benefit from tourism
and support tourism development [43]. Communities with a chance to participate in the planning and
management for tourism development initiatives determine their support for tourism [32]. The findings
highlight the significant relationship between community support for tourism and STD. The study
findings are consistent with previous findings [43,45,46]. The result implies that the objective of
sustainable tourism cannot be achieved without the support for tourism of the local community.
Community support for tourism significantly and partially mediates the effect of community
empowerment on STD. Previous studies have shown a mediating effect of community support between
perceived tourism impact and support for tourism planning [35,43,53,72]. The findings of this study
also highlight community support’s bridging role from community empowerment to STD. That is,
residents’ community support for tourism is strengthened when there are leaders’ support for residents,
residents’ strong accountability, and residents’ capability building, thus leading the community to
successful STD.
6. Conclusions
The study modeled community empowerment on STD in the context of tourism and investigated
the mediating role of community support for tourism using data collected from 353 respondents of
Gilgit Baltistan, Pakistan. The present research aimed to employ community empowerment as a
factor influencing the sustainability of tourism development through support of local communities.
The present study focused on the empowerment of the local community and its contribution in
achieving the sustainability of tourism development. The findings of the study have revealed a proper
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channel from community empowerment to STD. The results have further revealed that empowerment
is an important predictor of a community’s support and STD. The current study can be concluded as a
practical and theoretical contribution. The practical contribution section discusses the applicability of
this study’s findings in the policy and management of tourism, whereas the theoretical contribution
section addresses the knowledge gap that is being filled by the current research’s findings.
6.1. Practical Implications
Local communities can retain the benefits from STD by supporting STD initiatives. Community
empowerment is at the philosophical core of STD [43]. Empowered local residents assist in mitigating
the negative impact of tourism that leads to the sustainability of tourism development. Therefore,
tourism planners need to empower local communities by involving them in making decisions for STD
projects. In the tourism development process, it is necessary for local communities to have appropriate
knowledge, skills and abilities to participate in STD initiatives. Thus, it has been suggested that NGOs
and local governments should continuously educate local residents to increase the awareness among
community members about STD. More practically, the local residents and leaders can organize tourism
advisory committees, training programs, workshops, focus groups and public hearings, thus leading
to developing and sharing the skills and capabilities among local people.
Community leaders and local politicians should actively play a role as a bridge between external
and internal agents. They should gain the trust of community members by convincing them that
tourism development brings benefits to local communities rather than impose costs. Community
members will enthusiastically participate in and support tourism development initiatives when they
perceive that their interests are valued [73,74]. In addition, governments should ensure the transparency
of tourism planning and management to gain the support of local communities. As tourism is a
service-based industry, community support for tourism is important for the success of the tourism
industry [75]. Planners can use the findings of the current study to gain more support from the local
community for tourism development.
6.2. Theoretical Contribution
Generally, empowerment has been used as single dimensional concept based on political power.
The current study used empowerment as a multidimensional concept, as proposed by previous
research [37]. Moreover, the study results theoretically contribute by elaborately establishing an
empirical relationship between community empowerment and STD, thus filling the literature gap
on the need of quantitative research to measure empowerment and its role in STD [15]. Community
members cannot participate in tourism development initiatives until they have the abilities and support
from local leaders. In this research, leaders’ support was considered to be an important dimension of
community empowerment, which has been neglected in the tourism literature. As such, the current
study fulfills the gap identified by previous research [76,77].
6.3. Limitations and Future Research
Although the current research investigated the direct effect of community empowerment on
community support for tourism, future studies can consider residents’ attitude toward tourism as
potential mediators between community empowerment and community support for tourism by
employing the perceptions–attitudes–behaviors sequence suggested by Martín, Garcia de los Sánchez
and Herreto [78]. The current study focused on local residents as respondents, whereas future studies
can consider different groups, such as NGOs and tourism officials, for multi-group analysis.
Author Contributions: Conceptualization, S.K. and M.S.A.; methodology, T.R.; writing—original draft preparation,
S.K., I.K.; writing—review and editing, J.H.; supervision, I.K.
Funding: This research received no external funding.
Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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