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Abstract. Local involvement in tourism development is defined as a key issue for 
sustainable tourism, however it is often questioned and less seldom implement-
ed in reality. Reasons behind this condition are lack of knowledge and practical 
experience on community-based tourism as a bottom-up approach. In this paper 
it is argued that local involvement in tourism development is both a democratic 
right and a strategic destination management tool. The paper scrutinizes a  pro-
cess of collaboration and local participation in a tourism development project 
within three coastal communities on the Swedish West Coast. A mixed-methods 
approach was employed in the project with the specific aim of investigating atti-
tudes to the community and tourism development and of involving community 
stakeholders in exploring alternative avenues of tourism development. The article 
describes four phases of the process of local involvement in a tourism develop-
ment project: step 1, formation of a representative project group and negotiation 
of community-based approach; step 2, consulting local stakeholders and employ-
ing a mixed-methods approach; step 3, elaborating results with local stakehold-
ers; step 4, increased community collaboration.
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1.	 Introduction

As the notion of sustainable development has 
gained ground in tourism, increased attention has 
been paid to the issue of involving the local com-
munity in policy and planning for destination de-
velopment. However, in spite of the growing field, 
many researchers, as well as practitioners, still 
question the value and applicability of commu-
nity participation theories, claiming those to be 
too naïve and costly to implement (Taylor, 1995; 
Blackstock, 2005; Okazaki, 2008). Part of the prob-
lem is that definitions of sustainability in tourism 
tend to become too general and all-embracing for 
practical implementation (Campbell, 1996; Lew et. 
al., 2016). Furthermore, the lack of practical ac-
tions promoting and testing community involve-
ment strategies is considered a weakness (Okazaki, 
2008). Consequently, this paper contributes to this 
gap by describing and discussing the efforts made 
to apply a  bottom-up approach in tourism des-
tination development in three coastal commu-
nities in the county of Bohuslän on the Swedish 
West Coast. The main aim of this article is to de-
scribe and discuss the process of community in-
volvement in tourism development. The focus is on 
how stakeholders can be involved in the process, 
and how knowledge can be created in the interac-
tion between community actors and, as a conse-
quence, implemented in the tourism development 
process.

Community participation composes an integral 
part of sustainable tourism development, specifically 
in accordance with the community-based tradition 
(Murphy, Murphy, 1985; Tosun, 2000; Blackstock, 
2005; Beeton, 2006; Saarinen, 2006; Iorio, Corsale, 
2014). As opposed to research traditions highlight-
ing economic growth and environmental protection 
in tourism planning and development, the commu-
nity approach calls for a main focus on the “host” 
per se. Furthermore, it also highlights the right to 
be involved in the community transformation into 
a tourist destination, and the benefits that may come 
out of such involvement (Beeton, 2006; Saarinen, 
2006). Additionally, it is argued that the communi-
ty approach constitutes a necessary link between the 
economic growth and environmental protection ap-
proaches to sustainable tourism. That is simply due 

to the fact that relevant stakeholders have to repre-
sent and act in the interest of these perspectives in 
order to make “things happen” (Selin, 1999; Saari-
nen, 2006). Furthermore, community participation 
underpins meaningful interaction between “hosts 
and guests” in the process of tourism development 
(Beeton, 2006).

That being said, few attempts have been made 
to articulate the practical actions of communi-
ty involvement in tourism development. It is often 
claimed to be an unrealistic and utopic strategy due 
to its complexity and high transaction costs (Jamal, 
Getz, 2000; Blackstock, 2005; Okazaki, 2008; Ioro, 
Corsale, 2014). This article contributes to the de-
bate and applicability of community-based tourism, 
specifically highlighting the practical implementa-
tion process. How can the practical implementation 
of a tourism development project focused on com-
munity involvement be performed? How are the 
community stakeholders involved in different stag-
es of the project? How is knowledge created and 
implemented?

2.	 Theoretical frame of reference

In spite of the acceptance for the notion of com-
munity-based tourism and the involvement of lo-
cal stakeholders in tourism development in the 
theoretical debate, effective implementation is still 
considered a challenge among scholars, as well as 
practitioners, in the field. One fundamental issue 
seems to be the lack of understanding of the notion 
of “community” as a complex phenomenon. The no-
tion of a local community needs to be unpacked in 
order to develop effective techniques to involve lo-
cal stakeholders in tourism development (e.g. Iorio, 
Corsale, 2014). Hence, unlike the shallow under-
standing and lack of interest in the community 
when applying a tourist-centric approach, the main 
concern needs to be the wellbeing of the communi-
ty and, the understanding of place as a community 
developing tourism, rather than a tourist destina-
tion serving the tourists (e.g. Saarinen, 2004, 2006). 
Consequently, a community can be defined as an 
amalgamation of people who share an environment. 
In the case of the present study, the environment is 
preferentially physical, with geographical, political, 
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social, and economic boundaries, but could as well 
be virtual, as in the illustration of virtual communi-
ties (Beeton, 2006; Ioro, Corsale, 2014). A resident’s 
identification with a community group often occurs 
in reaction to policy and land-use decisions made 
by local officials (Madrigal, 1994). Madrigal (1994) 
considers residents who share the same perceptions 
as part of the same nested community, whereas res-
idents with competing views of development are 
part of different nested communities. Thus, a com-
munity is not homogenous, and this paper views 
a community as consisting of a number of differ-
ent stakeholders, having different interests, opinions 
and visions on tourism development. When using 
a community-based tourism development approach 
it is relevant to understand the stakeholders sense 
of place, or place attachment, i.e. how the residents 
feel about their community and also what they do 
in that community such as how they engage visitors, 
each other, and natural resources (Amsden, Sted-
man, Kruger, 2011)

In this study, a “community stakeholder” is de-
fined as any individual (or group of individuals) 
who has an interest and/or can influence communi-
ty development in any way (Beeton, 2006). Conse-
quently, the notion of community stakeholders may 
include such disparate groups as residents, second 
home owners, retail and trade workers, tourism or-
ganisations, and government and public administra-
tion bodies. Furthermore, stakeholder interests are 
not fixed and clear, but instead multiple and flu-
id (Jamal, Getz, 2000), e.g. local stakeholders are 
not always local (Iorio, Corsale, 2014). Moreover, 
local stakeholders tend to compete with each oth-
er, be involved in various conflicts of interest, and 
have very different degrees of power to influence 
community development (Blackstock, 2005; Kumar, 
2005; Harwood, 2010; Iorio, Corsale, 2014). Due to 
the attraction of the coast and the sea, coastal com-
munities, in particular, face these stakeholder con-
flicts (e.g. Wesley, Pforr, 2010). 

“Community involvement” in tourism develop-
ment is fundamental for sustainable development 
and should be defined as both a process of involv-
ing local stakeholders in decision-making, and an 
outcome of tourism development (Sofield, 2003; 
Okazaki, 2008). It can be argued that a commu-
nity-based approach to tourism development can 
build social capital. Social capital is about social 

structures and how these facilitate productive ac-
tions that make possible achievements,otherwise not 
possible(Coleman, 1988). Thus, according to Cole-
man (1988) social capital spoken through changes 
into trustful relations among persons who facilitate 
action. Hence, when applying a community-based 
approach, local residents, tourism entrepreneurs, 
other relevant business actors, government repre-
sentatives, planners, and developers are all part of 
the social structure of the community and their in-
volvement, or lack of involvement, influence the 
course of tourism development. 

Community involvement requires both the 
stakeholders’ capacity and means,e.g. power, legal 
rights knowledge, time and money, to be involved 
in participatory processes (Jamal, Getz, 2000). One 
argument against community participation is the 
unwieldy nature of such projects and consequent-
ly, the high transaction costs in terms of time and 
financial resources (Okazaki, 2008). Nevertheless, 
one response to this critique would be that what 
is missing is rather a lack of education and experi-
ence among planners and other stakeholders about 
how to deal with local involvement in tourism de-
velopment. In accordance with Okazaki’s (2008) at-
tempt to scrutinise community participation from 
the perspective of level and degree of involvement, 
the authors of this paper wish to stress the impor-
tance of defining local participation as a process 
including a  “ladder” of involvement, power redis-
tribution, collaboration and social capital creation. 
Furthermore, the process of learning itself, along-
side sharing and negotiating knowledge, are key 
components.

3.	 Material and methods

In this study, the research context is the coun-
ty of Bohuslän on the Swedish West Coast and, 
more specifically, three peripheral coastal commu-
nities. The  communities, Marstrand, Käringön and 
Björholmen, were chosen as case studies in the 
EU-funded project Future Coasts, conducted be-
tween 2010 and 2012. The main aim of the overall 
project Future Coasts was to further the conditions 
for the sustainable development of coastal commu-
nities in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. A lead-
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ing concept of the project was to obtain knowledge 
by maximizing exchanges between different types of 
actors (researchers, municipalities, trade and indus-
try) and between different coastal locations. Moreo-
ver, the project aimed to facilitate formulation and 
implementation of tourism development strategies 
in the participating communities in order to sustain 

the population and secure stable sources of income 
(Fredriksson, Larson, 2013). The three communi-
ties in Bohuslän presented in this article all face, yet 
in different stages, outmigration, a decrease of tra-
ditional industries, and an increase in tourism and 
recreational activities.

Fig. 1. Case study area

Source: Region Västra Götaland, 2010, 2016, revised 

Inspired by Okazaki’s (2008) community-based 
tourism model, the notion of gradually increasing 
local involvement as the project progresses, was 
applied in the current research. A mixed-meth-
od approach was employed in order to capture the 
complexity of the local community and its stake-

holder groups (Simmons, 1994; Blackstock, 2005; 
Deery, Jago, 2012). Hence, several different research 
methods were used, including a household survey, 
qualitative interviews, focus groups, workshops, and 
informant interviews.
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4.	 Results

The community-based approach to tourism devel-
opment in the described project was carried out in 
four phases as shown below in a revised model of 
Okazaki´s (2008) model of the process of local in-
volvement. 

Fig. 2: Process of local involvement in tourism development 

Source: Okazaki, 2008, revised

Step 1: In the initial stage of the study a project 
group was formed. The purpose of the group’s com-
position was for it to be representative of, on the 
one hand, the local community, and on the other, 
those with relevant knowledge of sustainable tour-
ism development. Consequently, a project group was 
formed with representatives from three municipal-
ities, two regional tourist organisations, one tour-

ism entrepreneur, and two universities – all together 
eight persons. Hence, a group was formed involving 
people with substantial empirical and theoretical 
knowledge on the coastal communities and tour-
ism development. Furthermore, the project group 
represented different relevant stakeholder networks. 
After discussing community development through 
tourism from different perspectives, the members 
of the group agreed on three overall themes to be 
central in the project, all together providing a ho-
listic perspective: 1) quality and professionalism in 
the tourism industry, 2) public policy and govern-
ance, and 3) the wellbeing of the local communi-
ty. Main themes that evolved out of the discussions 
was about the actual meaning of the notion of sus-
tainable tourism and how it is possible to imple-
ment a sustainable tourism strategy. Furthermore, 
the need to understand and involve local communi-
ty residents in sustainable tourism development was 
discussed. Notwithstanding, everyone in the project 
group agreed on the fact that knowledge about how 
the local residents perceive tourism was limited and 
less spoken out than that of, e.g., tourist consump-
tion patterns, and hence, it was decided that the 
project would focus on the community perspective 
of tourism development. 

It is worth noting that this phase was the most 
challenging and time-consuming of the project. Dif-
ferent interests (cf. Jamal, Getz, 2000) and lack of 
understanding of the rational of different organ-
isations’ operations often led to communication 
problems and misunderstandings. Almost a year of 
meetings and discussion finally led to consensus on 
the project goal. However, the tourism entrepreneur 
chose to leave the project group since he did not see 
how it would benefit his business.

Table 1. Sampling frame

Sampling method Sample No of respondents
Key informants 15 Representatives of key stakeholder groups

Open-ended interviews
45
35
35

Permanent residents
Entrepreneurs, policymakers
Tourists

Survey 1759 Households (30% response rate)

Focus groups 9 groups
(appr. 60 respondents)

Workshops with permanent residents, second home owners, mu-
nicipality representatives, marina employees

Source: Authors’ own data
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Step 2: In the second step of the project, lo-
cal stakeholders were asked to give their opin-
ion on tourism development in the communities. 
This  was a crucial part of the study as representa-
tiveness is both essential but challenging when ap-
plying a community-based approach. Due to that, 
a mixed-method research design was developed, 
and a selection of different stakeholder groups was 
defined to be included in the empirical study (see 
above). The main focus of the data gathering was 
the local residents and their perceptions of com-
munity development through tourism. In addition, 
informant interviews were conducted with entre-
preneurs having businesses in the community, local 
politicians and representatives of the municipality, 
and tourists visiting the community.

Step 3: The next step in the project was to in-
form community stakeholders about the results of 
the surveys and interviews, and more important-
ly, to elaborate the results. The main arguments be-
hind this were to make the stakeholders aware of 
opinions and perceptions in their own communi-
ty, to increase local participation in future tourism 
development, and to initiate future projects, i.e. to 
increase the degree of citizen power over tourism 
development (Okazaki, 2008). This was done by or-
ganising open seminars and workshops in each of 
the three communities. Over 100 persons attend-
ed the seminar in Marstrand and about 50 each at 
Käringön and Björholmen. The seminars served as 
knowledge dissemination on tourism development 
in general, and in the communities in specific, and 
were followed by discussions and brain storming on 
problem solving and generation of new ideas. Fur-
thermore, the results of the studies, combined with 
the reactions of stakeholders at the seminars, were 
presented and discussed with local politicians in 
the municipal councils. The practical outcomes of 
the project was increased knowledge in the com-
munities on tourism development in their own 
communities, suggested new strategies for tourism 
development, new ideas for future tourism pro-
jects, and overall a more tightly knit network of lo-
cal community stakeholders.

Step 4: Tourism development projects are chal-
lenging in many respects, and one crucial aspect is 
to make them sustainable over time. Many projects 
tend to end when the project period is over. Hence, 
in order to scrutinise the long-term effects of the 

project, follow up interviews were conducted with 
the communities’ informants. Due to a lack of post 
project financial resources, this part of the study 
became less systematic and comprehensive. Never-
theless, the interviews indicated interesting infor-
mation about the long-term impact of the project 
and how the three communities responded in differ-
ent ways to the project interventions. On a general 
level, it can be argued, the project made an im-
pact as an innovative tourism scheme, highlighting 
the local community rather than the tourists. Fur-
ther, the holistic collaboration between stakeholders 
made an impact in all three communities. Howev-
er, when scrutinising the effects of the project, it is 
evident that one of the communities was relative-
ly passive. The other two, however, showed engage-
ment that can be traced back to the Future Coasts 
project, yet in different ways, one to increased en-
trepreneurial collaboration and business activities 
(such as a new homepage, which was decided on 
the project workshop and later implemented), and 
the other to the local governance of tourism devel-
opment. In the interviews, the informants discussed 
how the project had raised awareness and increased 
knowledge about tourism development from a com-
munity-based perspective and further, how the pro-
ject became a catalyst for holistic collaboration. The 
latter became an important tool to “unlock” any 
conflicts of interests and other barriers for collab-
oration, which was essential for long-term strate-
gic collaboration and development of new products. 

Interestingly enough, the three communities in-
volved in the study embraced the project in differ-
ent ways. It became evident that the engagement 
(willingness and resources) of the municipality’s 
civil servants was a crucial factor. On the contrary, 
strong entrepreneurship in one of the other com-
munities also generated development initiatives and 
facilitated the implementation.

5.	 Conclusion

Due to the tradition of tourism development from 
a top-down perspective, many communities reject 
a bottom-up community-based approach. Howev-
er, as the community-based approach, to an ev-
er-increasing extent, is considered a central aspect 
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of the concept of sustainable development, it needs 
to be taken in to consideration in tourism planning 
and development. According to the body of crit-
ics, one of the main problems with the communi-
ty-based approach is the notion of everyone’s right 
to express their opinion about tourism development 
(cf. Beeton, 2006). The current study is one exam-
ple of how this challenge can be solved through a 
combination of activities aimed at gradually involv-
ing the local community in tourism development. 
The study shows the importance of having relevant 
knowledge about how to deal with the complexity 
of the local community and, the lack of such knowl-
edge and experience that exists among practitioners. 
Consequently, one concluding remark is about the 
relevance of investing in community-based tourism 
projects as a strategy to innovate new perspectives. 
Furthermore, applied research projects, such as Fu-
ture Coasts, offer relevant platforms to facilitate re-
searchers’ and practitioners’ perspectives.

A key issue in community-based tourism de-
velopment is the ability to reach beyond the stag-
es of “fake” consultation and one-way information, 
e.g., community surveys and informative meetings 
(Okazaki, 2008). One conclusion is that knowl-
edge-exchange is a valuable tool, not only in a dem-
ocratic respect, but also as a strategy to pinpoint 
local tourist attractions. The fusion of local know-
how and expert knowledge about tourism is a suc-
cessful method; not only does it result in fruitful 
ideas of tourist products and services, but also in an 
increased mutual understanding. Consequently, this 
is also a strategy to prevent the conflict of interests 
among stakeholders involved in tourism develop-
ment (cf. Campbell, 1996). Furthermore, a challenge 
when investigating tourism in popular tourist des-
tination communities, is the tendency of stakehold-
er project fatigue based on not only the enervation 
of participating in various studies, but also the frus-
tration that results are rarely carried back as knowl-
edge or practical actions. The study shows how local 
involvement gradually can increase in a tourism de-
velopment project and, how moving beyond the 
stage of surveys and informative meetings can con-
tribute to the forming of more trustful relationships 
resulting in increased social capital in the commu-
nity (cf. Coleman, 1988). Moreover, the study indi-
cated how communities respond very differently to 
the same initiative. Consequently, one conclusion is 

that the bottom-up approach is important in order 
to adjust the project to local conditions.

The issue of implementation is a crucial in com-
munity-based tourism development. The project 
proved the importance of not only discussing the 
possibility to apply a community-based approach, 
but to actually achieve a community-based project, 
and to learn from such an experience. Here, the 
strength of EU-funded cooperation programmes 
such as the Interreg is evident, offering an opportu-
nity for innovative regional collaboration. In spite 
of this, such projects tend to be problematic in at 
least two respects. First of all, the temporal nature 
of them needs to be scrutinised, and further, the 
feasibility to perform studies within time-frames 
of about three years should be critically analysed. 
The process of involving the local community is 
time-consuming and the risk of reaching the end 
of the project before partnerships, delegated power 
and citizens have been accomplished, is imminent 
(Okazaki, 2008). 

A final concluding remark revolves around the im-
portance of having relevant knowledge and resourc-
es when approaching the local community; hence, 
community involvement in tourism development 
calls for alternative strategies. Furthermore, bias, se-
lection criterion, municipality’s level of engagement, 
and feedback activities are crucial factors in commu-
nity participation. If not managed successfully, the 
risk of causing interest conflicts and exclusion, rath-
er than harmony and inclusion, is imminent.

Note

In 2013, the project received University of Goth-
enburg’s Award of Excellence 2013 for research in 
collaboration with stakeholders in the surrounding 
community.
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