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Abstract

In Meghalaya, 80% of the population lives in rural areas, and many residents are involved in 
various economic activities essential to improving their quality of life. Apart from agricultural 
activities, the handloom sector is considered important by many rural communities. The 
purpose of the study is to assess the current scenario of traditional handloom practices and to 
examine the perception of weavers’ communities of Umden-Diwon Village, Ri Bhoi District, 
Meghalaya, India, on integrating traditional handloom practices as a tourism development 
tool. The study adopted a mixed-method approach, using a structured questionnaire (n=130) 
and semi-structured interviews (n=91). The concept of the study draws upon the context of the 
theoretical framework based on empowerment theory and stakeholder theory. Major key 
findings reveal that most of the weavers’ communities perceive tourism as a development tool, 
with high mean scores for community participation in tourism planning (M=4.88), support for 
traditional practices as cultural attractions (M=4.83), and belief in tourism’s role in economic 
growth (M=4.78). The 9-item perception scale demonstrated excellent internal consistency 
(α=0.928). However, significant challenges persist, including limited awareness among the 
weavers’ community and tourists (86.15%), inadequate marketing strategies (74.62%), and a 
deficit in infrastructure development (58.46%). Despite earning below Rs. 10,000 monthly from 
traditional handloom practices (57.69%), weavers demonstrate a positive optimism to partici-
pate in tourism initiatives. The study also proposes recommendations like infrastructure 
enhancement, strengthened marketing strategies, capacity-building programmes, and policy 
frameworks that support integration of traditional handloom practices into a sustainable 
community-based tourism resource, which fosters cultural preservation and weavers’ commu-
nity empowerment.

Keywords: Traditional weaving, Handloom Practices, Tourism Development, Community 
Empowerment, Community-based tourism, cultural heritage tourism, Handicraft Tourism
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Wanpynsuk Makri, Dr. Sharad Kumar Kulshreshtha

Introduction

Tourism has played a big role in uplifting societies in urban and rural areas. As a service sector, 
tourism acts as one of the important sources of income growth, livelihood activities and life-
style of the communities at large brought about by its development (Chi et al, 2017).    The so-
cio-cultural and economic influences of tourism initiatives are discussed normally in rural ar-
eas, particularly in the presence of ethnic minority groups (Deery et al, 2012; Sangchumnong 
and Kozak, 2018; Faulkenberry et al, 2000). Tourism expansion can bring about the integration 
and strengthening of the cultural identity, living standards, and changing economic environ-
ment. Many communities accepted innovative resource management models because of the 
perceived social and economic aids of tourism development (Mbaiwa, 2011; Abrahams, 2015). 
The g rowth of touristic activities and handloom practices combine to offer great potential for 
community empowerment, especially in areas where traditional crafts are an essential part of 
cultural heritage (Cohen, 2001; Richards, 2005). At th e same time, tourism has become a po-
tent instrument for economic growth, opening doors for regional businesses and producing 
employment opportunities. (Rout et al, 2017; Alcalá-Ordóñez et al, 2023; Shukla and Shamu-
railatpam, 2024).
Handloom weaving is one of the important sectors in the state of Meghalaya, most of the weav-
ers are women folks who practice these traditional practices of weaving (Mishra et al, 2021). 
There are varieties of handloom products woven by various communities, such as Dukmanda 
(Garo Lungi), Pathin (Hajong Lungi), Jainsem and Dhara (Khasi women dress), Lushai loom 
cloth and other items like Bedsheets, Towels, Debra, Bedcovers, Mosquitos Nets, Shirting, 
Shawls, Bags, Daksari, Thoh Saru (Jaintia women dress), Gumcha etc (Diengdoh, 2017).  Ac-
cording to the Textiles Department (2024), the handloom and sericulture sectors are the two 
most significant cottage-based, eco-friendly sectors in rural areas of Meghalaya. Both these 
sectors signify the cultural identity and rich heritage of the rural communities.  Where the 
nonappearance of the textiles industry, sericulture and the handloom sector is believed to play 
an important part in the production of silk fabrics and hand-woven fabrics of traditional de-
signs. There are 15,900 families engaged in the handloom sector and 16,000 families in sericul-
ture farming.
The r ural communities in Ri Bhoi have embraced these traditional practices as an essential 
part of their culture and standard of living (Bareh, 1991; Meyn ell, 2021; Baruah, 2016). Hand-
loom weaving differs from industrial production as it is highly time-consuming and requires 
competent human resources. For this reason, the handmade quality is considered of high value 
(Soundarapandian, 2002). The small production scale has limited access to bigger markets and 
competition from cheaper machine-made textiles. The demand for traditional handloom 
goods is declining and are more drawn to contemporary factory-made clothing and many 
weavers in Ri Bhoi are finding it difficult to make a living (Meynell, 2022).
Tourism can support the conservation of traditional handloom practices by bringing a wide 
range of audiences (Hani and Barua, 2015). Incorporating tourism with handloom practices 
can ultimately bring several benefits to the communities especially the younger generation of 
the society (Parida and Tada, 2018). Tourism-derived exposure can contribute towards the 
sustainability of handloom practices by establishing their economic significance and cultural 
identities of the communities (Pradhan and Khandual, 2020).
The proposed study tries to fill the research gaps by discussing the weavers’ community per-
ception of combining either the traditional handloom practices and tourism as a development 
tool. Engaging in an in-depth study of the community perceptions, the research provides a 



6

Integrating Traditional Handloom Practices with Tourism Development: A Case Study of Weaver’s Community Perception

TURIZAM | Volume 30, Issue 1, 1-29 (2026)

subtle insight into the traditional weaving and handloom practices with regard to tourism inte-
gration as a tool for development.
The study was being conducted with the following objectives: -
1. To assess the current scenario of the traditional handloom practices of the study area.
2. To study the local communities’ perception of integrating traditional handloom practices 

as a tourism development tool.

Theoretical Framework

This study adopted a community-based tourism development model, giving importance to the 
weavers’ community ownership. The framework is based on two major approaches, i.e., em-
powerment theory and stakeholder theory. 

A) Community Empowerment through Tourism Development

Empowerment theory was first proposed by Julian Rappaport, an American psychologist in 
1981. Where he defines “Empowerment as a construct that links individual strength and com-
petencies, natural helping systems and proactive behaviour to social policy and social change” 
(Craig and Mayo, 1995). According to David Werner (1988), “Community empowerment is a 
process by which disadvantaged people work together to increase control over events that in-
fluence their lives”. Empowering communities is to develop an atmosphere, conditions or cli-
mate that allows them to be actively involved and part of tourism development (Adebayo and 
Butcher, 2022). The development of tourism initiatives in rural communities depends on the 
goodwill and cooperation by them. Joo et al. (2019) tested the theory of empowerment in the 
tourism context, on residents’ pervaded knowledge, psychological perception, social, political 
and economic empowerment through tourism development by using Rocha’s (1997) theory of 
empowerment. Thus, motivating communities to take part in touristic activities and manage-
ment can ultimately enhance the sustainability of rural economic growth and cultural sustain-
ability (Esichaikul and Chansawang, 2022). 
The conceptual framework for this study can be derived by using the empowerment level of 
analysis as proposed by Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) as follows:

Table I: Empowerment Level of Analysis

Level of analysis Process (Empowering) Outcome (Empowered)

Individual Learning decision-making skills
Managing resources
Working with others

Sense of control
Critical awareness
Participatory behaviour

Organisational Opportunities to participate in decision-making
Shared responsibility
Shared leadership

Effectively compete for resources
Networking with another organisation
Policy influence

Communities Access to resources
Open government structure
Tolerance for diversity

Organisational coalition 
Pluralistic leadership
Resident participatory

Source: Perkins and Zimmerman, 1995
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B)  Stakeholder Theories for Empowering Communities with Tourism 

R. Edward Freeman proposed the stakeholder theory in his award-winning book “Strategic 
Management: A Stakeholder Approach” in 1984. Since then, the stakeholder approach has 
been used in different fields of study, such as management, social science, and humanities. 
Khazaei et al. (2015) attempted to advance tourism development by empowering local com-
munities by drawing on progressive approaches to stakeholder theories in management and 
exploring the dynamic future of empowering local communities with tourism development, 
which involved stakeholders and representatives towards tourism planning and approaches. 
Rachmawati and Fountain, (2020) explored the role of external stakeholders in empowering 
local communities where tourism was developed, with a good start for community empower-
ment. Shafieisabet and Haratifard (2020) presented a study to measure the involvement of 
tourism stakeholders in communities’ empowerment through tourism development by using 
indicators such as economic, social-environmental impact and perceived in terms of rural des-
tinations in Iran.  In the field of the tourism sector, the study concerning instrumental stake-
holder theory has been used by many researchers and is capable and likely to provide a com-
petitive range of advantages for empowering communities through integrated tourism 
development (Mondoñedo, 2021; Pribadi and Nastiti, 2023; Eki et al., 2024). 
The incorporation of empowerment theory and stakeholder theory in the study provides a ro-
bust analytical lens for examining how traditional handloom practices can be leveraged as a 
tourism development tool. At the individual level, weavers’ decision-making skills and re-
source management capabilities are essential for participating in tourism activities. At the or-
ganisational level, collective structures such as Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and cooperative soci-
eties facilitate shared responsibility and networking opportunities. At the community level, 
access to resources and participatory governance structures determine the extent to which 
tourism benefits are equitably distributed among the community members. Stakeholder theo-
ry complements this framework by emphasising the importance of engaging multiple actors, 
including government, related tourism agencies, private enterprises, and non-governmental 
organisations, in tourism planning processes. This study applies these theoretical constructs to 
analyse weavers’ perceptions, examining how empowerment processes at various levels influ-
ence their attitudes toward tourism integration and identifying the stakeholder dynamics that 
shape community-based tourism development in the study area.

Literature Review

Economic Sustainability of Tourism and Handloom 

Noonan and Rizzo (2017) examine the financial effects of cultural tourism. The study draws 
attention to the difficulties in identifying and quantifying the benefits of cultural tourism is 
constantly changing. They call on cultural economists to concentrate on this field of study, 
emphasising the need for more investigation to fully grasp the economic complications and 
developing trends for cultural tourism. Zadel and Bogdan (2013) concentrated on the financial 
implications of cultural tourism in Croatia, pointing out that insufficient statistical systems 
make it difficult to evaluate the impact of this industry. They stress the significance of turning 
cultural assets into tourism offerings to optimise positive effects and minimise negative ones. 
Johnson (2010) highlights the contributions of social economy enterprises to the role of com-
munity-based tourism (CBT) development in rural areas. These locally owned businesses con-
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tributed to community-based tourism (CBT) by offering distinctive tourism experiences and 
necessary infrastructure, which boosts the social, economic and cultural advantages of rural 
communities.
Roy (2021) discussed that the tourism and handloom sector in India is one of the major con-
tributors to the economic significance of various regions in the country, and these industries 
can enhance the livelihood of the local communities and living cultural heritages. The study 
also discussed the importance of the handloom sectors, which can generate employment op-
portunities for weavers and associated workers that play an exceptional role in the Indian 
economy. According to the Textiles Department (2024), the handloom sectors in Meghalaya 
constitute one of the major exciting aspects of the cultural heritage of the state, which consti-
tutes an integral part of the rural and semi-rural setting livelihood for economic activities. As 
per the Fourth All India Handloom Census (2019-2020), there is an increased number of weav-
ers in the state, i.e., 42,000 marked the total number of weavers, and the number of active 
looms as per the record were 43,220 numbers. This shows that many weavers in the state de-
pend merely on the handloom sector to sustain their livelihood.  

Tourism Development and Community Empowerment  

Tourism is gradually seen as a development tool by many countries, in the context of income 
generation, employment opportunities, economic diversification, empowering communities 
and cultural preservation (Rahmawati et al., 2021). Saad (2021) investigated the relationship 
between the growth of the handloom industry and domestic tourism in India by evaluating the 
government’s effort and support for handloom weavers. In his study, he found that tourism can 
significantly support local handloom industries. The study also recommended that local initia-
tives for the sustainable growth of the handloom sector are important, and to strengthen the 
foundations of tourism initiatives at the ground level. 
Ara et al. (2022) examine how handicrafts fit into ethnic tourism. The findings of the study 
show that handicrafts can influence interactions and foster collaboration between tourists and 
host communities within their networks. But the study also points out problems that could 
risk the sustainability of tourism centred around handicrafts, like a conflict of interests and 
viewpoints between the tourist and host communities.  Ahmed et al. (2021) investigated the 
Manipuri handloom sector in Bangladesh, paying particular attention to its difficulties and op-
portunities for societal advancement. The study revealed that low-profit margins, competition 
and a lack of capital are the main problems faced by the sector. Despite these obstacles, the 
Manipuri handloom sector is vital to the community’s development for social capital building 
and empowerment of women entrepreneurs

Challenges Between Handloom and Tourism

According to Ray (2014), tourism in Kamarpukur, West Bengal has improved in terms of basic 
amenities such as transportation, communication and sanitary conditions. He also emphasises 
how crucial it is to examine visitors’ requirements and communities’ viewpoints on the levels 
of satisfaction to optimise tourism’s potential in rural areas.  Choudhury et al. (2018) examine 
how rural tourism contributes to sustainable livelihoods in Northeastern India, emphasising 
both the social and economic advantages. And suggested that by promoting social interactions 
and economic development between visitors and locals, rural tourism—which includes ideas 
like homestays— can directly benefit local communities. 
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Devi (2014) stated that, since cloth mills and a large number of power looms are not available 
within the Northeast region, weavers put their effort into working manually in the process to 
sustain their livelihood. The contribution of income from handlooms is very low compared 
with other Indian states. The conditions of the handloom sector encounter various challenges, 
such as skills, technology and the main market structure. Sharma et al. (2021) found that im-
ported silk is less expensive and poses a threat to Sualkuchi, Assam, a city known for its golden 
Muga silk. The authors contended that promoting travel can aid in educating tourists about 
the complex and time-consuming nature of handloom weaving, thus expanding the market for 
genuine silk goods. Stakeholder opinions on this strategy are presented along with the Assam 
government’s support for rural tourism development.

Methodology

The study employs a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative survey methods 
with qualitative interview techniques to provide comprehensive insights into the integration of 
traditional handloom practices with tourism development.

Study Area

Figure 1: Map of study area, Ri Bhoi District
Sources: The Official Web Portal, Government of Meghalaya

Umden-Diwon village, located in Ri Bhoi District, Meghalaya, was purposively selected for this 
study based on several criteria: (a) the presence of an active weaving population engaged in 
traditional Eri silk production, (b) the village’s designation as the first Eri Silk village of Megha-
laya, (c) recent recognition through the Geographical Indication (GI) tag for its traditional 
handloom Eri-Silk products (registered on 7th April 2025), and (d) the potential for developing 
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the area as a cultural tourism destination. The village is situated approximately 28 km from the 
district headquarters, Nongpoh, Ri Bhoi District, Meghalaya, India.

Sampling Strategy and Sample Size

The target samples comprised the weavers’ community that is engaged in traditional hand-
loom practices of Umden-Diwon village. A census-based sampling approach was employed, 
attempting to include the active weavers’ community of the village. The final sample consisted 
of 130 respondents, representing women weavers of the village. Since the majority of the weav-
ing and handloom practices in the village are being performed by women only.   This sample 
size certifies statistical adequacy for the descriptive analyses conducted (Cochran, 1977) and 
provides sufficient representation of the weavers’ community’s perspectives.
A structured questionnaire was developed based on the theoretical framework of empower-
ment theory (Perkins and Zimmerman, 1995) and stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), as well 
as relevant literature on community-based tourism and the handloom and handicraft sectors. 
The questionnaire comprised three sections:
Section 1: Socio-demographic Profile – Five items capturing age, marital status, educational 
qualification, occupation, and annual income from all sources.
Section 2: Current Scenario of Traditional Handloom Practices – Four items examining years of 
experience in weaving, type of proprietorship, membership in organisations, and monthly in-
come from handloom practices.
Section 3: Community Perception of Tourism Integration – Ten statements measured on a 
5-point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree to 5=Strongly Agree), designed to assess perceptions 
across three dimensions aligned with empowerment and stakeholder theory:
  Economic empowerment (items on job creation and local economic growth)
  Socio-cultural empowerment (items on cultural preservation, appreciation, and authentic-

ity)
  Participatory empowerment (items on community involvement, willingness to support ini-

tiatives)
Furthermore, a dichotomous (Yes/No) questionnaire was added to capture perceived challeng-
es, and open-ended questions were elicited on the perceptions for steps, benefits and sugges-
tions for integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development.

Instrument Validation and Reliability

The questionnaire was pre-tested with 15 weavers to assess clarity and comprehension, result-
ing in minor modifications to question wording. Reliability of the perception scale was as-
sessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Initial analysis of all 10 items yielded α = 0.774. 
However, one item (“Integrating traditional weaving and handloom practices with tourism is 
very challenging”) demonstrated a negative item-rest correlation (r = -0.266), indicating that 
this item measured a distinct construct, perceived challenges, rather than positive perceptions 
toward tourism integration. This item was therefore analysed separately as a challenge indica-
tor rather than as part of the perception scale.
The refined 9-item perception scale (excluding the challenge item) demonstrated excellent in-
ternal consistency (α = 0.928), substantially exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70 
(Nunnally, 1978). Item-rest correlations for the 9-item scale ranged from 0.615 to 0.908, indi-
cating that all items contributed strongly to the construct.
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Data Collection

Data collection was conducted through face-to-face interviews during February-March 2025. 
Interviews were conducted in the native Khasi language to ensure accurate comprehension 
and responses. Each interview lasted approximately 20-35 minutes. Out of 130 respondents 
who completed the structured questionnaire survey, 91 (70%) respondents provided detailed 
responses to the open-ended questions, which formed the basis for qualitative analysis.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26.0. Descriptive statistics, 
including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, were computed for all 
variables. For the Likert-scale items, except for the first statement of the Community Percep-
tion of Tourism Integration, were analysed separately due to a negative item-rest correlation (r 
= -0.266), the other 9 items of the statement, the weighted average of the mean score for the 9 
statements was interpreted as follows: Weighted average (9-item scale) = 42.24/9 = 4.69. (i.e., 
≥4.69=High Perception, 4.17-4.68= Moderate Perception, and 3.65-4.67=Low Perception). The 
same analysis applied to a dichotomous (Yes/No) questionnaire on challenges perception as, 
Weighted average= 7.9/5=1.58, (i.e., ≥1.58=High Perception, 1.21-1.57=Moderate Perception, 
0.90-1.20= Low Perception) (Wilcox, 2003). 
Qualitative data from open-ended responses were analysed using thematic analysis following 
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach: familiarisation with data, generating initial 
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing 
the report. Themes were identified inductively from the data and subsequently mapped to the 
theoretical framework according to the respondents’ observations.

Ethical Considerations

Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to the data collection. Participants 
were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and their right to withdraw from the study at 
any time was clearly communicated.

Result and Analysis

This section of the study represents the findings of the collected data and is analysed into sev-
en sub-sections.  The analysis begins with the socio-economic profile of respondents, followed 
by an examination of the current scenario of traditional handloom practices. Subsequent sec-
tions present community perceptions regarding tourism integration, perceived challenges, 
suggested steps for integration, expected benefits, and additional comments and suggestions 
from the weavers’ community. The results of the analysis are constructed in the context of em-
powerment and stakeholder theory to provide a theoretical understanding of the empirical 
observations.
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Socio-economic Profile of the Respondent

Understanding the socio-economic characteristics of the weavers’ community is essential for 
contextualising their perceptions and identifying factors that may influence tourism integra-
tion outcomes. The demographic profile of the 130 respondents is presented in Table II below.

Table II. Socio-economic profile of the respondents (n=130)

Category Sub-Category f % Mean

Age

18 to 25 34 26.15%

2.68
26 to 35 28 21.54%
36 to 45 29 22.31%
46 to 55 24 18.46%
56 and above 15 11.54%

Marital status
Married 44 33.85%

1.66Unmarried 86 66.15%

Qualification

Illiterate 21 16.15%

2.98

Primary level 38 29.23%
Secondary level 24 18.46%
Higher secondary level 24 18.46%
Graduate 15 11.54%
Postgraduate and above 8 6.15%

Occupation

Farmer 44 33.85%

2.31

Labourer 38 29.23%
Self employed 28 21.54%
Government employee 6 4.62%
Business 12 9.23%
Others 2 1.54%

Annual income

Less than 100000 94 72.31%

1.32
100001-200000 30 23.08%
200001-300000 6 4.62%
Above 300001 0 0.00%

Source: Primary Survey, 2025

The demographic analysis reveals the important aspects that have implications for the integra-
tion of traditional handloom practices with tourism development initiatives. The age distribu-
tion indicates that the weavers’ community are relatively very young, with 47.69% of the wom-
en weavers’ community aged 35 years or below (M=2.68). This indicates the potential 
engagement with tourism initiatives and digital marketing platforms for the long term. The 
highest number of unmarried women weavers (66.15%) suggests that many weavers have flex-
ible time allocation. This could facilitate the weavers’ community participation in tourism de-
velopment initiatives and ventures.
The educational profile of the weavers’ community indicates a concerning pattern, with 45.38% 
of the weavers having only primary-level education or below. According to empowerment the-
ory, building individual competencies through education and training is fundamental to 
achieving empowerment outcomes (Perkins and Zimmerman, 1995).
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Occupational analysis indicates that traditional handloom practice is not the primary liveli-
hood for most weavers, but largely depends on farming (33.85%) and labour-based (29.23%) 
livelihoods.  This diversified livelihood strategy reflects the economic vulnerability of the tra-
ditional handloom practices, while also indicating opportunities for integrated tourism models 
that combine weaving with agricultural experiences. The annual income distribution analysis, 
such as 72.31% earning below Rs. 100,000 annually from all sources, emphasises the marginal-
ised economic status of the weaver’s community and indicates the potential transformative 
implications that successful tourism integration could achieve.

Current Scenario of the Traditional Handloom Practices of the Area

This section of analysis examines the current state of traditional handloom practices of the 
study area, focusing on experience levels, business structures, organisational affiliations, and 
income generation. These aspects provide insight into the sector’s dimensions for tourism in-
tegration. As presented in Table III.

Table III. Current Scenario of the traditional handloom practices (n=130)

Category Sub-category f % Mean
Years of Experience No experiences 0 0.00%

2.25
1 to 5 years 36 27.69%
6 to 10 years 48 36.92%
11 to 20 years 27 20.77%
21 to 30 years 15 11.54%
40 Years and Above 4 3.08%

Type of Proprietorship Other 4 3.08%
1.32Sole proprietor 80 61.54%

Partnership 46 35.38%
Member of Organisation Not a member of any 8 6.15%

2.88
SHGs 69 53.08%
NGOs 10 7.69%
Society 16 12.31%
Co-Operative Society 27 20.77%

Monthly Income from Traditional 
Weaving and Handloom Practices

No Income 0 0.00%

1.56
Below 10000 75 57.69%
10001 to 20000 42 32.31%
20001 to 30000 8 6.15%
30000 and above 5 3.85%

Source: Primary Survey, 2025

The experience distribution analysis indicates that the weaver’s community encounter a transi-
tional change in the traditional handloom practices. The highest number of weavers in the 
6-10 years of experiences (36.92%) signify moderate expertise, while the lowest number of vet-
eran weavers with 40+ years of experience (3.08%) shows a significant loss of deep-rooted tra-
ditional weaving knowledge. Particularly, the lack of complete beginners’ weavers (0%) indi-
cates that new entrants to the practices are not being concerned, which might be alarming 
about the intergenerational knowledge transfer from the older generation to the younger gen-
erations. A key component of cultural preservation which could be addressed by the prospec-
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tives of tourism development. The highest number of sole proprietorship individuals (61.54%) 
indicates that the nature of traditional handloom practices offers weavers autonomy, but re-
stricted collective bargaining power and the reach to potential market. From a stakeholder 
theory perspective, this concern and may creates challenges for coordinated tourism develop-
ment, but also opportunities for building a collaborative network.
Organisational affiliation patterns are encouraging from the perspective of an empowerment 
viewpoint. The majority of the weavers’ community are in membership with Self-Help Groups 
(SHGs) (53.08%), and cooperative societies (20.77%). This implies that collective institutional 
frameworks exist and could serve as platforms for tourism initiatives. These institutional or-
ganisations can ease the collective decision-making, shared responsibility, and access to re-
sources, which are in line with the key component of organisational empowerment (Perkins 
and Zimmerman, 1995). The analysis of monthly income from the traditional handloom prac-
tices shows a precarious economic situation, with 57.69% of weavers earning below Rs. 10,000 
monthly from weaving and traditional handloom practices. However, the absence of “no-in-
come” responses indicates that these practices provide a supplementary income for all weav-
ers. This paradox of high optimism toward tourism integrations despite low-income earnings 
can be understood through empowerment theory: the community recognises tourism as a po-
tential tool for enhancing their economic status while maintaining their cultural identity. The 
low base of income earning also means that even modest improvements by tourism develop-
ment could yield proportionally significant benefits to the weavers’ community at large.

Communities’ Perception of Integrating Traditional Handloom Practices as a Tourism 
Development Tool

Community perceptions regarding tourism integration were assessed through ten statements. 
Nine statements measured positive perceptions toward tourism integration across economic, 
socio-cultural, and participatory dimensions, demonstrating excellent internal consistency (α 
= 0.928). The first statement specifically captured perceived challenges in integration and was 
analysed separately due to its distinct construct nature. Table IV present the distribution of 
responses and mean scores for all ten statements with regard to the weavers’ community per-
ception of tourism integration.

Table IV. Communities’ perception of Tourism Integration (n=130)

Criteria SD D N A SA Mean
Remark/Level of 
Agreement

Integrating traditional weaving and handloom 
practices with tourism is very challenging

f 24 0 6 72 28 3.62 Community’s 
acknowledgement% 18.46 0.00 4.62 55.38 21.54

Tourism can create job opportunities among the 
local weavers in the community

f 0 0 0 44 86 4.66 Moderate 
Perception% 0.00 0.00 0.00 33.85 66.15

Handloom tourism can contribute to the growth of 
the local economy

f 0 0 0 28 102 4.78 High Perception
% 0.00 0.00 0.00 21.54 78.46

Handloom tourism increases cultural appreciation 
and visibility to the tourist

f 0 0 16 28 86 4.54 Moderate 
Perception% 0.00 0.00 12.31 21.54 66.15

Local community and weavers should actively 
participate in community-based tourism planning

f 0 0 0 16 114 4.88 High Perception
% 0.00 0.00 0.00 12.31 87.69

Traditional handloom practices should be supported 
as cultural tourism attractions

f 0 0 0 22 108 4.83 High Perception
% 0.00 0.00 0.00 16.92 83.08
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I believe tourism development can support the 
preservation of the traditional weaving knowledge.

f 0 0 0 32 98 4.75 High Perception
% 0.00 0.00 0.00 24.62 75.38

Tourist shows a strong interest in the live weaving 
demonstration by the weavers of the local 
community

f 0 16 0 38 76 4.34 Moderate 
Perception% 0.00 12.31 0.00 29.23 58.46

I believed traditional weaving could be integrated 
into a tourism development tool without 
compromising the indigenous tradition

f 0 0 16 16 98 4.63 Moderate 
Perception% 0.00 0.00 12.31 12.31 75.38

I am willing to support any initiatives through 
tourism that promote and preserve the traditional 
knowledge of weaving and handloom

f 0 0 0 22 108 4.83 High Perception
% 0.00 0.00 0.00 16.92 83.08

Source: Primary Survey, 2025

Note: SA=Strongly Agree, A=Agree, N=Neutral, D=Disagree, SD=Strongly Disagree. The first item (chal-
lenges) was analysed separately; the remaining 9 items demonstrated excellent reliability (α = 0.928). 
Weighted average (9-item scale) = 42.24/9 = 4.69. (i.e., ≥4.69=High Perception, 4.17-4.68= Moderate per-
ception, 3.65-4.67=Low Perception)  

 

Figure 2: Mean scores of 9-items on Communities’ perception of Tourism Integration (n=130) 
Source: Primary Survey, 2025

The perception analysis shows the overwhelmingly positive attitudes toward tourism integra-
tion, with an overall weighted average mean score of 4.69 for the 9-item perception scale, indi-
cating a positive agreement across all dimensions. The separate analysis of the challenge item 
(M=3.62) corresponded to the community’s acknowledgement of the integration challenges, 
with the remaining optimism statements regarding the potential of tourism. The finding can 
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be interpreted in terms of empowerment and stakeholder theory, which reflects that commu-
nities will accept development initiatives only when they have opportunities and gain better 
control over any situation.
Economic Empowerment Perceptions: The highest mean score for local economic growth 
(M=4.78) and the moderate mean scores for job creation (M=4.66) reflect the community’s 
recognition of the prospects of tourism in economic growth. Importantly, 100 per cent of re-
spondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statements, indicating unanimous consensus. 
This strong economic orientation aligns with stakeholder theory’s emphasis on balancing di-
verse interests, and the community anticipates that tourism can serve their economic needs 
while also preserving cultural values.
Socio-cultural Empowerment Perceptions: Traditional handloom practices as cultural tourism 
attractions (M=4.83), preservation of traditional knowledge (M=4.75) received strong en-
dorsement, and moderate responses on cultural appreciation (M=4.54). This reflects the im-
portant role that tourism can play in economic development and the conservation of the cul-
tural heritage. Notably, most of the weavers’ community’s belief that tourism development can 
occur without compromising indigenous traditions (M=4.63), as it suggests the community 
has a strong confidence in their ability to control the tourism narrative and maintain cultural 
authenticity. As a key concern in cultural tourism literature regarding commodification risks 
(Cohen, 2001).
Participatory Empowerment Perceptions: Weavers’ community is willing to participate in tour-
ism planning and support any initiatives through tourism that promote and preserve tradi-
tional knowledge, which has the highest mean score (M=4.88, with 87.69% strongly agreeing 
and M=4.83, with 83.08% strongly agreeing). This finding aligns with empowerment theory’s 
emphasis on the community’s participatory behaviour as both a process and outcome of em-
powerment. The insistence of the weaver’s community on active participation indicates the 
awareness of risks associated with external domination of tourism ventures and embodies the 
concept of community-based tourism, which stresses on local ownership and control systems.
Challenges and Concerns: The moderate mean of integration is challenging (M=3.62), and 
needs to be acknowledged. This statements exhibit variation with unanimous positive re-
sponses, such that 18.46 per cent of the respondents strongly disagreed. Such a distribution 
shows that even though the weavers’ community is conscious about the challenges, they do not 
perceive them as unachievable, but instead as an attitude with a promising future for imple-
mentation efforts on the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism develop-
ment. 
The reason for the slightly lower score of tourist interest in live demonstrations (M=4.34) and 
the fact that there are some responses of disagreement (12.31%) could also be related to previ-
ous limited exposure to tourism or the logistics of the demonstrations. These facts imply that 
there is a need for awareness creation of the potential of tourism for the weavers’ community 
and physical infrastructure development to enable tourist interaction within the locality. 

Challenges in Integrating Traditional Weaving and Handloom with Tourism

While the community is highly optimistic about the process of tourism integration, it is impor-
tant to identify the perceived challenges to formulate specific targeted interventions. Table V 
presents the distribution of responses regarding specific challenges identified in the literature 
and through preliminary consultations.
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Table V. Perceived Challenges in Tourism Integration (n=130)

Criteria NO YES Mean Std. Deviation Level of Agreement

f % f %
Infrastructure development and raw materi-
als

54 41.54% 76 58.46% 1.58 .49 High Perception

 Awareness of tourism and tourists 18 13.85% 112 86.15% 1.86 .35 High Perception
Lack of funding, government financial aid, 
and support

73 56.15% 57 43.85% 1.44 .49 Moderate Perception

Inadequate Promotion and a lack of 
marketing for handloom products

33 25.38% 97 74.62% 1.75 .44 High Perception

Lack of community participation in tourism 
development

95 73.08% 35 26.92% 1.27 .45 Moderate Perception

Source: Primary Survey, 2025

Note: Weighted average= 7.9/5=1.58, (i.e., ≥1.58=High Perception, 1.21-1.57=Moderate Perception, 
0.90-1.20= Low Perception)

The challenge analysis indicates a hierarchy of concerns that should be reflected in priorities of 
interventions. Awareness of tourism and tourists came out as the most noticeable challenges 
(86.15%, M=1.86), implying that there is a major gap in information between the weaver’s com-
munity and the prospective of tourist markets. This observation aligns with stakeholder theo-
ry, which stresses the importance of communication and interaction among stakeholders and 
groups in ensuring successful tourism development. Secondly, the Inadequate promotion and 
lack of marketing for handloom products (74.62%, M=1.75) represent the most pressing chal-
lenge. This perception, along with the awareness gap, indicates that the weavers’ community 
recognised that their products and practices are not effectively reaching the potential market, 
as a structural challenge and requires systematic intervention with the help of digital plat-
forms, tourism networks, and promotional campaigns.
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Figure 3: Mean Scores of Perceived Challenges in Tourism Integration (n=130)
Source: Primary Survey, 2025

Thirdly, the deficits of Infrastructure development and raw materials (58.46%, M=1.58) are 
moderate and one of the important concerns. The relatively lower agreement than the aware-
ness and the marketing challenges may indicate that a basic infrastructure exists but requires 
improvements and upgradation through which the tourism development process may occur. 
This observation is consistent with the formal status of the village’s establishment as an Eri silk 
production centre.
Interestingly, funding and government support (43.85%, M=1.44) were not seen as more press-
ing than awareness and marketing barriers. This observation can be interpreted as either ade-
quate current support levels or a pragmatic community-focused perspective that prioritises 
market value solutions over institutional reliance. From an empowerment perspective, this 
market access preference over subsidies indicates that the weavers’ community is seeking to 
integrate economic sustainability rather than being welfare dependent. The low perception of 
community participation, which is a considerable challenge (26.92%, M=1.27), is notable and 
somewhat contradictory given the context of the high importance placed on participatory 
planning. This implies that weavers feel adequately engaged in community planning processes 
and want to be actively involved in community-based tourism planning and development.  
This distinction underscores the importance of creating dedicated participatory mechanisms 
for tourism development initiatives.
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Steps for the Integration of Traditional Handloom Practices with Tourism: Weavers’ 
Community Perspectives

To complement the quantitative findings, respondents are encouraged to provide their obser-
vations through the open-ended questionnaire. Out of the 130 participants, 91 (70%) of the 
participants gave substantive responses, which were thematically analysed and categorised 
into major key themes as presented in Tables VI, VII, and VIII.

Table VI. Suggested Steps for Tourism Integration (n=91)

What steps should be taken for the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development in your locality?

Criteria Frequency Per cent Mean Std. Deviation
Infrastructure Development 27 29.7 2.47 1.30
Marketing and Promotion Strategy 24 26.4
Preservation of Culture and Tradition 18 19.8
Innovation and training 14 15.4
Governmental Policy 8 8.8
Total 91 100.0

Source: Primary Survey, 2025 

 

 
Figure 4: Percentage of respondent’s observation on steps for integration traditional 

handloom practices with tourism.
Source: Primary Survey, 2025

The thematic analysis of community suggestions demonstrates practical and in-depth knowl-
edge of the need for integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development. 
Infrastructure development (29.7%) and marketing/promotion strategies (26.4%) together ac-
count for over half of the responses, which support the quantitative findings on the key barri-
ers. The infrastructure recommendation had certain components, such as proper road acces-
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sibility, dedicated handloom products display centres, exhibition centres, and handicraft 
museums at the community level. These suggestions demonstrate that the weavers’ communi-
ty see the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development requires 
physical facilities. This can showcase their crafts and accommodate tourists, not merely the 
sale of their products, but also toward experiential tourism.
The Marketing and promotion responses emphasised the need for digital platforms, storytell-
ing approaches, and partner-oriented events, including craft fairs and handloom festivals. The 
fact that the weavers’ community has become aware of the importance of digital marketing is 
noteworthy. The relatively low educational levels identified earlier suggested that either expo-
sure to successful examples of other locations digitally or aspirational thinking about market 
growth. Cultural preservation (19.8%) appeared as a diverse priority, distinct from but harmo-
nising with economic concerns. Respondents emphasised the importance of maintaining au-
thenticity while adapting to market trends, reflecting the tension between commodification 
and cultural integrity that is inherent in cultural tourism globally.
The need for contemporary design adaptations, the development of business skills, and sus-
tainability practices were addressed in terms of innovation and training (15.4%). In the em-
powerment theory framework, these recommendations reflect individual-level empowerment 
processes, including learning new skills and managing resources effectively. The relatively low-
est suggestion on governmental policies (8.8%) is consistent with the challenge perceptions. 
Perhaps because of less trust in the effectiveness of policies, or a community is more inclined 
toward self-reliance and market-based solutions. This indicates implications for intervention 
design, suggesting that community-driven approaches may be more effective compared to top-
down policy implementation.

Weavers’ Community Views on Support and Benefits from Tourism Development

The analysis of expected benefits, as shown in Table VIII, indicates a balanced perspective 
among the weaver’s community, with relatively even distribution across three support dimen-
sions. Market access (36.3%) received the highest endorsement, reflecting the community’s 
primary concern with reaching customers for their products. This economic orientation aligns 
with the empowerment theory’s importance, where access to resources is considered a founda-
tion for community empowerment. Increased tourist footfalls (33.0%) is a somewhat different 
advantage, indicating that direct visitor engagement can create opportunities beyond simple 
product sales, such as live demonstrations, experiential workshops, and cultural interaction. 
The experiential dimension of tourism can increase both economic returns and cultural ap-
preciation.

Table VII. Expected Benefits from Tourism Support (n=91)

If you are a weaver, what type of support will you benefit more from tourism?

Criteria Frequency Percent Mean Std. Deviation
Market Access 33 36.3 1.95 .82
Increase Tourist Footfalls 30 33.0
Government and Institutional Support 28 30.8
Total 91 100.0

Source: Primary Survey, 2025
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Figure 5: Respondent observation on the type of support and benefit from tourism.
Source: Primary Survey, 2025

Government and institutional support (30.8%) remain important to almost one-third of re-
spondents. This includes support such as subsidies, training programmes, exhibition opportu-
nities, and infrastructure investment. The balanced response distribution (M=1.95, SD=0.82) 
indicates that the weavers’ community perceived these three dimensions as complementary 
benefits rather than opposing or competing priorities. From a stakeholder theory perspective, 
achieving these benefits requires coordinated action among multiple stakeholders: market ac-
cess depends on private sector engagement (tour operators, retailers, e-commerce platforms), 
increasing tourist footfalls requires destination marketing by tourism stakeholders, govern-
ment agencies and support from institutions or NGOs. The community is also prepared to 
engage in multiple stakeholders’ partnerships while balancing their expectations for the inte-
gration. 

Comments and Suggestions from Weavers’ Community

The final thematic analysis in Table VIII captures the weaver’s community’s broader vision for 
the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development. Collaborative ef-
fort (40.7%) appeared as the dominant theme, indicating that successful tourism development 
requires partnerships among various stakeholders, including cooperatives, tourism depart-
ments, local government, private enterprises (tour operators, fashion houses, retailers), and 
NGOs. This resonates well with stakeholder theory and denotes a sophisticated understanding 
of tourism as a multi-actor system. Collaborative effort recommendations, such as joint mar-
keting initiatives, public-private partnerships for infrastructure development, and networking 
with urban fashion markets. The ideas on collaboration also reflect organisational-level em-
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powerment processes, where shared responsibility and inter-organisational networking con-
tribute to enhanced empowerment outcomes.

Table VIII. Additional Comments and Suggestions (n=91)

Any other comments and suggestions on integrating traditional handloom practices with tourism as a development tool.
Criteria Frequency Percent Mean Std. Deviation
Collaboration Effort 37 40.7 1.87 .81
Increase Tourist Activities 29 31.9
Youth Participation 25 27.5
Total 91 100.0

Source: Primary Survey, 2025

Figure 6: Respondent’s comments and suggestions on integrating traditional handloom practices with 
tourism  development.

Source: Primary Survey, 2025

Increased tourist activities (31.9%) signify a demand for various tourism products beyond pas-
sive sales of handicraft products. This suggested to include tourism activities such as craft fes-
tivals, live weaving demonstrations, cultural immersion tours, handloom village trails, and 
hands-on workshops where tourists can learn and observe basic weaving techniques. These 
suggestions indicate the community’s vision for experiential and participatory tourism that 
creates deeper engagement with visitors. 
Youth participation (27.5%) arose as a major concern about intergenerational continuity and 
innovation. Communities expressed concern about falling interest among younger generations 
and the underutilisation of modern design approaches and digital platforms. Engaging youth is 
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essential for both cultural continuity and for bringing new perspectives on marketing, design 
innovation, and technology adoption. These suggestions are relatively homogeneous 
(SD=0.81), which indicates general agreement within the community regarding priorities, pro-
viding a solid basis for coordinated action.

Discussion and recommendation

The findings of this study provide empirical support for integrating traditional handloom 
practices with tourism development in Umden-Diwon village while also emphasising the criti-
cal challenges that must be addressed for successful integration. This section discusses the 
findings in the context of the theoretical framework and presents literature, followed by evi-
dence-based recommendations.

Theoretical Implications

The findings of the study strongly support the application of empowerment theory to the inte-
gration of traditional handloom practices with community-based tourism development initia-
tives. At the individual level, weavers are very conscious of their skills and express their will-
ingness to learn and to participate in tourism initiatives. These are in line with the learning 
decision-making skills process and participatory behaviour outcomes identified by Perkins and 
Zimmerman (1995). However, the poor educational level and lack of marketing knowledge in-
dicate that individual-level empowerment processes need to be reinforced by means of target-
ed training and capacity-building programmes, especially for the resource management pro-
cess. At the organisational level, the domination of SHG and cooperative membership (73.85% 
combined) indicates that there are institutional frameworks which can further support the in-
tegration of traditional handloom with tourism development. These forms of collective struc-
tures that bring into line with organisational empowerment outcomes, such as networking, 
shared leadership, and outcomes of resource competition. The challenge lies in leveraging 
these present structures precisely for tourism development purposes. 
At the community level, the highest responses of participatory planning (M=4.88) is an indica-
tor of the need to have inclusive governance structures that would ensure equitable benefit 
distribution among the weavers’ community. This finding echoes with community empower-
ment outcomes, such as pluralistic leadership and resident participation. The community’s 
awareness of risks related to external dominance of tourism ventures means that critical con-
sciousness is a key element of being empowered.
Stakeholder theory provides complementary information on the collaborative requirements 
for the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development. The recogni-
tion of the weaver’s community on the role of multiple stakeholder collaboration, such as gov-
ernment agencies, private enterprises, cooperatives and NGOs, indicates their willingness to 
participate and engage in multi-stakeholder partnership. The emphasis on collaborative effort 
(40.7% of suggestions) indicates an understanding that tourism development initiatives require 
coordinated action across various actors with different resources, capabilities, and interests.

Comparison with Existing Literature

The findings are consistent with previous studies of cultural tourism and the development of 
the handloom sector. The weavers’ community optimism regarding the potential of tourism 
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and economic growth can be seen in the case of Roy’s (2021) on the role of the Indian hand-
loom sector’s contribution to regional economies. The acknowledgement of tourism as a pres-
ervation method and process justifies Pradhan and Khandual’s (2020) claim that tourism-de-
rived exposure can contribute to traditional handloom practices and sustainability. The 
findings also indicate challenges consistent with Devi’s (2014) verdicts regarding structural 
barriers in Northeast India’s handloom sector, including inadequate market access and tech-
nology gaps. 
The awareness and marketing challenges of the findings were recognised (86.15% and 74.62%, 
respectively), similar to Ahmed et al.’s (2021) conclusions about Manipuri handloom indus-
tries’ struggles with visibility and market accessibility. The recommendations on community 
participation reflect Adebayo and Butcher’s (2022) findings from Nigeria regarding stakehold-
er demand for inclusive tourism planning. The apprehension about cultural legitimacy while 
embracing commercialisation resonates with Ara et al.’s (2022) explanations about tensions 
between tourist expectations and host community values in ethnic tourism contexts.

Recommendations

From the empirical findings and theoretical analysis of the study. The following are some of 
the recommendations for the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism as a 
development tool for the study area:
Enhancement of infrastructure development: Given the importance of weavers’ community pri-
oritisation on infrastructure development (29.7% of suggestions) and the high perceptions of 
challenges about infrastructure development and materials (58.46%), dedicated investment is 
required for the development of weaving demonstration centres in the area, which may also 
include basic physical facilities and amenities for tourists and visitors. Investment in the devel-
opment of a community-based handicraft museum, improvement of road connectivity and 
setting up displays and exhibition centres or spaces with integrated facilities own controlled by 
the weaver’s community can also enhance the implementation of the integration of traditional 
handloom practices with tourism development in the area.
Strengthening marketing and promotional strategy: Addressing the pressing gap identified in 
awareness of tourism and tourists (86.15%), and inadequate promotion and lack of marketing 
(74.62%), it is important to develop a digital marketing platform that suits the weavers’ com-
munity’s perception and tourists. Provided with training and capacity building programmes on 
social media marketing and product photography, among the weaver’s community of the area. 
Also, encouraging the local communities with storytelling approaches, partnering with other 
stakeholders, and participating in regional, national and international craft fairs and exhibi-
tions can also enhance the visibility of the traditional handloom products of the area, which 
may in turn attract tourists visiting the village area. 
Capacity building and innovation: Responding to educational constraints and the need for in-
novation and training (15.4 %), the effort should also involve organising regular workshops on 
contemporary design and trends while maintaining and preserving the traditional method of 
production techniques. Basic business skill training is also required for the weavers’ commu-
nity that covers pricing, inventory and customer relationship management. This could en-
hance the productivity and management of the local resources available for the traditional 
handloom sustainability. And also, procurement of the mentorship programme with incen-
tives for the younger practitioners is very much needed in order to preserve the traditional 
knowledge of the practices.   
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Policy and institutional support: While most of the weavers’ community responses advocate a 
market-based solution (36.3%), the government and institutional support (30.8%) remain es-
sential. This can be achieved by simplifying the access to existing government schemes for the 
weavers’ community, subsidised financing on infrastructure, plant and materials through 
which the community are encouraged to sustain the traditional handloom practices. Impor-
tantly, the implementation of intellectual property law and fair-trading regulations, and a coor-
dination mechanism among government departments (tourism, textiles and rural develop-
ment) can enhance and protect the interests of the weaver’s community of the area. 
Integrated livelihood approaches: Since most of the weavers’ community relies on multiple oc-
cupations (farming 33.85% and labour 29.23%), interventions should also cover an integrated 
tourism package by combining weaving demonstration with agricultural experiences to create 
unique tourism experiences for visitors. Eri silk production with a sericulture farm visit can 
also be linked to create village tour itineraries. This could position the village as a living herit-
age destination offering a holistic cultural immersion and experiential tours. And to deal with 
the issues of integrational continuity and young generation engagement in the practices of tra-
ditional knowledge, documentations, designing a competition, and entrepreneurial pro-
grammes can enhance the purpose of preserving traditional knowledge and practices.

Conclusion

This paper examined the possibilities for integrating traditional handloom practices with tour-
ism development in Umden-Diwon village, Ri Bhoi District, Meghalaya, India, with the help of 
empowerment theory and stakeholder theory. The result shows that the weavers’ community 
that possesses the traditional knowledge of handloom practices shows positive responses for 
the integration of traditional handloom practices with tourism development. This is being 
demonstrated by unanimously positive perceptions regarding the potential of tourism in eco-
nomic growth, benefit of cultural preservation, and community empowerment outcomes. The 
weaver’s community shows strong positive responses on participatory planning (M=4.88) and 
willingness to support tourism initiatives (M=4.83), which indicates a strong foundation for 
cultural tourism and community-based development initiatives. 
However, the result also reveals various challenges, such as limited awareness among weavers 
and potential tourists (86.15%), inadequate marketing and promotional strategy (74.62%), and 
lack of infrastructure development (58.46%), that must be addressed by means of coordination 
and multi-stakeholder interventions. From a theoretical perspective, the findings of the study 
demonstrate the applicability of empowerment theory in understanding the community’s per-
ceptions of integrating traditional handloom practices with tourism development initiatives. 
The responses of the weavers’ community reflect the awareness at individual, organisational, 
and community levels of the empowerment process and outcomes. The study mainly focused 
on the participatory behaviour and collective benefit-sharing of the process and outcomes of 
empowerment theory among the weavers’ community. Stakeholder theory offers complemen-
tary understandings, with the community recognising the necessity of collaboration among 
government agencies, private enterprises, NGOs, and support from institutional organisa-
tions. 
The result of the study also carries practical implications for policy formulation and project 
implementation for the integration process of traditional handloom practices with tourism de-
velopment. Key barriers such as infrastructure development, marketing strategies, capacity 
building, and institutional support indicate a roadmap towards the interventions. The weaver’s 
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community’s preference for market-based solutions over welfare dependency also indicates 
that sustainable models need to place a special emphasis on economic growth possibilities and 
market integration rather than subsidy-driven approaches. Moreover, traditional handloom 
practices of Umden-Diwon village signify a valuable cultural heritage with substantial poten-
tial for tourism development. The strong optimism of community willingness, combined with 
the recent Geographical Indication recognition, creates a favourable environment for develop-
ing the village as a cultural and heritage tourism destination. 

Limitations of the study

This study has a number of limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the sample was ob-
tained from only one village of Ri Bhoi district, Meghalaya, which limits the generalisability of 
the other weaver’s community of Ri Bhoi district, or the states of North East India. Future re-
search should look into multiple communities to identify the specific context and generalisable 
factors. Second, the study primarily relies on the women weavers’ community perceptions; fu-
ture research should include perceptions of other stakeholders, including village residents, 
tourists, tourism stakeholders, government officials, and potential market partners. Third, the 
cross-sectional study design provides a snapshot of current perceptions only; longitudinal 
studies would enable tracking of attitudes during the progress of tourism development. Fourth, 
although the mixed-method approach provided complementary information, a more in-depth 
qualitative investigation, with focus group discussions and participant observation, may pro-
vide a deeper understanding of community perceptions and dynamics.
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Abstract

In the current digital age, social media can transform small rural businesses into globally 
visible enterprises. This study explores the adoption, perceived opportunities, and challenges of 
social media use among rural homestay operators in Sikkim, India. A qualitative research 
design was employed, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 homestay 
operators across all districts of Sikkim, and analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings 
revealed that social media adoption was highly strategic and uneven, with WhatsApp, Face-
book, and Instagram being the most frequently used platforms. Operators strategically use 
WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram to promote homestays, build trust, and engage with 
guests, with video content being the most effective. However, adoption is limited by infrastruc-
tural constraints, digital skill gaps, operational time pressures, and exposure to online risks. 
This study contributes to the understanding of digital entrepreneurship in rural tourism and 
offers practical guidance for improving small-scale operators’ social media adoption. The 
findings also provide policymakers with evidence for designing targeted interventions for 
infrastructure development and capacity-building programs.

Keywords: social media adoption, rural homestays, opportunities, challenges, tourism promo-
tion

Introduction

The tourism industry has witnessed transformative changes with the advent of digital tech-
nologies, particularly social media, which have emerged as an important tool for marketing, 
customer engagement, and destination branding (Leung et al., 2013). Recent evidence suggests 
that platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok have further accelerated this transfor-
mation by enabling real-time interaction, short form video marketing, and widespread user 
generated content that strongly influences travel decision (Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019; Chen, 
2025; Wu et al., 2025). This shift is especially significant for tourism-related businesses, par-
ticularly small and medium sized enterprises such as homestays, which often rely heavily on 
word-of-mouth for success. With the rise of social media platforms, word of mouth now 
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spreads more rapidly and reaches a broader audience, significantly shaping the trajectory of 
consumer decision-making (Leung et al., 2013). Recent studies confirm that social media-driv-
en engagement has become one of the strongest determinants of purchase intention and desti-
nation appeal (Aboalganam et al., 2025; Correia et al., 2025). Social media enhances and ex-
pands the market reach beyond traditional viral marketing strategies, facilitating homestay 
operators to upload images, videos, and customer reviews, which helps promote their property 
more effectively, communicate directly with potential customers, and engage with existing 
consumer databases, allowing rural homestay operators to sustain their businesses and im-
prove their competitive advantage, resulting in greater sales and profitability with limited mar-
keting resources (Kapri & Sharma 2024). 
Homestays are an evolving alternative concept targeted at visitors seeking immersive experi-
ences focused on authenticity, inclusivity, and host-guest interactions in destinations. Homes-
tays provide an opportunity to explore local culture and lifestyle in a family like atmosphere, 
allowing visitors to achieve more within a modest budget (Kulshreshtha & Kulshrestha, 2019). 
The Ministry of Tourism, has been actively working to position India as a prominent rural 
tourism destination by promoting local products and tourism activities aimed to strengthen 
rural economies and create employment opportunities. In the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic, homestays gained significant popularity, as travelers prioritized privacy, sanitation, 
and social distancing. Further, the demand for homestays increased substantially, with travel-
ers preferring small, locally managed accommodations offering both safety and personalized 
experiences. This rising preference for homestays has led to a notable expansion of homestay 
accommodations across India, addressing the needs of tourists seeking alternative lodging op-
tions while contributing to rural employment (Kulshreshtha & Kulshrestha, 2019). 
North eastern regions such as Sikkim have emerged as popular destinations, offering not only 
authentic homestay experiences, but also access to a rich abundance of biological and ecologi-
cal diversity (Bhan & Singh, 2014). Despite the growing popularity and unique offerings of 
homestays in Sikkim, many rural operators continue to face challenges in term of branding and 
marketing. Common issues include limited or inaccurate information available to potential 
visitors, inadequate representation of facilities, and absence of compelling experiential story-
telling. Furthermore, a significant number of rural homestays lack digital marketing strategies, 
such as functional websites, active social media engagement, and integrated online booking 
systems, which severely limit their visibility and market reach (Bhutia et al., 2022). These chal-
lenges reflect broader national and global findings on the digital divide affecting rural tourism 
entrepreneurs, who often struggle with digital literacy, connectivity barriers, and limited ac-
cess to training resources (Cheuk et al., 2018; Fanelli & Fanelli, 2021; Sindakis & Showkat, 
2024).
This study aims to understand the perceived opportunities and challenges of adopting social 
media by rural homestay operators in Sikkim, which can be beneficial to rural homestay oper-
ators in identifying gaps in their digital engagement and uncovering ways to enhance their vis-
ibility, attract tourists, and empower rural entrepreneurs. Moreover, examining these aspects 
provides valuable insights for policymakers and tourism stakeholders to pinpoint areas where 
social media can be strategically utilized to support sustainable tourism development. It also 
highlights the broader digital adoption issues faced by rural communities and offer a founda-
tion for formulating targeted strategies to bridge this digital divide. Overall, exploring the per-
ceived opportunities and challenges associated with social media adoption among rural home-
stay operators is essential for strengthening their market presence, promoting sustainable 
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community-based tourism, and fostering inclusive digital growth in the tourism sector. There-
fore, this study aims to achieve the following objectives:
  To understand the adoption and usage of social media among rural homestay operators in 

Sikkim.
  To understand the perceived opportunities of rural homestay operators to integrate social 

media to enhance their business performance.
  To explore the challenges faced by rural homestay operators in integrating social media 

into their businesses.

Review of Literature

Homestay Tourism in Rural Areas

Governments are now promoting homestays as catalysts for rural tourism development. Con-
sequently, there has been a significant increase in research on the concept of homestay tour-
ism among academics, and the field is experiencing gradual progression (Cakmakoglu Arici & 
Koc, 2024). Despite major research on the concept of homestays, there is no universal defini-
tion. The concept varies across countries, and researchers define and conceptualize it accord-
ing to their studies. Lynch (2005) defined homestays as a type of lodging arrangement in which 
visitors and hosts share a common space, the host or family resides on the property, and inter-
actions between the two occur. Dey et al. (2020) defines rural homestay as “alternative accom-
modation in the form of an opportunity available for tourists visiting rural areas to stay with 
host families for the purpose of experiencing the local culture, cuisine and activities undertak-
en by host communities” (p. 643). Homestays as establishments in rural areas complement 
each other as a source of income for individual operators and community development. Eco-
nomically, revenues from operating homestays can be used in essential needs such as health-
care and education (Shukor et al., 2014). Socially and culturally, homestays foster cultural ex-
changes and increase the awareness of indigenous lifestyles among visitors. Environmentally, 
homestays act as significant vehicles for promoting sustainability in key areas such as waste 
management, energy, and water use (Dahal et al., 2020). 
Sikkim is a popular homestay tourism destination that encourages homestays to be ingrained 
in the fundamental values of Community-Based Ecotourism (CBET), emphasizing on authen-
ticity, educational, and transformative experiences that align with active community participa-
tion and promote the sustainable management of destinations (Bhutia et al., 2022). Homestays 
in Sikkim have provided new avenues for job opportunities and income generation for women 
and youths (Yadav et al., 2018). Homestay tourism in Sikkim is developing as an important 
sustainable tourism model that benefits rural communities economically and socially, leverag-
es cultural and natural attractions, and contributes to residents’ quality of life and support for 
tourism (J. Kumar et al., 2024; Thakur et al., 2024; Wani et al., 2024). The government of Sik-
kim also supports and provides the required training to homestay operators to improve Sik-
kim’s homestay ecosystem, visitor experiences, and economic prospects for youth and women 
through Homestay and Hospitality Sector initiatives under the Sikkim INSPIRES (Sikkim IN-
SPIRES | Tourism, n.d.). This support is timely and relevant, as rural homestays are gaining 
popularity among tourists because of their distinct charismatic character, and rural residents 
are motivated to preserve their local way of life and traditions because of the economic bene-
fits they gain (Thakur et al., 2024). Despite growing institutional support and increasing tour-
ist interests, rural homestay operators continue to face a range of operational challenges that 
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hinder sustainable growth in the sector. Challenges include the lack of a formal management 
system, marketing and promotional expertise, basic facilities, communication obstacles 
(Thakur et al., 2024), continuity, short duration of capacity-building programs, gaps in training 
modules (Bhutia et al., 2022), and insufficient proficiency in using technology (Anuar & Qian, 
2024). Taken together, these challenges underscore the need to explore how rural homestay 
operators perceive and engage with social media, particularly to improve business perfor-
mance and long-term sustainability.

Role of Social Media in Tourism and Rural Entrepreneurship

Social media can be defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideo-
logical and technological foundations of Web 2.0, allowing the creation and exchange of user-
generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Social media enhances tourism market-
ing by facilitating interactive, information-rich, and visually engaging communication that 
influences travel decisions. Visuals, including photos and videos, enhance destination market-
ing by shaping tourists’ perceptions and visit intentions. Videos on YouTube provide compre-
hensive information, influencing tourists’ decisions through trusted content about destina-
tions (Arora & Lata, 2020). Social media platforms, especially Facebook, are used by 
Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) to promote destinations through visual content 
of scenery, culture, and cuisine, increasing engagement and destination appeal (P. Kumar et al., 
2022). In recent years, with the evolution of social media ecosystems, influencer marketing 
and user-generated content (UGC) have become central components of tourism promotion, 
significantly shaping travelers’ decision-making process (Abad & Borbon, 2021; Dai et al., 
2022). Social media platforms serve as the primary ecosystem for influencer to disseminate 
curated travel content, engage directly with audiences, and respond to queries that build trust 
and brand affinity (Kapoor et al., 2022; Najar et al., 2024).
Social media empowers small businesses by providing cost-efficient means for marketing, cus-
tomer engagement, and brand building (Bhardwaj et al., 2024; Chopra et al., 2024).  It is an 
important marketing and communication tool that enables rural tourism, entrepreneurs, and 
enterprises such as homestays to promote their unique offerings and engage with potential 
customers. For instance, studies indicate that the use of social media by small and medium 
enterprises, such as homestays, can help connect with potential customers without the need 
for expensive infrastructure (S. Chatterjee & Kumar Kar, 2020). The younger generation, who 
are usually responsive to visual content, has been influenced by social media platforms such as 
Instagram and Facebook, which have increased awareness and visitor traffic to rural destina-
tions (Bachtiar & Bernanthos, 2024). Additionally, social media plays a crucial role in attract-
ing potential visitors to a destination and fostering community engagement, thereby contrib-
uting to sustainable economic growth (J. Chatterjee & Dsilva, 2021; Kansra et al., 2024).
Social media also facilitates rich storytelling, allowing tourism operators to communicate the 
cultural, natural, and experiential value of rural destinations. Research indicates that tourists 
perceive content shared directly by hosts as more authentic, trustworthy, and relatable (Dong 
et al., 2023; Wang & Yan, 2022). For small and informal tourism enterprises, including homes-
tays, digital transformation offers both marketing and operational advantages. Studies from 
India, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Nepal show that micro-entrepreneurs adopt social media pri-
marily because it is perceived as useful, accessible, and compatible with existing business rou-
tines (Anuar & Qian, 2024). 
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While previous studies have examined social media use in tourism marketing, rural entrepre-
neurship, and homestay development in India and other Asian contexts, limited research has 
explored how rural homestay operators themselves perceive, adopt, and integrate social media 
into their day-to-day business practices. Existing studies primarily focus on tourists’ digital 
behaviour, destination branding, or quantitative assessments of marketing outcomes, leaving a 
gap in understanding the lived experiences, contextual constraints, and practical strategies 
used by operators in remote areas.

Research Methodology 

This study investigates the adoption, opportunities, and challenges of social media use among 
rural homestay operators in Sikkim. A qualitative research design was employed to gain opera-
tors’ perceptions and practices using semi-structured interviews. A qualitative approach was 
considered appropriate because it enables an in-depth understanding of complex, context-spe-
cific phenomena that cannot be adequately captured through quantitative measures. Social 
media adoption and its related opportunities and challenges are shaped by personal experi-
ences, digital literacy, community dynamics, and local tourism practices; therefore, a qualita-
tive design allowed the researchers to capture nuanced insights and meanings directly from 
the participants. A purposive sampling strategy was adopted for this study to ensure that only 
those participants who possessed direct and relevant experience with both homestay opera-
tions and social media use were included. Purposive sampling was considered appropriate be-
cause the objective of the research was to gain in-depth insights from individuals who were 
actively involved in rural tourism and digital promotion, rather than to obtain a statistically 
representative sample. The selection criteria required that participants had been operating 
their homestays for at least one year and were already using social media platforms for busi-
ness-related activities. These criteria ensured that the participants were familiar with the op-
erational realities of running a homestay and had adequate exposure to the opportunities and 
challenges associated with social media adoption. In addition, purposive sampling allowed the 
researchers to select homestay operators from all districts of Sikkim. 
Sikkim has made concerted efforts to leverage its natural beauty, cultural heritage, and com-
mitment to conservation to develop sustainable tourism The state also stands out for its vi-
brant culture, traditions, and unique indigenous heritage, making it a remarkable global tour-
ism destination (SBFP & Department of Forest, 2011).
Thirty homestay operators from all the districts of Sikkim, namely Gangtok, Pakyong, Man-
gan, Gyalshing, Namchi, and Soreng, were chosen to provide a diverse sample that reflected 
the broader rural tourism landscape of the state. A landlocked Himalayan state in northeastern 
India, marked as the India’s second smallest state by area covering 7,096 sq. km. Sikkim lies 
between Nepal to the west, the Tibet Autonomous Region of China to the north and east, and 
Bhutan to the southeast. The state’s topography is highly varied, with elevations ranging from 
low subtropical valleys to high alpine zones. This steep altitudinal gradient gives rise to diverse 
climates from temperate in the lower hills to frigid and snowbound conditions in the high 
reaches (Government of Sikkim, 2024). 
They were first contacted via phone calls to explain the purpose of the study and to request 
their participation. Interviews were scheduled at times and locations that were convenient for 
the operators. The interviews were conducted in Nepali because most of the participants were 
comfortable. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 
30-45 minutes each. The participants were informed that their involvement was voluntary and 
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that they could skip any questions or end the interview at any time. Verbal consent was ob-
tained from all participants to record the interviews. 

Figure 1. Steps of Thematic Analysis
Source: Adapted from Ahmed et al., 2025; Braun & Clarke, 2006, made with Napkin.ai

All recorded interviews were then translated into English by a language expert to ensure accu-
racy and to preserve contextual meaning. The translated transcripts were organized into a 
clean dataset and subsequently analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun & Clarke 
(2006) six-phase framework. The analysis began with repeated reading of the transcripts to 
achieve familiarization, followed by systematic coding of meaningful data segments. Coding 
was conducted manually using structured coding sheets to categorize the content. These codes 
were then examined and grouped to identify initial themes, which were further reviewed, re-
fined, and clearly defined through an iterative comparison of coded extracts with the broader 
dataset. Interpretation of the themes involved relating participants’ experiences to existing lit-
erature on social media use in rural tourism, ensuring that the findings remained grounded in 
the data while responding to the research objectives. The figure 1. Illustrates the sequential 
steps undertaken, beginning with familiarization with the translated transcripts, followed by 
the generation of initial codes, the identification and refinement of themes, and finally the in-
terpretation and presentation of findings.
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Result and Discussion

Usage of Social Media

Platform Preference & Adaptation

The selection of a social media platform is a deliberate and strategic decision for homestay 
operators, tailored to their specific communication needs and target audiences. There is no 
one-size-fits-all approach; instead, platforms are chosen owing to their distinct advantages. 
WhatsApp is highly valued among homestay operators, as many perceive it as the most effec-
tive platform for immediate and functional communication in daily operations. In contrast, 
the use of platforms such as Facebook and Instagram tends to be shaped by operators’ personal 
preferences and target guests. 
“Sometimes, at the request of guests, I share pictures of the homestay through WhatsApp, as it 
resolves queries instantly….... It helps us respond to guest queries instantly, and tourists usually 
contact us through WhatsApp. Bookings are often made via it, and in some cases, payments are 
also processed through the platform.” (HO2)
“Instagram is mostly popular among the younger generation, while my homestay caters to busi-
ness-class guests, most of whom are older and use Facebook. Therefore, I prefer Facebook over 
Instagram.” (HO5) 
This indicates a clear understanding of the market segmentation. Simultaneously, operators 
are not afraid of abandoning platforms that yield poor results. Homestay Operator 4 stopped 
using Facebook because of the high volume of spam inquiries, messages, and calls. These 
choices align with digital marketing principles that emphasize the importance of audience 
analysis for effective platform selection (Roslan et al., 2024). Operators’ adaptive strategies 
demonstrate a practical, results-oriented approach to their digital presence, prioritizing plat-
forms that deliver tangible benefits, whether in terms of operational efficiency or reaching the 
right type of customer.

Content & Marketing Strategies

Rural homestay operators of Sikkim strategically use content to build an authentic brand iden-
tity with an approach rooted in showcasing the unique, experiential value of a rural stay, focus-
ing on the utilization and optimization of locally available resources within the village. Homes-
tay Operator 1 expressed the essence of their village, its natural landscapes, and its organic 
farming activities on social media platforms. Most homestay operators value video content as 
a promotional strategy. Homestay Operator 6 emphasized that video content is preferred over 
images, as they perceive videos to be more authentic and less likely to be manipulated and, in 
this sense, it helps build greater trust among tourists. Homestay Operator 4 highlighted that 
they had planned to develop video-based guest reviews on their social media platforms, where 
guests shared their experiences in their own language, believing that would reach and attract 
potential visitors. Content strategies are is often underpinned by strong ethical considerations 
and desire for authenticity.
“... whatever I post I try to post authentic, realistic and achievable to offer when tourist arrives, 
so that their expectation would be fulfilled. If we are not able to provide the services... we would 
get negative feedback, not only for our homestay but for whole village.” (HO2)
“When uploading videos and pictures on social media, it is important to ensure that the content 
is shared ethically. This includes avoiding the use of materials uploaded by others without prop-
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er credit, and refraining from using copyrighted music or other protected content without per-
mission.” (HO1)
In addition to organic content, some operators have adopted more advanced marketing strate-
gies. These include proactive pre-launch promotions, the use of specific keywords to increase 
visibility on social media platforms, and targeted paid advertisements to reach specific cus-
tomer segments. Operators are not just selling accommodations; they are marketing a unique 
cultural and natural experience, and their content choices reflect this sophisticated under-
standing.
“I think social media can be used effectively to maximize bookings and increase the popularity 
of our homestay. For this, it is important to make use of relevant keywords. Nowadays, most 
travelers rely on social media and Google to find travel information, and by using appropriate 
keywords, our homestay can appear in search results when visitors look for local homestays in 
Sikkim. This can significantly improve our visibility across social media platforms.” (HO3)
“In my view, homestay operators should go beyond simply posting pictures on social media and 
consider investing in advertisements. While maintaining an account provides visibility, its reach 
is often limited to a relatively small audience. In contrast, targeted advertising enables homes-
tays to connect with potential customers across different locations, thereby expanding their 
market reach and visibility.” (HO5)
“I believe that running ads could help reach a larger, more targeted customer base. Since I don’t 
run ads, I have fewer followers and connections, and my content mainly circulates within my 
existing network.” (HO6).

Opportunities

Business Promotion & Visibility

One of the primary opportunities perceived by homestay operators is the ability of social me-
dia to enhance visibility and provide market access at minimal cost. For rural homestays, which 
often struggle with limited linkages to mainstream tourism markets, these platforms act as 
democratizing factors. Online visibility is not merely a promotional tactic; it is a crucial source 
of competitive advantage directly correlated with the ability to attract new clients and increase 
occupancy rates. Social media enables operators to bypass traditional intermediaries such as 
travel agencies and showcase their unique offerings to a wider audience. Most rural homestay 
operators in Sikkim view social media as powerful tools for promotion and visibility. Although 
they continue to rely on diversified channels, including travel agents, local taxi drivers, and 
Online Travel Aggregators (OTAs) social media remains a central medium for reaching poten-
tial guests.
“Facebook has helped me to reach tourists conveniently. Before that, I used to go to cyber cafes 
and send pictures of my homestays through mail to different travel agencies and tourists.” (HO1)
“If we use social media, it helps us to promote our area in low cost and I feel that in tourism 
business until and unless we don’t promote or showcase what we offer, it is impossible for tourist 
to know about the destination or the businesses.” (HO3)
“Social media helps us promote our homestay and motivates us to regularly upload related con-
tent. It also enables us to connect with a large audience.” (HO6)
This enhanced visibility is perceived to benefit not only the individual establishment but also 
the entire community, as homestay operator 1 stated that it allows the growth of not only their 
private establishment, but the whole village. Similar observations have also been reported in 
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other studies. (Kapri & Sharma, 2024) found that social media plays a significant role in 
strengthening brand image and expanding the customer base for rural homestays in Himachal 
Pradesh, India. Likewise, the findings also align with Anuar & Qian (2024) those that highlight 
that social media adoption substantially increases visibility and improves interactive commu-
nication with guests, thereby broadening market outreach.

Building Trust & Authenticity

Rural homestay operators in Sikkim view social media as a powerful tool for building trust, 
which is a critical currency in the hospitality industry. They achieve this by emphasizing au-
thenticity and transparency in their online communications. There is a strong understanding 
that online representations must align with the reality of guest experiences to manage expecta-
tions and secure positive feedback. This commitment to honesty is essential to long-term sus-
tainability. In particular, video content is identified as an effective medium for building confi-
dence.
“…. social media helps guest and host to communicate which leads to the increase of trust be-
tween host and guest.” (HO2)
“I post both photos and videos of my homestay on social media, but I feel that videos work best 
as they help minimize trust issues among viewers.” (HO6)
Homestay Operator 2 also highlighted that WhatsApp allows instant and direct communica-
tion, that fosters trust. WhatsApp allows conversations between the host and guest to be saved, 
providing both sides with transparency and reassurance. 
“…. communicating via WhatsApp, it keeps a record of communication (things being said) be-
tween host and guest.” (HO2)
These insights are consistent with recent research that emphasizes the interdependence of au-
thenticity, trust, and digital affordances in rural tourism contexts. Dong et al. (2023) demon-
strated that the perceived authenticity of destinations on social media is reinforced when en-
dorsers present content consistent with cultural identity, thereby fostering visitor trust. 
Similarly, it has been established that the quality of tourism information shared on social me-
dia directly enhances trust, which mediates the relationship between self-congruity and travel 
intentions (Wang & Yan, 2022).

Direct Communication & Relationship Building

For many operators, the perceived opportunities of rural homestay operators in Sikkim in-
clude the use of social media as a vital platform for building and maintaining relationships. It 
provides a direct and continuous line of communication that fosters a sense of connection and 
trust with both past and potential guests. Operators use these platforms to engage with past 
guests and interact with them, helping build long-term relationships. This direct interaction is 
seen as a key element in establishing long term relationship. According to Homestay operator 
6, building a good relationship with guests often leads to the exchange of phone numbers and 
social media accounts, enabling continued communication. This highlights how rural homes-
tay operators use social media as a tool for managing relationships that merge professional and 
personal interactions.
“…. social media has still allowed us to engage with our guests and interact with them, helping to 
build long-term relationships…… communication over the phone call can be limited. Most of 
the time, we interact through social media platforms.” (HO6)
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“…. sharing videos of guests participating in activities can generate interest among potential 
visitors and help us build strong, long-term relationship with those who have already stayed 
with us.” (HO7)
This approach reflects how operators perceive social media as a means of building trust, en-
couraging loyalty, and sustaining engagement, all of which directly contribute to business resil-
ience and community-level promotions. This finding aligns with the principles of relationship 
marketing, which emphasize that customer loyalty and long-term interaction are crucial for 
small enterprises competing in dynamic markets (Guha et al., 2018). Prior research further 
highlights that SMEs in the hospitality sector actively use social media to manage customer 
relationships and reputation, while fostering cooperation and loyalty (Siti-Nabiha, Nordin, and 
Poh 2021; Sedalo, Boateng, and Kosiba 2022).

Challenges

Infrastructural Barriers

Despite the eagerness to embrace digital tools, operators are frequently hamstrung by inade-
quate local infrastructure, turning the promise of digital connectivity into a daily struggle. 
Poor Internet services and unreliable electricity are the most cited challenges, acting as a sig-
nificant brake on marketing efforts and operational efficiency. Homestay Operator 1 notes that 
even the best available network has issues, and that problems with the electricity supply pre-
vent him from making and uploading videos. The situation is dire in some areas where power 
outages can last for an entire week. 
“A major issue in our village is power supply, sometimes power outage can last for an entire week 
and because of that we can’t use electronic devices….” (HO3)
This is not a minor inconvenience but a critical business failure point that leads to direct finan-
cial loss, especially as tourist needs evolve. The inability to conduct pre-booking video calls or 
provide stable Wi-Fi for ‘workation’ guests is a major concern.
“We also face network problems... many guests come for workations and require reliable internet 
facilities. However, because of network issues, their stays are often shortened for example, some 
plan to stay for a month but leave within a week.” (HO7)
“Only Jio performs well in our village, but sometimes it too has network issues, additionally 
there is issues of electricity supply...” (HO1)
Limited bandwidth and unstable connections often disrupt content-sharing, particularly dur-
ing peak hours. However, operators can adapt by rescheduling digital activities to maintain 
visibility. This demonstrates resilience and digital improvisation, as homestay owners adjust 
their practices to overcome infrastructural constraints and remain competitive. 
“Sometimes I face problems to upload videos in social media due to internet issues in day hours. 
So, I post most of my long video after 10:00 PM at night.” (HO6)
These findings are consistent with extensive research on the challenges of rural development, 
where the ‘digital divide’ is defined not only by access to devices but also by the quality and re-
liability of the underlying infrastructure (Vimalkumar et al., 2021). The high demand for con-
nectivity has driven some operators to make significant personal investments, such as Homes-
tay Operator 2, who paid a large sum to lay 8 km of cable for Wi-Fi, which was justified by 
subsequent bookings from remote workers. 
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“In my homestay I have installed wi-fi via cable, and was connected from around 8 km. it cost 
me a lot, but I got my expenses back because after COVID, most of the guests who opted for work 
from home, stayed at my homestays.” (HO2)

Digital Skill Divide

The interviews revealed a clear digital skill divide among homestay operators, which directly 
influences how effectively they engage with and benefit from social media platforms. This di-
vide spans from highly skilled and digitally confident operators to those who are hesitant, less 
experienced, or dependent on others.
At one end of the spectrum are digitally native or professionally experienced operators. For 
example, Homestay Operator 3 demonstrates the advanced use of social media, posting three 
to four times daily, employing relevant keywords to improve visibility, and even suggesting 
structured training on listing homestays in OTAs and maximizing social media efficiency. 
“I usually upload 3 to 4 posts in a day to maintain consistency of my social media platform and 
sometime I face time related constrain to meet my daily target post.”
“It is important to make use of relevant keywords. Nowadays, most travelers rely on social me-
dia and Google to find travel information, and by using appropriate keywords, our homestay 
can appear in search results when visitors look for local homestays in Sikkim. This can signifi-
cantly improve our visibility across social media platforms.”
“…. I feel that there is need for training for all the rural homestay operators and it should be or-
ganized in GPU level for around 10 days in which courses like how to list their homestays in 
OTAs, how to maintain their social media platforms to maximize the efficiency should be intro-
duced.”
Similarly, Homestay Operator 5, who had prior IT-based professional experience, indepen-
dently managed his social media presence, ran paid advertisements on Facebook, and strategi-
cally used different platforms, focusing on those most relevant to his target audience. These 
operators treat social media as a professional tool, and invest consistent time and effort.
On the other hand, operators acknowledge their limitations or engage at a very basic level. 
Some homestay operators have only recently started using Facebook and Instagram to learn 
through YouTube tutorials. They admitted that they are still experimenting with these plat-
forms. Some reflected that posting content without ads admitting that reach was restricted.
‘I have learned to use social media from YouTube and created dashboard for homestay to pro-
mote it in my free time’. (HO1)
‘I believe that running ads could help reach a larger, more targeted customer base. Since I don’t 
run ads, I have fewer followers and connections, and my content mainly circulates within my 
existing network’. (HO6)
Between these two poles lie operators relying on intergenerational knowledge transfer or se-
lectively engagement with social media. Some delegate social media management to family 
members, acknowledging their expertise.
‘My daughter knows lots about social media and recent trends, she knows what kind of photos, 
videos would attract tourists’. (HO2)
This finding resonates with, Carlisle & Dijkmans (n.d.) who identifies a similar divide in the 
wider tourism industry, where operators with advanced digital skills are able to maximize so-
cial media, online marketing, and review management, while others lag behind due to limited 
capabilities.
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Operational & Personal Constraints

Beyond infrastructural and skill-based challenges, operators face significant practical con-
straints rooted in the reality of running a small, often family operated business. The lack of 
time is a critical barrier. Many operators juggle their homestays with other primary occupa-
tions, most notably farming, which leaves very little time to create content and manage a con-
sistent online presence. This reality shapes their perceptions of the importance of social me-
dia.
‘We can’t use social media daylong, because we have other works to do as well... we are farming 
family, we usually have busy schedule. So, I don’t fell compulsion or important that I should up-
load contents regularly in social media.’ (HO4)
The scarcity of time has financial implications. Operators could hire external help, such as 
content creators who approach them for collaborations, which comes at a price, making it an 
unviable option for many. This demonstrates that even when operators have the desire and 
skills to use social media, the day-to-day operational realities of their businesses can prevent 
them from implementing their digital marketing strategies effectively.

Online Risks & Negative Experiences

Although social media offers opportunities, it also exposes operators to a range of online risks 
and negative experiences that can be both financially and emotionally taxing. A major threat is 
outright fraud, with one operator highlighting a serious issue where certain individuals create 
fake accounts of legitimate homestays by using their photos and videos and scam tourists to 
make booking payments. This can severely damage the reputation of an entire area, not just of 
a single business.
On a daily basis, operators must contend with less malicious but frustrating interactions. One 
participant abandoned Facebook because of the high volume of spam inquiries, messages, and 
calls. 
‘I experience spamming practices in social media, they only inquire, bargain rates, and basically 
ghost after certain time.’ (HO4)
For small rural operators lacking dedicated customer service teams or IT security depart-
ments, these risks are particularly acute. It forces them to spend precious time vetting inquir-
ies and leave them vulnerable to scams that can undermine the trust they work hard to build 
through their authentic online presence.

Conclusion and Discussion

Social media has become a crucial tool for communication, marketing, and customer engage-
ment, offering individuals and businesses a fast, low-cost way to reach wider audiences and 
stay connected to market trends. Against this growing importance, this article examined how 
rural homestay owners in Sikkim use social media through qualitative research design. The 
study has shown that social media adoption is neither uniform nor incidental; rather, it is a 
strategic, selective, and contextually embedded practice shaped by operators’ market position-
ing, resource constraints, and lived experiences of running homestays in remote Himalayan 
settings.  
Empirically, few interrelated insights have emerged. First, social media use among rural home-
stays in Sikkim is highly platform-specific and purpose-driven. WhatsApp, Facebook, and Ins-
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tagram are not treated as generic tools but are differentiated on the basis of audience profile, 
communication immediacy, and perceived effectiveness. Operators gravitate towards What-
sApp for real-time coordination and transaction-related communication, while Facebook and 
Instagram are used more for destination storytelling, visibility, and brand-building. This aligns 
with broader tourism literature that positions social media as a core for information search, 
destination image formation, and engagement (Afifi et al., 2025; Leung et al., 2013).
The findings highlight authenticity, ethical content creation, and relational trust as central log-
ics guiding digital engagement. Operators consciously avoid over-promising, curate content 
that reflects “what can actually be delivered,” and increasingly privilege video content, which 
they perceive as more credible and less susceptible to manipulation. This ethos resonates with 
evidence that perceived authenticity and information quality on social media strengthen trust 
and shape travel intentions (Dong et al., 2023; Hussain et al., 2023; Wang & Yan, 2022), but the 
present study nuances these insights by showing how authenticity is actively produced and 
protected by rural hosts themselves, rather than merely interpreted by tourists.
Lastly, the study underscores that intra-community differences are compounded by infrastruc-
tural deficits such as unstable electricity, poor network quality, and unreliable bandwidth, 
alongside time constraints associated with agriculture and other livelihood activities. These 
findings are consistent with research on the multi-level digital divide and barriers to technol-
ogy adoption in rural small and medium enterprises (Cheuk et al., 2018; Fanelli & Fanelli, 2021; 
Sindakis & Showkat, 2024; Vimalkumar et al., 2021), but add a tourism-specific lens by show-
ing how such divides directly shape visibility, guest retention, and the viability of “workation” 
markets.
Taken together, these results make several contributions to theory. First, they advance the lit-
erature on digital entrepreneurship in rural tourism by demonstrating that social media adop-
tion is best understood as a contextual negotiation between technological affordances and 
structural constraints, rather than as a linear diffusion of innovation. In contrast to studies that 
focus primarily on the demand side of tourists’ digital behavior, destination branding, or influ-
encer effects, this study centers the voices of rural hosts and shows how authenticity, commu-
nity representation, and ethical considerations are embedded in their digital strategies.

Implications

Theoretical Implications

This research contributes to the literature on digital entrepreneurship and rural tourism by 
highlighting the nuanced ways rural actors navigate social media adoption. Previous studies 
have focused on how social media content influences tourist awareness and decision making 
(Hussain et al., 2024), the impact of online channels (including social media) on homestay 
bookings in rural contexts, (Kapri & Sharma, 2024) and the role of social networks in how 
homestay hosts operate and promote homestays (Gyamtsho et al., 2025). This study empha-
sizes authenticity, ethical content creation, and relational trust as the critical dimensions of 
digital engagement in rural hospitality contexts. Additionally, the findings underscore that 
digital adoption is not merely a function of individual agency but is deeply mediated by infra-
structural, socio-economic, and operational conditions, advancing the understanding of the 
contextual embeddedness of technology adoption in rural enterprises.
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Practical Implications

Homestay operators should not view social media as a channel to communicate; they should 
strategically leverage digital platforms by tailoring platform use to target demographics, em-
phasizing video content for trust, optimizing keywords, and considering paid promotion to 
significantly enhance visibility and customer engagement. The study also demonstrates the 
value of collaborative strategies, such as knowledge sharing among operators or community-
based content initiatives, to overcome individual skill and resource limitations. Moreover, op-
erators should adopt proactive online risk management practices to safeguard their reputation 
and trust.

Policy Implications

Policymakers and tourism development agencies must adopt a multi layered approach to sup-
port rural homestay. The 2022 National Strategy for Promotion of Rural Homestays recognises 
digital technologies and platforms for rural tourism as one of the five key strategic pillars for 
developing rural tourism across India (Ministry of Tourism, 2022). Under this strategy, the 
Ministry aims to provide necessary financial, technical and marketing support to rural homes-
tays to foster entrepreneurial opportunities, sustainable livelihoods, and inclusive community-
based tourism. At the state level, Sikkim under the state tourism policy, 2018 homestay and 
community-based tourism are explicitly highlighted as key components of inclusive tourism 
strategy (Government of Sikkim, 2018). Beyond regulatory and infrastructural support, the 
state has also invested in capacity-building: under the Sikkim INSPIRES (Integrated Service 
Provision and Innovation for Reviving Economies) providing workshops and training to up-
grade hospitality standards and equip local homestay owners with necessary skills (Govern-
ment of Sikkim, 2024). Further, Yakten village in Pakyong district has been officially declared 
India’s first Digital Nomad village, transforming it into a fully digital-ready rural destination by 
ensuring high-speed internet, stable power supply, co-working homestays, and integrated hos-
pitality services, all while leveraging traditional hospitality and community-based living (The 
Hindu, 2025).
Building on these policy precedents, further action by government and tourism development 
agencies could deepen and operationalize support for rural homestays through a coordinated, 
multi-pronged strategy. Further, facilitating community-level digital cooperatives or shared 
online platforms that provide collective marketing, booking, payment, and support services 
will help reduce individual costs and shield smaller operators from fraud or market volatility.

Limitations & Future Research Directions

Although this study offers critical insights, it is not without limitations. First, the research fo-
cuses exclusively on rural homestays in Sikkim with a small sample size, limiting its generaliz-
ability to urban contexts. Second, the qualitative approach, while providing depth, does not 
quantify the relative impact of different social media strategies on business performance. Fu-
ture research could address these limitations and further advance knowledge by using quanti-
tative research design with theories such as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and 
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT). The study could also explore 
comparative studies across regions or contexts to assess regional variations in digital adoption 
and strategy effectiveness. Employing mixed-methods or longitudinal designs to quantify the 
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impact of social media practices on business performance over time can be helpful in under-
standing the effectiveness of social media usage in the homestay sector.
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Abstract

Sentiment analysis of social media platforms has become an important method for examining 
tourists’ perceptions and behavioral patterns. This study provides a systematic review of 
tourism destination research applying sentiment analysis to social media data. It identifies 
methodological trends, highlights underutilized platforms and analytical approaches, and 
outlines directions for future research. A systematic review of studies published between 2016 
and 2024 was conducted using major academic databases, including ScienceDirect, IEEE 
Xplore, Emerald Insight, Springer, Scopus, Google Scholar, and Web of Science. Following a 
structured screening process, 30 relevant studies were selected for detailed analysis. The 
findings indicate a gradual shift from lexicon-based methods to machine learning and trans-
former-based models, although hybrid approaches remain limited. Research relies heavily on 
platforms such as X (formerly Twitter) and TripAdvisor, while visually oriented platforms such 
as YouTube, Instagram and TikTok are comparatively underexplored. Overall, the evidence 
confirms that social media sentiment analysis contributes significantly to understanding 
destination image formation and visitor evaluation. However stronger theoretical integration 
and broader data representation are needed to advance the field.
Keywords: sentiment analysis, machine learning, lexicon based, tourist destination, Smart 
tourism

Introduction

Web 2.0 fundamentally changed the digital environment by enabling users not only to interact 
with online content but also to create and share it. Travelers now actively capture and share 
their experiences through reviews, comments, photos, and videos, generating large volumes of 
user-generated content (UGC). Global social media usage increased from 2.73 billion users in 
2017 to 5.17 billion in 2024, and it is projected to exceed six billion by 2028(Statista, 2025). 
This growth is especially important for tourism research because it has generated a large vol-
ume of publicly available traveler-generated data.
Travelers now regularly share reviews, impressions, and stories across platforms such as X 
(formerly Twitter), TripAdvisor, Instagram, and TikTok. Travel-related expressions (e.g., travel 
vlogs or social media content) have been shown to contribute to how destination image is per-
ceived by audience and influence travel decision-making processes (Abad & Borbon, 2021; 
Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). Empirical evidence shows that peer-generated reviews and user-gen-
erated content shape tourists’ initial destination evaluations and influence travel intentions 
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and choices(Lam et al., 2020). Consequently, social media functions not only as a communica-
tion channel but also as a participatory and evaluative environment where perceptions and 
reputations are co-constructed and amplified(Feldkamp, 2021; Xiang & Gretzel, 2010).
The scale and complexity of user-generated content have increased the need for automated 
analytical techniques. Sentiment analysis (SA), also known as opinion mining, is a Natural 
Language Processing (NLP) technique used to identify and classify the sentiment polarity of 
textual data, typically as positive, negative, or neutral (Liu, 2017). In tourism research, SA has 
been used to examine tourists’ attitudes toward destinations, attractions, accommodations, 
and services (Borrajo-Millán et al., 2021; Gupta & Kumra, 2024). By analyzing large volumes of 
online reviews and posts, this approach reveals patterns in satisfaction and travel behavior that 
are hard to identify manually. Recent methodological developments, including lexicon-based 
techniques, machine learning algorithms such as Support Vector Machines (SVM), and deep 
learning models, have enhanced the accuracy and scalability of sentiment classification in 
tourism research(Afrianto Singgalen et al., 2024; Erdoğan et al., 2025; Liu et al., 2015).
Although the use of sentiment analysis in tourism research has increased in recent years, the 
existing literature is still scattered. Past studies differ broadly in their analytical methods, data 
sources, thematic focus, and geographical settings. Some focus on destination image, while 
others examine service quality, tourist satisfaction, or behavioral intentions. Methodologically, 
approaches range from lexicon-based techniques to machine learning and deep learning mod-
els. While previous review studies have addressed social media analytics in tourism more gen-
erally, there is still a need for a recent and focused review that specifically examines how senti-
ment analysis has been applied in destination research between 2016 and 2024.
To address this need, the present study systematically reviews empirical research published 
during this period that applies sentiment analysis to social media data in the context of tourist 
destinations. It compares methodological approaches, identifies commonly used platforms, 
examines thematic areas of application, and considers the geographical distribution of studies. 
By bringing these findings together, the review highlights current research patterns, identifies 
gaps, and suggests directions for future research. Overall, it aims to provide a clearer picture of 
how sentiment analysis contributes to destination research and management.

Methodology

This study undertakes a comprehensive review of prior studies employing SA of social media 
within tourism destination studies. To achieve its purpose, this study applies a systematic lit-
erature review method to provide researchers with a clear and structured overview of prior 
knowledge in the field (Chandler & Hopewell, 2013; Kitchenham & Charters, 2007; Mulrow, 
1997). Systematic reviews offer a rigorous and objective method for synthesizing evidence 
across multiple studies, replacing traditional narrative reviews as the standard approach.
(Riesenberg et al., 2014)
This research considers only English-language publications, emphasizing peer-reviewed jour-
nal papers and conference proceedings, while omitting books, chapters, theses, and disserta-
tions. In line with the approach outlined by various researchers, the adopted methodology 
consists of the following key stages:
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Development of research questions

The review process was guided by research questions defined at the beginning, aligned with 
the study’s purpose and the structured methodology of a systematic literature review. This 
study aims to address following research questions:
  RQ1: What sentiment analysis techniques are used for social media data in tourism desti-

nation research?
  RQ2: What thematic areas are addressed in tourism destination studies applying sentiment 

analysis?
  RQ3: What platforms and geographic regions are most examined in tourism destination 

sentiment analysis research?
  RQ4: What methodological approaches and research areas are insufficiently addressed in 

tourism destination sentiment analysis research and should be explored further?
  RQ5: What are the key findings and policy implications of these studies?

Selection and Retrieval of Relevant Literature Sources

The literature search covered publications from 2016 to 2024 and was conducted using Scien-
ceDirect, IEEE Xplore, Emerald Insight, SpringerLink, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google 
Scholar. Keywords such as “social media,” “sentiment analysis,” and “tourism destination” were 
combined using Boolean operators. The initial search yielded 211 records.
Titles and abstracts were first screened to remove irrelevant studies. Articles were included if 
they applied sentiment analysis to social media data within a tourism destination context and 
met the defined time frame and publication criteria. Studies were excluded if they did not fo-
cus on tourism destinations, used social media data without sentiment analysis methods, were 
review or conceptual papers, or were not peer-reviewed. After applying these criteria, 81 stud-
ies remained.
A full-text review was then conducted to assess methodological relevance and alignment with 
the research questions, resulting in a final sample of 30 studies for detailed analysis. The selec-
tion process was carried out by the author based on predefined criteria. For each selected 
study, key information including publication year, geographical focus, platform type, analytical 
technique, and key focus and main findings were systematically extracted and synthesized.

Integration and Analysis of the Literature

This review paper covers research published between 2016 to 2024, with 30 articles meeting 
the study objectives. The following table shows the data extracted from the selected articles.
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Table 1. Summary of Studies Applying Sentiment Analysis in Tourism Destination Research 
(2016–2024)

Title and Country Methodology Data source Research Focus Application / Result Authors

Combined sentiment score and star 
rating analysis of travel destination 
prediction based on user preference using 
morphological linear neural network 
model with correlated topic modelling 
approach (India)

Machine 
learning-based

67,871 
TripAdvisor 
reviews

Prediction 
modeling

Sentiment + ratings 
improve prediction 
accuracy (95%).

(Kumar & 
Hanji, 2024)

Understanding Fine-Grained Sentiments 
of Super-Priority Destination Visitors 
using Multi-task Learning for Extraction 
of Aspect Terms and Polarity Classifica-
tion on Reviews (Indonesia)

Machine 
learning-based

TripAdvisor 
Reviews

Aspect-based 
sentiment

Fine-grained SA 
improves expecta-
tion detection.

(Kusuma-
wardani et 
al., 2024)

The world from the perspective of digital 
nomads: exploring sentiments in 
destination reviews (Turkey)

Lexicon-based Twitter, and 
Reddit

Destination 
perception

Trust and joy 
dominate preferred 
destinations.

(Özgen 
Çiğdemli et 
al., 2024)

Destination image branding for world 
heritage sites: a methodology combining 
GIS with sentiment analysis (Malaysia)

Machine 
learning-based

Reviews from 
Weibo and 
Google map

Destination 
branding

Sentiment reveals 
distinct branding 
themes.

(SangKun et 
al., 2024)

Enhancing Sentiment Analysis of 
Indonesian 
Tourism Video Content Commentary on 
TikTok: A FastText and Bi-LSTM Approach 
(Indonesia)

Machine 
learning-based

TikTok 
comments

Platform-based 
analysis

Majority of 
comments classified 
as positive.

(Ariyus et al., 
2024)

Sentiment analysis applied to tourism: 
exploring tourist-generated content in 
the case of a wellness tourism destina-
tion (Portugal)

Lexicon-based 1249 
TripAdvisor 
reviews

Visitor 
satisfaction

Spa and massage 
services highly 
valued.

(George & 
Ramos, 
2024)

Understanding Digital Engagement 
through Sentiment Analysis of Tourism 
Destination through Travel Vlog Reviews 
(Indonesia)

Machine 
learning and 
lexicon-based

442 travel 
vlogs reviews 
from 
YouTube

Digital 
engagement

Positive sentiment 
supports marketing 
engagement.

(Singgalen, 
2024)

Visual Analysis of Social Media Data on 
Experiences at a World Heritage Tourist 
Destination: Historic Centre of Macau 
(China)

Lexicon-based Tourist 
reviews from 
Ctrip and 
Mafengwo

Heritage 
experience

Strong positive 
perception of 
cultural heritage.

(Jia et al., 
2024)

Exploring Tourist Feedback on Riau 
Attractions
Through Indonesian Language YouTube 
Opinion Using Naive Bayes Algorithm 
(Indonesia)

Machine 
learning-based

1680 
YouTube 
Comments

Feedback 
analysis

Predominantly 
positive; halal 
tourism potential.

(Kurniawan 
et al., 2023)

Are customer star ratings and sentiments 
aligned? A deep learning study of 
customer service experience in tourism 
destinations (Italy)

Machine 
learning and 
lexicon-based

20,954 
TripAdvisor 
reviews

Service quality Sentiment largely 
aligns with star 
ratings.

(Bigne et al., 
2023)

Thematic analysis of reviews on the air 
quality of tourist destinations from a 
sentiment analysis perspective (China)

Machine 
learning-based

Reviews from 
Ctrip and Sina 
Weibo

Environmental 
perception

Platform differences 
in credibility and 
sentiment.

(Tao et al., 
2022)

Extracting insights from big social data 
for smarter tourism destination 
management (Italy)

Machine 
learning-based

Flickr and X 
(Twitter) 
based data

Smart 
management

Overall high 
positive sentiment 
clusters.

(Solazzo et 
al., 2022)
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Discovering a tourism destination with 
social media data: BERT-based sentiment 
analysis, (Spain)

Machine 
learning-based

90,725 
Instagram 
posts and 
235,755 
tweets

Emerging 
destinations

BERT improves 
sentiment 
classification 
accuracy.

(Viñán-
Ludeña & de 
Campos, 
2022)

SmartSenti: A Twitter-Based Sentiment 
Analysis System for the Smart Tourism in 
Turkey

Machine 
learning-based

Twitter 
dataset of 5 
tourist places

Smart tourism 
system

Transfer learning 
improved accuracy 
of SA.

(Umut 
SALUR et al., 
2022)

Sentiment analysis of online destination 
image of Hong Kong held by mainland 
Chinese tourists (Hong Kong)

Machine 
learning and 
Lexicon-based

72,284 online 
reviews 

Destination 
image

Positive image; cost 
concerns noted.

(Paolanti et 
al., 2021)

Do Tourists from Different Countries 
Interpret Travel Experience with the Same 
Feeling? Sentiment Analysis of TripAdvi-
sor Review, 10 Countries

Lexicon-based 27,177 
TripAdvisor 
reviews

Cross-country 
perception

Sentiment varies by 
tourist origin.

(Wang & 
Kirilenko, 
2021)

Analyzing Tourism Reviews Using an LDA 
Topic-Based Sentiment Analysis 
Approach (Morocco)

Lexicon-based 39,200 
TripAdvisor 
Reviews

Topic-based 
sentiment

VADER aligns 
closely with ratings.

(Ali et al., 
2021)

Exploring destination loyalty: Application 
of social media analytics in a nature-
based tourism setting (Canada)

Machine 
learning and 
lexicon-based

17,224 
TripAdvisor 
reviews

Loyalty Sentiment linked to 
loyalty patterns.

(Mirzaalian 
& Halpenny, 
2021)

Using social media in Tourist Sentiment 
Analysis: A Case Study of Andalusia 
during the Covid-19 Pandemic (Spain)

Machine 
learning-based

25532 Tweets COVID impact Shift toward safer 
destinations.

(Flores-Ruiz 
et al., 2021)

Tourism destination management using 
sentiment analysis and geo-location 
information:” A deep learning approach 
(Italy)

Machine 
learning-based

Tourism-
related 
tweets from 
social media

Geo-manage-
ment

Geo-sentiment 
identifies hotspots.

(Paolanti et 
al., 2021)

Sentiment analysis as a tool for assessing 
the negative impact of tourism on a 
destination (Russia)

Lexicon-based 33,475 
TripAdvisor 
Reviews

Negative impact 
assessment

Overall sentiment 
remains positive.

(Vetitnev et 
al., 2021)

Visitors’ experience at Angkor Wat, 
Cambodia: evidence from sentiment and 
topic analysis (Cambodia)

Lexicon-based 32,394 
TripAdvisor 
reviews

Visitor 
experience

Crowding and cost 
drive negativity.

(Baniya et 
al., 2021)

Mining Tourist’s Perception toward 
Indonesia Tourism Destination Using Sen-
timent Analysis and Topic Modelling 
2019 (Indonesia)

Machine 
learning and 
lexicon-based

X (formerly 
Twitter) 
Dataset

Emotion analysis Joy identified as 
dominant emotion.

(Irawan et 
al., 2019)

Twitter Text Mining for Sentiment 
Analysis on People’s Feedback about 
Oman Tourism (Oman)

Lexicon-based X (formerly 
Twitter) 
Dataset

Feedback 
analysis

Major attractions 
linked to positive 
sentiment.

(Ramana-
than & 
Meyyappan, 
2019)

Croatia as a Virtual Tourist Destination: A 
Linguistic and Sentiment Analysis. 
(Croatia)

Lexicon-based Texts from 
official 
tourism 
websites and 
cultural 
platforms

Virtual image Positive narrative 
dominates content.

(Suzana et 
al., 2018)

Analysis Sentiment and Tourist Response 
to Rinjani Mountain Tour Based on 
Comments from Instagram (Indonesia)

Lexicon-based Instagram 
Comments

Engagement Positive engage-
ment via posts.

(Melati et 
al., 2018)

Is Xenios Zeus Still Alive? Destination 
Image of Athens in the Years of Recession 
(Greece)

Lexicon-based TripAdvisor 
Reviews

Destination 
image

Athens’ image 
largely positive.

(Gkritzali et 
al., 2018)
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Do Local Residents and Visitors Express 
the Same Sentiments on Destinations 
Through Social Media?  (Europe)

Machine 
learning-based

6,000 tweets Residentsvs 
tourists

Generally positive 
with some 
neutrality.

(Jabreel et 
al., 2017)

What makes tourists feel negatively 
about tourism destinations? Application 
of hybrid text mining methodology to 
smart destination management (Paris)

Machine 
Learning-based

A total of 
19,835 
reviews were 
collected 

Negative drivers Identifies satisfac-
tion and dissatisfac-
tion factors.

(Kun et al., 
2017)

Post-visit and pre-visit tourist destina-
tion image through eWOM sentiment 
analysis and perceived helpfulness. 
(Spain)

Lexicon-based Online travel 
reviews 

Expectation vs 
reality

Pre-visit sentiment 
more positive.

(M. Rosario 
et al., 2016)

Analysis of Sentiment Analysis in Tourism Destination Research

Methodological Trends

The 30 reviewed studies reflect a gradual methodological shift in tourism sentiment analysis 
research. Of these, 13 applied machine learning techniques, 12 relied on lexicon-based ap-
proaches, and 5 adopted hybrid models. While the distribution appears relatively balanced, 
earlier studies tended to use lexicon-based tools due to their simplicity, whereas more recent 
research increasingly used supervised and deep learning methods. Classical algorithms such as 
Naïve Bayes and Support Vector Machines remain common, but transformer-based models, 
including BERT, have gained prominence in recent years. Some studies combine sentiment 
classification with topic modeling techniques such as LDA to capture both polarity and the-
matic structure. This suggests a movement from basic sentiment scoring toward more aspect-
level analysis.
Lexicon-based tools, particularly VADER, remain widely used for short and informal social 
media texts. Although these approaches offer transparency and ease of implementation, they 
may be less adaptable to contextual nuances. Hybrid approaches, though fewer in number, aim 
to balance interpretability and predictive performance.

Thematic Areas of Application

The reviewed studies can be grouped into five main thematic categories. First, a significant 
number of reviewed articles focus on destination image and branding, examining how tourists 
perceive cities, heritage sites, and regions. These studies consistently show that cultural herit-
age, landscape quality, and hospitality generate positive sentiment, while cost and crowding 
often contribute to negative evaluations. 
Second, many studies focus on visitor satisfaction and service quality. In most cases, sentiment 
scores are broadly consistent with star ratings, indicating that combining textual feedback with 
numerical ratings can improve performance evaluation. Aspect-based analyses also show that 
safety, authenticity, and personalized experiences are important factors shaping positive per-
ceptions. 
Third, some studies use sentiment analysis to support smart tourism and destination manage-
ment. By combining sentiment data with geolocation information, they identify areas of high 
satisfaction or concern. These findings show how social media analytics can help monitor pub-
lic perception and guide strategic planning. 
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Fourth, some studies examine behavioral outcomes such as loyalty and engagement. In this 
area, machine learning models are often used for prediction and forecasting. Finally, several 
studies focus on environmental and crisis-related issues, including air quality and the impact 
of COVID-19. While overall sentiment toward destinations is generally positive, these external 
factors often generate negative responses.
Overall, the thematic range shows that sentiment analysis in tourism is not limited to measur-
ing positive or negative opinions, but also supports branding, management decisions, behavio-
ral prediction, and crisis monitoring.

Platforms and Geographic Distribution

The reviewed studies rely on multiple social media platforms. TripAdvisor and X (formerly 
Twitter) are the most frequently used sources. TripAdvisor is commonly applied in satisfaction 
and image studies, while X (formerly Twitter) is used to capture real-time public discourse. 
Platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok appear less frequently despite their grow-
ing role in tourism communication. Regional platforms such as Ctrip and Weibo are mainly 
used in studies focused on Chinese tourism behavior. Cross-platform comparative research 
remains limited. Geographically, most studies primarily focus on European and Asian destina-
tions, so there are opportunities for expanding research into underrepresented regions.

Underexplored Methods and Direction

Despite increasing methodological techniques, several gaps remain. Advanced transformer 
models beyond BERT are not often applied in tourism studies, and multimodal analyses inte-
grating text, images, and video are still limited. Hybrid approaches, although promising, are 
not yet widely adopted. In terms of data sources, research continues to rely heavily on TripAd-
visor and X (formerly Twitter), while visually oriented platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, 
and TikTok remain underexplored. Expanding analytical techniques and diversifying data 
sources would enhance both methodological robustness and practical relevance in future re-
search.

Key Findings and Policy Implications

Across the reviewed studies, tourist-generated content is generally positive, while negative 
sentiment tends to focus on specific operational issues rather than overall destination image. 
This indicates that social media interaction often highlights targeted areas for improvement. 
Studies also show that combining textual sentiment with numerical ratings improves the relia-
bility of visitor evaluation. In addition, analyses incorporating geolocation or platform-specific 
data reveal that sentiment varies across locations and contexts within the same destination.
From a policy perspective, these findings suggest that sentiment analysis can serve as a con-
tinuous monitoring tool. Regular analysis of digital feedback can help Destination Manage-
ment Organizations (DMOs) detect emerging concerns and support more responsive, evi-
dence-based management decisions.



55

Syed Arif Hussain Shah

TURIZAM | Volume 30, Issue 1, 48-58 (2026)

Theoretical and Practical Implications

This review combines the use of sentiment analysis in tourism destination research and high-
lights key methodological trends. It shows that, despite technical advances, stronger links to 
established tourism theories particularly those related to destination image, visitor evaluation, 
and behavioral intention are still needed.
For practitioners, sentiment analysis can act as an ongoing decision-support mechanism rath-
er than a simple monitoring tool. Integrating sentiment data with ratings and spatial informa-
tion may enable more targeted service improvements. Broadening analysis to include emerg-
ing platforms can strengthen destination strategies and support more responsive policy 
decisions.

Conclusions

This review examined how sentiment analysis has been applied to social media data in tourism 
destination research between 2016 and 2024. The findings show a gradual shift from lexicon-
based methods to machine learning and transformer-based models, although advanced and 
hybrid approaches remain limited. Research also relies heavily on a small number of platforms, 
particularly TripAdvisor and X (formerly Twitter), while visually driven platforms such as Ins-
tagram, YouTube, and TikTok remain underrepresented.
The analysis demonstrates that sentiment analysis contributes to understanding destination 
image, visitor behavior, and management decisions, but stronger integration with established 
tourism theory is still needed. Future research should expand methodological approaches and 
diversify data sources to improve both analytical depth and practical relevance.
This review is limited to English-language, peer-reviewed publications published between 
2016 and 2024, which may exclude relevant studies in other languages. In addition, recent ad-
vances in sentiment analysis methods may not yet be fully represented in the reviewed litera-
ture.
Financial Support - No funding was received.
Disclosure of Interest - No conflict of interest.
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 Abstract

Providing exceptional experiences to tourists has become a paramount goal of the emerging 
hospitality and tourism industry (H&T) due to its experiential nature. Transcendent customer 
experience is a dimension of customer experience that refers to exceptional or deeply meaning-
ful interactions that go beyond mere satisfaction to create a lasting emotional connection with 
a brand or product. In the context of H&T, tourists serve as primary customers. Hence, this 
study empirically examines the influence of transcendent tourist experience (TTE) on eWOM 
intention, with destination brand love (DBL) as a mediating variable, within the Stimulus-
Organism-Response framework. The research follows a quantitative research design. Using 
path analysis, this study examined data from 404 tourists as samples who visited wellness 
tourism destinations in Kerala. The study’s findings reveal that TTE significantly influences 
eWOM through the mediation of DBL. It also provides valuable insights for tourism marketers 
who aim to leverage tourists’ sentiments to promote destinations online, which may, in turn, 
lead to increased tourist engagement behaviours.
Keywords: eWOM intention, destination brand love, stimulus organism response (S O R), 
transcendent experience

Introduction

The hospitality and tourism (H&T) sector is inherently service-intensive, with its success 
largely dependent on how well tourists are treated and how satisfied they are with their experi-
ences (Zehrer, 2009). Rapid technological advancements have enabled destinations to offer dif-
ferentiated products and services while improving operational efficiency, thereby enhancing 
competitiveness in an increasingly crowded global market. Destination management systems 
(DMS), for instance, facilitate the coordination and promotion of destination offerings, allow-
ing tourists to customise their travel experience and access local resources at reduced costs 
(Buhalis, 2000). These technological innovations have transformed how destinations interact 
with tourists and manage service delivery. Beyond functional efficiency, destinations increas-
ingly rely on experiential differentiation to engage tourists. Destination experiences have be-
come a key strategic instrument for fostering meaningful relationships between tourists and 
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destinations (Karayilan & Cetin, 2016). Contemporary tourism management prioritises on 
creating exceptional tourist experiences that resonate with tourists’ transcendent experience 
and go beyond basic service satisfaction (Çulha, 2020). Such extraordinary or transcendent 
experiences encourage deeper personal engagement and intense emotional rapport, which in 
turn enhance customer loyalty (Tussyadiah, 2013). As tourism is widely regarded as a massive 
producer of consumer experiences (Binkhorst & Dekker, 2009), understanding how these ex-
periences shape tourist behaviour has become a central concern in tourism research.
Among various dimensions of tourist experience, transcendent tourist experience (TTE) rep-
resents a particularly profound form of engagement. Identified as a subdimension of total cus-
tomer experience (Hwang & Seo, 2016), TTE refers to moments of intense joy and self-tran-
scendence, during which individuals feel deeply connected to their surroundings (Williams & 
Harvey, 2001). These experiences are characterised by high levels of emotional, psychological, 
and sometimes spiritual involvement. Previous research has asserted that hospitality products 
generate customer loyalty primarily when they deliver a memorable, transcendent experience 
(Kim, 2014; Pizam, 2010). Furthermore, studies on sequence effects indicate that the order and 
structure of service encounters significantly influence customer perceptions and emotions 
(Dixon & Verma, 2013), reinforcing the importance of carefully designed experiential jour-
neys. Despite the growing interest in experiential tourism, previous studies have mainly fo-
cused on hedonic, memorable and service-based tourist experiences, with limited attention to 
transcendent experiences that involve emotional and spiritual dimensions (Huang et al., 2023; 
Kirillova et al., 2017). The concept of transcendent customer experience was articulated by 
Carù and Cova (2003) and Schouten et al. (2007), while Hwang and Seo (2016) highlighted its 
relevance for H&T research. They argued that delivering extraordinary experiences is essential 
in a market where tourists are increasingly saturated with standardised offerings. Neverthe-
less, empirical research examining the behavioural consequences of TTE remains scarce.
One of the most significant behavioural outcomes in tourism is electronic word of mouth 
(eWOM). The importance of revisiting and recommending a destination is now recognised as 
a crucial element in the future growth of tourism (Cerdá-Mansilla et al., 2025). eWOM is “any 
positive or negative comment shared online by potential, current, or past customers about a 
product or company that reaches a large audience” (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). In the tour-
ism context, eWOM has become a critical source of information for destination choice (Jalil-
vand & Samiei, 2012). The digital age has empowered tourists to instantly share their experi-
ences through social media, online reviews, and blogs, making eWOM an essential driver of 
destination marketing (Al-Dmour et al., 2024). 
Another important concept in understanding tourists’ post-consumption behaviour is destina-
tion brand love (DBL). It refers to (Amaro et al., 2020), a deep emotional attachment that tour-
ists develop towards a destination, motivating them to share their experiences through online 
platforms. Emotional bonding has been widely acknowledged as a critical component of desti-
nation branding. For instance, Amaro et al. (2020) demonstrated that positive experiential en-
gagement among ‘Erasmus students’ contributed to destination brand love, suggesting the po-
tential relevance of experiential variables in shaping emotional attachment. However, empirical 
research investigating brand love in relation to TTE remains limited.
A review of existing literature reveals three significant research gaps. Firstly, although previous 
studies have examined overall destination experience as an antecedent of eWOM intention 
(Meenakshy et al., 2024; Paisri et al., 2022), no studies have investigated the influence of TTE 
on eWOM intention. While destination experience represents a tourist’s overall perception of 
attractions, amenities, infrastructure, environment, accommodation, transportation and social 
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interactions (Lugosi & Walls, 2013; Prayag et al., 2013), TTE reflects an extreme delight experi-
ence which is more personal and subjective for a tourist during a trip and has profound influ-
ence on tourists’ behavioural intentions than general destination evaluations. Although desti-
nation brand love is identified as a key predictor of eWOM, no research has examined it as a 
mediating variable between TTE and eWOM intention, which is the second gap identified. 
Moreover, few studies address the effective, sustainable marketing of wellness tourism destina-
tions in Kerala, which is another gap. Aiming to address these research gaps and broaden the 
literature, the current research was designed to develop and test a conceptual model that eluci-
dates how tourists’ transcendent experience leads to destination brand love and eWOM inten-
tion. To be more precise, this study focusses on the following research objectives: (1) to analyse 
the influence of the TTE on destination brand love towards wellness tourism destinations in 
Kerala; (2) to assess the effect of the destination brand love on eWOM intention of tourists; 
and (3) to ascertain the mediating role of destination brand love in explaining the relationship 
between TTE and eWOM intention.

Theoretical Underpinning of the Study

The study’s framework is based on the SOR model developed by Mehrabian & Russell (1974), 
which emphasises the critical role of internal psychological factors in consumer behaviour. He 
stated that the environment (S) causes changes in people’s internal or biological states (O) that 
cause approach or avoidance responses (R). Their study concluded that environmental stimu-
lus (S) triggers an emotional response (O) in the individual, which then leads to a behavioural 
response (R) from the consumer. The SOR model is widely applied in different fields of re-
search. Prominent studies that use the SOR model include research on purchase intention 
from video advertisements (Yu et al., 2024), brand love and purchase intentions toward local 
food distribution (Kumar et al., 2021), customer experience, satisfaction, and brand loyalty to-
ward electronic home appliances (Uzir et al., 2021), traveller adoption of the Airbnb platform 
(Tamilmani et al., 2020), the effects of environmental advertising and green attitudes on fru-
gality in the Malaysian hotel industry (Sadom et al., 2020), and the relationship between res-
taurant food quality, revisit intention, and word-of-mouth intentions (Konuk, 2019). The SOR 
framework has been widely acknowledged as a pivotal theoretical model in tourism research 
(Asyraff et al., 2023).
The present study formulates a research model grounded in the SOR framework within the 
context of the wellness tourism sector. Schouten et al. (2007) described transcendent customer 
experience as a break from the usual perception of time, a sense of detachment from everyday 
life, and a connection to deep and meaningful experience. Transcendent customer experience 
has two aspects: flow experience and peak experience (Hwang & Seo, 2016; Privette, 1983; 
Schouten et al., 2007; Sukhu et al., 2018). Flow experience is characterised as an enjoyment, an 
intrinsically rewarding, or autotelic, experience, and peak experience is denoted as the “pleas-
urable, fleeting, unexpected, rare, valuable, and unusual characteristics, often seeming to de-
rive from a natural source” (Privette, 1983). Existing H&T literature has conceptualised flow 
experience as a stimulus to consumption intention (Yang et al., 2022). Likewise, spiritual expe-
rience (Tan et al., 2021) and memorable tourism experiences (Chen et al., 2020; Guleria et al., 
2023) were treated as stimuli in prior literature. Therefore, the present study conceptualised 
TTE as a stimulus. Previous literature also indicates that destination brand love is perceived as 
an organism due to the emotional responses elicited by stimulus factors (Atsız et al., 2024; Ka-
reem & Venugopal, 2023). eWOM, which is a behavioural intention in terms of consumption, 
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is considered a response towards an organism and pointed out in earlier works in the H&T 
sector (Abbasi et al., 2022; Fan et al., 2023; Kareem & Venugopal, 2023; Roy et al., 2020; Souki 
et al., 2023). With prior support from past studies, the transcendent tourist experience (TTE) 
has been identified as a stimulus (S) for this study, leading to an organism (O) of Destination 
Brand Love (DBL) due to an emotional reaction, which ultimately influences the behaviour of 
the tourists in response to eWOM intention as a response (R).

Literature Review

Wellness Tourism

The global wellness institute defines wellness tourism as “travel to maintain or improve one’s 
personal well-being”. (Global Wellness Institute, 2021). Wellness tourism, as a distinct sub-
category of health tourism, differs from medical tourism, which emphasises preventive inter-
ventions and the enhancement of holistic well-being, comprising the physical, mental, and 
spiritual dimensions of health (Weerakit & Tkachuk, 2024). Andreu et al. (2021) and Zeng et 
al. (2021) mentioned in their study that it is essential to focus on health and safety as tourism 
recovers after COVID-19. Aebli et al. (2021) found that mental health and well-being are sig-
nificant yet often underemphasised motivational themes in tourism, particularly in the face of 
global health crises. Recreational, aesthetic, and escapist experiences of wellness tourism can 
positively affect tourists’ hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Liu et al., 2023). Apart from re-
lieving stress and restoring people’s physical and mental health, wellness tourism can also ele-
vate their sense of happiness (Kazakov & Oyner, 2020). Tourists who are more satisfied with a 
wellness destination provide more positive evaluations for each determinant of a wellness des-
tination’s attractiveness (Medina-Muñoz & Medina-Muñoz, 2013).

Wellness tourism in Kerala

Destinations develop genuinely distinctive, location-specific wellness tourism offerings and a 
well-distinguished brand. The state of Kerala in India, which branded itself as the “Land of 
Ayurveda”, promotes wellness tourism experiences linking wellness with yoga, Ayurveda, med-
itation, spirituality, pilgrimage, indigenous medicine, faith healing and happiness (Global Well-
ness Institute, 2018). Kerala has won the Asia Spa India award for best wellness destination 
2019 (Government of Kerala, Department of Tourism, 2019). After the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Kerala’s tourism industry is in its renewal phase. Kerala received 2.25 crore tourist visits in 
2023, which is much higher than the pre-COVID level of 1.96 crore in 2019 (The Hindu Busi-
ness Line, 2023), and the revenue thus generated is a major contributor to the state’s total GDP. 
Ayurveda, a traditional medicine system of India, is the main attraction of Kerala’s wellness 
tourism. Backed by numerous wellness centres across the state, popular ayurvedic services in-
clude detoxification, rejuvenation, stress relief, weight loss, anti-ageing, and skin and hair care 
(Ramesh & Kurian, 2012). Accredited Ayurveda wellness centres are unevenly distributed: 80% 
of the centres are spread across five of Kerala’s districts, which are Thiruvanathapuram, 
Pathanamthitta, Thrissur, Kottayam and Kollam (Romão et al., 2021). Based on recent trends 
and future implications, Kerala’s wellness tourism combines ayurveda, yoga, medical tourism, 
backwater tourism, spiritual tourism, and cultural tourism (Nair, 2019).
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Figure 1: Proposed model of wellness tourism in Kerala 
Source: Nair (2019)

Focusing on the concept of escape, wellness treatments in Kerala offer rejuvenation and reju-
venation packages aimed at enhancing the well-being of mind, body and spirit. By combining 
health, hospitality, and tourism, Kerala has positioned itself as a leading wellness tourism des-
tination (Nair, 2019). Parakkal et al. (2024) underscored the significance of balancing mental 
and physical well-being in Kerala’s wellness tourism. Focusing on culinary experiences and the 
mind-body connection could help differentiate Kerala from other wellness destinations glob-
ally.

Transcendent Tourist Experience (TTE)

Schouten et al. (2007) defined transcendent customer experience as the “temporary suspen-
sion of reality, a sense of detachment from the mundane and a sense of union with some higher 
plane experience”. The previously mentioned author stated that transcendent tourism experi-
ences are extraordinary moments in tourism where individuals experience heightened emo-
tions such as awe, wonder, and profound personal transformation (Schouten et al., 2007). It 
was elucidated that flow and peak experience are the distinct subsets of transcendent custom-
er experience. A flow experience occurs when a person is fully immersed in a task, combining 
focused performance and enjoyment. It is a state of deep concentration in which time seems to 
fade away, and the individual feels detached from everyday life. A peak experience is more 
natural and emotional. It is a defining and meaningful moment that feels transformative and 
often comes from outside the individual, like an epiphany. Both lead to a sense of transcend-
ence (Schouten et al., 2007). The discussion of customer experience in H&T research was first 
discussed by Clawson and Knetsch (1963). Cohen (1979) was the first to coin the term “tourist 
experience”, similar to customer experience from a tourism perspective. Therefore, in this re-
search, transcendent customer experience is renamed transcendent tourist experience, as the 
study focuses on tourists’ transcendent experience in wellness tourism destinations. 
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Destination Brand Love (DBL)

Destination brand love has emerged from the concept ‘brand love’ (Batra et al., 2011; Carroll & 
Ahuvia, 2006). Brand love is the strong emotional bond a satisfied customer feels toward a 
brand. DBL refers to the deep affection and emotional connection individuals have with a par-
ticular travel destination or location when the brand helps them express or shape their identity, 
evokes meaningful memories, and creates happiness and excitement (Huang, 2018). It is when 
people feel a strong, positive attachment and loyalty to a place, often driven by their positive 
experiences, memories, and a genuine fondness for that destination (Seyyedamiri et al., 2021). 
Previous research by Amarao et al. (2021) and Aro et al. (2018) found that emotional connec-
tions can lead to repeat visits, positive word-of-mouth recommendations, and a strong desire 
to advocate for and promote the destination. Lv and Wu (2021) revealed that an extraordinary 
positive sensory tourism experience is a powerful means of enabling destination brand love. 
The study conducted by Ghorbanzadeh (2023) in six cities in Iran found that memorable city 
tourism experiences lead to DBL. In the work of Kim et al. (2024), among Chinese tourists in 
Thailand, it was found that wellness tourism experiences can lead to DBL.

eWOM Intention

According to Litvin et al. (2008), eWOM can be defined as “all informal communications di-
rected at consumers through Internet-based technology related to the usage or characteristics 
of particular goods and services, or their sellers”. eWOM has been demonstrated to offer a reli-
able source of product information. The research done by Trusov et al. (2009) provides a pow-
erful impetus for an improved utilisation of the eWOM communication medium. Modern 
tourists increasingly rely on recommendations and travel reviews when purchasing services or 
experiences that are difficult to evaluate without firsthand experience (Sparks & Browning, 
2011). Post-purchase behaviour and experiences of tourists contribute to the creation of tour-
ist-generated travel reviews and recommendations on digital platforms (Kim & Fesenmaier, 
2015; Shi et al., 2018). The readiness to leave comments, whether positive or negative, reflects 
a greater dynamic approach to engaging with the organisation or brand (Kannan & Li, 2017).  
Bilro et al. (2018) found that engagement and hedonic experience significantly affect tourism 
consumers’ review activities and that they are more inclined to engage in positive advocacy. In 
the tourism context, post-experience behaviour denotes the tourist’s satisfaction, quality holi-
day travel experience, attitude, and recommendation intentions (Singh et al., 2024). The pre-
sent research conceptualises eWOM intention as the online sharing of experiences, reviews, 
and recommendations through Web 2.0 platforms by foreign and domestic tourists who have 
experienced wellness tourism destinations in Kerala.

Previous studies on eWOM 

Previous studies have primarily conceptualised electronic word of mouth (eWOM) as a source 
of destination information and a key determinant of destination selection (Abubakar & Ilkan, 
2016; Anannukul & Yoopetch, 2022; Aprilia & Kusumawati, 2021; Doosti et al., 2016; Goh, 
2015; González-Rodríguez et al., 2022; Hashemi et al., 2019; Kanwel et al., 2019; Manero et al., 
2019; Nguyen & Hsu, 2022, 2023; Lin et al., 2024; Popy & Bappy, 2020; Ran et al., 2021; Salah et 
al., 2021; Setiawan et al., 2021; Seyitoğlu & Davras, 2021; Sharma et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2024). 
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This body of literature primarily emphasises the informational and persuasive functions of 
eWOM in tourists’ decision-making processes. Whereas, research examining eWOM as an 
outcome variable within the hospitality and tourism sector remains limited. Existing studies in 
this stream suggest that tourists’ experiential, emotional, and cognitive evaluations play a criti-
cal role in shaping eWOM intentions. For instance, Fan et al. (2023) demonstrated the signifi-
cant mediating effects of hedonic and eudaimonic well-being on the relationship between 
tourist experience and eWOM intention. Similarly, Rasoolimanesh et al. (2021) found that des-
tination image and memorable tourism experiences positively influence tourists’ eWOM in-
tentions. Pandey and Sahu (2020) further reported that destination service quality significantly 
enhances destination attachment, which subsequently leads to stronger eWOM intentions 
among foreign tourists visiting heritage destinations.Moreover, individual and relational fac-
tors have also been identified as important antecedents of eWOM. Hisham et al. (2020) em-
pirically established altruism as a major determinant of eWOM intention among Generation Z 
tourists. Chu et al. (2018), in their study of WeChat users, revealed a partial positive relation-
ship between consumer engagement and eWOM intention, highlighting users’ dedication to 
the platform as a key driver. Likewise, Rizal et al. (2018) found that information quality and e-
service quality significantly enhance customer satisfaction, which in turn promotes eWOM 
intention among homestay lodgers in Malaysia.
Building on these the present study conceptualises eWOM as an outcome variable shaped by 
tourists’ emotional engagement and self-reflection. 

Proposed Research Framework and Hypotheses for the Study

TTE and eWOM intention

Customer experience is an inevitable facet of the tourism industry. A transcendent tourist ex-
perience is a customer-centred outcome of the post-consumption phase of tourism activity 
(Godovykh & Tasci, 2020). A transcendent customer experience indicates that consumers ex-
perience extreme enjoyment, attention, self-transformation, freshness of experience, and emo-
tional intensity from shopping and service experiences (Schouten et al., 2007). A transcendent 
customer experience can mould customers’ attitudes and behaviours. It can intensify an indi-
vidual’s connection to a brand community (Schouten et al., 2007). Previous literature empha-
sises that consumer commitment (Wei et al., 2016), customer delight (Ball & Barnes, 2017), 
and emotional intelligence (Sukhu et al., 2018) are strong antecedents of a transcendent cus-
tomer experience. Tourist happiness, customer loyalty, and customer word-of-mouth inten-
tions are outcomes of TTE (Tsaur et al., 2012). Transcendent experiences elicit robust emo-
tional responses that are conducive to the long-term well-being of pilgrimage tourists (Rahtz 
et al., 2021). Past literature shows that positive transcendent customer experiences lead to 
word-of-mouth intentions to spread word of mouth (Hartline & Jones, 1996; Klein et al., 2016; 
Sukhu et al., 2018). Recent literature has noted that self-transcendent emotions among tourists 
facilitate value co-creation in sustainable tourism (Assiouras & Bayer, 2025). Therefore, the 
tourists who have better experiences with wellness tourism destinations are more satisfied; 
those who are more satisfied are more inclined to actively engage in eWOM (Seow et al., 2024). 
The memorable tourism experiences of the tourists will also lead to eWOM intention (Rasooli-
manesh et al., 2021). Therefore, the study hypothesises that ‘TTE has a significant and positive 
effect on eWOM intention.’
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TTE and DBL

DBL is a form of anthropomorphism, which means attributing human emotions to a non-hu-
manistic thing. Tourist-dependent factors act as antecedents to DBL (Aro et al., 2018). Previ-
ous literature shows that tourist experiences lead to the development of DBL (Chen et al., 
2020; Swanson, 2017). Lv and Wu (2021) emphasised that extraordinary sensory tourism expe-
riences naturally evoke immediate positive emotions and momentary happiness in tourists, 
ultimately leading to the development of DBL. Amaro et al. (2020) likened the Erasmus experi-
ence (an academic exchange that offers students the chance to study in another European Un-
ion nation) to a transcendent consumer experience, in which participants undergo a personal 
transformation, escape the routine, and feel connected to something greater. It was under-
scored that these intense and memorable moments create an emotional depth akin to that of 
tourist experiences, fostering loyalty and a desire to revisit. Therefore, this paper hypothesises 
that ‘transcendent experiences of tourist from their wellness tourism experiences have a sig-
nificant and positive effect on DBL.’

DBL and eWOM intention

Word of mouth (WOM) has taken on a new form, eWOM, in which people can express their 
views about brands online and on social media (Erkan & Evans, 2016). This enables much fast-
er communication and reaches a larger audience than ever. There is a remarkable relationship 
between brand love and positive word of mouth (Batra et al., 2011). Loureiro et al. (2017) em-
pirically proved that brand love is more effective than simple satisfaction in boosting positive 
eWOM. The emotional connection, excitement, and fear of losing the brand drive consumers 
to advocate for the brand and recommend and share it online and offline. Previous literature 
proves that eWOM is an outcome of DBL (Amaro et al., 2020). Hence, this research hypothe-
sises that DBL significantly and positively influences eWOM intentions among tourists who 
visited wellness tourism destinations in Kerala.
H1: TTE has a direct and positive relationship with eWOM intention

H2: TTE has a direct and positive relationship with DBL

H3: TTE has a direct and positive relationship with eWOM intention

PROPOSED MODEL

Drawing on the literature review and formulated hypotheses, the study presents a theoretical 
model linking TTE, DBL, and eWOM intention within the framework of wellness tourism, as 
illustrated in Fig. 2. The model concurrently assesses the interrelationships among three latent 
variables: TTE, DBL, and eWOM intention. The primary objectives of the study are (a) to in-
vestigate the relationship between TTE, DBL and eWOM intention, (b) to analyse the relation-
ship between TTE and eWOM intention, and (c) to validate the research model.
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Figure 2: Direct and Indirect Effects of TTE on eWOM Intention
Source: Author’s work

Research Methodology

Sample and Procedure

The study follows a quantitative research design and was conducted among domestic and in-
ternational tourists visiting 82 ayurvedic wellness tourism destinations in districts such as 
Thiruvanathapuram, Pathanamthitta, Thrissur, Kottayam and Kollam in Kerala (Romão et al., 
2021), which provide not only Ayurvedic treatment but also the experiences of cuisine, yoga, 
spirituality and culture. (Nair, 2019). Twenty-five (25) locations from Thiruvanathapuram, sev-
enteen (17) from Pathanamthitta, sixteen (16) from Thrissur, thirteen (13) from Kottayam, and 
eleven (11) from Kollam were selected (Kerala tourism statistics, 2019). The respondents were 
approached for the study with assurances regarding the confidentiality of the data collected. A 
total of 404 tourists who were involved in eWOM activities, such as disseminating tourism ex-
periences on social media or posting comments online, were considered for the study using a 
convenience sampling method. Among the tourists, 287 were domestic, and 117 were foreign. 
Tourists were approached and asked to complete surveys at parking areas, rest zones, and 
places where they were found free and available. The research aimed to test hypotheses, con-
firm existing theories, and employ empirical research. Of these 404 respondents, 57.42% were 
men, and 42.58% were women. Prior to participating, all individuals were provided with a con-
sent form that explained the study’s objective, its confidential nature, and the ethical consid-
erations, and informed consent was secured from all respondents.

Instruments

TTE was measured by using 10 items adapted from Schouten et al. (2007). DBL was measured 
using 7 items adapted from Carroll & Ahuvia (2006), and eWOM intention using 3 items 
adapted from Amaro & Duarte (2015). Variables were measured by using a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. Covariates include age, gender and destina-
tion image. Destination image was measured using 5 items adapted from Lee & Lockshin 
(2011).
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Statistical Methods

IBM SPSS software was used to analyse the data. Cronbach’s alpha was used to evaluate the 
internal consistency of the measurement scales. There is no significant multicollinearity 
among the independent variables, as the tolerance value (.446) is above .1, and the VIF (2.241) 
is below 5. The PROCESS macro version 3.4 (Hayes, 2019) was used to check the direct and 
indirect effects of TTE on eWOM intention. The bootstrap estimation approach assessed the 
significance of the indirect effect.

Analysis and Results

Table 1 presents summary statistics for all variables and covariates. Respondents had an aver-
age TTE score of 1.92 out of 3.20. Their destination brand love score averaged 2.26 out of 3.29, 
and their eWOM intention score averaged 2.60 out of 5.

Table 1. Summary Statistics
Mean SD Min Max

TTE 1.9252 .49714 1.00 3.20

DBL 2.2634 .53372 1.00 3.29

eWOM Intention 2.6073 1.04821 1.00 5.00

Destination Image 1.8619 .51905 1.00 3.40

Gender
Male, n (%)

232 (57.4)

Age
>30, n (%) 68 (16.8)

Table 2 shows the reliability analysis of the variables. Cronbach’s alpha estimates the internal 
consistency of the items in each variable among the target respondents. Table 2 shows that 
Cronbach’s Alpha ranges from 0.777 to 0.901, indicating that all variables are reliable, as they 
exceed the recommended value of 0.7.

Table 2. Reliability Analysis
Factors Number of Items Cronbach’s Alpha
TTE 10 .901
DBL 7 .777
eWOM intention 3 .895
Destination Image 5 .829

Table 3 presents Pearson and partial correlations among TTE, DBL, and eWOM intention. 
TTE exhibit a positive and significant relationship with DBL and eWOM intention. The rela-
tionship between DBL and eWOM intention is also positive and significant. The research indi-
cates that, after controlling for covariates, all the relationships remain significant.
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Table 3 Correlation coefficients between TTE, DBL and eWOM intention
Transcendent Tourist 
Experience

Destination brand 
love

eWOM 
intention

Pearson correlations

TTE 1

DBL .744** 1

eWOM intention .459** .495** 1

Partial correlations
(Controlling for covariates)

TTE 1

DBL .603** 1

eWOM intention .329** .377** 1

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 4: Summary of total, direct, and indirect effects
Paths Coefficients SE T P-VALUE

Path c: DV-eWOM intention

R² = .2747, F (4,399) = 37.7848, p = .0000 

TTE .7768      .1115     6.9636      .0000      

Gender .4287      .0906     4.7328      .0000      

Age -.1158      0830    -1.3949      .1638     

Destination Image .3464      .1071     3.2336      .0013      

Path a: DV – Destination Brand Love

R² = .5938, F (4,399) = 145.8414, p = .0000 

TTE .6409      .0425    15.0792      .0000      

Gender -.0123      .0345     -.3568      .7215     

Age .0018      .0316      .0579      .9539     

Destination Image .2548      .0408     6.2407      .0000      

Path b and c’: DV-eWOM intention

R2 .3153 , F (5,398) = 36.6600, p = .0000

DBL (b) .6209       .1278     4.8580      .0000      

TTE (c ’) .3788      .1360     2.7861      .0056      

Gender .4364      .0881     4.9510      .0000      

Age -.1169      .0807    -1.4479      .1484     

Destination Image .1882      .1092     1.7240      .0855     

Total effect (Path c) 

Direct effect (Path c ’) 

Indirect effect 
(Path a * Path b) 

Effect =  .3980
SE = .0908
Confidence interval: .2251 to .5832
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The study found that TTE is indirectly related to eWOM intention through its effect on DBL, 
using ordinary least squares path analysis. The findings indicated that the regression coeffi-
cient between TTE and DBL was statistically significant (Path ‘a’), as was the regression coef-
ficient between DBL and eWOM intention (Path ‘b’). The respondents exhibiting positive and 
satisfactory TTE tend to have DBL (‘a’ = .6409), as demonstrated in Table 4. A bootstrap confi-
dence range for the indirect effect (‘ab’ = 0.3980), derived from 5000 bootstrap samples, was 
totally above zero (0.0594 to 0.1458). These results demonstrate a link between TTE and 
eWOM intention, explained by DBL. TTE remained a substantial predictor of eWOM inten-
tion after accounting for DBL (path ‘c’). In other terms, positive TTE is associated with eWOM 
intention irrespective of its influence on DBL (‘c’= .3788). These observations and outcomes 
validate the hypotheses H2 and H3; therefore, both hypotheses are accepted. The total effect of 
TTE on eWOM intention was found to be significant (Path ‘c’); therefore, H1 is accepted.

Figure 3. Various paths and their coefficients
Source: Author’s work

The study found a direct link between TTE and eWOM intention, via the direct effect of TTE 
on eWOM intention. This suggests that tourists visiting wellness tourism destinations in Kera-
la have idealised and cherished experiences and are inclined to be satisfied with the destina-
tion. The indirect effect indicates that tourists who visited wellness tourism destinations were 
more attached to the destination and were fond of tourism experiences, thereby disseminating 
eWOM. Specifically, TTE is related to eWOM intention through DBL. In other words, destina-
tion image is positively related to destination brand love, and DBL is positively related to 
eWOM intention.

Discussion

The study confirmed the proposed research model and examined the effects of DBL and 
eWOM intention by using the S-O-R framework. Findings revealed that TTE significantly and 
positively relates to DBL and eWOM intention. Furthermore, it was proven that TTE has an 
indirect effect on eWOM intention through DBL. Finally, DBL has emerged as a predictor of 
eWOM intention. The present study underscores that TTE significantly and positively affects 
DBL and eWOM intention, as tested in the first hypothesis (H1). This relationship has been 
empirically validated, marking the first exploration of its kind within the context of domestic 
and international wellness tourists, supported by past literature (Chen et al., 2020; Lv & Wu, 
2021; Swanson, 2017). The second hypothesis (H2 and H3) was also consistent with prior stud-
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ies (Amaro et al., 2020), which showed that DBL has a significant impact on eWOM intention. 
The study also reveals that TTE has an indirect effect on eWOM intention through DBL. From 
the perspectives of marketing and management, it is recognised that a key to surviving and 
thriving in the increasingly competitive tourism market is to offer unique, differentiated prod-
ucts and services that create memorable experiences that add value for visitors (Tussyadiah, 
2013). As tourists increasingly rely on online communication channels, their engagement in 
electronic word of mouth (eWOM) has also grown substantially. This study highlights that 
tourists use these online platforms to share their perceptions and experiences of their visits. 
Despite the growing importance of eWOM, it is worth noting that tourists’ affection for a des-
tination’s brand has an even more significant impact on their eWOM behaviour. This suggests 
that online channels are viewed as secure spaces for expressing feelings and experiences about 
destinations that evoke strong emotions. Tourists’ dissemination of eWOM may be attributed 
to focus-related utility, the intention to help other members of the particular online environ-
ment by sharing valuable information about a product or brand, or to approval utility or self-
enhancement (Khan & Khan, 2016). This eWOM dispersion can be used by tourism marketers 
as a no-cost promotional tool to nurture their business by attracting new tourists. Positive 
eWOM from wellness tourists can support sustainable tourism development by promoting 
mindful, high-value travel experiences rather than mass tourism.
Therefore, the habit of giving eWOM on online platforms should be cultivated as part of the 
feedback received to gauge the pulse of tourists, which helps detect deficiencies. Positive re-
views from satisfied tourists about a destination encourage other tourists to choose it for their 
upcoming trips. 

Implications of the study

Theoretical implications

This study contributes to the field of TTE in wellness tourism, destination brand love and 
eWOM intention. Past literature has examined destination image, destination experience, sat-
isfaction, hedonism, place attachment, destination personality, place dependence, and unique-
ness as antecedents of destination brand love (Amaro et al., 2020). The present research seeks 
to broaden the theory to the wellness tourism concept and to explore the effect of TTE on DBL 
and eWOM intention. Past research on transcendent customer experience in the H&T indus-
try focused on adventure tourism (Tsaur et al., 2012), concerts (Ball & Barnes, 2017), and for-
est environments (Williams & Harvey, 2001). The current research highlighted a substantial 
positive correlation among TTE, DBL, and eWOM intention among domestic and foreign 
tourists within the framework of wellness tourism. The path analysis shows that TTE directly 
and indirectly affects eWOM intention. A notable outcome of this research is that DBL medi-
ates between TTE and eWOM intention.

Practical Implications

This research emphasises that TTE and DBL are the antecedents of eWOM intention of for-
eign and domestic tourists exploring wellness tourism destinations. Negative eWOM generat-
ed by dissatisfied customers may affect online users’ attitudes, thereby affecting the brand’s 
reputation (Shangreputation et al., 2006). Negative eWOM shared by a disgruntled customer 
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on the Internet can reach thousands of potential customers (Beneke et al., 2015). Negative 
eWOM has a more detrimental impact on a destination’s image than positive eWOM, due to 
the hedonic and experiential nature of tourism products (Ishida et al., 2016). Tourism service 
providers, as well as other tourism stakeholders, should rely on these matters by overseeing 
aspects related to accountability for such conduct among tourists. This research identified 
TTE as a significant determinant of eWOM intention among domestic and foreign tourists 
visiting wellness tourism destinations. The finding suggests that tourism stakeholders priori-
tise enhancing the tourism experience for tourists by improving services at destinations. there-
by fostering transcendence. Moreover, for instance, encouraging peak and flow experiences by 
offering a multitude of products, such as yoga combined with ayurvedic treatments and culi-
nary cuisines with backwater cruising, could captivate and appease tourists. Creating love with 
a destination can be the best strategy to maintain emotional connectivity with tourists, en-
couraging them to recommend and revisit the destination. Personally, rejuvenating and men-
tally gratifying experiences which yield organisational growth (Schouten et al., 2007). Tourists 
are motivated to visit wellness tourism destinations for pleasure, spiritual happiness and mean-
ingful experiences (Smith & Diekmann, 2017). Consequently, tourism service providers and 
stakeholders must understand the individual differences that either facilitate or obstruct per-
ceptions of transcendent experiences and subsequently tailor their experience-centric services 
to tourists’ traits and inclinations.

Conclusion

The present research emphasised the significant role of transcendent tourist experience on 
eWOM intention and destination brand love within the context of wellness tourist destina-
tions in Kerala. Despite these contributions, which may limit the generalisability of the find-
ings to other tourist destinations in Kerala, such as hills, backwaters, and beaches. Additional-
ly, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to capture the changes in the experiences and 
behavioural intentions of domestic and foreign travellers over time. Therefore, future research 
is recommended to replicate the model in different geographical and tourism settings and to 
use longitudinal designs. Furthermore, future studies can incorporate additional mediating 
variables, such as destination brand attachment, tourist satisfaction, and perceived value, and 
additional moderators, such as personality traits, tourist involvement, and social media usage 
intensity, to gain deeper insights into the mechanisms driving eWOM intention.
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