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THESIS ABSTRACT

Host-tourist interaction is a core attraction of ethnic tourism, yet both parties may confront
challenges in such interactions because of different cultural backgrounds. Consequently, interaction
outcomes can negatively influence both hosts’ and tourists’ perceptions of each other and their
experiences in ethnic tourism. While cultural differences do exist between hosts and domestic tourists
in ethnic tourism, which is characterised by ‘quaint’ culture and ‘exotic’ people, most existing
research has focused on interactions between hosts and foreign tourists. This thesis, therefore, shifts

attention to the interactions between ethnic hosts and domestic tourists in an intra-national context.

Despite being well-recognised as a means of poverty alleviation in peripheral areas, ethnic
tourism should not be solely pursued for economic benefits as an end goal for the host community.
To achieve sustainability and destination community wellbeing, it is argued that ethnic tourism can
become a tool to contribute to improvements in all community capitals rather than only economic.
This thesis examines interaction difficulties and host-tourist interaction outcomes in the ethnic
tourism context, with a focus on improvements in community capitals to ensure that ethnic tourism

contributes to local destination community wellbeing.

To achieve the overarching aim, this thesis adopted a post-positivist paradigm and employed
a mixed-method approach across three studies conducted in the Central Highlands of Vietnam. Five

specific research objectives were addressed;

1. To understand the fundamental characteristics and features of host interactions with
tourists in ethnic villages in the Central Highlands, Vietnam (Study 1A);

2. To explore differences in community perceptions of interaction quality and support
for ethnic tourism based on the fundamental characteristics and features and level of
tourism development (Study 1B);

3. To investigate the extent to which interactions with hosts influence tourists’
perceptions of the perceived long-term outcomes of ethnic tourism (Study 2A);

4. To examine the relationship between tourist motives for visiting ethnic tourism
destinations and the fundamental characteristics and features, quality of interactions,
attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, and perceptions towards long-term outcomes of
ethnic tourism (Study 2B); and

5. Toengage with locals of a selected ethnic community to generate strategies to improve
host-tourist interaction outcomes and develop ethnic tourism experiences that

contribute to local destination community wellbeing (Study 3).

The first study (Study 1A & B) utilised a qualitative research approach by conducting 31
interviews with ethnic villagers (hosts) in four ethnic sites in the Central Highlands. This study used

the Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory (Pearce & Cronen, 1980) to conceptualise

vi



a framework to guide the investigation of interaction difficulties — sensitive issues between ethnic
hosts and Kinh people (domestic tourists). CMM also allowed the author, who is Kinh, to work
closely with participants to understand each other, thereby assisting in interpreting data. Manual
content analysis and Leximancer 4.5 software were used for data analysis. The findings show that,
firstly, host-tourist interactions occurred in different physical settings; private houses, tourist
attractions and facilities, and on tours. In such settings, the content of interactions varied from low
to high intensity and the hosts encountered varied interaction difficulties with tourists, especially
verbal (language) and non-verbal behaviour and cultural patterns. While interaction difficulties
occurred across different settings, higher intensity interactions resulted in more positive perceived
outcomes. Secondly, all four ethnic communities acknowledged economic returns from tourism
participation. However, higher levels of cultural and social capital made certain communities (i.e.,
Lak and Lac Duong) more interested in actively participating in the decision-making process, rather
than only participating in tourism activities. The higher the level of participation in tourism was, the
more tolerant villagers were towards tourists in their interactions. As a result, the more positively

villagers perceived such interactions, the stronger their support for ethnic tourism.

The second study (Study 2A & B) applied a quantitative approach to collect data from
domestic tourists via both on-site and online (Qualtrics platform) questionnaires. A total of 474
questionnaires were collected, of which 438 were valid. This study initially used SPSS Statistics 28.0
to summarise data, then Smart PLS software 4.0 to test the research hypotheses via partial least
squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). The study highlights the complexity of how
distinct characteristics of different physical settings influence the content, difficulties, and quality of
interaction. Of the four settings, private house had a positive influence on interaction content and
quality, and reduced interaction difficulties. By contrast, public spaces did not significantly influence
these factors. Tours and tourist attractions and supporting facilities negatively influenced satisfaction
with content but did not significantly influence difficulties and perceived quality of interactions. The
fewer difficulties they found, the more satisfied tourists were with their interactions, and the more
positively they perceived the overall quality of interactions, regardless of the intensity levels. The
negative relationship between interaction difficulties and the quality of interaction was clear and
significant. The findings demonstrate the salient positive influence of interaction quality on tourists’

attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, and their perceptions of long-term ethnic tourism.

Three distinct motive-based tourist segments, Explorers, Seekers, and Enjoyers, were
identified. The main features of each segment were summarised including a profile based on their
distinguishing socio-demographic and trip characteristics, differences in host-tourist interactions,
and perception of their experience and ethnic tourism outcomes. Explorers and Seekers were
identified for prioritisation to facilitate positive interaction outcomes and contribute to local
destination community wellbeing. Both segments were motivated by local scenery, ethnic culture,

and interaction with hosts. They were more likely to engage in a variety of interactions with hosts
vii



and less likely to have experienced interaction difficulties. As a result, they perceived there to be

more favourable outcomes in such interactions and more positive contributions of ethnic tourism.

The last study (Study 3) applied a qualitative research approach by conducting a community
workshop with 34 stakeholders in one of the ethnic study destinations in which research findings
were shared to inform and facilitate tourism decision making. This study incorporated the
Community Capitals framework (see Flora et al., 2016) and Destination Community Wellbeing
(DCW) approach to Tourism Planning (Moscardo & Murphy, 2014) to direct the workshop
discussions. Since host-tourist interactions are bidirectional, findings of the two previous studies
from both host and tourist perspectives were presented at the workshop to provide a holistic picture
of ethnic tourism in the locality, particularly challenges associated with host-tourist interactions and
profiles of existing market segments. Workshop participants emphasised the importance of natural,
cultural, and human capital to local community wellbeing and that, to address challenges and achieve
desired outcomes from tourism, priority actions are required in Auman, political, and social capital.
Workshop participants identified Explorers and Seekers as priority segments for promoting local

natural and ethnic cultural heritage and facilitating positive host-tourist interaction outcomes.

Overall, this thesis provides valuable insights into host-tourist interactions and their
outcomes in the ethnic tourism context from the perspectives of both parties. Importantly, the
application of the CMM theory to explore the root causes of interaction difficulties enriches its
relevance in multi-discipline research. The findings have practical implications for local tourism
practitioners and villagers, highlighting the importance of host-tourist interaction in ethnic tourism
and providing ideas to improve interaction outcomes. The value of the DCW approach to build
capacity for effective local tourism governance was evidenced, however, further steps along this path

need to be encouraged in the local communities.

Key words: host-tourist interaction, Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory,
ethnic tourism, community capitals, local destination community wellbeing, Central Highlands,

Vietnam.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

This chapter provides a general introduction to the PhD research on host-tourist interaction
in the context of ethnic tourism. The chapter begins by reviewing literature on the research topic and
identifying research opportunities. The following section — Research context — provides an overview
of Vietnam’s Central Highlands, its contemporary tourism sector, and the Vietnam tourism
organisational structure. After that, research objectives are established. Theoretical foundation,
research paradigm, and methodology are presented that assist in developing a conceptual framework

for the research. The last section depicts the thesis structure in a diagram.
1.1 Literature review and research opportunities

1.1.1  Ethnic tourism

Ethnic tourism is motivated by tourists seeking ‘exotic’ cultural experiences through
interaction with distinctive minority groups, while simultaneously bringing economic benefits to
ethnic minority people through utilisation of their unique culture (Yang, 2016; Yang & Li, 2012).
Therefore, ethnic tourism has been widely recognised as a tool for poverty alleviation in peripheral
areas, especially in marginalised and poor ethnic communities (Lor et al., 2019; Tian et al., 2023).
Three components — exotic culture, local scenery, and host-tourist interaction — contribute to the
frame of ethnic tourism that distinguishes it from other forms of tourism (Smith, 1989; Wong et al.,
2019; Yang & Wall, 2009a; Zhang et al., 2017). However, there are many terms in the literature such
as ‘aboriginal’, ‘indigenous’, ‘tribal’ or ‘community-based’ tourism that are sometimes used
interchangeably to refer to the same phenomenon of ‘ethnic tourism’ (Ishii, 2012; N’Drower et al.,
2021; Ngo & Pham, 2021; Pratt et al., 2013). Importantly, ethnic tourism studies concentrate on visits
to ‘exotic’ and peripheral destinations where local people are often poor, small in number, isolated,
and members of ethnic groups (Feng & Li, 2020; Smith, 1989; Wood, 1984). For the scope of this
thesis, the definition of ‘ethnic tourism’ is aligned with Xie’s work (2011), emphasising that ethnic
minorities are directly and indirectly involved in controlling and/or providing tourism services
associated with their unique culture. Moreover, the ethnic minority groups studied in this thesis are

indigenous people in the Central Highlands of Vietnam.

Impacts of ethnic tourism have been well researched in the tourism literature. Ethnic tourism
assists in preservation of cultural heritage, such as traditional housing (Su et al., 2021; Zhang et al.,
2017), handicrafts (Ara et al., 2022), cuisine (Fan et al., 2019), music, and other cultural activities
(Song & Yuan, 2020). In this vein, it helps increase ethnic identity, grow confidence among young
ethnic people (Xie, 2011; Yang, 2016), and build positive long-term host-tourist relationships (Wong
et al., 2019). Economic benefits are also recognised as the most popular positive impact of ethnic

tourism through the creation of more job opportunities for locals and improved household income,



leading to an enhanced standard of living (Bott, 2018; Feng & Li, 2020; Lor et al., 2019). However,
implementing ethnic tourism can simultaneously cause negative impacts, such as cultural
commodification and assimilation, loss of authenticity (MacCannell, 1984; Xie & Wall, 2008; Yang,
2011), cleavage of society between people who are involved in tourism activities and those who are
not, unequal power relationship between village committee and villagers (Tian et al., 2021), and

conflict between state regulations and ethnic autonomy (Yang et al., 2008).

Despite important positive impacts, the negative impacts on the local destinations cannot be
disregarded. Furthermore, economic returns should not be an end goal for the host community in
long-term development. Song and Yuan (2020) have criticised many ethnic tourism projects for
pursuing short-term benefits while neglecting sustainability. A holistic approach to ethnic tourism is
required, carefully balancing the different community capitals that contribute to local destination

community wellbeing.

Due to the rise of ethnic tourism in China, Cohen (2016) claims that existing studies of this
topic are dominated by the China context, particularly the Southwest provinces of Yunnan, Guangxi,
Guizhou, and Hunan (Tian et al., 2023), while there is a lack of examination of ethnic tourism in
other parts of mainland Southeast Asia —such as Vietnam, Thailand, and Laos. Cohen (2016) stresses
that these countries are extremely diverse ethnically — more specifically, the state’s ethnic regimes
are marked by two principal traits: a clear distinction between the majority nationality, namely Kinh
(Viet), Thais and Lao, and the various ethnic minorities. Hence, further investigation in these
mainland Southeast Asia countries is needed to better understand ethnic tourism within diverse

contexts.

1.1.2  Host-tourist interaction

Host-tourist interaction is a key to understanding ethnic tourism and its impacts on ethnic
destinations (Zhang et al., 2017). In pioneering research on host-tourist interaction, de Kadt (1979)
asserted that the three main contexts in which interactions take place, including; tourists and hosts
meeting face to face in the process of exchanging information and ideas, tourists purchasing goods
and services from the hosts, and simply where tourists and hosts find themselves side by side in the
same place. Nevertheless, the phenomenon of interactions has become more complex and diverse in
the dynamics of growing tourism. While existing studies have examined various dimensions of host-
tourist interactions such as environmental settings (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2015; Murphy, 2001;
Pearce, 1990), contact activities (Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Tavitiyaman, 2017; Joo et al., 2018;
Kastenholz et al., 2013), or quantity and quality of interactions (Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017),
these studies have been limited to the general tourism context rather than ethnic tourism. Moreover,
most existing research focuses on the interactions between hosts and foreign tourists, namely inter-

cultural/cross-cultural contact (Reisinger & Turner, 2003), rather than on domestic tourists



interacting with minority ethnic groups. Zhang et al. (2017) call for more attention on exploring

‘what is going on’ inside to understand the internal logic behind such interactions.

This research aims to fully explore the fundamental characteristics and features and
outcomes of host-tourist interactions by simultaneously investigating both physical settings and the
content of interaction. To date, studies on what actually occurs within interactions are still scarce,
particularly in the ethnic tourism context. First, Reisinger and Turner (2003) showed that host-tourist
interactions take place in a wide variety of settings, such as local private houses (Domenico & Lynch,
2007; Zhang et al., 2017), tourism attractions and supporting services/facilities (Carneiro et al., 2018;
Carneiro & Eusébio, 2015; Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Tavitiyaman, 2017; Woosnam & Norman, 2010),
or public spaces (e.g., beaches, protected areas, on street) (Eusébio & Carneiro, 2012; Woosnam &
Norman, 2010). Second, Su et al. (2014) indicated that the content of interactions reflects intensity
levels from low to high. Five intensity levels were identified; the presence of hosts and tourists at a
destination without active interactions, tourists seeking help or information, business relationships,
actively seeking mutual understanding (e.g., chatting, sharing meals, experiencing local customs),

and fulfilling long-term social needs (e.g., making friends, exchanging personal contact).

Due to cultural differences, both hosts and tourists may encounter interaction difficulties
Pearce et al., 1998; Reisinger & Turner, 2003). Such difficulties can lead to misunderstanding,
friction, offence, or even host-tourist conflict (Bochner, 1982; Moufakkir & Reisinger, 2013;
Reisinger, 2009; Tung, 2021). Early research by Pearce (1982) claimed that direct interaction
between tourists and the local people of Third World and poor communities often generates discord,
exploitation, and social problems. Surprisingly, to date, no specific empirical study has investigated
what sort of interaction difficulties both parties may encounter, how these difficulties might be

classified, and how they influence interaction quality.

Cultural distance obviously exists between hosts and tourists in the ethnic tourism context
regardless of whether tourists are foreign or domestic. The point is that the cultural distance tends to
be larger between hosts and foreign tourists than between hosts and domestic tourists. The degree of
cultural distance varies according to the degree of differences between cultural groups, for example
in verbal and non-verbal communication, relationship patterns, rules of behaviour, perceptions,
attitudes, beliefs, and cultural backgrounds (Baldwin & Hunt, 2002; Reisinger, 2009; Reisinger &
Turner, 1998). Furthermore, Sutton (1967) indicated that the greater the differences, the greater the
likelihood of encounters leading to misunderstanding and friction. Recognising this, most studies of
host-tourist interactions have primarily concentrated on cultural differences between hosts and
foreign tourists (Fan, Qiu, et al., 2020; Loi & Pearce, 2015; Pearce et al., 1998; Reisinger & Turner,
1997, 2002). Therefore, this thesis shifts attention to interactions between ethnic hosts and domestic
tourists (Figure 1.1) for three specific reasons. First, in the context of ethnic tourism, despite sharing

a nation, hosts and domestic visitors, who belong to different subcultures, may react differently to



the same encounters (Loi & Pearce, 2015). Second, it is a fact that domestic tourism is dominant in
many regions of the world, including Vietnam. For example, 92.5% of visitors to the Central
Highlands region are domestic (compiled from five Departments of Culture, Sports and Tourism,
2020). Third, according to the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism’s strategy (2021),
domestic tourism was a key for revival of the tourism industry in Vietnam in response to the COVID-

19 pandemic.

Figure 1.1

The cultural distance of host-tourist interactions in the context of Asia
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Although host-tourist interactions have received much attention in both theoretical and
applied research, many studies have focused on the influences of interaction quality on hosts’
perceptions and attitudes towards tourists or tourism development (Eusébio et al., 2018; Kim, 2018;
Moghavvemi et al., 2021; Woosnam, 2012; Xiong et al., 2021) and the impact of tourism on quality
of life (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2015). Other research has examined how interaction quality influences
tourists’ perceptions towards hosts or destinations (Aleshinloye et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2019;
Rasoolimanesh et al., 2019), perceived cultural distance (Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017), travel
experience, and destination loyalty (Stylidis et al., 2021). Less attention has been devoted to
exploring the determinants of interaction quality, which refers to subjective perceptions of positive
or negative emotions; for example, friendly or hostile, harmonious or clashing, intense or superficial,
equal or unequal, cooperative or competitive (Fan, Qiu, et al., 2020; Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin,
2017). Therefore, to address the research gap, it is necessary to investigate the quality of interaction
by considering the fundamental characteristics and features (physical settings, content) and

difficulties both parties face in their interactions.
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1.1.3  Influences of host-tourist interactions on ethnic tourism

As previously mentioned, the influences of host-tourist interaction have drawn considerable
attention in tourism literature. From the host perspective, interaction outcomes can create changes in
their attitudes and perceptions towards tourists and tourism development (Sharpley, 2014). For
example, Joo et al. (2018) suggested that residents’ participation in interaction activities can initiate
thoughts and feelings of association towards tourists and thus facilitate positive attitudinal changes.
More specifically, the authors proposed types of interaction activities that can improve emotional
solidarity (i.e., welcoming nature, emotional closeness, sympathetic understanding) and reduce
social distance with tourists (i.e., affinity, avoidance). Moreover, Teye et al. (2002) indicated that
positive interaction outcomes such as friendship, usefulness, and enjoyment, are one of seven
important factors influencing residents’ attitudes towards tourism development. Favourable
interaction can therefore contribute to the extent to which residents perceive positive tourism impacts
on their local communities, leading to greater support for local tourism development (Eusébio et al.,
2018; Park et al., 2015). More broadly, other research (Carneiro et al., 2018; Carneiro & Eusébio,
2015) revealed that satisfactory interactions positively influence residents’ perceptions of tourism
impacts on overall quality of life - including economic and social opportunities, calm and safety,

public facilities and services, and positive feelings.

By contrast, negative interaction outcomes may increase social distance between hosts and
tourists (Joo et al., 2018), discrimination and cultural conflict (Tsaur et al., 2018; Ye et al., 2013).
Consequently, residents may negatively respond to tourists and tourism development. The most well-
known model developed by Doxey (1975), the irritation index (Irridex), indicated that residents’
attitudes shift from euphoria to apathy, irritation, and antagonism in concert with the increasing
effects of tourism development, including socio-cultural effects arising from host-tourist interactions.
The higher the levels of host-tourist conflict, the lower their support for tourism development (Tsaur

et al., 2018).

From a tourist perspective, positive host-tourist interactions can enhance the attractiveness
of a destination and change pre-travel stereotypes of residents, while unpleasant interactions can lead
to frustration and substantiate negative stereotypes (Liu & Tung, 2017). Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, and
Lin (2017) showed that tourists who have more positive and in-depth interactions with locals
perceived less cultural distance during their travel. As a result, favourable interaction outcomes lead
tourists to positively change their perceptions towards hosts and local destinations (Yu & Lee, 2014).
Although work by Rasoolimanesh et al. (2019) showed the strong and significant influences of
interactions on memorable tourism experiences and tourists’ behavioural intentions, like most of the
existing research on this topic, the study was conducted in the context of inter-cultural interactions
between hosts and international tourists. Recent work (Stylidis, 2020; Stylidis et al., 2021) also
demonstrates that interaction quality has a positive impact on tourists’ destination image and loyalty.

In brief, across the breadth of existing tourism literature, little is known about how the quality of the
5
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interactions between hosts and domestic tourists affects ethnic tourism outcomes within an intra-

national context.

1.1.4  Long-term ethnic tourism outcomes and destination community wellbeing

Undoubtedly many governments have long been prioritising economic benefits to develop
ethnic tourism (Okayama, 2018). Although well-recognised as a primary development strategy to
support poverty alleviation in poor communities (Feng & Li, 2020; Tian et al., 2023; Truong, 2018),
many tourism initiatives have failed to meet the goal of sustainability because of increasing
inequalities and conflicts over scarce resources (T. V. Singh, 2012). Furthermore, Scheyvens (2012)
argued that there is no guarantee that economic returns will actually be able to alleviate the extent
and severity of poverty. Therefore, long-term ethnic tourism development needs to consider socio-

cultural, economic, and other issues within the local communities.

Host-tourist interaction outcomes shape perceptions of, and might lead to both positive and
negative psychological outcomes for both parties (Pearce, 1982; Pizam et al., 2000; Reisinger &
Turner, 2003; Su et al., 2022; Tse & Tung, 2021; Zhang & Xu, 2023). Positive interaction helps to
establish long-term host-tourist relationships in the future (Su et al., 2014), contributing to bridging
social capital in the community. Yet, due to cultural differences between hosts and tourists, achieving
positive interaction is perhaps more challenging in ethnic tourism. This thesis investigates these
interactions in the ethnic tourism context to find solutions to improve host-tourist interaction

outcomes.

In line with this, another major goal of ethnic tourism is to contribute to cultural capital by
assisting in cultural preservation and raising locals’ self-awareness of ethnic identity. Okayama
(2018) stated that ethnic tourism in Southeast Asian countries has been fashioned mainly by
showcasing ‘exotic’ culture and unfamiliar ways of life to tourists. As such, tourists are provided
opportunities to understand the local lifestyle and ethnic cultural values, while the hosts keep their
unique culture alive. Positive social, cultural, and economic outcomes of ethnic tourism are
fundamental goals of long-term ethnic tourism development that contribute to local community

wellbeing.

Unfortunately, like other forms of tourism, employing ethnic tourism as a development tool
cannot avoid common barriers. Two core barriers are a lack of knowledge of tourism among
destination community stakeholders and the dominance of external agents in the governance of
tourism (Moscardo, 2023). Thus, few successful tourism projects are found in peripheral and poor
regions (Lor et al., 2019; Truong, 2013). Tian et al. (2021) further asserted that, due to a lack of
experience, skills, and funding, ethnic villagers find it difficult to develop ethnic tourism by
themselves. Therefore, an appropriate approach to ethnic tourism planning is needed to first enable
the locals to improve their interaction outcome with tourists, and subsequently increase the
possibility of achieving local community wellbeing and sustainability.

6
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1.2 Research context

1.2.1 Overview

The Central Highlands (Tay Nguyén) region is situated in the West and Southwest of
Vietnam, encompassing five provinces: Kon Tum, Gia Lai, Dak Lak, Dak Nong, and Lam Dong
(Figure 1.2). The region is an upland area of 54, 416 km? with an altitude ranging from 500 to 800m
on average, characterised by rugged mountainous terrain crossed by deep river valleys, extensive
forests, and a number of fertile high plateaus made up of red basaltic soils (Thong et al., 2016).
Notably, it is one of the two largest forest areas in Vietnam (Pham & Roongtawanreongsri, 2022).
The Central Highlands has been conventionally regarded as a ‘remote’, ‘backward’, or ‘primitive’
area (vung sau vung xa) (Salemink, 2018). This region has a tropical and temperate highland climate
with two seasons: dry (from early-May to mid-October) and rainy (from November to late-April)

(Pham-Thanh et al., 2020).

Figure 1.2
Map of the Central Highlands, Vietnam
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As home to all 54 of the country’s ethnic minority groups, the Central Highlands is a multi-
ethnic region with diverse culture and customs. The percentage of ethnic minorities comprises 37.5%
of the regional population while within the Vietnamese population, ethnic minorities make up 14.6%
(Government electronic information portal, 2023). More specifically, this region has the highest
diversity of ethnicities in Vietnam and is the only place where all of Vietnam’s languages and ethnic
groups coexist (Qudc Pong, 2021). However, not all of the 54 minority groups are endemic to the
region, many have migrated to the Central Highlands from other regions of Vietnam. For example,
the Tay or Thai have migrated from the North, while the M’nong or Bana are native to the region.
Therefore, despite the presence of migrant ethnic groups here, the cultural ethnicity of the Central

Highlands is shaped by the characteristics of the native ethnic groups.

Notably, the generic label for the indigenous population in the Central Highlands has
changed overtime, including terms such as ‘savage’, ‘highland compatriot’ (dong bdo thirong),
‘coloured people’ (nguwoi sdc téc), “tribal’, or ‘ethnic’ (UNHCR Centre for Documentation and
Research, 2002). However, the current Vietnamese regime does not apply the term ‘indigenous
peoples’ to any of the minority ethnic groups. The term ethnic minorities’ (ddn téc thiéu sé) is used
instead, with the Kinh or Viét ethnic majority being distinguished from the 53 officially recognised
ethnic minorities (International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs IWGIA), 2023; UNHCR Centre

for Documentation and Research, 2002).

The unique local ethnic culture is affiliated harmoniously with forests and Gong culture
which are core values that position the region’s identity and image in the minds of Vietnamese, as
well as international, visitors. Importantly, Gong culture was recognised as a Masterpiece of the Oral
and Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO (2005). However, according to the 2020
World Bank report, an estimated 74% of the ethnic minorities in the Central Highlands live below
the poverty line. This region has the worst rates of stunting and wasting among children in the
country, the lowest rate of primary school enrolment, and less than half of ethnic children are enrolled
in lower secondary school. Overall, this region is well-known for its pristine natural resources and

exotic ethnic culture, but poor socio-economic conditions.

1.2.2  Tourism sector in the Central Highlands

In the history of tourism in Colonial Vietnam, Da Lat city in the Central Highlands became
a European summer capital due to the discovery of the Lang-Biang plateau (Da Lat) in 1893 by
Alexandre Yersin, a French doctor and explorer (Bui et al., 2022). Da Lat has since become one of
Vietnam’s most famous hill stations used by Europeans to maintain health for military personnel
negatively affected by the tropical weather (Michaud & Turner, 2006). Since the Vietnamese
government implemented the introduction of economic reforms (Péi mdi) in 1986, the Central
Highlands had started to become more accessible to foreign backpackers. Until 1993, the

mountainous areas of Vietnam, including the Central Highlands, gradually attracted both the
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emerging domestic middle class and foreign tourists. However, up to now, the Central Highlands’
tourism has not yet been fully exploited except in Da Lat — Lam Dong. Former president Nguyen
Xuan Phuc stated, “the Central Highlands is still like a sleeping beauty who has not been able to
adapt herself to the changes of the nation and times” (Vietnam News, 2021).

The Central Highlands has a significant potential for tourism because of both natural (e.g.,
favourable climatic condition, high altitude, mountainous landscapes, geo-heritages, flora and fauna)
and cultural resources (e.g., exotic culture, agricultural landscapes) (Hoang et al., 2018). Among
these resources, ethnic culture is an outstanding component to portray the region’s self-image
through traditional costumes, dances and musical performances, architecture, rituals, ceremonies,
matriarchal culture, and local way of life. Recently, the Master Plan for Tourism Development in
Vietnam to 2020 with vision to 2030 identifies the Central Highlands as one of the seven key tourism
areas of Vietnam (Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT), 2013). Ethnic culture is an

especially important pillar of sustainable development for this region (Thien, 2019).

Domestic visitors constitute a dominant force in the regional tourism market, accounting for
92.5% of the total (compiled from five Departments of Culture, Sports and Tourism, 2020). After
the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of domestic visitors made a remarkable recovery with 8 million
in 2022, nearly reaching the pre-pandemic level of 8.9 million recorded in 2019 (see Figure 1.3).
Domestic tourism demand has played a pivotal role in the recovery of the tourism industry post-
pandemic (Tung & Duc, 2023). Therefore, the focus of this thesis is on the interaction between hosts
and domestic tourists to understand comprehensively host-tourist interaction in the intra-national

context.

Figure 1.3
Number of domestic visitors to the Central Highlands of Vietnam (2015 — 2022)
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The organisational structure of tourism in Vietnam is a vertical hierarchical system of
responsible jurisdictions (see Figure 1.4). At the national level, the Ministry of Culture, Sports and
Tourism (MCST) takes overall responsibility for the tourism sector in Vietnam. The MCST
established the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT) which performs a number of
tasks and exercises the powers of state management over tourism nationwide (Bui et al., 2022;
Hildebrandt & Isaac, 2015). At local levels, the Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism (DCST)
(provincial level) and lower levels (district, commune) are responsible for specialised technical
jurisdictions of the particular sector (e.g., tourism, culture, or sports) over the assigned level and each

Provincial People’s Committee manages their own tourism department (DCST).

The Central Highlands has no specific tourism structure. Because it encompasses five
provinces, this region adheres to the tourism structure established at the provincial and district levels.
The DCST integrates both administrative management mandates and technical functions, which
means it is responsible for two entities; (i) the Provincial People’s Committee for advising and
assisting in the tourism-related state administration, and (ii) the sectoral MCST for technical
supervision. With the existing organisational tourism structure, developing ethnic tourism in the
Central Highlands faces structural weaknesses, such as institutional rigidities, lengthy and

complicated decision-making process, or overlapping responsibilities (Hildebrandt & Isaac, 2015).
Figure 1.4

The Vietnam government tourism structure
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1.3 Research objectives

To address the research gaps, this thesis investigates issues associated with host-tourist
interaction and identifies ways to improve interaction outcomes, contributing to the ability of ethnic
tourism to be used as a tool for destination community wellbeing. Since host-tourist interaction is bi-
directional (Su & Wall, 2010), this thesis investigates such interaction from the perspectives of both
hosts and tourists. Inbakaran and Jackson (2005) highlight that various community groups have
different attitudes towards regional tourism development. Furthermore, the heterogeneity of
community residents makes understanding different attitudes towards tourism within the community
more complicated (Zhang et al., 2006). Therefore, comparing various ethnic communities regarding
their socio-psychological aspects, perceived interaction quality with tourists, and tourism
participation level is necessary to better understand individual community support for ethnic tourism.
Similarly every tourist is different, and the tourism industry cannot possibly cater for each individual
separately (Dolnicar, 2008). Market segmentation is a strategy to better understand who tourists are
(Pérez-Galvez et al., 2021), thereby selecting the most suitable subgroup of tourists to specialise on
and target in order to address local community’s aspirations (Moscardo & Murphy, 2016). As a
result, strategies will be proposed to accommodate both hosts’ and tourists’ desires. As such,
implementing ethnic tourism can improve the quality of host-tourist interactions, lead to sustainable

long-term outcomes for the host community, and attract the right tourists to the Central Highlands.
Three separate studies were conducted to address five main research objectives;

1. To understand the fundamental characteristics and features of host interactions with
tourists in ethnic villages in the Central Highlands, Vietnam (Study 1A);

2. To explore differences in community perceptions of interaction quality and support
for ethnic tourism based on the fundamental characteristics and features and level of
tourism development (Study 1B);

3. To investigate the extent to which interactions with hosts influence tourists’ perceived
long-term outcomes of ethnic tourism (Study 2A);

4. To examine the relationship between tourist motives for visiting ethnic tourism
destinations and the fundamental characteristics and features, quality of interactions,
attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, and perceptions of the long-term outcomes of
ethnic tourism (Study 2B); and

5. To engage with locals of a selected ethnic community to generate strategies to improve
host-tourist interaction outcomes and develop ethnic tourism experiences that

contribute to local destination community wellbeing (Study 3).

These five research objectives correspond with the central topic of each study and require
the establishment of a research design, a systematic theoretical framework, and an appropriate
methodological scheme.
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1.4 The theoretical foundation

To achieve the overall aim, four theoretical foundations were reviewed and integrated as the
theoretical bases for the thesis; Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory (Pearce &
Cronen, 1980), the Travel Career Pattern (TCP) model (Pearce & Lee, 2005), the Community
Capitals Framework (CFF) (Emery & Flora, 2006), and the Destination Community Wellbeing
(DCW) approach to tourism planning (Moscardo & Murphy, 2014). The application of CMM
informed the exploration of host-tourist interaction issues in the ethnic tourism context. More
importantly, CMM provides a guide to types of interaction difficulties which hosts and tourists may
encounter in the ethnic tourism context and, given that the author is a Kinh person, assists in the
efficient conduct of interviews and analysis of data for a comprehensive understanding of the nature
as well as nuanced discourse within complex interactions. CMM was further used to design the
tourist questionnaire and develop a construct to measure interaction difficulties from the perspective

of tourists.

The TCP model provides a rich conceptualisation of travel motivation and posits that tourist
motivation is a dynamic process with tourists exhibiting changing motivational patterns over their
travel experience (P. L. Pearce, 2005a). This model helps to explain how different tourist groups’
motivations are related to tourists’ on-site interactions with hosts and subsequently to their tourism
experiences, and attitudes and perceptions of long-term ethnic tourism outcomes. The ‘spiralling up’
effect of CCF provides an understanding of the interrelationship and synergy among different
community capitals. Positive host-tourist interaction helps to build a mutual host-tourist relationship,
thereby improving bridging social capital. This is a departure point to make improvements in other
capitals within the host community. The DCW approach is an alternative tourism planning
perspective derived from the lens of CCF and providing a holistic viewpoint to build the capacity of
the locals to find ways to improve their interaction outcomes with tourists. Following that, strategies
for improving other capitals can increase the possibility that ethnic tourism positively contributes to

local destination community wellbeing.

1.4.1 Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory

The Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory is based on the pivotal work of
Pearce and Cronen (1980). Pearce and Cronen start with a basic premise that the social worlds we
inhabit are constructed through the many diverse forms of everyday communication in which we
engage. Communication is a process of managing meanings and we manage those meanings through
coordinating with others. According to CMM, six contextual levels are useful to understand the full

meaning of, and to create, effective well-managed communication. These levels include;

(1) Verbal and Non-verbal behaviour — how clearly people understand one another’s speech,

gestures, posture, signals, eye movement, and words;
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(2) Speech acts — the way meaning is attached to forms of address such as status, level of
formality, or respect;

(3) Episodes — a communication routine that consists of a sequence of speech acts, behaviours,
rituals, arrangements for eating, sightseeing, tipping, or gift giving;

(4) Relationships — the nature of social bonds, rights and expectations, responsibilities,
formation of friendships, and development of business relationships;

(5) Life script — the way people perceive themselves in action, their relationship to others and to
the physical environment, social and cultural institutions; and

(6) Cultural patterns — the way the larger community is defined, what is perceived as honesty,
guilt, justice or equity within a society, freedom of speech, spiritual beliefs, and attitudes to
gender.

In the tourism context, a limited number of studies have employed the CMM approach to
investigate different facets of social contact. Early work was conducted by Pearce et al., (1998) to
identify cross-cultural contact difficulties for Australian travellers to Indonesia. To minimise the
difficulties and promote sustainable host-tourist encounters, the study suggested the development of
an in-flight video, a Culture Assimilator booklet, tourist behaviour codes, sets of visitor rules, or
advice from professional guides. Later studies inspired by CMM’s practical perspectives have
proposed interventions (e.g., picture, regulatory and social evaluative controls, and social influencing
messages and campaigns) to reduce the flashpoints of tourist-tourist and tourist-host friction in inter-
cultural contexts (Loi & Pearce, 2015) and the design of websites providing specific destination
information for Muslim travellers (Oktadiana et al., 2016).

CMM theory offers a pragmatic approach for researchers to analyse multiple contextual
levels of cultural interactions (W. B. Pearce, 2005). Moreover, the six levels of CMM are also
considered to be a rich range of factors for analysing communication in cross-cultural behaviours in
tourism (Oktadiana et al., 2016). Importantly, the use of CMM theory in the present thesis was to
identify the sorts of interaction difficulties both hosts and domestic tourists face in the ethnic tourism
context. From a methodological approach, CMM was also helpful in framing the interview questions

and making both the author and participants engage in mutual dialogue while conducting interviews.

1.4.2  Travel Career Pattern (TCP) model

The Travel Career Pattern (TCP) model was developed by Pearce and Lee (2005) based on
a “conceptually modified Travel Career Ladder with more emphasis on the change in motivation
patterns reflecting career levels than on the hierarchical levels” (P. L. Pearce, 2005a, p. 55). The
core idea of TCP is that travel experience influences travel motives. P. L. Pearce (2005a) defines
certain TCP key terms (see Table 1.1) to further explain that, although the ladder concept is no longer
used, the concept of a travel career is still important. Instead of ascending a ladder from step to step,

tourists move within the middle motive layer (Maclnnes et al., 2022).
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Table 1.1
Key terms and definitions regarding TCP

Key terms Conceptual definitions

The forces that drive travel behaviour. These forces are both
Travel need/motives . . .
biological and socio-cultural.
Self/others-oriented motives  Lravel motives can be internally oriented or externally influenced.
Travel motivation occurs in a pattern of multiple motives rather
Motivation pattern . .
than in single dominant forces.
A dynamic concept arguing that tourists have identifiable stages
in their holiday taking. The state of one’s travel career, like a
Travel career . . .
career at work, is influenced by previous travel experiences and
life-stage or contingency factors.
An older theoretical model describing travel motivation through
Travel Career Ladder (TCL)  five hierarchical levels of needs/motives in relation to travel
career levels.

Note. Adopted from P. L. Pearce (2005a, p. 55)

The TCP model is depicted as three layers of travel motivation, where each layer consists of
different travel motives (Wen, 2017) (see Figure 1.5). In the core layer, the most important motives
such as escape/relax, novelty and relationship (strengthen) are equally important across all levels of
travel experience. Tourists move from these core motives outwards in the model, towards the middle
motive layer. This middle layer is divided into two groups: the first group, self-actualisation and self-
development, is associated with low travel experience, whereas the second group, nature, host-site
involvement, and relationship (security), is associated with high travel experience. The outer layer,
stimulation, recognition, romance, autonomy, isolation, and nostalgia, is considered least important
across all levels of travel experience (Maclnnes et al., 2022; Oktadiana & Agarwal, 2022; Pearce &
Lee, 2005). Notably, higher travel career levels put more emphasis on external-oriented motivation
factors such as host-site involvement and seeking nature (Wen, 2017). As a result, the TCP was later
updated to suggest that increasing travel experience increases the importance of host-site involvement
and nature while decreasing the importance of kinship (enjoying being with similar others) and self-

development (Pearce, 2019).
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Figure 1.5

The Travel Career Pattern model
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The TCP has been widely adopted by tourism researchers and industry consultants because
it is an easy-to-understand conceptual framework for presenting travel motivations (Maclnnes et al.,
2022). Moreover, even if the focus of travel motivation elements may differ between cultures, this
model can be extended to cross-cultural contexts, to capture the multiple travel motives of a larger
traveller market (Oktadiana & Agarwal, 2022). The middle layer of motives is especially important
in reflecting the differentiation and motivational needs of experienced tourists (Wen, 2017). The TCP
model was used in this thesis to investigate how tourist travel motivation is related to on-site
interactions with ethnic hosts when visiting ethnic destinations - based on the assumption that such
interaction outcomes will influence tourists’ attitudes and intentional behaviours towards hosts and

the ethnic destinations.

1.4.3 Community Capitals Framework (CCF)

The Community Capitals Framework (CCF) developed by Flora and her collaborators (see
Floraetal., 2016) is an alternative method for implementing a systems approach to poverty reduction,
effective natural resource management, and social equity (Figure 1.6). Capital is defined as the
resources people and/or communities possess. Notably, the CCF shifts from the concept of ‘aspect’,
or ‘resource’ to ‘capital’, to emphasise that a capital is a resource which is invested in to create more
resources for the short, mid, and long-term (Flora, 2004). Further, Gutierrez-montes et al. (2009)
clarified that each community has resources, regardless of whether it is the poorest or most

marginalised, that can be used to negotiate its own development and wellbeing.
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Figure 1.6
The Community Capitals Framework (CCF)

Primary Goals
of the Community

Note. See Emery and Flora (2006) and Flora et al. (2016)

The CCF consists of seven forms of community capital: natural, cultural, human, social,
political, financial, and built capital presented in Table 1.2. The vitality of any community can be
linked to the presence and strength of seven community capitals, which can be invested in or tapped

for the purpose of promoting the long-term wellbeing of communities (Beaulieu, 2014).

Table 1.2
Community Capitals Framework

Natural capital includes the air, water, soil, wildlife, vegetation, landscape, and weather that
surround us and provide both possibilities for and limits to community sustainability. Natural
capital influences and is influenced by human activities.

Cultural capital includes traditions, language, value, and cultural heritage. Cultural
hegemony allows one social group to impose its worldview, symbols, and reward system on
other groups.

Human capital includes education, skills, health, and self-esteem.

Social capital involves mutual trust, reciprocity, groups, collective identity, working together,
and a sense of a shared future. It refers to relationships among individuals or groups within the
community (bonding social capital) and outside of the community (bridging social capital).

Political capital is the ability of a community or group to turn its norms
and values into standards, which are then translated into rules and regulations
that determine the distribution of resources.
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Table 1.2 (Continued)

Financial capital includes savings, income generation, fees, loans and credit,
gifts and philanthropy, taxes, and tax exemptions. Community financial capital can be assessed
by changes in poverty, firm efficiency, diversity of firms, and local people’s increased assets.

Built capital includes information technologies, chemicals, bridges, railroads, oil pipelines,
factories, day care centres, and wind farms.

Note. Emery and Flora (2006) and Flora et al., (2016)

Most communities arguably find it challenging to pursue simultaneous investments in the
seven capitals. Practically, Emery and Flora (2006) suggested that pursuing positive change in one
form of capital can create opportunities for improvements in other community capitals. In other
words, increases in stocks of specific capitals will lead to increases in the stocks of other capitals,
called the ‘spiralling up’ effect. By contrast, decreases or loss in one capital can cause negative
changes in another or all capitals, resulting in a loss of hope and direction, known as the ‘spiralling
down’ effect. Generally, the CCF highlights interdependence, interaction, and synergy among the
capitals. The use of the stocks of one capital can have a positive or negative effect on the quantity

and the possibilities of other capitals (Gutierrez-montes et al., 2009).

The CCF offers a comprehensive viewpoint for analysing current stocks and impacts from
both within and outside the community. Host-tourist interaction outcomes can directly contribute to
positive changes in social capital. According to the ‘spiralling up’ effect, this improvement can be

an entry point to systematically create changes across all capitals of the community.

1.4.4  Destination community wellbeing (DCW) approach to tourism planning

The Destination Community Wellbeing (DCW) approach to tourism planning was proposed
by Moscardo and Murphy (2014) to help tourism move towards a greater contribution to
sustainability. The destination community is placed at the centre of tourism planning activity,
strengthening community engagement across the whole process. Unlike other conventional
approaches, where the local community is often informed after key decisions have been made, the
DCW approach ensures that the community is involved in every stage of tourism planning process.

Therefore, this process is circular rather than linear (Moscardo, 2023; Moscardo & Murphy, 2014).

By incorporating the Community Capitals Framework (Emery & Flora, 2006) and the
concept of community wellbeing, the DCW approach argues that tourism planning has to find ways
to build community capacity for effective tourism decision-making. Tourism is not seen as primarily
a source of financial capital that is assumed to be exchanged for other capitals. Instead of assessing
the resources available for tourism, this approach emphasises the assessment of current stock of the
various capitals available to destination residents and the major sustainability issues they are facing.
Tourism strategies should be considered within the context of destination community wellbeing

needs and aspirations (Moscardo & Murphy, 2015).
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As evidenced from some practical projects related to rural communities (Magnetic island,
Can Tho, Atherton Tablelands, Bowen, and Whitsundays), Moscardo (2023) indicated that the DCW
approach offers a wider range of more innovative tourism options and clearer pathways linking
tourism to specific benefits to the community capitals that contribute to destination community
wellbeing. Therefore, the DCW approach holds the potential for application in other settings. This
thesis employs the DCW approach to engage a local community in ethnic tourism planning processes
with the aim of improving host-tourist interaction outcomes, thereby enhancing ethnic tourism as a

tool for sustainability.

Drawing on multiple streams of literature, research opportunities, and integrated theoretical
foundations, a conceptual framework was formulated to guide the present thesis, as shown in Figure

1.7.
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1.5 Research paradigm and methodology

The academic concept of paradigm was born in the writings about the history of science by
the American philosopher Thomas Kuhn in his 1962 book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
This concept “stands for the entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques and so on shared by
members of a given community” (1962, p. 175). Simplistically, a paradigm refers to a philosophical
way of thinking. The importance of a paradigm is to provide beliefs and understandings and, for

researchers in a particular discipline - influence what should be studied, how it should be studied,
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and how the results of the study should be interpreted (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). For tourism
researchers, understanding the basic tenets of the paradigm will ensure that “when you design a
research project, you will be able to maintain consistency between the approach being adopted for
your data and/or empirical material collection and the subsequent construction of the ‘knowledge’

from your data and/or empirical materials” (Jennings, 2010, p. 34).

Three terms relevant to discussing paradigm are ontology, epistemology, and methodology
(see Figure 1.8). Ontology is the nature of existence or reality, of being or becoming, as well as the
basic categories of things that exist and their relationship. Ontology helps to conceptualise the form
and nature of reality and what we believe can be known about that reality (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).
Epistemology is the study of knowledge, which outlines how researchers obtain facts and justify their
beliefs in such facts. Epistemology is important to help the researchers position themselves in the
research context so that they can discover what else is new, given what is known. Methodology refers
to the research design, methods, approaches, and procedures used in an investigation that is well
planned to find out something. Pearce (2021) further clarifies that methodology refers to the logistics
and the whole design of the study while methods are the tools employed to collect data.

Figure 1.8

Summary of terms and definition regarding the paradigm
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The present thesis adopted the post-positivism paradigm. In post-positivism philosophy,
reality is not rigid; rather, it is a product of the researchers’ involvement in the research. The
composition of reality is influenced by its context and meaning and social concerns are also
important, therefore, many approaches to reality are possible (Ryan, 2006). The role of the researcher
is as an active interpreter to uncover meanings from people’s multiple interpretations of reality and
the researchers’ interactions with the study subjects are acknowledged and allowed (Ryan, 2006).
Methodologically, although researchers prefer quantitative approaches, there has been a growth in
mixed methods (Jennings, 2010). Therefore, Henderson (2011) suggested that post-positivism also
legitimises the potential for using mixed methods which offer a practical approach to collecting data
using more than one method. More specifically, this thesis is based on the post-positivism paradigm

in order to:
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encourage the use of mixed natural and cultural settings to consider the contextual
elements of the data because the main topic of this thesis is host-tourist interactions. This
topic is directly associated with physical settings, content, and difficulties due to cultural
differences between ethnic hosts and domestic tourists. An insight into such interactions
needs to be considered within the socio-cultural and contextual complexity;

enable the researcher to reflect on her position related to the topic. An integration of the
emic and etic perspectives is useful to investigate the perceptions and experiences of the
interactions from both sides - hosts and tourists; and

see the whole picture and interpret phenomena based on both the researcher’s own
perspective and solid background in tourism literature. Additionally, it helps the
researcher balance personal and professional experiences and theoretical interpretations
that enable the possibility of developing solutions to improve host-tourist interaction

outcomes.

To address the five research objectives presented in the previous section, a mixed methods

approach was used in this thesis (see Table 1.3).

Table 1.3

Methodological summary

Method
Study Data collection Data analysis Tool
design
Thematic and Leximancer 4.5
1A o Semi-structured .
One Qualitative ) ) content analysis and manually
nterview
1B Content analysis Manually
2A o Questionnaire PLS-SEM Smart-PLS 4.0
Two Quantitative
2B survey Segmentation SPSS 28.0
Three 3 Qualitative Workshop Content analysis Manually

Note. Elaborated by the author

In the first study, a total of 31 interviews were conducted with ethnic villagers in the Central

Highlands of Vietnam from December 2020 to March 2021. Semi-structured interviews have the

advantage of interaction between the participants and the researcher and reflect conversational

exchanges similar to those in a real-world setting (Wengraf, 2001). Study 1A used Leximancer

software 4.5 and manual content analysis to explore the nature (physical setting and content) of host-

tourist interactions, the difficulties encountered, and the perceived quality of interactions. Study 1B

carried out manual content analysis to scrutinise differences in the quality of interaction and

community support for ethnic tourism across the studied communities.
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The second study collected 438 valid responses from domestic visitors via both on-site and
online (Qualtrics) questionnaires from December 2020 to May 2021. Study 2A used SPSS 28.0 for
initial descriptive analysis of respondents and summary characteristics of host-tourist interactions.
Then, Smart-PLS software 4.0 was applied to examine the research hypotheses via partial least
squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). This study examined the influence of physical
settings, content, and difficulties on the perceived quality of interactions and, subsequently, how
quality influences tourists’ attitudes and intentional behaviours and perceptions of long-term ethnic
tourism outcomes. To segment domestic visitors based on their travel motivations for visiting the
Central Highlands, Study 2B utilised SPSS 28.0 to deal with other statistical analyses to conduct k-

means cluster and discriminant analyses as well as Chi-square, and one-way ANOVA tests.

In the last study (Study 3), qualitative data was gathered through a community workshop
with 34 stakeholders in one of the ethnic studied destinations on 23™ December 2022. A workshop
not only meets participants’ expectations to achieve something related to their own interests, but it
also provides reliable and valid data about the domain in question for the researcher (Jrngreen &
Levinsen, 2017). Drawing from N’Drower’s indigenous research framework (2020), the workshop
approach allows the author to bring the findings of previous studies back to the community for further
discussion. Content analysis was carried out to gain comprehensive understanding of community
aspirations and suggestions for improving host-tourist interaction outcomes, thereby making positive

net contributions to local destination community wellbeing through ethnic tourism.
1.6 Thesis structure

This thesis consists of seven chapters (see Figure 1.9). The first chapter (the current chapter)
situates the research context and introduces an overview of this thesis. Five main chapters — Chapter
2, Chapter 3, Chapter 4, Chapter 5, and Chapter 6 — representing the three studies, were developed
and written as separate journal articles. More specifically, Chapter 2 (Study 1A) was published in
the Journal of Heritage Tourism (K. T. T. Nguyen et al., 2023). Part of Chapter 3 (Study 1B) is
currently under review in the Journal of Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable
Development. Part of Chapter 4 (Study 2A) has been presented at the CAUTHE 2023 Annual
Conference as a working paper. Another part of Chapter 4 is currently under review in the Journal
of Travel Research. Chapter 5 (Study 2B) is ready for submission to the Advances in Southeast Asian
Studies in May 2024. Chapter 6 has been accepted as a conference paper at the 73rd AIEST
Conference of Ideas 2024 in Bolzano-Bozen, Italy — Aug 2024. The final Chapter 7 provides a
synthesis of the key findings from the studies as well as discussions of the contributions and
limitations of the research. This chapter also suggests recommendations for future research

directions, thereby contributing to ongoing tourism research.
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Figure 1.9
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CHAPTER 2
LET’S LISTEN: THE VOICES OF ETHNIC VILLAGERS IN
IDENTIFYING HOST-TOURIST INTERACTION ISSUES IN THE
CENTRAL HIGHLANDS, VIETNAM (STUDY 1A)

This chapter presents Study 1A of the PhD thesis. The main purpose of this chapter is to
address the first research objective: To understand the fundamental characteristics and features of
host interactions with tourists in ethnic villages in the Central Highlands, Vietnam. Utilising a
qualitative research approach, this chapter provides the results from 31 semi-structured interviews
with ethnic villagers and explicitly explains why four ethnic communities were chosen as studied
sites for the thesis (see Section 2.3 Methodology). Being an exploratory study, this chapter stands as
a key pillar for ‘building’ the whole thesis by assisting in understanding three elements of host-tourist
interaction: physical setting, content, and difficulties and how the elements are related to the quality

of interaction.
This chapter has been published as a paper in the Journal of Heritage Tourism.
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Chapter 2

2.1 Introduction

Ethnic tourism has been identified as a tool for poverty alleviation and ethnic heritage
preservation in poor regions (Yang, 2016). It is a unique form of tourism motivated by a visitor’s
desire for first-hand experiences with a distinctive local culture and contrasting way of life (Bott,
2018; Yang, 2016). A key to understanding ethnic tourism is the interactions between hosts and
tourists (Zhang et al., 2017). These can play a crucial role in contributing to both minority people’s
socio-cultural life and positive attitudes towards tourism development, and, for visitors, to a
rewarding experience and cultural knowledge of an ethnic destination (Armenski et al., 2011;
Eusébio et al., 2018; Su et al., 2014). However, due to cultural differences, the host-tourist encounter
may lead to negative perceptions, host-tourist friction, and even irritation (Pearce, 1982; Reisinger,

2009).

Cultural distance is a major reason for interaction difficulties, resulting in inefficient social
contact (Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017), perceptions of risk (Lepp & Gibson, 2003), conflict and
tension (Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017). Most existing studies (e.g., Carneiro et al., 2018; Fan,
Qiu, et al., 2020; Stylidis et al., 2021) have shown more interest in the inter/cross-cultural interaction
between hosts foreign tourists, while the interaction between hosts and domestic tourists has received
less attention. Reisinger and Turner (2003) argue that the degree of cultural difference between hosts
and tourists varies from very little to extreme. In the context of ethnic tourism, tourists interact with
ethnic minorities who differ culturally, socially, or politically from the majority population (Cohen,
2001), these ethnic hosts and domestic tourists see each other as culturally different (Trupp, 2014b).
Even though residing within the same country, different subcultural groups — hosts and tourists —
might generate distinctive responses to observable behaviours in their interactions (Loi & Pearce,
2015). Thus, it is worthy to investigate the interaction between ethnic hosts and domestic tourists in
an intra-national context. Moreover, a powerful reason to focus on this domestic—ethnic tourism
interaction lies in the simple fact that domestic tourism dominates the market, not just in Vietnam

but in many parts of the world.

Very little focused research has been directly undertaken on host-tourist interactions in ethnic
tourism, other than the limited research investigating either host or tourist motivations for their
interactions (Su et al., 2014), or examining role-playing by hosts during interactions in local homes
(Zhang et al., 2017). The characteristics of such interactions (i.e., physical setting and content),
difficulties, and how the quality of interactions is related to other factors in the ethnic tourism, remain

under-studied.

Although ethnic tourism has attracted increasing research attention in Southeast Asia
(Dolezal et al., 2020), very few researchers have studied ethnic tourism in the Vietnamese context.
Meanwhile, Vietnam has a diversity of 54 ethnic groups who speak more than 100 different
languages (Nguyen, 2021). The dominant group is the Kinh, accounting for 87% of the total
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population. Each ethnic minority has its own distinct costumes, traditions, and culture that portray a
multi-ethnic picture of Vietnam (Kim & Tam, 2019). It has become an ideal destination for a niche
tourism market called ‘ethnic tourism’ or ‘tribal tourism’ (Bott, 2018). Cohen (2016) summarised
ethnic tourism studies in mainland Southeast Asia, including Vietnam, and argued that, despite being
a popular highland destination, Dalat — located in the Central Highlands — is not known for ethnic
tourism. Most ethnic tourism research in Vietnam has been undertaken only in Sapa (Bott, 2018;
Cuong, 2020; Nguyen, 2021; Nguyen et al., 2020) or recently in Hoa Binh province (Ngo & Pham,
2021). Both study sites are located in the mountainous northern part of Vietnam. Until now, research
on the specifics of host-tourist interaction in ethnic tourism is lacking, and no ethnic tourism studies

have been undertaken in the Central Highlands.

To fill these research gaps, the current study aims to explore what interaction issues exist
between ethnic hosts and domestic tourists in the Central Highlands of Vietnam — a multi-ethnic
country. This study contributes to the knowledge on host-tourist interaction in ethnic tourism,
particularly within the intra-national context. Applying CMM theory (Pearce & Cronen, 1980) to
identify interaction difficulties adds to the utility of CMM in both theoretical interpretive and
methodological approaches. Doing so provides insight into such interaction difficulties in order to
inform strategies to build sustainable host-tourist relationships in ethnic tourism in the Central

Highlands, Vietnam. The following four research questions guided the qualitative study;
1. In what physical settings do host-tourist interactions occur,
2. What is the content of these interactions,
3. What difficulties do hosts face in their interactions with tourists, and

4. How do ethnic hosts perceive the quality of host-tourist interactions?
2.2 Literature review

2.2.1 Ethnic tourism and fundamental characteristics and features of host-tourist interactions
in ethnic tourism

Ethnic tourism was first introduced by Smith (1977) as “tourism marketed to the public in
terms of the ‘quaint’ customs of indigenous and often ‘exotic’ people” (p.2). In tourism literature,
terms such as ‘aboriginal’, ‘indigenous’, ‘tribal’ or ‘community-based’ tourism are sometimes used
interchangeably to refer to the phenomenon of ‘ethnic’ tourism. According to Xie (2011), the use of
the term ‘ethnic’ tourism is to emphasise that ethnic minority people are directly or indirectly
involved in controlling and/or providing tourism services based on their unique culture. They may
or may not be indigenous to a destination (Yang & Wall, 2014). For this study, the term ‘ethnic
tourism’ refers to Xie’s definition (2011), more specifically, the ethnic minority groups are the
indigenous people in Vietnam’s Central Highlands, and the focus is on the tourism activities and

interaction with domestic visitors, mainly the Kinh.
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The interaction between hosts and tourists has drawn much research attention (Xiong et al.,
2021). However, in the ethnic tourism context, there are few studies on the fundamental
characteristics and features as well as process of host-tourist interaction (Zhang et al., 2017). While
in some locations ethnic people are only a supplementary attraction (Yang et al., 2013), several
researchers confirm that ethnic residents are not only hosts and service providers but symbolise the

heart of an authentic destination experience (Wei et al., 2020;Wong et al., 2019; Yang, 2016).

The fundamental work of de Kadt (1979) identified three main contexts in which host-tourist
encounters occur: tourists and hosts exchange information and ideas face to face, tourists purchase
goods and services from the hosts; and tourists and hosts simply find themselves side by side in the
same place. According to Reisinger and Turner (2003), host-tourist interaction occurs in a wide
variety of physical settings. It takes place at local resident’s home (Zhang et al., 2017), tourism
attractions and supporting services/facilities (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2015; Eusébio et al., 2018;
Woosnam & Norman, 2010), or natural places (e.g., beaches, protected areas) (Woosnam & Norman,

2010) and in the street (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2012).

Placing more emphasis on the content of interactions, Su et al. (2014) categorised host-tourist
interactions into five types, ranging from low to high intensity. The ascending intensity levels
include; the presence of hosts and tourists at a destination without active interactions, tourists seeking
help or information, business relationships, both actors actively seeking mutual understanding (e.g.,
chatting, sharing meals, experiencing local customs), and both actors fulfilling long-term social needs

(e.g., making friends, exchanging personal contact).

In brief, different settings allow both hosts and tourists different opportunities for interacting,
whereby the content of interactions varies, resulting in different challenges and outcomes. Rather
than considering either the setting or the content of interactions, it is the examination of the complex
combination of the two that helps us explore ‘what is going on’ (Zhang et al., 2017) and what

interaction difficulties ethnic hosts possibly encounter with domestic tourists in ethnic destinations.

2.2.2  Difficulties in host-tourist interactions

There is a substantial body of research related to interaction difficulties that may occur during
host-tourist encounters. Most of the work considers these difficulties in the context of cultural
distance resulting from differences in language, customs, values, standards, perceptions of the world,
and expectations (Bochner, 1982; Pearce et al., 1998; Reisinger & Turner, 2003; Tung, 2021). Such
differences can lead to misunderstanding, misinterpretation, problematic behaviours, and even
offence (Moufakkir, 2011; P. L. Pearce, 2005b; Reisinger, 2009; Tung, 2021). The degree of cultural
distance might range from very small to extreme, therefore differentially influencing host-tourist

interactions (Reisinger & Turner, 2003).

Although early literature has studied ‘cultural distance’ and ‘cultural shock’ (Bochner, 1982;

Oberg, 1960), the bulk of these studies have been concerned only with the phenomenon’s negative
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influences or consequences, or suggested practical interventions. A limited number of studies have
clearly categorised interaction difficulties resulting from cultural differences. For example, Pearce
(1982) indicated three main types of difficulties in host-tourist interactions: interpersonal
communication and behaviour (e.g., language fluency, polite language usage, expressing attitudes,
and feelings); non-verbal signals (e.g., facial expressions, eye gaze, spatial behaviour, touching, and
gesture); and rules and patterns of social behaviours (e.g., greetings, self-discourse, making or
refusing requests). This work examined the problems by observing the social and psychological
effects of tourist behaviours in the host community, highlighting the need for more empirical research
to examine each dimension of the difficulties. In light of this, Reisinger and Turner (2003) pointed
out four major determinants of interaction difficulties, namely temporal, spatial, communication, and
cultural aspects. Both studies focused on the interaction challenges in inter/cross-cultural contexts.
There is a lack of empirical research investigating whether there are any interaction difficulties

between hosts and tourists in intra-national contexts, and how such difficulties might be classified.

2.2.3  Quality of host-tourist interactions

Previous research into host-tourist interactions has analysed the influences of interaction
quality on resident perceptions of tourism’s impact on quality of life (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2015),
resident attitudes towards tourists or tourism development (Armenski et al., 2011; Eusébio et al.,
2018; Xiong et al., 2021), how to measure residents’ emotional solidarity via interaction quality
(Woosnam & Norman, 2010), tourist experience and travel attitudes (Fan, 2020; Pizam et al., 2000;
Su & Wall, 2010), and tourists’ destination image/loyalty (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2019; Stylidis et al.,
2021). However, so far little is known about what determines interaction quality. Recent work by
Stylidis et al. (2021) revealed that interaction quality positively affects tourists’ cognitive and
affective image, leading to a positive impact on destination loyalty. However, that study — as well as
the majority of existing studies — used a quantitative research method to test the impact of interaction
quality on tourism outcomes without any understanding of what defines and contributes to interaction

quality.

Reisinger and Turner (2003) claimed there is insufficient information on how to precisely
and successfully evaluate host-tourist contact. Yet, many studies have used different dimensions to
measure social interaction in tourism, such as type of contact/activities (Eusébio et al., 2018),
intensity (Pizam et al., 2000), environmental settings (Murphy, 2001), the host/tourist gaze
(Moufakkir, 2011; Urry, 2002), travel motivations, or tourists’ perceptions of tourism impacts
(Carneiro & Eusébio, 2012). In addition, Zhou (2011) indicated that interaction quality is influenced

by factors originating from both tourists and hosts.

In much of the preceding research, measurement of interaction quality was done from the
tourists’ viewpoint ( Fan, Qiu, et al., 2020; Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017; Rasoolimanesh et al.,
2019; Stylidis et al., 2021; Wei et al., 2020). Research from the host perspective is scarce except for
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the work of Teye et al. (2002), Eusébio et al. (2018), and, more recently, Xiong et al. (2021). These
authors developed measurement scales using different criteria to examine the role of interaction
quality in resident attitudes towards tourism development. These criteria included whether the
interactions were harmonious or clashing, intense or superficial, enjoyable, positive, useful or
whether friendships were developed. However, these authors failed to explain the in-depth

interaction between residents and tourists.

In summary, most of the previous studies tested models of the relationship between
perceived interaction quality and tourists’ overall satisfaction, destination image and loyalty, or
residents’ attitudes towards tourism development and their perceptions of tourism impacts on the
quality of life. The amount of research providing detailed insights into host-tourist interactions

remains scarce (Eusébio et al., 2018).

2.2.4 Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory

The Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) theory is based on the pivotal work of
Pearce and Cronen (1980). Pearce and Cronen start with a basic premise that social worlds we inhabit
are constructed in the many diverse forms of everyday communication we engage in. Communication
is a process of managing meanings and we manage those meanings through coordinating with others.
According to CMM, six contextual levels are useful to understand the full meaning of, and to create,

effective well-managed communication. These levels include;

(1) Verbal and Non-verbal behaviour — how clearly people understand one another’s speech,
gestures, posture, signals, eye movement, and words;

(2) Speech acts — the way meaning is attached to forms of address such as status, level of
formality, or respect;

(3) Episodes — a communication routine that consists of a sequence of speech acts, behaviours,
rituals, arrangements for eating, sightseeing, tipping, or gift giving;

(4) Relationships — the nature of social bonds, rights, and expectations, responsibilities,
formation of friendships, and development of business relationships;

(5) Life script — the way people perceive themselves in action, their relationship to others and to
the physical environment, social and cultural institutions; and

(6) Cultural patterns — the way the larger community is defined, what is perceived as honesty,
guilt, justice or equity within a society, freedom of speech, spiritual beliefs, and attitudes to

gender.

Despite its origins as a theory of communication, CMM has been successfully applied in
multiple disciplines and has evolved considerably over time into an interpretive theory, a critical
theory, and a practical theory (Barge, 2004). For the interpretive and critical aspect, CMM is used to
explain people’s interpretation about the meaning of their communication and the way they evaluate

such interactions to react to others in a multi-level context. Shifting to practical theory, CMM as a
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guide helps practitioners to create something different from and better than conventional practice
(Pearce, 2007). Existing studies have suggested different interventions to co-construct new ways of
interacting meaningfully, such as community-based parent education programmes, training
workshops, focus group discussions, reading labels, nutrition intervention messages to prevent
childhood obesity (Bruss et al., 2005), and creativity in therapeutic encounters in the online therapy

context during the COVID-19 pandemic (Cronin et al., 2021).

In the tourism context, a limited number of studies have employed the CMM approach to
investigate different facets of social contact. Early work was conducted by Pearce et al., (1998) to
identify cross-cultural contact difficulties for Australian travellers to Indonesia. To minimise the
difficulties and promote sustainable host-tourist encounters, the study suggested the development of
an in-flight video, a Culture Assimilator booklet, tourist behaviour codes, sets of visitor rules, or
advice from professional guides. There have been later studies inspired by CMM’s practical
perspectives to propose interventions (e.g., picture, regulatory and social evaluative controls, and
social influence messages and campaigns) to reduce the flashpoints of tourist-tourist and tourist-host
friction in inter-cultural contexts (Loi & Pearce, 2015) and to design websites providing specific

destination information for Muslim travellers (Oktadiana et al., 2016).

The present study used CMM from both theoretical and methodological perspectives. First,
as Reisinger and Turner (2003) stressed CMM is an important theory facilitating the analysis of
difficulties in host-tourist interactions. Therefore, six CMM levels were used to conceptualise a
framework to guide the investigation of interaction difficulties. Furthermore, as an interpretive
theory, CMM was used to interpret the meaning of responses to the questions about interaction
difficulties. Second, in terms of the methodological approach, CMM assisted in framing the interview
questions regarding interaction difficulties — sensitive issues between ethnic people and Kinh people
— that ethnic villagers might encounter in their interactions with domestic visitors, that is, Kinh
people. Probing questions guided by CMM assisted the author, who is a Kinh person, to elicit more
detailed responses from participants instead of superficial answers to the overall research questions.
CMM allowed the Kinh researcher to engage in mutual discovery, understanding and explanation to
participants, which contributed to the participants happily engaging in mutual dialogue, reflection,

and sharing their experiences with the researcher.

Drawing upon multiple streams of literature and CMM theory, a conceptual framework is provided
in Figure 2.1 to propose a clearer understanding of the fundamental characteristics and features
(physical setting, content), difficulties, and quality of host-tourist interactions. The physical setting
refers to the place where the interaction occurs, while the content refers to a range of interactions at
varying intensity levels. The difficulties reflect various challenges the hosts face in such interactions
with tourists. The interaction quality refers to the subjective perception of the hosts as to whether

interactions are positive or negative. It is noted that, by adopting a qualitative approach, the research
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explores the interrelationship of the nature, difficulties, and the quality of interactions, rather than

testing the influences between these elements.

Figure 2.1
Conceptual framework for the present study
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e.g., harmonious or clashing, intense or superficial, equal
or unequal, enjoyable, positive, useful, or friendship.

Note. Drawn by the author
2.3 Methodology

The thesis utilised a mixed-method approach to investigate issues of host-tourist interaction
and identify ways to improve interaction outcomes in the context of ethnic tourism. Host-tourist
interaction is bidirectional (Su & Wall, 2010) and the research context is associated with indigenous
culture, therefore this thesis was carried out from both emic and etic views. The two views are
complementary and gain the cultural understandings of behaviour (Wu & Pearce, 2014).
Furthermore, following the Indigenous methodology rooted in cultural elements (N’Drower, 2020),
the author first needed to build trust, share respect, and understand the locals’ worldviews. The
current study employed a qualitative approach, involving fieldtrips to ethnic villages and conducting
semi-structured interviews to obtain insights into host-tourist interactions from the emic perspective

of the experiences of villagers in ethnic tourism.

2.3.1 Research context

The Central Highlands in the west and southwest of Vietham was chosen as the research
context for two main reasons. First, the region is home to all 54 of the country’s ethnic minority
groups (Thai, 2018). This region is aptly referred to as ‘upland culture’, acknowledging its diverse,

exotic minority cultures and stunning mountainous landscapes in which the living and social spaces
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of ethnic groups are deeply associated with the forest (Kim & Tam, 2019; Thai, 2018). Gong culture',
an important part of the traditional culture of the ethnic communities in the Central Highlands, was
recognised as a Masterpiece of Oral and Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO
(2005). Four ethnic sites (Lac Duong, Lak, Buon Don, and Kon Ko Tu), in three out of the five
provinces in the region, were chosen as study sites (Figure 2.2). The potential study sites were
selected to ensure diversity and variety across the following criteria: ethnicity, stage of tourism
development, level of community participation in local tourism, types of tourist icons, and typical

ethnic tourism products on offer (Table 2.1).

Second, the region has attracted tourists through a range of visitor experiences focused on
ethnic tourism, cultural tourism, ecotourism, leisure and holiday tours, adventurous tourism
activities, and more recently agritourism. Among them, ethnic tourism is one of the Prime Minister’s
informed decisions in developing key tourism products in the region (Vietnam National
Administration of Tourism (VNAT), 2013). Between 2015 and 2019, the number of tourist arrivals
increased gradually with an annual average growth rate of 11.6%, with the percentage of domestic
tourists accounting for 92.5% of the total. The annual regional tourism revenue growth rate was
approximately 10.5% (compiled from five Departments of Culture Sports and Tourism, 2020) and
tourism revenues accounted for 14,788 billion VND in 2019, equivalent to 5% of the regional GDP
(General Statistics Office (GSO), 2020).

! https://www.unesco.org/archives/multimedia/document-642

32



Chapter 2

Figure 2.2
The four study sites in the Central Highlands region

Kon Ko Tu village
(Kon Tum)

O

Note. Drawn by the author and Le Nguyen Vu
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Table 2.1
Brief profiles of four study sites

Chapter 2

Study site Location Total % of Ethnicity Tourist icon Popular ethnic tourism activities/services
population ethnic Homestay Gong Communal Carving Handicrafts  Traditional  Local tour
(2022) minority performance house wooden cuisine
. 1
population sculptures
is about 14km from 144 Trad‘tlonall
communa
Kon T it household
Kon Ko Tu on Tum ety OUSCROIAS 96% Bana house and X X X X X X X
administered by Kon 760 .
. . . village
Tum province. inhabitants
landscape
is about 40km from 17,700
Buon Ma Thuot city, households Elephant
B D 47.49 Ed
uon on administered by Dak 64,490 % ¢ riding X X X
Lak province. inhabitants
is about 60km from 19,284 Dugout
Buon Ma Thuot city households boating and
Lak - ’ 63% M’ X
a administered by Dak 78,254 ’ fong elephant X X X X
Lak province. inhabitants riding
is about 12km from Da 3,157
Lat city, administered households Gong
LacD 19 K’H
ac Luong by Lam Dong 12,434 1% © performance X X X X X
province. inhabitants

Note. Elaborated by the author
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2.3.2  Data collection

Being an outsider to the cultural settings, the author initially spent two to five days in each
village before conducting formal interviews with ethnic minority participants. She observed the local
way of life, consumed tourism products, and randomly chatted with villagers to gain familiarity and
develop rapport with the community. These actions help to absorb characteristics of the cultural
settings, social information, and local daily life in order to generate a comprehensive understanding
of the community (Nguyen, 2021). Additionally, research engagement with indigenous communities
needs to be rooted in cultural elements of trust, respect, and friendship according to the Melanesian

Research Framework (indigenous research framework) (N’Drower, 2020).

A total of 31 interviews were conducted in the four ethnic villages of the Central Highlands
from December 2020 to March 2021. Fieldwork in the first two study sites (Lak and Buon Don) was
carried out during the Lunar New Year 2021 (Tét Festival). Following Vietnamese customs of Tét
Festival, as well as the core Melanesian Research Framework’s principles (N’Drower, 2020), when
visiting the village participants’ house the author prepared and gifted each village participant with a
red lucky pocket, named /7 x7 (a cash of 100,000 VND or 50,000 VND equivalent to 6.0 AUD or 3.0
AUD respectively) as a wish for New Year. The purpose was to express respect and gratitude to the
host and host’s family on this special occasion. For the two remaining study sites (Lac Duong and
Kon Ko Tu), the author conducted fieldwork on normal days. Giftsets were prepared and given to

village participants as a way of invitation to participate in the research.

Face-to-face interviews usually took place in the private houses of the locals, tourist
attraction points, coffee shops, gong venues, or on tours. After the meet and greet, the researcher
introduced herself and the interviews were conducted as an informal, friendly conversation. During
interviews, the author used ‘small talk’ to create rapport with the participants. Instead of following
the exact order of the interview guide questions, she asked each section based on the participant’s
flow of answers and discussed points further to obtain information freely and deeply. In several cases,
the author played a role of both an interviewer and a visitor while being involved in ethnic tourism

services.

The number of interviews conducted in each village ranged from 7 to 9, depending on when
saturation point was reached (i.e., no new information was uncovered) (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).
The participants were representatives of four typical ethnic groups (i.e., M’nong, Ede, Bana, and
K’Ho) in the region but varied in age, family income, and marital status. They included villagers
who were involved in different forms of ethnic tourism and those who were not. These participants
had more opportunities to get involved in host-tourist interactions at different intensity levels (Table
2.2). While both convenience and snowball sampling were used to recruit participants for this study,
in the case of Kon Ko Tu village, which was completely new to the researcher, a more specific

approach was needed. This began with a Letter of Introduction (Lol) originating from Dalat
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University (DLU), where the author is currently a lecturer in the Faculty of Tourism, and a request
to officially meet a person in the local tourism administration. The local tourism official then

recommended potential participants.

Interviews ranged in length from approximately 26 to 90 minutes. All interviews were tape-
recorded for transcription and record storage. Interviews were transcribed verbatim into Vietnamese
and subsequently translated into English for the data analysis step. There was no need for a translator
as the author speaks both English and Vietnamese fluently. However, in some instances, several
participants could not speak Vietnamese fluently during interviewing. The author needed assistance
from the participants’ family members, who were proficient in both their ethnic language and

Vietnamese, to translate the responses into Vietnamese.

In addition to each interviewee’s socio-demographic profile, the interview guide consists of
eight sections focusing on cultural capital, social capital, community participation in local tourism,
perception of tourism impacts, host-tourist interaction issues, quality of interaction, community
support, and suggestions for improving the future ethnic tourism. In the current chapter, only
responses to the sections of host-tourist interaction issues and interaction quality were analysed. The
host-tourist interaction section focused on initially exploring the physical setting and content of the
interactions. It then moved on to identifying difficulties the hosts encountered in their interactions
with visitors, using questions drawn from CMM theory to probe the six contextual levels of verbal
and non-verbal behaviour, speech acts, episodes, relationships, life scripts, and cultural patterns
(Pearce & Cronen, 1980; Reisinger, 2009; Reisinger & Turner, 2003). The quality of interaction
section discussed with villagers their feelings, any conflict experienced or observed, and their
perceptions of how tourists responded to interactions. In summary, three main interview questions

were asked as follows (with probes);

1) “Tell me more about when and how you interact with tourists (physical settings and
content of interactions); and

2) “Can you tell me about a specific encounter that you found difficult or
challenging?”;

3) “In general, do you enjoy your interactions with tourists? Do you think the tourists
enjoy interacting with you and others from your village? What have you heard from

other people in the village about their interactions with tourists?”.

The interview script was initially designed in English and then translated into Vietnamese
for the fieldwork. To ensure that each question was properly translated, the back-translation

technique was adopted.
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Summary of participants’ characteristics
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. ‘. Level of Length of . .
Code Study site Ethnicity Gender Age ever o ensth o Tourism (non)involvement
Education residence

1 KTO1 Female 53 Primary school Since born Handicraft woman

2 KTO02 Female 57 Primary school Since born Gong dancer

3 KTO03 Male 57 Primary school Since 1969 Local sculptor

4 KT04 Male 31 Bachelor Since 2012 Homestay owner and local guide

5 KTO05 Kon Ko Tu Bana Female 36 High school Since born Grocery shop owner (not involved in tourism)

village
6 KTO06 Female 68 Secondary school Above 40 F ormerly hon_mstay_owner for more than 20 years (currently
years not involved in tourism)

7 KTO07 Female 30 Diploma Since born Homestay owner

8 KTO08 Male 58 Secondary school Since born Gong performer

9 KT09 Male 67 Primary school Since 1959 Forrperly hor.nestay.owner for more than 20 years (currently
not involved in tourism)

10 BDO1 Male 42 Bachelor Since 2011 A member of local administration (not involved in tourism)

1 BDO2 Female 29 High school Since born A st?ff of th§ ethm_c clothing rental store based at Cau Treo
tourist attraction point

12 BDO03 Female 46 Secondary school Since born Souveplr anq local speciality vendor based at Cau Treo tourist
attraction point

13 BD04 Male 47 Primary school Since born Mahout at Cu Treo tourist attraction point

Buon Don Ede

14 BDOS district Female 29 Diploma Since born A grocery shop owner next to Cau Treo tourist attraction point
(not involved in tourism)

15 BD06 Male 50 Secondary school Since born Gong performer (sometimes involved in tourism) and farmer

16 BDO07 Male 67 High school Since 1975 Village head (not involved in tourism)

17 BDOS Female 63 Bachelor 45 years Cultural researcher and NGOs project consultant (sometimes

involved in tourism)
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Table 2.2 (Continued)

18 LKO1 Female 42 Primary school Since born Gong dancer and restaurant staff at Lak resort

19 LKO02 Male 36 Diploma Since born Mabhout, local guide, and souvenir shop owner

20 LKO03 Male 63 Primary school Since 1964 Farmer (not involved in tourism)

21 LKO04 Male 44 Bachelor Since born Former Lgk resqrt staff for more than ten years (currently not
involved in tourism)

22 LKOS5 Female 45 Primary school Since born Gardener (horticulture department) at Lak Tented Camp

23 LKO06 Lak district M’nong Male 24 High school Since born Waiter and tour guide at Lak Tented Camp

24 LKO07 Female 49 Secondary school Since born Handicraft woman and farmer (not involved in tourism)

25 LDO1 Male 28 Bachelor Since born Jeep driver at Langbiang tourist attraction point

26 LDO02 Male 30 Diploma Since born Restaqrant sta_ff and .Gong. performance supervisor at
Langbiang tourist attraction point

27 LDO3 Male 79 Diploma Since 1952 Formerly loca} guide gnd interpreter more than 30 years
(currently not involved in tourism)

Lac Duong K’Ho

28 LD04 town Female 34 Graduate Since born Local coffee shop owner

29 LDO05 Female 38 Undergraduate Since born Homeowner and local guide

30 LD06 Male 48 Diploma Since born Gong venue and restaurant owner

31 LDO07 Male 63 High school Since born Gong venue owner and MC at Gong performance

Note. Elaborated by the author
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2.3.3 Data analysis

Content analysis of the textual data from the 31 interviews was conducted with the aid of
Leximancer 4.5, a computer-assisted qualitative analysis software, which measures both the presence
of defined concepts in the text as well as how they are interrelated. The automated ‘default’ settings of
Leximancer help to reduce subjective bias and increase reliability due to key concepts and visual maps
being generated automatically based on the presence of words or concepts and their semantical
relationship (Phi, 2020), thereby allowing the exploratory analysis of a considerable body of text
(MacLeod, 2021). There are three important units in Leximancer: word, concept, and theme. The textual
analysis is performed using word occurrence and co-occurrence frequency to generate a word co-
occurrence matrix from which concepts are identified (Wu et al., 2017). The size of the circles in the
visual map has no bearing as to its importance in the text, the circles are merely boundaries; instead,
the colour of the themes demonstrates their prominence. Hot colours (e.g., red, orange) represent the

most important themes (Leximancer, 2023; MacLeod, 2021).

In this study, depending on the research questions, several technical operations were carried
out to improve the validity of the concept maps (Wu et al., 2017). Removal of irrelevant or frequently
occurring words that hold weak semantic information was done, such as ‘immediately’, ‘usually’,
‘example’, and ‘other’. Furthermore, for a particular research question about physical setting and
content of interactions, words that were repeated frequently such as ‘guests’, ‘interact’, ‘tourists’, and
‘visitors’ needed to be removed because respondents often repeated question content, leading to over
representation in the content analysis. For other research questions, the author merged or collapsed
words which have similar meanings or were used interchangeably (e.g., ‘visitors’, ‘guests’, and

‘tourists’; ‘word’ and ‘words’; ‘group’ and ‘groups’).

To increase the credibility of the research results, manual content analysis was used to validate
the efficacy of Leximancer analysis and assist in comprehensively interpreting the meaning of the
outputs, particularly for the interaction quality. To analyse the interaction quality, text transcript was
carefully re-read by the author to derive smaller meaning units, supported by CMM theory, as
mentioned earlier. A meaning unit is the smallest unit of words or sentences related to each other
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Each meaning unit was highlighted in three colours accordingly to
three themes identified to answer the research question. The author’s supervisors then double-checked
the entire procedure. Lastly, the research team revisited the results multiple times, discussed differences,
and interrogated actual responses to better understand and illustrate the meaning of the themes and

concepts.
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2.4 Results

Two concept maps were generated from the responses. The first was based on participant
responses to the questions focusing on the physical settings and content of interactions. The second was
generated from the discussion of interaction difficulties. The third section summarises key emotive

themes about quality of interactions.

2.4.1 Physical settings and content of host-tourist interactions
Eight dominant themes represent the physical settings and content of host-tourist interactions
(Figure 2.3). While the ‘house’ theme identifies the most common setting in which interactions
occurred, the most important theme was ‘culture’ — which highlights the interaction content of visitors
with hosts to ‘learn’ ‘ethnic’ ‘culture’ or experience the ‘local’ way of life. In these interactions,
villagers were often willing to ‘share’ the meaning of ‘stilt’ house architecture, local customs, and the
legends of an ethnic area. During some home visits, the hosts invited visitors to taste ethnic ‘traditional’
‘wine’, called Can wine, ‘traditional’ cuisine, enjoy a meal or share their ‘culture’ (Figure 2.4). As one
participant explained;
“Due to my old age, I cannot trek or climb, presently I only welcome visitors to visit my
traditional house, talk, and enjoy local meals together with my family. I invite them to have a

seat in my ‘house’ to listen to our customs, the legend of Lang Biang mountain, then taste
Can wine made by my daughter” (LD03).

Figure 2.3

The nature of host-tourist interactions in ethnic villages
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Note. Concept map generated by Leximancer software 4.5
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Figure 2.4

Host-tourist interaction at a local house

Note. Photograph of the author, participants, and domestic visitors, used with permission

According to respondents, closer interactions occurred when tourists actively ‘asked’ local
people about their ‘family’ circumstance, livelihood, current jobs, local food, and local daily life. It is
important to note that, in a few cases, hosts had limited interaction with visitors who just passed by their
‘house’, observed handicraft-making procedures, or had a short ‘talk’ about local tourism ‘services’.
For example, one villager explained that “visitors only pass by my ‘house’ on their village tour. I do
not talk or interact with them” (KTO05). The ‘gong’ and ‘coffee’ themes reflect different physical
settings and interaction content. Some coffee shop owners shared how tourists simply stopped by their
shop, had a look, and then tasted a cup of coffee as they casually passed by. Another K’Ho man (LD07)
commented on low-intensity interactions at his gong venue: “I found that visitors here just want to
watch gong performances, drink Can wine, and play games that make them happy enough”. By
contrast, some hosts referred to the opportunities to talk, drink Can wine, and ‘share’ ‘gong’ or ‘coffee’

‘culture’ with tourists at a ‘gong’ venue (Figure 2.5), local ‘coffee’ shop (http://www.khocoffee.com),

or on ‘coffee’ tours. These situations allowed hosts to ‘share’ their traditional cultivation practices (e.g.,
wet ‘rice’ and ‘coffee’) and local specialities (e.g., bamboo tube ‘rice’,; green sticky ‘rice’ cake) as

representations of ethnic ‘culture’.
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Figure 2.5

Host-tourist interaction at a Gong venue

"?'"‘.. g
Note. Photograph taken by the author, used with permission

Hosts also encountered tourists at local ‘tourism” accommodations (i.e., local resort, Lak Tented
Camp), on specific ‘tours’ (e.g., dugout boating, elephant riding (Figure 2.6)), and during other
‘tourism’ activities in the ‘village’ (e.g., sightseeing, watching local daily life, or cultivating). A
gardener at Lak Tented Camp said; “When [guests] see the way I do gardening, some guests asked,
“why you mix soil with cow manure?” [ ...] They asked about family background, go to school or not? If
1 have not, they will send volunteers to my house to eliminate illiteracy, e.g., they will open a small class
to do charity work” (LKO05). In such settings, the villagers “interacted closely with them [visitors] and
shared about our [villagers’] culture. We chat, sing, drink, and share to understand each other ... Some

visitors become my friends until now” (LD03).

The ‘buy’ theme seems to primarily reflect business relationships when the villagers provided
local tourism ‘services’ and different ‘products’ (e.g., souvenirs, handicrafts, or groceries). For instance,
a Bana man (KTO03) shared, “They [tourists] look at wooden masks and wooden statues hanging in
front of my house, as a result they are curious to come in to see, take pictures, and ask about those
products; if they like, they will buy them”. Sometimes, tourists sought information “/...J places to eat,
travel information services, or souvenir shops” (LD01) and advice from the villagers on their way to

‘buy’ products.

The last theme, ‘explain’, represents the most superficial interactions. Villagers passively
‘answered’, were unwilling to ‘explain’ what visitors asked, or even had no interaction because tourists

just came to ‘take’ photos. For instance, in the peak season, an elephant tour shortened its itinerary to
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3-5 minutes, therefore mahouts at Buon Don tourist attraction point did not have ‘time’ to ‘explain’
about the elephant culture during the tour. Even a souvenir shop owner did “not actively invite or

introduce about [her] products; only ‘answered’ to visitors in cases they asked” (BD03).

Figure 2.6

Host-tourist interaction on an elephant riding tour

Note. Photograph taken by the author, used with permission

2.4.2  Host-tourist interaction difficulties

The ‘language’ barrier is the biggest challenge identified by hosts in their interactions with
tourists in the Central Highlands (Figure 2.7). Language difficulties exist because Vietnamese (Kinh
language) is the official language, yet ‘ethnic’ ‘villagers’ (especially elderly) living in remote areas
either do not fluently ‘speak’ ‘Kinh’ or are unable to communicate in the ‘Kinh’ ‘language’.
Consequently, the locals sometimes found it difficult to ‘understand’ what tourists were saying, as
illustrated in the following comment;

“Honestly, [ want to meet and talk with tourists, but I am afraid of interacting because I am not

fluent in Kinh language, I do not know how to express, explain” (KT03).

The ‘ethnic’ villagers were likely to ‘feel’ shy, be afraid of interacting, or even avoid
communicating with the visitors in the ‘village’; “sometimes, we even did not ‘understand’ what
domestic tourists said in Kinh language, we kept quiet” (KTO1) or ‘feel” embarrassed due to domestic

tourists’ dialects, regional accents. A Bana man (KT09) shared;
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“My wife and I wondered many times why it felt difficult to understand what the domestic
visitors asked while all of us are Vietnamese. Honestly, their accent is very different from
ours. To reply to the visitors, I might think slowly and guess their gestures”.

Figure 2.7

Host-tourist interaction difficulties
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The term ‘dan toc’ can be considered a derogatory slang term that is sometimes used by Kinh
people to address ethnic minorities. Most of the ethnic ‘villagers’ disliked or even hated this ‘word’.
According to respondents, using ‘dan tdc’ in interactions implied visitors’ disdainful attitudes and
ethnocentric perspectives towards ethnic people. Hence, the villagers felt “annoyed”, “irritated”
(LDO7) or “hurtful” and even “do not want to answer in such interactions” (LK05). Further, a M’nong

man (LK02) spoke sadly;

“I feel there is racial discrimination in several host-tourist encounters, for example visitors saw
a kind of exotic pigs raised in the village and said - Oh! Con heo moi (Oh! A nigger pig), or
they called us moi (savages, Montagnard), mdy thang ddn téc ndy (some ethnic minority guys),
or mdy thang dan téc (ethnic guys, jerks). These words reflect the Kinh’s disdain for us”
(LKO02).

Similarly, when visitors wondered; “why you are an ethnic minority — ‘dan toc’, but you speak

the Kinh language so well? That question normally makes our pride hurt” (LKO1).
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‘Group’ as a theme explains three different facets of interaction difficulties; inadequate
capabilities, unequal relationships, and cultural distance. Firstly, ‘group’ included references to the
villagers’ limited capabilities and/or ‘tourism’ skills to properly serve a large ‘group’ of visitors at the
same ‘time’. For example, a Bana homestay owner (KT04) said; “Many guests demand ‘tourism’
facilities or amenities during their ‘tour’ which are beyond our capacity”. Even staff of the tourist
attraction points had different manners towards visitors in different ‘time’ slots. An Ede woman
working at an ethnic clothing rental shop shared; “At first, [ was irritated [...] I could explain once,

twice, or three times. I cannot say forever. I am bored to explain or reply” (BD02).

Secondly, the way ethnic villagers perceive themselves or their unbalanced relationship with
the Kinh social and cultural institutions led to unfavourable emotions. The respondents stated that ethnic
people constitute 53 out of the total 54 ethnic groups in Vietnam — a multi-ethnic country— while the
Kinh is only one group of the total (Open Development Vietnam, 2020). An Ede woman (BDO0S)
emphasised with a rough voice;

“The Kinh do not recognise themselves as the Kinh people among 54 ethnic groups, they

stressed why did you call us the Kinh? What is the Kinh? We are Vietnamese, Vietnamese ... If

so, who are all of us — the rest of ethnic minorities in Vietnam (53 ethnic minority groups)? We
are not Vietnamese, are we? We are experiencing racial discrimination” (BDO0S).

Thirdly, the concept of ‘culture’ within the theme ‘group’ reflects the notion of cultural distance
as one of the reasons for interaction ‘difficulties’;
“Visitors’ culture is definitely different from our [M’nong] culture that is for sure.

Consequently, interaction difficulties or misunderstandings will sometimes occur in the
interaction between visitors and us [M’nong villagers]” (LK02).

Additionally, an issue causing serious obstacles in the interactions is that a few local ethnic
villagers have forsaken their cultural roots. An Ede woman (BDO08) expressed her concerns,
“Gradually, native people no longer remember their cultural roots, their origins ”. Consequently, some
ethnic people lacked the knowledge or motivation to explain or introduce their traditional culture to the

visitors.

‘Gong’ and ‘elephant’ as themes refer to verbal and non-verbal difficulties (e.g., gestures,
sexual harassment) ethnic villagers encountered in gong performances or elephant riding tours. For
instance, “female dancers or performers in our village sometimes experienced some forms of sexual
harassment in gong performances” (LD06). A mahout (BD04) in Buon Don district experienced self-
pity and annoyance by visitors’ bad manners during elephant tours;

“Several visitors require to ride male (bull) elephant while others like to ride female elephant

[...]. Requiring a male elephant is like gender discrimination..., similar to discriminating
against women ... We feel unhappy and even annoyed” (BD04).
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In work-related contexts or home visits, the locals were confronted by some visitors’ lack of
respect. More specifically, a K’Ho waiter (LDO02) said, “Sometimes customers disparage our outfits or
appearance because of our casual clothes while working at the restaurant.” Another Bana homeowner
(KT04) said,;

“There is no taboo here when you visit our house. However, guests must respect our private

space during their stay. For example, guests should not come to the family’s living space. If

they need something else, they should notify us in advance. [...] Sometimes visitors come
randomly to my house to take pictures without any request”.

Regarding difficulties at the management level at ‘work’, gong venue managers occasionally
found themselves in an awkward situation when tour operators asked them to modify their gong
performance to match visitors’ preferences. “Some visitors are so harsh and demanding; the tour guide
required: “I want you to do this, do that or Bro! Do something exciting, funny or move to singing
session; otherwise, my visitors leave”, they did not respect our programme’s order” (LD06).
Additionally, several local entrepreneurs struggled to organise their staff and run their business due to
a lack of punctuality and sense of responsibility from ethnic villagers working as seasonal staff or casual
basis earners;

“Gong performers are seasonal staff and freelancers, whoever pays higher, they will go to work

for them. That is our difficulty. Moreover, the performers are used to being unpunctual due to

farming habits; consequently, the customers complained about their lateness [...] They are

freelancers - if they like, they come on time, if they do not like, they come late or even do not
come. It is so difficult to handle” (LD02).

2.4.3  Quality of host-tourist interactions

When asked about their level of enjoyment and feelings associated with their interactions with
tourists, responses demonstrated a range of emotions from negative to positive associated with various
host-tourist interactions. Three main themes ‘dislike’, ‘feel normal’, and ‘like’ represent three different

emotional nuances: negative, neutral, and positive of villagers about the host-tourist interactions.

According to respondents, they ‘disliked’ interacting with those visitors who “showed off”,
were disrespectful” (BD02) or were “impolite, noisy” (LK06). In some instances, the way visitors
behaved made villagers uncomfortable and irritated by creating feelings of inferiority. As a waiter
(LKO06) at a local restaurant shared;

“Other visitors often show how rich they are, their discrimination against us, e.g., they consider

us just a waiter. [ am a bit sad. Although I know I am working in the hospitality industry, I feel
less motivated in my work when interacting with such kind of guests like that.”

In another case, a local tour operator (LK02) commented that “serving domestic visitors is very
tiring, extremely complicated [...]. Domestic visitors were often demanding ... and simultaneously

complained, criticised, asked for more”.
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With superficial interactions, visitors simply made a visit, looked around, or used local tourism
services as a part of recreational tours to the Central Highlands. They had limited interaction with
villagers; consequently, the villagers ‘feel normal’ in such interactions (LKO1). They even said
“seeing tourists, it just looks like normal as strangers come to visit our village” (BD05). Another

villager disclosed his neutral feelings: “We feel so-so in our interactions” (LKO03).

Conversely, some villagers “liked to interact with several tourists who are nice, friendly,
outgoing” (BD02). They felt happy when having intense interactions with friendly, polite tourists in
various settings such as gong venues, work-related establishments, or local houses in which they shared
their ideas and learned about ethnic culture. These participants “liked to see visitors visiting our village
because our villagers can meet, talk and learn more from them. For those [visitors] who are friendly,
we consider them our relatives or family member” (LK07). In the same vein, a gong performer (KT08)
shared: “I like to participate in gong team and perform gong shows for visitors. I like to see visitors
visiting our village [...]. After watching and exchanging gong performances, visitors look happy and
satisfied”. A Bana woman (KT09) described how long-term relationships can develop;

“They [visitors] come back to visit our village, give gifts and clothes to villagers, or donate

meat to cook porridge for the entire village’s children once or twice annually. During their stay,
they cooperated with us, were intense in the interaction”.

In summary, the quality of host-tourist interactions was perceived to be positive by most
participants with responses including descriptors such as; ‘intense’, ‘friendly’ ‘happy’, ‘satisfied’,
‘equal’, ‘harmonious’, ‘willing to assist’, and ‘like’ to interact. Although negative emotions were not
prominent in the discussion of overall interaction quality, those sentiments that were expressed (e.g.,
‘superficial’, ‘frustrated’, ‘complicated’, and ‘demanding’) certainly require some thought and

consideration in efforts to ensure sustainable host-tourist relationships.
2.5 Discussion and Conclusion

This study highlighted the diverse content of host-tourist interactions, from low to high
intensity, in three main physical settings; local private house, tourist attractions and facilities, and on
tours. In such settings, the villagers confronted a variety of difficulties aligned with CMM theory. The
key findings are visually summarised in Figure 2.8 to illustrate the interrelationship between physical

settings, content, difficulties, and the perceived quality of interactions.
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Figure 2.8

The interrelationship of physical setting, content, interaction difficulties, and the quality of host-tourist

/ Interaction difficulties \

interactions

Physical setting Content of

interactions Verbal and Non-verbal behaviour
g e ; ‘dan téc’, not fluent Kinh language. sexual
Local private house High intensity of interactions f harassment, visitors’ impolite gestures
* Fulfilling long-term social needs

(e.g., making friends, swearing Speech acts
brotherhood, exchangi ional i

rotherhood, exchanging persiona SR e e T
contact, conducting charitable work,
On tours donating school stationery for ethnic

children, or revisiting the house/village) Episodes

(e.g.. elephant riding, dugout
boating, trekking, climbing, * Seeking mutual understanding > Limited space and capability. not match [
coffee tour, or village tour) (e.g., participating in gong visitors’ preference in some certain contexts

performances, drinking Cé4n wine and

having a meal together, orhaving a Relationships
long conversation to learn ethnic culture

andlocal lifestyle) Unequal relationship, racial discrimination

Tourist att.r.a?tlons and ® Purchasing goods and services
facilities \

 Seeking information or direction Life scripts

(e.g.. gong venues, local F&B Villagers® inferior status

establishments. B

accommodation ® Presence of hosts and visitors

T e —— without active interactions Cultural patterns

shops. or local specialty stalls) (c.g., by-passing, observing, taking photos) Impolite manners or offensiveness to local

taboos. values, or beliefs

Low intensity of interactions K

Quality of host-tourist interaction

Positive: Intense, friendly, equal, harmonious, pleasant, and cooperative.

Neutral: Normal, so so.
Negative: Superficial, afraid, uncomfortable, irritated, disrespectful,
less motivated, and uncooperative.

Note. Elaborated by the author

With diverse functions, the local private house is a space in which ethnic hosts not only dwell
but also make or show handicrafts, provide gong performances, sell local food and beverages or
souvenirs and/or groceries, or even share meals and their private spaces for homestay arrangements.
The interaction intensity in this setting varied. At the lowest level, visitors just passed by the house, had
a look, or took photos without interaction with villagers. The villagers saw their relationship with the
visitors as host-stranger. Consequently, the interaction quality in these instances was perceived as
neutral or even negative. The finding demonstrates that some host-tourist interactions in local houses
did not necessarily seem to be as close as previously found (Domenico & Lynch, 2007). At a more
intense level, the hosts interacted with visitors when providing local tourism information, gong
performances, local food and beverages, handicrafts, or souvenirs/groceries. In such interactions, some
villagers just considered their relationship with the visitors as seller-buyer. Meanwhile, other villagers
were willing to build friendships with visitors who chose to stay at the local houses. This finding
supports Pearce’s work (1990) indicating an ambiguity appears between the roles of business relations

and friendship when visitors stay at the host’ place (i.e., farmstay).
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Other villagers, particularly the older generation, sometimes could not understand Kinh
(Vietnamese) very well, resulting in difficulty in verbal behaviours with visitors. The villagers felt shy
and often afraid of communicating. Another challenge is about episodes (spatial and temporal) in which
the villagers’ house was too limited in space and capacity to serve a large group of tourists at the same
time. Therefore, the resulting interactions tended to be brief. At the highest level, the hosts intensely
interacted with visitors by sharing meals, providing extended visit services or homestay. Due to cultural
differences, misunderstandings in social rules and conventions can happen when strangers share
personal facilities and live in close physical proximity (Pearce, 1990). Nonetheless, the current study
found that in the context of ethnic tourism, despite language barriers and cultural differences (e.g.,
eating practices, daily routine), both parties could fulfil long-term relationships (friendship,
brotherhood) when they had enough time to mutually understand each other and develop empathy,

making the hosts feel more cooperative and more engaged in the interactions.

On tours with tourists who were either part of a package tour or simply followed other tourists,
the villagers found the interaction quality superficial. For those with whom the villagers closely
interacted, the quality of interaction was sometimes negative due to interaction difficulties. Once again,
verbal behaviour is a challenge for the villagers in their host-tourist interactions. The inappropriate
usage of ‘dan toc’ by the tourists caused serious offence to the ethnic hosts. The hosts also faced
challenges in episodes, there were challenges in adapting tour times and lengths in attempts to fit into
the tourists’ schedule, in some cases leading to limited interaction and more superficial outcomes. Due
to cultural patterns, the locals often felt uncomfortable and irritated with visitors’ impolite manners or
offensiveness in relation to local taboos, values, or beliefs. This study reaffirms that while ‘exotic’
culture and ‘quaint’ people may be important pull factors attracting tourists to ethnic destinations (Qian

et al., 2018; Yang & Wall, 2014), they are perhaps one of the main causes of interaction difficulties.

At tourist attractions/facilities, villagers encountered visitors while providing information or
selling goods and services in which their relationship with visitors simply was seller-buyer. Hence,
villagers found such interactions superficial. By contrast, close encounters that made villagers feel
intense and harmonious occurred when both villagers and visitors participated in gong performances,
exchanged information and ideas, drank Can wine, and exchanged gifts. This point refutes previous
research (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2012; de Kadt, 1979) which claimed that only superficial host-tourist
interactions occur at tourism attractions/supporting services. It may also indicate a difference between

host-tourist interactions in ethnic vs. mass tourism contexts.

In other cases, like some instances on tours, despite intense interactions at tourist
attractions/facilities, the quality of interaction can be negatively influenced by difficulties. Non-verbal

behaviours engendered extreme annoyance in the villagers when intoxicated male visitors made
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inappropriate gestures towards female dancers at gong performances. Villagers reacted angrily to
impolite tourists who showed off or performed disrespectful speech acts towards ethnic people.
Regarding /ife script, many villagers perceived themselves as inferior to visitors in the interactions and
were therefore shy when interacting with visitors. Others found that some visitors were disdainful or
had stereotypes in mind of the ethnic people they met. These incidents can lead to an invisible gap
between hosts and visitors and cause detrimental effects on their face-to-face interactions. It seems to
remain a gap and unequal social position between the ethnic minorities and the Kinh majority (Nguyen,

2021).

To sum up, the study demonstrates a diversity of interaction content in each physical setting.
We suggest to simultaneously consider both the setting and content to evaluate whether or not the
interaction is intense. We need to consider three elements: physical setting, content, and difficulties to
evaluate the quality of interaction. Closer interactions may lead to more positive outcomes, but this
statement is only true if the hosts encounter few interaction difficulties. In other words, the more
difficulties villagers encountered, the more negatively they perceived their interaction experiences,

regardless of intensity.

This study corroborates previous research by highlighting a variety of interaction difficulties
occurring in host-tourist interactions (e.g., Carneiro et al., 2018; Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017; Loi
& Pearce, 2015; Reisinger & Turner, 2003). Local private house is confirmed as a distinctive physical
setting in ethnic tourism, as evidenced in earlier research (e.g., Su et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2017).
Interestingly, the study found that the gap between hosts and visitors can be narrowed, whereby negative
outcomes can be reduced in a particular setting (i.e., local house) which offers both parties the
opportunity to make an effort to understand each other. With respect to CMM theory, there are
consistent difficulties across the three settings. Among these, verbal and non-verbal behaviours and
cultural patterns are the most challenging for villagers in host-tourist interactions. This study expands
our understanding of language issues in social contact, and contradicts previous findings (Su et al.,
2014; Su & Wall, 2010) which found that there were no major linguistic barriers in local resident-
domestic tourist interactions. Further, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to
highlight the language issues of ethnic host-domestic tourist interactions in Vietnam’s Central

Highlands.
2.6 Implications and Limitations

This study empirically enriches the existing body of knowledge on host-tourist interaction in
the ethnic tourism context, particularly ethnic hosts-domestic tourists, by investigating the
interrelationship between physical setting, content, interaction difficulties, and the perceived quality of

interaction. The descriptive framework of our discussion provides a helpful guide to understanding
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host-tourist interaction issues and to guide further research. Both physical setting and content help to

explore ‘what is going on’ in the interactions.

Applying CMM theory helps to interpret and understand more thoroughly the themes of
interaction difficulties aligned with the six CMM components across the three settings. This study is
the first to employ CMM to explore interaction difficulties in the ethnic tourism context. This study has
contributed back to both CMM theory and tourism studies by revealing the relationship between
physical setting and content in more complex ethnic host-domestic tourist interactions in contrast to
previous applications to more structured and/or one-on-one social interactions, for example between
parent-obese children (Bruss et al., 2005), professional/consultant-client (Pearce, 2007), or therapist-

client (Cronin et al., 2021).

Notably, we strongly believe CMM is meaningful in exploring the root causes of interaction
challenges during cultural contact. Even within the same country, the hosts still confront varied
interaction difficulties with domestic tourists of different socio-cultural backgrounds. Further, this
theory can be practically applied to design interventions to minimise interaction difficulties in future

research.

Further investigations are strongly recommended on how to minimise interaction challenges
and on assessing the extent of their effects on hosts’ perceived interaction quality and attitudes towards
local tourism development. Host-tourist interaction is bi-directional (Su & Wall, 2010) and the
interaction outcomes heavily depend on both hosts and guests (Fan, 2020). Thus, future research should

seek insight into the interactions from the perspectives of visitors.

The study suggests that local policymakers and tour operators promote a diverse content of
interactions in different settings, which visitors can experience when travelling to the Central
Highlands’ ethnic villages. Local villagers should give visitors a chance to learn about ethnic culture
and improve their interaction quality by being more actively engaged in the interactions. Interventions
for both parties such as workshops, culture assimilator booklet, ethnic cultural interpretation (Bruss et
al., 2005; Loi & Pearce, 2015; Pearce et al., 1998) based on the utility of CMM can be considered to

minimise interaction difficulties.

The present study has four limitations. First, the language barrier was an unavoidable challenge
for the researcher while interviewing ethnic villagers in Vietnamese. Obviously, those ethnic villagers
not proficient in Vietnamese had difficulties in thoroughly expressing their views, whereas the
researcher sometimes struggled with elaborating on the questions, or understanding the way participants
were responding. This challenge was identified in previous studies (Ngo & Pham, 2021; Nguyen, 2021;
Su et al., 2014).

Second, a limited number of villagers were involved in the interviews, thus the reported results

cannot be taken as representative of the whole picture of host-tourist interactions, despite rich
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information acquired in each interview as well as data saturation. Third, ethnic households that were
involved in local tourism and preferred to interact with foreign visitors for many years before the
COVID-19 pandemic usually had more positive emotions about their interactions with foreign rather
than with domestic visitors. Yet, due to the second wave of the pandemic in Vietnam, these households
had to serve the domestic, therefore, the result of overall interaction quality may have been impacted
by these participants’ bias. Lastly, the usage of Leximancer software in data analysis may have certain
limitations, for example, visual concept maps may not entirely illustrate the meaning of the data.

Therefore, the researcher’s role in interpreting the results is key (Engstrom et al., 2022).

Elephant riding tours, in which villagers interacted with domestic visitors, are an important but
contentious ethnic tourism product and cultural heritage of the Central Highlands. How to manage
elephant focused tourism experiences is a controversial issue in sustainable tourism practice and a
subject of much debate among local tourism stakeholders. More discussions need to be undertaken to
find ways to preserve cultural heritage, secure local household income, and achieve long-term
sustainable tourism. Addressing N’Drower’s indigenous research framework (2020), it is important that
the study results should be taken back to villages for further discussion to develop practical solutions.

In this way, the research outcomes provide value to local villagers through its practical contributions.
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CHAPTER 3
DIFFERENCES IN THE QUALITY OF INTERACTION AND
COMMUNITY SUPPORT FOR ETHNIC TOURISM? THE VIEWS OF
MULTIPLE ETHNIC GROUPS IN VIETNAM’S CENTRAL
HIGHLANDS (STUDY 1B)

This chapter, as outlined in the thesis structure, focuses on Study 1B of the PhD thesis. The
main purpose of this chapter is to address the second research objective: To explore differences in
community perceptions of interaction quality and support for ethnic tourism based on the fundamental
characteristics and features and level of tourism development. The current chapter analyses the
responses of interviewees reported in Study 1A to other interview questions regarding cultural capital,
social capital, community participation levels in tourism, perceptions of tourism impacts, and
community support for ethnic tourism. Only the responses to interaction quality are reused for a general
comparison among the four ethnic communities. The key aim of this chapter is to delve thoroughly into

each ethnic community in order to explore differences among the four communities.

The main findings of this chapter are reported in a paper currently under review by the Journal

of Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable Development.
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3.2 Introduction

Over the past five decades, there has been increasing attention on community support for
tourism (Fan et al., 2019; Lee, 2013; Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012; Sharpley, 2014; Zhang et al., 2020). The
issue is central to sustainable tourism development both in developing countries and peripheral regions
in advanced economies (Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012; Wang et al., 2020). Featuring the ‘quaint’ customs
of indigenous and ‘exotic’ people (Smith, 1977), it is important to achieve the support of the community
for ethnic tourism. Yet ethnic people usually have limited control over tourism resources (Yang & Wall,
2009b), and their aspirations are not adequately addressed in implementing ethnic tourism (Fan et al.,

2019).

Many studies have investigated resident support for tourism via perceptions towards tourism
development (Almeida-Garcia et al., 2016; Liang et al., 2021; Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012; Ribeiro et al.,
2020), or attitudes to economic (perceived costs and benefits) and emotional aspects (place identity and
place dependence) (Wang et al., 2020). Zhang et al. (2006) emphasised that behaviour of the host
community in interacting with tourists is important for long-term tourism development. The interaction
outcome influences hosts’ perceptions of tourism impacts (Carneiro et al., 2018) and their attitudes
towards tourism (Sharpley, 2014). A community is heterogeneous, thus people within the community
have different interests in participating in tourism (Sirakaya et al., 2002) and different attitudes towards
tourism development. There is a significant lack of research focusing on differences in community
support for tourism among various communities due to their different tourism participation levels,
perceived interaction quality with tourists, and socio-psychological factors (i.e., cultural and social
capital, perceptions of tourism impacts). According to Sofield (2003), conducting multi-location
projects instead of single-site ones can help address the limitation of current research on community

participation in tourism.

The Central Highlands of Vietnam is well-known for its pristine natural resources and exotic
ethnic culture, but poor socio-economic conditions. Importantly, the space of Gong culture? was
recognised as a Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO
(2005). It shapes a unique cultural space for the region compared to other regions in Vietnam. However,
the Central Highlands is one of the poorest areas in Vietnam with a poverty rate (28.8%) almost double
the national average (World Bank, 2020). It is necessary to foster local participation and support for
ethnic tourism in this region because ethnic tourism is rooted in local culture and contributes to cultural
preservation. It can provide employment opportunities, better infrastructure, and potentially improve

local livelihood through economic returns (Yang & Wall, 2009b; Yang et al., 2022).

This chapter examines four ethnic sites — Kon Ko Tu, Buon Don, Lak, and Lac Duong — in the

Central Highlands of Vietnam as case studies. Besides many similarities among the four localities in

2 https://www.unesco.org/archives/multimedia/document-642
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the same region, each place has its own distinguishing features. Different ethnic groups result in
differences in social networks and connections (social capital), and different languages, traditional
costumes, cuisines, and spiritual beliefs (cultural capital). More importantly, local communities may
have various interests in tourism participation as well as engage differently in interaction with visitors.
The chapter aims to explore (1) in what ways community support for ethnic tourism is influenced by
interaction quality and different community-related factors, and (2) how community support for ethnic
tourism varies among four ethnic communities. By doing so, this study can contribute to a more in-
depth exploration of community support for tourism. The author hopes to focus on the potential ethnic
communities and better cater for their interests and aspirations in ethnic tourism development in

Vietnam’s Central Highlands.
3.3 Literature review

3.3.1 Ethnic tourism, local community, cultural and social capital

Ethnic tourism is an important strategy for cultural preservation and poverty alleviation (Feng
& Li, 2020; Yang et al., 2022) in areas that are home to disadvantaged minority groups. The central
issue in ethnic tourism development is how to maximise economic benefits and minimise loss of
traditional culture (Xie, 2011; Yang & Wall, 2009a). The term ‘ethnic tourism’ is sometimes
interchangeably used with ‘aboriginal tourism’, ‘indigenous tourism’, or even ‘community-based
tourism’ to reflect the same phenomenon. However, the key point is that in ethnic tourism the people
on which tourism activities are based are not necessarily indigenous (Yang & Wall, 2009b); they are

small, often isolated, and ethnic minority groups (Smith, 1977).

Local people and their ‘exotic’ culture are an emphasis of ethnic tourism. The term
‘community’ referring to local people can be defined in multiple ways depending on the research field
and situation (Moscardo et al., 2017). In this study, ‘community’ is defined similarly to Moscardo and
Murphy’s approach (2015) referring to those who live and work within the spatial boundaries of a tourist

destination, including local tourism enterprises, tourism staff, and local residents.

‘Exotic’ culture is a part of a community’s cultural capital, which is defined as “the stock of
cultural value embodied in an asset” (Throsby, 1999, p. 6). Social capital emphasises the connections
and networks among people and organisations within a community — bonding (e.g., friends, family,
neighbours and colleagues) and outside of the community — bridging (e.g., other communities,
stakeholders). The linking form of social capital refers to relations between individuals and groups at
different levels of societal power hierarchy (e.g., authority, government, NGO). According to Shoeb-
Ur-Rahman et al. (2021), both cultural and social capital are directly linked to the facilitation of

community participation in tourism development.
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3.3.2 Community participation in ethnic tourism

The concept of ‘community participation’ has appeared as a variety of terms, such as public
participation, community involvement, community control, or community partnership (Moscardo &
Murphy, 2015; Shani & Pizam, 2012). No matter what term is used, Cornwall (2008) suggests that the
implications and interpretation of this term need to consider three issues; who participates, participating
in what, and for whose benefit. More specifically, the important point of ‘community participation’ is
the way a community mobilises their own capabilities in managing their resources, making decisions,
and controlling activities that affect their lives (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2018). Local communities can
lack direct participation in decision making but still benefit from tourism development via different

forms of employment opportunities (Alshboul, 2016) or micro-entrepreneurship (Kumar et al., 2022).

Pretty (1995) described community participation in detail using a seven-level ladder from ‘bad’
to ‘good’ forms; manipulative participation, passive, material incentives, functional, interactive, and
self-mobilization. These levels refer to ascending degrees of external involvement and local control as
well as reflecting the power relationships between them during participatory process. Besides many
advantages of community participation in tourism, it sometimes causes conflict in practice because no
community is a homogeneous group (Moghavvemi et al. (2021). The level of attachment to, feelings
towards, involvement in, and commitment towards — community, differs across individuals with
divergent personalities. Community attitudes towards tourists and tourism are also diverse (Moscardo
& Murphy, 2015). Different interest groups expect different types of community participation to

achieve their own aims (Tosun, 2006).

Lor et al. (2019) argued that top-down decision-making is frequently blamed as a major cause
of community disempowerment. Nevertheless, their research findings demonstrated that, although local
villagers were willing to participate in and support increasing tourism, they encountered a barrier — how
to channel government support to become profitable while retaining the industry's bottom-up villager-
led development, particularly in Huanggang (Guizhou, China). In the same vein, Tian et al. (2021)
found that using community-level participatory platforms to connect local actors to tourism
development is ineffective in some rural agricultural villages in which kinship is the main driver of
social relations. Therefore, encouraging community participation in tourism should consider each

community’s socio-psychological factors and its interests.

3.3.3 Host-tourist interaction in ethnic tourism

Host-tourist interaction is a fundamental aspect of ethnic tourism (Su et al., 2014). Both hosts
and tourists have various forms of participation in and interaction with each other through on-site
tourism activities. Such interactions were found to be positively correlated with host communities’
attitudes, expectations, and support for tourism (Sharpley, 2014; Teye et al., 2002). For example, by
employing Emotional Solidarity Scale (ESS), Woosnam (2012) highlighted that positive interaction

increases emotional solidarity of hosts towards tourists, particularly emotional closeness (i.e., feeling
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close to visitors, making friends with visitors). Residents’ level of emotional closeness will significantly
predict their attitudinal level of tourism’s contribution to the community and their attitudes about
tourism development. Satisfying encounters may reduce conflicts between hosts and tourists,
subsequently resulting in more positive host perceptions of tourism impacts and more favourable
attitudes towards tourism development (Carneiro et al., 2018). Recently, an empirical work by Xiong
et al. (2021) demonstrated that pleasant interactions with tourists are likely to promote residents’

positive attitudes towards tourism development at the destination.

Arguably, quality of interaction is interrelated to physical settings, content, and difficulties
which hosts may face with visitors (discussed in Chapter 2). As a result, different socio-cultural contexts
and levels of community participation in tourism may lead to differences in the fundamental
characteristics and features of host-tourist interactions. Evidence of previous research (Fan et al., 2019;
Sharpley, 2014) shows that maintenance and improvement of the relationships between hosts and
tourists, especially enhancing hosts’ support for tourism, are of critical importance for the long-term
success of tourism. Therefore, this chapter further explores whether the fundamental characteristics and
features as well as quality of interactions across various communities can result in differing hosts’

perceptions of and support for tourism.

3.3.4 Impacts of ethnic tourism on local communities

Ethnic tourism has brought both positive and negative impacts to local communities and
settings. One of the most common benefits is economic, including more employment opportunities,
higher income, and local livelihood improvement (Ishii, 2012; Theerapappisit, 2009; Van den Berghe,
1992). Ethnic tourism might help disadvantaged communities achieve poverty alleviation (Feng & Li,
2020). Furthermore, many studies reveal the positive socio-cultural effects of ethnic tourism such as its
culturally constructive contributions, enhancing local people’s awareness of their culture pride (Xie,
2011), maintaining the political stability of a locality (Yang & Wall, 2009b), and positively contributing
to the locals’ quality-of-life (Yang & Li, 2012).

By contrast, some studies highlight the negative consequences of ethnic tourism. An early study
by Smith (1977) revealed that ethnic tourism can undermine traditional culture and cause problems for
host communities such as social tension and erosion of identity. Others exposed environmental
destruction (Yang & Li, 2012), cultural commodification or even traditional performance exports as a
tour to support regional marketing efforts (Xie, 2011). Additionally, while implementing ethnic tourism,
disempowerment of local inhabitants can occur in any villages in which there is mistrust among

community individuals and low levels of social capital (Taylor, 2017; Tian et al., 2021).

Within the tourism literature, there is a growing consensus that a community’s perception of
tourism impacts influences their support towards tourism (Kim et al., 2021; Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012;

Sirakaya et al., 2002). Those who directly benefit from tourism, especially economically, tend to
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tolerate negative impacts and show more support for tourism (Liang et al., 2021). Even those who are
not involved in tourism may still believe that all locals benefited from tourism through enhanced public
sport and recreation facilities, better-quality infrastructure, and richer education and health services
(Liang et al., 2021). Overall, if the perceived positive impacts outweigh the potential negative

consequences, local communities are likely to support tourism development (Ribeiro et al., 2020).

3.3.5 Community support for ethnic tourism

The significance of community support for tourism has been widely recognised in both research
and practice (Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012; Ribeiro et al., 2020; Sharpley, 2014; Tian et al., 2021). A
definition of community support refers to resident’s behavioural intention or behaviours towards
tourism development in the community through their support or opposition (Fan et al., 2019). The bulk
of existing studies use community support as a critical dependent variable. These studies mostly
measured community support via testing a single key factor such as; residents’ personality
(Moghavvemi et al., 2021), differences in locality characteristics (i.e., economic, socio-cultural, and
environmental) (Stylidis et al., 2014), their perceptions of positive and negative tourism impacts
(Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012; Ribeiro et al., 2020), benefits and costs of tourism (Lee, 2013), or the quality
of host-tourist interactions (Carneiro & Eusébio, 2015). Ngo and Pham (2021) pointed out that the

indigenous hosts’ support for tourism is influenced by their perceptions of tourism and self-identity.

Fan et al. (2019) claimed that only a few studies have thoroughly explored three or more
attributes of community support for tourism simultaneously, with the exemption of the work of Lee
(2013), Olya et al. (2018), and recently Kim et al. (2021). However, these three studies either only
examined Western countries (Lee, 2013), or investigated one single community (Kim et al., 2021; Olya
et al., 2018). The heterogeneity of community residents makes understanding various attitudes towards
tourism in the community more complicated (Zhang et al., 2006). A gap exists in exploring the insight
of community support for ethnic tourism by investigating diverse factors across different communities

in a multi-ethnic region.

In previous quantitative research, resident support for tourism has been structuralised into
various dimensions such as the willingness of indigenous villagers to be warm and friendly to tourists,
namely hospitality, and their enthusiasm in presenting and recommending their authentic culture and
lifestyle to tourists, namely authenticity (Fan et al., 2019). Or the work by Sirakaya et al. (2002) focused
on residents’ support for tourism development in two particular aspects: infrastructure and tourism
attractions and hospitality industry. Resident’s support in these studies is influenced by general
perceptions towards tourists, tourism impacts, employment status, membership in community
organization, and awareness of tourism development projects. With such quantitative studies, however,
we do not know if there are any other factors influencing residents’ supportive attitudes to ethnic

tourism development. Sofield (2003) suggested a key way to overcome the limitation of some existing
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research on community participation in tourism is not only by longitudinal qualitative research and

revisiting previous studies, but also by undertaking multi-location rather than single-site projects.
3.4 Research context

The Central Highlands region is well-known as a mosaic of different ethnic minorities of
Vietnam. Among the 15 native groups living harmoniously in this region, the Bana, Ede, K’Ho, and
M’nong are the largest ethnic minority populations (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2019). Prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic, the Central Highlands received approximately 9.8 million tourists in 2019.
Of these, domestic tourists account for more than 92% of the total®. The region is less than a one-hour
flight from Hanoi capital (the North) or only one-half hour by airplane or eight hours by bus/car from
Ho Chi Minh city (the South). Four ethnic sites in three out of five provinces of the Central Highlands
were selected as study sites (see Figure 3.1). Each location possesses its own outstanding features for

developing ethnic tourism (see Table 2.1, Chapter 2, page 33).

Figure 3.1

Map of four ethnic sites associated with iconic features
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3.5 Methodology

A qualitative research approach has been employed to explore any differences in local
villagers’ support for ethnic tourism among the four ethnic localities in the Central Highlands. The
four cases represent diverse ethnic localities in the region. Face-to-face interviews with ethnic villagers
from Study 1A (Chapter 2) were used to collect data. The data collection procedure was reported in
detail in Chapter 2. In the current chapter, the responses to the remaining sections of the interview
guide were analysed in addition to interaction quality. Notably, the interaction quality was assessed
by looking at the differences between the ethnic communities with respect to the overall sentiment
expressed about their interactions with tourists (i.e., interview question 3 in Chapter 2). The responses

to seven specific interview questions of the interview guide were analysed, as follows;

“As a member of ...... ethnic community, what aspects of your culture do you share with
visitors?”;

- “Tell me more about your role, sense of belonging and connections in the community, and
your connections to others outside the community?”’;

- “Tell me about your level of involvement in local tourism industry?”’;

- “In general, do you enjoy your interactions with tourists? Do you think the tourists enjoy
interacting with you and others from your village? What have you heard from other people in
the village about their interactions with tourists?”;

- “In what ways do tourists and the tourism industry impact your ethnic culture and village?”’;

- “Do you support ethnic tourism in your village? Are you in favour of tourism in your
village?”’; and

- “What are your suggestions for improving the future ethnic tourism in the village?”.

Qualitative content analysis of the responses was carried out. First, the complete transcripts of
seven main questions were initially read to identify the key ideas, words, and phrases. The seven
questions were to answer seven core themes respectively: ‘cultural capital’, ‘social capital’,
‘community participation’, ‘interaction quality’, ‘perceptions of tourism impacts’, ‘support’, and
‘suggestions for tourism’. Key word search was used to accurately capture sub-themes. These key
words directly and/or indirectly reflect each core theme. Subsequently, these sub-themes with key
words were discussed with other researchers and simultaneously considered with the author’s
observation and her contextual understanding during fieldwork in order to verify both the themes and
sub-themes accordingly. Finally, cross-case comparison was implemented to identify similarities and

differences among four ethnic sites to address the research objectives.
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3.6 Results

3.6.1 Kon Ko Tu

Participants in Kon Ko Tu — the Bana — are proud of contributing to ‘mountainous culture’
values of the Central Highlands region. These values included Gong culture, communal house,
traditional festivals (buffalo-stabbing, new rice crop), traditions and rituals, handicrafts, and local

’

cuisines (Can wine, bamboo-tube rice, charcoal chicken). The Bana also stressed that “Bana language”,

bl

“matriarchal tradition”, and “costumes”’ contribute to their distinctive culture.

Regarding social capital, Kon Ko Tu possessed high levels of bonding. There were strong ties
and thick trust among the community because “All my siblings and relatives are living in the village”
(KTO02) and the majority of community were Catholics, therefore “We trust each other, we do not talk
over or have negative thoughts about each other” (KT02). For bridging and linking forms of social
capital, villagers also received material assistance from some outside charitable organisations. Only one
household in Kon Ko Tu had previously contracted with a tourism company. Recently, Kon Ko Tu

started to implement a community-based tourism project guided by the local government.

Tourism is new and at the early stage of development in Kon Ko Tu (Thai, 2018). Participants
were mostly involved in the local tourism sector by providing tourism services such as handicrafts (e.g.,
brocade weaving, bamboo knitting, and wooden sculptures), Gong performances, tour guide services,
local meals, and accommodation (Figure 3.2). Notably, they only participated in such activities
whenever there were bookings in advance, that reflecting the passive participation level in tourism. For
example, a dancer shared;

“I am a farmer [...]. I occasionally participate in gong team when visitors book a show. After

finishing our Gong performance, we will share money with each other. Income from playing
gong is a very small part of my family income” (KT02).

Despite running homestay businesses, many households rely chiefly on farming, not tourism to
earn a living. For example, a homestay owner shared: “I only open my homestay and coffee shop when

the visitors make a reservation. Otherwise, [ close and go farming” (KTO07).

Since tourism is new to the ethnic community, Kon Ko Tu participants were more likely to feel
positive in their interactions with visitors but shyness and situational dependency. More specifically, a
male Gong performer shared: “I like to participate in Gong team and perform Gong shows for visitors.
I like to see visitors [...]. I feel happy and like to drink Can wine with them” (KT08). However, a

homestay owner said, “quality of host-tourist interaction depends on who I interacted with” (KT07).
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Figure 3.2

Examples of community participation in tourism in Kon Ko Tu
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Note. Photographs of the author and from VietnamDiscoveryTeam.vn, used with permission

Consistent with the passive participation level in tourism, participants mostly had no idea or
skipped the question about tourism impacts, only a few participants perceived both positive and negative
tourism impacts. Interestingly, those who were no longer and who currently involved in tourism
emphasised, “Tourism is not the main source of my family income” (KT09). They shared more, “Af this

moment, my village has just started doing tourism, so it hasn’t been impacted negatively yet” (KT08).

As a result, the majority of participants expressed their support for tourism, but their voices
were relatively weak and ambivalent. For example, their connotations are “If I have a chance” (KT08)
or “Honestly, we’re afraid of doing tourism, don’t know how to participate in tourism” (KTO03). The
participants’ support originated from their initial perception of benefits and availability of jobs in local
tourism. Therefore, they suggested preserving traditional stilt house architecture, establishing tourism

functional groups within their community, and enacting rules or regulations to protect their culture.

3.6.2 Buon Don

The cultural capital of Buon Don is strongly associated with elephants. As a villager shared,

“For me, our unique culture includes elephant riding, elephant racing festival, and Can wine. When
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hearing about Buon Don district, people immediately think about elephants” (BD04). Nevertheless,
Buon Don participants generally lacked cultural pride, as a young Ede girl (BD05) said; “honestly, there

is nothing of local culture to introduce to visitors”.

The connections within the community are the weakest among the four places. According to
participants, despite living harmoniously in their village, “quarrels” and “arguments” sometimes
occurred (BDO02). In terms of bridging and linking social capital, Buon Don, received the financial
support from ADB (Asian Development Bank) in 2019, but there is no ongoing cooperation with any
outside organisations, rather they allow the outside companies to exploit and control their natural and

cultural resources to get money in turn.

In Buon Don, respondents participated in ethnic tourism at passive and material participation
levels (Figure 3.3). No ethnic households run tourism ventures by themselves. The Buon Don tourist
attraction point is operated by an external company. According to respondents, those who know how to
play Gong randomly gathered in a Gong team to serve visitors whenever there were bookings. They got
paid cash-in-hand once finishing the Gong performance. As an Ede man disclosed;

“Sometimes, we perform Gongs to serve tourists in the tourist attraction point. They pay us

100,000 VND (6 AUD) or 150,000 VND (9 AUD)/show/night (lasting 1-2 hours)” (BD06).

Participants also shared that, villagers sometimes attended the meetings organised by local
administers or village committee, but they seemed uninterested in discussing or giving their voices, as
an Ede villager disclosed; “I neither care nor know how to develop local tourism. I don’t have any

ideas” (BDO02).

Participants, whose elephants are leased to the Buon Don tourist attraction point or other local
tourism companies, worked full-time as mahouts. For instance, an Ede mahout said;
“I own an elephant and sign a contract with the tourist point about elephant riding service

providing [...]. Working as a mahout is the main source of my family income. Our household
income is over 10 million VND (618 AUD) per month” (BD04).

Others, whose house and land are situated inside the tourist attraction area, rented their property
out and annually collected money in turn. It was observed during fieldwork that other villagers, who
remained living in the centre of the tourist area, set up stalls along the main roadside to sell local

agricultural products, opened grocery shops, or provided parking services.

With limited interactions, Buon Don participants felt their interactions with visitors were both
positive and negative. For instance, a vendor said; “personally, I like my current job as a saleswoman
and interacting with tourists” (BD03). Conversely, another participant shared; “fo be honest, I do not
like to talk or chat much with visitors because I am tired [at work]”. A senior lady tended to sum it up;
“the interaction between local people here and tourists is perceived as the interaction between buyers

and sellers [...]; just a superficial interaction” (BD0S).
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Figure 3.3

Examples of community participation in tourism in Buon Don
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Like Kon Ko Tu, most of participants in Buon Don had no idea about tourism impacts, whereas
a few participants identified both positive and negative impacts. The only positive benefit identified by
the participants is economic, but the benefit is only for a small portion of the local community as
supplemental income. For instance, “villagers participating in the gong team have chances to [...] earn
extra money” (BDO07). However, the interviewees expressed their concerns that “strangers take
advantage of tourism to break up the community solidarity” or “land subsidence and alluvial riverbank

recession” because elephants ride visitors a lot along riverbank for sightseeing.

Participants expressed divergent viewpoints on support for tourism. One group was perhaps
hesitant to participate in or support local tourism development due to internal factors such as limited

“«

finance or abilities: “... depending on my ability” (BD06) and external factors, e.g., ... “floods in the
rainy season” (BD05). Another group seemed to support tourism because of material benefits. As an
Ede man shared;
“I support to develop local tourism. Thanks to tourism, the villagers sell their agricultural
products, souvenirs to make more money. It is so good!” (BD07).

To further develop tourism in Buon Don, several participants suggested the need for leadership

for tourism projects, tourism training, and local tourism promotion.
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3.6.3 Lak

Lak villagers were happy to share their local culture associated with dugout canoes and
elephants. A M’nong man (LKO02) said; “Lak lake makes a picturesque landscape for our village”. He
further stressed, “Elephants and forests are symbols of the Central Highlands. If there is no elephant or

forest, the Central Highlanders would no longer exist”.

Compared to Buon Don, the community ties in Lak were stronger. As a M’nong participant
(LKO06) said: “whenever they ask me for help, I am willing to give them a hand, especially in farming,
harvesting seasons, or important events (e.g., building a house, weddings, funerals)”. Due to poverty,
Lak villagers received material assistance from some charitable organisations or individuals. For
example, “this year, two or three charity organisations visited our village and donated rice, noodles,

sugar, milk ... ” (LKO03).

In Lak, three-quarters of participants were full-time staff in local tourism enterprises. Another
group of households individually owned and operated their small-scale tourism enterprises, including
food and beverage, souvenir shops, and tour programme agency (e.g., trekking, village visit, elephant
riding, and dugout boating tours) (Figure 3.4). For these households, they endeavoured to protect their
ethnic culture and engaged in tourism activities primarily for economic return. A local entrepreneur
shared;

“I am an elephant owner, a mahout, and also a local guide while my wife is running our own

tourism business (i.e., souvenir shop, cafe shop, village tour, elephant-riding tour). Tourism is

the main source of my family’s income [...]. I want to expand our family’s tourism business by
ourselves, I need more time”. (LK02)

In this vein, as a local tourism entrepreneur, he also participated in workshops organised by the
local tourism department or NGO organisation (e.g., Asian Animals) to demonstrate his interests, and
further discuss the local tourism development strategy. He said; “I don’t like to continue to provide
elephant-riding tour like this. I already suggested to the Elephant Conservation Center and Animals

Asia to provide elephant-friendly services.” (LK02)

Due to participation in ethnic tourism at the material incentives and functional levels, Lak
villagers appeared keen on interacting with visitors. Participants were more likely to feel positive in the
interactions but exhibited passive management of such instances. For example, a participant shared, “/
feel our interaction is harmonious and equal” (LKO01). Another male participant as a local tour operator
expressed his contrasting sentiments; “indeed, serving domestic visitors is very tiring, extremely
complicated [ ...]. Domestic visitors often demand for more ... and simultaneously complain, criticise”

(LK02).
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Figure 3.4

Examples of community participation in tourism in Lak
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Note. Photographs of the author, participants and domestic visitors, used with permission
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Most interviewees tended to perceive positive tourism impacts (economic returns) rather than
the negative. A M’nong woman (LKO1) said, “I think tourism doesn’t impact negatively much on local
culture or lifestyle”. Another man (LKO04) agreed, saying, “I don’t think tourism brings any negative

impacts to the locality ™.

Unlike Kon Ko Tu and Buon Don, there were many young villagers involved in a variety of
tourism-related employment or small-scale ventures in Lak. Participants kept raising awareness and
encouraging the youngsters to participate more in ethnic tourism because they found, “It is very
beneficial for our [villagers’] children and next generations [...]. Let the young people do it” (LKO05).
Meanwhile an experienced mahout, who is providing elephant riding tours, was willing to advise and

inspire younger men;
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“For younger mahouts, who haven’t learned communication skills, they easily show their
annoyance and irritation in front of visitors in many situations. Therefore, I usually shared and
explained to them [...].” (LK03)

Generally, most participants in Lak district are passionate and want to embrace tourism - as a
M’nong man said; “I am very keen on participating in tourism”’ (LK02). However, they do not know
how to get more involved in ethnic tourism. They need training and coaching for basic tourism
employment skills and running small-scale business. They also suggested researching and diversifying

new ethnic tourism products and services.

3.6.4 Lac Duong

Like other ethnic minorities, K’Ho participants in Lac Duong stated that Gong culture,
traditional festivals, and local cuisine are integral parts of their cultural capital. Further, they were highly
aware of their cultural pride with “the legend of land — Lang Biang plateau [...]. As an indigenous son
of this land, I am very proud of our cultural arts and traditions left by our great-grandparents and
ancestors” (LD06). Additionally, “simple, rustic charm in daily activities” (LD04) and “hospitable
lifestyle” (LD02) also contribute to their cultural richness.

Community cohesion among local tourism businesses was quite weak due to their business
competitiveness. For example, a Gong venue owner (LD06) shared, “Sadly, I found that all Gong venue
owners here are disunited and spatially separated within the village”. Yet the bridging social capital in
Lac Duong is much stronger than in other places. Participants connected actively with outside
organisations, such as travel agencies, freelance tour guides, and hotels. Another Gong venue owner
(LDO07) responded; “My business has collaborated with travel agencies and tour operators: Van Tin,

Thanh Do, Happy Day, Da Lat trip”.

Regarding community participation in tourism, many ethnic inhabitants were holding positions
of both staff and management levels in tourism industry-related employment (Figure 3.5). They were
jeep drivers, tour guides, restaurant staff, gong team supervisors or restaurant managers. A K’ho
participant said, “I work full-time at Langbiang tourist attraction point as a jeep driver. It is my main
job” (LDO1). At a higher participation level, some villagers provided village tours and home-visits, in
which the host shared ethnic culture during a meal with Can wine. Others run their own tourism
ventures. As a K’ho man said; “Currently, I am the owner of the local restaurant - Bon Langbiang
Village and also the Gong performance venue. We have been running it for nearly three years to provide

traditional cuisines and perform Gong shows to visitors.” (LD06)

Many of the participants actively negotiated commissions with tourism agencies, tour guides,
and mediators in order to maximise their volume of visitor arrivals. They were confident to connect with
both national and international organisations to run marketing campaigns, expand their social media

network, and promote business performance.

66



Chapter 3

Figure 3.5

Examples of community participation in tourism in Lac Duong

 Local restaurant owner [ it provider

Note. Photographs of the author, participants and domestic visitors, used with permission

Compared to other ethnic places, Lac Duong community has engaged in tourism for longer and
at higher levels. They tended to display greater confidence when interacting with visitors. Accordingly,
participants were more likely to be positive with active management of such interactions. For example,
a local coffee agri-tourism entrepreneur said: “I am harmonious, enthusiastic in host-guest interaction,
but sometimes [ just want to be alone to focus on my work. Visitors who want to meet and talk to me,
they usually make an appointment in advance or join in our talk shows. Normally, I don’t have time to

talk to each of guests individually.” (LD04)

Along this line of thought, participants generally believed that “Tourism brings both positive
and negative impacts on our culture and local daily life” (LD06). As a Gong venue owner (LD07)
shared, “I think tourism brings us many positive impacts: creating more jobs, improving the local
families’ income, improving their livelihoods a lot which farming cannot help them”. On the other hand,
negative impacts of tourism on the local community were also identified. For instance, “Some teenagers
rely on tourism too much because of making money easily. Gradually, they are too lazy to do other jobs”

(LDO05). Or “Gong performances are commodified too much” (LD04).

Generally, villagers have been involved in and economically benefited from local tourism over

many years. They had a very solid voice and strong support for ethnic tourism. As a participant insisted;

“I do support local tourism development because it helps promote the local economy and create
more job opportunities” (LDO06).

Participants emphasised the need to protect ethnic culture. As a villager stressed; “Culture is

our soul. I wish to protect and promote our ethnic culture through tourism” (LD04). Due to highly
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active participation, other participants in Lac Duong strongly support and realise how to facilitate ethnic
tourism. Generally, participants in Lac Duong were eager to get involved in both tourism activities and
“willing to participate in decision-making process or tourism development project” (LDO05). The
participant proposed “local government to facilitate and manage better the way Gong performances are
organised over here” (LD06) to provide the authenticity of Gong performance to visitors. They also
suggested eliminating the ‘middlemen’ phenomenon in Gong performance services. The local
government should support local enterprises by tax policy and guarantee the local laws and regulations

creating a fair competition for all local tourisms businesses.
3.7 Discussion and Conclusion

Examining community support for tourism is not a story of ‘a new wine in old bottles’. Over
the years, both researchers and policymakers have consistently advocated for increasing community
participation and support for tourism development to achieve sustainability goals. They try to find ways
to get the local community more involved in the tourism design and implementation process. Yet it
seems meaningless if the local community itself is not interested. The study findings are summarised in
Figure 3.6 to help answer two research questions, thereby understanding the current situation of the four
ethnic communities in the Central Highlands with respect to their tourism participation, interactions with

visitors, and different attitudes towards supporting ethnic tourism development.
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Figure 3.6

Different communities’ support for ethnic tourism in the Central Highlands, Vietnam
