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Abstract: Community-based tourism represents an opportunity for sustainable socioeconomic devel-
opment, helping local populations to emerge out of lower living conditions. This paper investigates
the perceptions of tourists and stakeholders engaged in Community-Based Tourism (CBT) in Central
Asian countries (including Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan) as
an opportunity for sustainable development. This study’s purpose is to point out the usefulness of
a combination approach of stakeholders’ and tourists’ perceptions to address the opportunities of
CBT that can improve the quality of life of the tourism community in Central Asia by identifying
the pitfalls of practices and determining challenges for tourism policy. Using a mixed-method ap-
proach, two complementary methodologies are simultaneously conducted. (1) An in-depth interview
approach with sixteen selected experts in the region was processed with semantic network analysis
for the definition of the main challenges and opportunities facing CBT as an enabler of sustainable
development, considering the perceptions of sustainability from the point of view of stakeholders.
(2) An online survey involving one hundred twenty-five tourists to the region was carried out to
focus on tourists’ perceptions of sustainability. A structural equation modelling technique was used
to identify the influence of tourists’ sustainability preferences and their involvement with local
communities on sustainability perceptions. The results highlight the benefits the community receives,
as well as future opportunities to obtain more advantages from tourism practices within the scope of
sustainable tourism planning.

Keywords: sustainable tourism planning; community-based tourism; sustainable tourism perception;
structural equation modelling; semantic network analysis; mixed methods; central Asian countries

1. Introduction

Sustainable tourism has become a common subject for debates and discussions about
its useful applicability in developed and emerging economies. Simultaneously, although
some assertions centred on the ideas of “sustainable tourism” have become widely consid-
ered, conflicting evidence casts some doubts about the practice [1–4], demonstrating that
the wide appliance of the terms and concepts is fairly arguable [5–7]. There is a discussion
on how tourism brings more opportunities to the poor in the short term, but it cannot
sufficiently contribute solemnly to reducing poverty in the long run [8–12], which leads
to raising questions on the concept and notion of sustainability used to facilitate poverty
alleviation but also causing invisible harm while aiming for good.

One of the ideas raised to promote sustainable tourism for alleviating the poor is
the promotion of community-based projects that integrates communities involving small
businesses and companies, with all revenue resources going directly to the community and
the community providing all services [13]. Community-based tourism (CBT) and other
sub-branches of sustainable tourism focused on villages have often been used as tools for
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rural growth in outlying areas. Their origins date back to the 1970s when CBT was seen as
a viable option for rural communities as well as a viable instrument for poverty reduction,
restoration [10], and rural economic growth [14]. As a result of these incentives, many CBT
programs in developed countries evolved into community development of ventures.

CBT has been advocated as a critical component of sustainability in local communities,
as group interest in implementation and decision-making processes provide conditions for
community development and empowerment [15–17]. Thus, studies have shown CBT to be
rather successful in the creation of additional earnings in remote areas where resources to
support the community are scarce, and the flow of direct investment can bring a significant
positive impact on living conditions [18–21]. On the other hand, CBT has been offered as
an alternative to mass tourism, and as a way to avoid the crowding effect in destinations
by invoking a more meaningful purpose as a part of “responsible travel” [13,22–24].

The role of CBT for achieving sustainability in less developed countries has been
under-researched, with a lack of understanding of both the facilitators and the barriers
facing emerging markets [25]. Regardless of all debates and recognised contributions to
sustainable tourism and CBT concepts, there is a need for research on the sustainability
perceptions or assessments of visitors who would like to—or did—experience CBT [26].
Thus, it is critical to research the factors enabling tourism growth and sustainability in
new-coming destinations to find the defining characteristic of their establishment and
promotion. Along with that, there is very little available research on understanding how
tourists evoke CBT destination perceptions and which factors play a key role in tourists’
decision-making [27]. To exceed tourists’ expectations from CBT, destination managers
must understand how tourists perceive sustainability in their destinations. It can be
assumed that sustainability and interactions with local people are significant when local
communities can offer the experiences that tourists are looking for in CBT [13].

The purpose of this paper is to assess the CBT sustainability perceptions of both a
group of key stakeholders and a sample of tourists that have visited Central Asian countries
(Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan).

The results provide critical evidence on how both tourists’ and tourism businesses’
perceptions of the sustainability of CBT can influence the destination’s main characteristics
by analysing factors that influence tourists’ perceptions of their experience and determining
critical barriers to success. The conclusions raise some lessons to be learned that can be
applied to the design for future CBT development and sustainable tourism planning in the
emerging destinations of Central Asia.

The paper is structured as a presentation of a critical review of the relevant literature
relating to CBT that discusses stakeholders’ sustainability perception, preferences, and
community involvement. Explanatory evidence was gathered through a combination of
methods using qualitative data obtained during two field trips to Central Asian countries
and quantitative evidence through visitor surveys; discussion of the findings and the impli-
cations are provided. The following procedures, recommended by Dimitrovski [28] in a
multistakeholder approach study (Scheme 1), were used to investigate tourists’ perceptions
of the destination’s CBT sustainability: (1) a literature analysis (a portion of which was
supplied above), (2) interviews with tourism industry experts, and (3) interviews with
visitors who have recently visited Central Asia.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Community-Based Tourism

CBT is conceived as a form of relatively low-scale tourism that is managed by a group
of locally owned businesses to benefit the community and, in some cases, contribute to
conservation (when taking place in or near protected areas) [29]. It is marketed as a means
of enhancing livelihoods and creating opportunities for community development [16] and
is defined as being in, owned, and managed by the community, which receives a sizable
portion of the benefits [29–31].

CBT is founded on the notion of sustainable development since it encourages commu-
nity engagement in order to achieve more equitable and comprehensive development [32]
By focusing on local (rural, native, etc.) cultures, CBT assures that communities do not
diminish and perish and that communities may be seen strategically as a means of en-
hancing the resilience of social and ecological systems, thereby contributing to sustainable
development [33]. Residents of traditional villages have resurrected local customs and
culture and showcased them to visitors [34,35]. As a result, CBT is observed to be critical
for poverty reduction since it fosters community development, therefore working toward
community sustainability.

However, tourism may have negative consequences, including an increase in the cost
of living [36], unequal distribution of tourism revenue [37], low-skilled and low-paying
employment [38], degradation of natural and cultural resources [39], crime and crowded
living areas [37,40], and a low level of empowerment [41]. These adverse effects may have
a detrimental effect on local inhabitants, as well as the economy, culture, and environment,
impeding further sustainable CBT. Despite this, many emerging destinations have seen
an opportunity in CBT development as an efficient way to reduce poverty and raise
the awareness of the destination, heritage, culture, and traditions. This trend is causing
economic pressure on some villages, which in turn is forcing young people to move to
urban areas. Nevertheless, there is still a strong segment of the urban population that is
interested in visiting rural areas and understanding the way of life [42].

Regardless of all the debates on applications of CBT concepts and sustainable tourism
practices, there is very little evidence of an understanding of perceptions of current and
pre-CBT development destinations and the effects of tourism development on tourists’ per-
ceptions and decisions [43]. Additional analysis of community-based tourism sustainability
perception is needed that provides insight on how to manage and monitor changes caused
by tourism development in emerging regions and evaluate the perceived value that CBT
activities actually carry for tourists.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 7540 4 of 21

2.2. Tourists’ Perceptions of CBT

Central to the understanding of tourism as a phenomenon has always been the ques-
tion of the reasons that determine why people travel to certain destinations [44]. The
answer to this question becomes vital for tourist destinations since, in the struggle for
attracting tourists, they have to make a significant promotional effort to be noticed and
chosen. Regional or national cultural distinctions are significant tourist drivers [45].

People desire to learn about different native cultures and to introduce their own
to the locals. Tourists’ views of tourism products and places are critical for destination
development, management, and promotion, as several destination image studies have
demonstrated [46]. The significance of knowing how tourists receive and generate des-
tination image perceptions is that these features play a significant influence in visitors’
destination decision-making processes. In other words, because visitors do not experience
a location prior to deciding to visit and making reservations, their consuming decisions
are influenced by what they believe in and the thoughts and feelings they identify with
it [47]. This is especially true when other process variables—for example, prices, proximity
across areas, views, expertise, technology, and trust—are comparable amongst accessible
options [48].

Given the critical role of perceptions on destination image formation and tourist
consumption dynamics, the concept of destination competitiveness emphasizes that a
destination’s success is contingent on its capacity to deliver experiences that surpass
visitors’ expectations [49]. However, expectations are influenced by travellers’ views of
places [50]. Therefore, destination management must know how tourists perceive their
locations in order to surpass their expectations. Sustainable tourism behaviour is the focus
of many researchers. The studies conducted by Grilli et al. [51], Nok et al. [52], Mathew
and Sreejesh [53] claim that the understanding of sustainability, shown by the tourists, is
connected with their preferences in sustainable travelling practices. The perceptions of
sustainability become crucial in the moment of destination selection and evaluation of
tourism activity impact on the local community. In addition, such factors as the quality of
existing sustainable initiatives and encouragement of sustainable practices are considered
to be important in the evaluation of the sustainable component of CBT practices [54].

Similarly, understanding tourists’ expectations and impressions of a location are critical
for tourism planning, as they influence tourists’ choices and consumption decisions [48].
Given the significance of these two important ideas (perceptions and sustainability), this
study aims to add to the progress of knowledge about sustainable tourism by assessing the
perceptions of stakeholders and tourists about the sustainability of CBT and its implication
trends in Central Asia.

2.3. Tourists’ Sustainability Preferences and Community Involvement

It is known that to produce economic and social advantages for local communities,
tourism firms’ value proposition should be able to attract tourists that have preferences for
sustainable practices and do become involved respectfully with the communities’ activities
and social environments [55]. That is, consumer preferences for the external environment
and infrastructural facilities within a tourism location can have an impact on the success of
sustainable tourism.

Following CBT as a sustainable tourism derivative, it needs numerous stakeholders to
collaborate and develop partnerships, pooling their talent, resources, and knowledge [56].
It enables tourists to connect with indigenous communities in a quiet and natural setting,
learn about traditional ways of life, and enhances the dynamic and intriguing relationship
between customers and the community [57].

CBT places a premium on human engagement and helps visitors through the process
of interaction to gain a better understanding of their communities’ culture and history [58].
As a result, researchers should examine the total reaction of tourists in a continuous process
using CBT as a starting point. Nevertheless, little research has explored how the level of
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perceived community engagement in CBT, and the advantages created for them, affects the
choices made by tourists when visiting developing destinations [29].

Only a few studies that have examined customers’ preferences for attributes related
to local communities have found some evidence, demonstrating impartial or even critical
attitudes toward community involvement [59], while others exemplify stronger preferences
for local community involvement or benefits [60–62].

Rihova et al. [63] claim that tourism is a collaborative and shared experience and
that outcomes are achieved via interaction. Therefore, additional insight is needed to
comprehend both tourists’ preferences and the ability of locals to provide services, and
engage and share their communities with visitors. This is especially true in locations with a
history of civil strife and in areas where tourists and inhabitants come from diverse social
and cultural backgrounds [64,65].

Individual behaviour, which within a group gives rise to collective behaviour that
identifies and characterizes the culture in question, is governed by the conviction or belief
of each individual regarding the correct form of behaviour in each situation. This echoes
the approach to the definition of values tourists and organizations in the sector have and
share [66]. The values play an important regulatory role in human activity and therefore
in attitudes toward the surrounding world, which establishes a correspondence between
what is thought, what is said, and what is done, at the individual level [67]. The values play
a key role in the model of sustainability empathy [68] that tries to unite all the influencing
matters together and adds the psychological dimension. It uses the tourists’ values as a
key factor that can determine their attitude toward the local community and sustainable
practices. The conclusions of that research created the baseline for future studies in the
field and a foundation for the current study.

2.4. Community-Based Tourism in Central Asia

Central Asian countries have been included in the “bucket list” of the tourists [69] that
experience tensions from time to time and pose some “roadblocks” that cause concerns
to travel. However, the introduction of e-visa types in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan has
significantly increased the flow of visitors and made them more attractive for inclusion in
the Lonely Planet’s pick list of destinations in 2018–2019. Nevertheless, the key issues are
not just border-crossing difficulties and neighbourhood drama, but also the need for adequate
sustainability policies and practices, and legislation mechanisms that preserve natural resources
and reduce the negative impact of the industry and boost the local economy.

As shown in Figure 1, Central Asian countries were visited by over 15.5 million tourists
in 2018 [70], led by Kazakhstan (over 8.7 million) and Uzbekistan (over 5.3 million). The first
CBT group opened its doors during May 2000 in Kochkor village in Kyrgyzstan offering
tourists cultural and authentic experiences and providing direct incomes for rural families.
CBT enterprises in the region offer independent tourists and tour operators accommodation
services for homestays, stays at authentic traditional yurts/jailoo, trekking on horses, local
guide tours of heritage sites, demonstrations of handicraft skills, etc. Individual service
providers directly benefit from sales, and CBT suppliers charge a rate for each service sold
(up to 15%).
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Uzbekistan is showing intensive development of tourism and tourist services in re-
cent years, with growing niches involving ecotourism, agrotourism, archaeological and
ethnographic tourism, and extreme tourism, all related to CBT. In the Jizzakh region, such
as the Forish area and Zaamin National Park, special attention is being given to creating
infrastructure for CBT activities. Family guesthouses and homestays are gaining popularity
among families as their first choice of entry to the tourism business in regions such as
Bukhara, Samarkand, Surkhandarya, Khorezm, Fergana Valley, and Tashkent.

Kazakhstan’s sustainable and competent activities of CBT have contributed to improv-
ing the living standards of the rural population, reducing unemployment, and increasing
the welfare of the society in the regions.

Kyrgyzstan launched its first CBT project in partnership with the Swiss Association
for International Cooperation Helvetas, which since 2003 has been under the umbrella of
the Kyrgyz Community-Based Tourism Association (KCBTA). More than 1400 units are
currently involved in CBT in the country. CBT is operating in several villages in Kochkor,
Naryn, and Tamchi, where CBT aims at the progress of tourism under the supervision
of residents. Participants in CBT projects can be rural residents, local nongovernmental
organisations, and the local administration, and the selection criterion is based only on the
ambition and opportunity to engage in tourist activities.

The Canadian Adventure Travel Company (social enterprise) “G Adventures” has been
involved in the promotion of CBT tourism in Central Asia since 2016 starting in Kyrgyzstan.
In addition, the nonprofit organisation “Planeterra Foundation” established the its first
Central Asian project (more than 100 projects worldwide) in Kyrgyzstan—Barskoon village.
Project “Ak Orgo” (White Yurt) supports local craftsmen workshop of yurt making that
helps to sustain the technique of authentic yurt building skills, passing the knowledge to
the younger generations by directly hiring and involving youth at the workshop, with
ten people directly hired and over 1000 community members benefited [71].

Tajikistan received 1.3 million international tourists between January and December
2019 [70]. Various organizations such as META (Murgab Ecotourism Association), PECTA
(Pamir Eco-Cultural Tourism Association), ZTDA (Zerafshan Tourism Development Associ-
ation), MSDSP (Mountain Societies Development and Support Project), and the Ecotourism
Resource Information Centres, have led the promotion of responsible travelling by im-
plementing community development projects, training programs in business management,
language learning programs, support homestays, and assistance with necessary infrastructure.

Turkmenistan is a highly isolated country with hard travelling restrictions only com-
parable with North Korea. There are complicated visa processes and regulations that
make access to the country only possible by invitation from an individual or agency. The
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latest available data on the number of tourists visiting Turkmenistan refers to 2007 [71],
counting 8200 visitors. However, the country’s authorities have announced a new policy
intended to raise the number of tourists and develop tourism infrastructure. The attraction
of the Darvaza gas crater (or Gates of Hell) has become very popular among adventure and
dark tourists. Despite the difficulty of establishing CBT practices and venture activities,
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in partnership with the
Kyrgyz CBT Association is providing community training for guest houses or homestays
in Turkmenistan [69].

3. Methodology
3.1. Objectives of the Study

The objective of this study is to assess tourists’ and stakeholders’ perceptions of the
sustainability of CBT in Central Asian countries. To this aim, specific objectives involve
the assessment of the challenges and opportunities of CBT by stakeholders in the industry
that are related to sustainability perceptions and may lead to the formulation of actions
needed to work toward higher levels of sustainability across the region. In addition, the
study evaluates the structural relationships between tourists’ sustainability perceptions,
their intentions to become involved with CBT in Central Asia, and their preferences for
sustainable tourism products.

The validity of the causal relationships indicated by hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 were
investigated with the estimation of a structural equation model (SEM) [72], which is a
technique commonly utilized for appraising complex relationships between variables in a
model. The model was statistically assessed by utilizing the SPSS and AMOS 27 statistical
packages. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was applied to each of the scales for measuring
the constructs of sustainability perceptions and local involvement. This was followed by
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess the convergent validity of the scales [73].

3.2. Theoretical Modelling

The theoretical model investigates the formation of the sustainability perceptions
of CBT based on tourists’ preferences for sustainability and the involvement with the
local community. The tourism sustainability preferences of CBT visitors to Central Asian
countries were measured utilizing a five-item scale [74]. This scale measures the intention
to purchase green certificate tourist products by being willing to pay a higher amount
for environmentally friendly products, along with caring about the environment in the
choice of holiday destinations. The interest of tourists in the involvement with the local
community was assessed utilizing a four-item scale containing the willingness to spend on
local goods and services and sustaining local features and culture [75]. Tourists were also
asked to assess the sustainability perceptions of Central Asian countries by using a Likert
scale, with a score of 1 indicating not sustainable to 5 indicating very sustainable.

Thus, the following hypotheses were investigated:

Hypothesis H1: Tourists’ preferences for sustainable tourism (TSP) have a significant impact on
the sustainability perceptions of CBT in Central Asian countries (CBT-SP).

Hypothesis H2: Tourists’ preferences for getting involved with the local community (LINV) have
a positive significant impact on the sustainability perceptions of CBT in Central Asian countries
(CBT-SP).

Hypothesis H3: Tourists’ preferences for sustainable tourism (TSP) have a positive significant
impact on their preferences for getting involved with the local community (LINV).

Figure 2 illustrates the hypotheses of the model.
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3.3. Data Collection and Instruments

The data for achieving the objectives and studying the hypotheses of this study were
collected with two complementary fieldworks during 2018 and 2019, one involving a group
of stakeholders and experts, and another directed toward tourists who had travelled to
Central Asian countries. The fieldwork with experts and stakeholders was intended to
be qualitative and involved in-depth interviewing of a group of 16 expert stakeholders
in CBT in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. The primary criterion for
selection was to include company entrepreneurs that work directly with CBT families and
organizations on a national and international basis. The researchers contacted the first
participants directly, and they later facilitated more potential persons through horizontal
networking [76]. The experts throughout Central Asia to be considered in the study were
recommended by local CBT agencies or through the recommendations of local authorities.
Experts were six CBT ventures in Kyrgyzstan, two in Kazakhstan, two in Tajikistan, and
three in Uzbekistan. Additionally, three executive managers of tourism companies that
offer services of CBT throughout the Central Asian region. Interviewed experts had an
average of 15 years of experience in CBT and directly worked with the CBT community,
taking a leading part in the development initiatives in the regions.

In addition to the in-depth interviews with experts at their own business locations,
researchers collected observation field notes on the CBT sites in the specific countries
investigated. The interviews with stakeholders were undertaken in person and in their
native language to avoid misinterpretation and language bias. Participants were inquired
about the most important components of CBT tourism. In addition, opinions were asked to
identify the viability of CBT business activities and the community perception of sustainable
tourism development and business environment. Interviews with experts were transcribed
and the information retrieved was analysed through the application of semantic network
analysis techniques (AutoMap and ORA software for processing and Gephi 0.9.2 for
visualisation).

On the other hand, tourists were addressed through an online structured questionnaire
that was answered by 125 tourists, taken as a purposive sample from those respondents
who had earlier travelled to the region. That is, participants had travelled to the region
in the period of March 2018 to November 2019, visiting one or more countries of study
(Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan, Tajikistan, or Turkmenistan) and had used CBT
services during their stay. Tourists had taken the surveys post-trip.

There were 4 sections with 35 questions in the visitor’s questionnaire. The question
components addressed the tourist profile, including the type of visitor and period of visit
in each country, on a multi-item scale the familiarity with sustainability concepts, factors
that influence their destination choice, accommodation, preference of availability of leisure
choices at CBT, evaluation of experience at CBT area, and rating perceived sustainability
concepts applied at destination [77,78].
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The questionnaire for tourists collected information on the demographic characteristics
of the traveller, the features of the trip, the perception of CBT sustainability, and the prefer-
ences for sustainable CBT products and services. The data obtained from questionnaires
were quantitatively analysed by using IBM SPSS 23.

Regarding the gender of tourists in the survey, 45.6% were males (57 people) and
54.4% were females (68 people). The percentage of those who visited each of the countries
was Uzbekistan (84.0%), Kazakhstan (73.6%), Kyrgyzstan (73.6%), Tajikistan (66.4%), and
Turkmenistan (15.2%). The average number of times that this set of countries was visited
was 3.5. In 30.4% of the cases, participants had travelled alone, 11.2% with their families,
and 23.2% with friends, while for 7.2% of individuals the primary purpose of the visit was
business-related; in 39.2%, the trip was organised with colleagues.

4. Results
4.1. Experts’ and Stakeholders’ Perceptions

The interviews with experts and stakeholders were transcribed and analysed with
AutoMap and ORA software. The issues discussed are presented in Table 1, mapped in
two groups according to their inclusion as a challenge or as an opportunity for CBT. In
general, most items refer to different aspects that are present in most countries. However,
some items are only present in some countries as in the case of high and low levels of
bureaucracy. Such tendency confirms a variety of levels of development in CBT in different
countries, as some of them, according to the experts, managed to decrease bureaucracy
levels, while others maintain a big number of complex procedures. The connections within
each group are analysed with two alternative semantic networks (Figure 3), where the size
of the node indicates the frequency of the term’s appearance, and the width of the edge is
the number of the appearance of the pair of terms in the same interview transcript.

Table 1. Topics discussed by CBT experts.

Challenges Opportunities

1. CBT practices damage the environment 9. Big proportion of CBT component
2. Shortage of talents 10. Plenty of benefits for CBT organizations
3. Need for educational programs in CBT services 11. Guarantee of opportunities for the CBT sector
4. Tourism safety literacy 12. Low level of bureaucracy
5. Destination exploration 13. Positive influence on the economy
6. High level of bureaucracy 14. Positive influence on the social sector
7. Lack of information about financial opportunities 15. Possibility to work independently
8. Low foreign language proficiency 16. Funds from NGOs

17. Openness for self-investment
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Figure 3 shows that the distribution of opinions is relatively similar among all the
challenges and opportunities mentioned by the experts. Although the number of experts is
reduced and the results obtained after the analysis are relatively similar for all the countries,
several differences can be identified.
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In the case of challenges, less attention is given to the problems CBT practices might
cause to the environment (50% of experts mentioned it, Degree centrality = 35,000). Shortage
in talents and problems with their attraction, lack of knowledge about the destination, and
financial opportunities that exist for CBT workers are pointed out as the most problematic
areas (62.5%). However, high levels of bureaucracy continue to concern a major part of
the participants (68.8%). In the case of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, 100% of respondents
mentioned it, while the same indicator scored lower in other countries (Kyrgyzstan—
33.33%, Kazakhstan—50%).

Further, a low level of bureaucracy is perceived by 25.0% of total respondents, with
Kyrgyzstan having a somewhat larger positive evaluation of this factor. On the other
hand, 62.5% of experts noted the positive influence CBT has on the countries and region’s
economies, having an additional 43.75% mention the positive role of social sphere support
from CBT. It is noteworthy that 31.25% of participants observed a sufficient number of posi-
tive inputs provided by the government to the development of CBT businesses. However,
the experts active in the whole region and the Uzbekistan representatives did not mention
this aspect in their interviews.

In all the interviews, experts confirmed that they were working with both international
and domestic tourists, but the interest in CBT prevailed among the first group (18.75%).
The majority of experts (81.25%) concluded that domestic tourists and the local community
as a whole lacked an in-depth understanding of the sustainability concept, which may also
impact their interest in CBT activities.

According to experts, Kyrgyzstan presented the largest share of CBT in the tourist
offer (90%) with CBT services and routes becoming very popular. In addition, Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan were found to be most active in promoting CBT through facilitating benefits
and opportunities. Experts mentioned the easiness and less time-consuming processes
required for obtaining activity entrepreneurial licences.

Experts were mostly positive about the influence of tourism on economic and social
development, thereby contributing to sustainable development. However, some concerns
were raised concerning the preservation of the environment and in relation to the effects of
tourism on the adjacent areas, questioning the sustainability of the tourist offer. The public
sector is mostly driven to boost economic growth while hardly considering the negative
effects on the social–cultural and ecological environments. On the other hand, private
operators of CBT in the case of Kyrgyzstan are mostly motivated to work independently in
order to reduce the dependency on mediator agencies.

In general, there is a need for human resources training, educational programs, and
tourism service literacy. Further, experts pointed out a high level of need for community
tourism services training, environmental conservation practices, foreign language and
financial literacy, and safety procedures across Central Asia. Thus, according to the per-
ception of stakeholders, there are some key destination issues (environmental and cultural
conservation, socioeconomic impacts, governance, education, and human capital) that
require urgency from the point of view of planning for sustainability.

Experts showed a high level of dissatisfaction with the information distribution on
available development funds between public and private sectors. Despite the government’s
support for tourism development programs, it is noticed that CBT entrepreneurial families
rely mostly on self-investment or start-up funds granted by NGOs [79]. The main challenges
are related to the high state bureaucracy for developing entrepreneurial activities in tourism
and the very low awareness of the community on opportunities for CBT. There is also a lack of
awareness or actual understanding of sustainability concepts among locals and businesses.

According to experts, the main challenges or objectives of Central Asian’s CBT can
be posed as follows: (i) generate sustainable income for a better quality of life in remote
areas; (ii) sustain traditional forms of authentic culture and raise awareness of the cultural
content; (iii) find a less harmful alternative to agriculture which damages the natural areas;
(iv) involve the local population in preserving the nature and culture, and (v) manage a
mutual spiritual exchange with tourists.
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4.2. Tourists’ Perceptions

Table 2 shows the mean values of the tourists’ perceptions of sustainability in the
Central Asian countries, valued by utilizing a Likert scale from 1 to 5. Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan are the countries with the highest level of sustainability perceptions, while
Turkmenistan has the lowest level. Overall, the perceptions of sustainability of CBT are
around the average of the scale in these countries, with the case of Turkmenistan at the
bottom of the scale, suggesting that there is a large scope for higher enhancement of the
sustainability profiles of the tourism industry.

Table 2. Mean and standard deviations of the sustainability perceptions (1–5 scale).

Country Mean Standard Deviation

Kazakhstan 2.59 1.320
Kyrgyzstan 2.91 1.465
Tajikistan 2.38 1.528
Uzbekistan 2.91 1.257
Turkmenistan 0.87 1.362

The sustainability perceptions of CBT can be influenced by the preferences of tourists
for tourism sustainability and community involvement. Table 3 presents the mean values of
the items in the scales utilized for appraising the constructs of sustainability perceptions and
community involvement. The values of the items in the scale of community involvement
are larger (average value 4.19) than those on the scale of sustainability preferences (average
value 3.42).

Table 3. Means and standard deviations of the item constructs. (1–5 scale).

Item Scale Mean Standard Deviation

Sustainability preferences

TSP1: I care about the environment and expect the services provided on my
holiday to be run in an environmentally responsible way 3.81 1.148

TSP2: I prioritize comfort and value for money over environmentally friendly
“green” practices 2.50 1.140

TSP3: I would be willing to pay more for tourism products and services that
have an explicit component that is environmentally friendly (e.g., reduction of
waste, water and energy use)

3.61 1.092

TSP4: I would choose a product/service ahead of others if it had a green award
or certification (e.g., green globe certification) 3.65 1.018

TSP5: I would like to have information about sustainable management policies
of hotels and guesthouses when booking a trip 3.57 1.080

Community involvement

LINV1: I choose to spend money where it stays in the local community and
contributes towards a thriving locality 4.10 1.142

LINV2: When I travel I want to understand the destination and “live like a local”
through informed decisions 4.10 1.106

LINV3: I would like to be offered locally sourced food and drink where possible 4.31 1.187

LINV4: Sustaining the local culture and community is as important as sustaining
the environment to me 4.25 1.203

Regarding the scale of sustainability preferences, the item with the highest value
is referred to the care of the environment while on holidays and the expectations of the
responsible management of the tourist services (TSP1), followed by the items concerned
with the propensity to choose products with a green certificate (TSP3) and the willingness
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to pay for environmentally friendly products (TSP4). The lowest value given to item
TSP2 indicates that tourists equally balance comfort or value for money and the sound
management of the environmental aspects of the destination, since its value is 2.50, i.e., in
the middle of the scale.

With respect to the items on the community involvement scale, tourists place the
highest value on giving the same interest to sustaining the local community as well as
to the environment (LINV4), followed by the desire to be offered local food and drink
while travelling (LINV3). Tourists also show high interest in choosing to spend money
that helps local communities (LINV1) and in embedding in the destinations’ local culture
and traditions (LINV2). Thus, although there are strong preferences for local involvement
with communities, as expressed by the tourists visiting Central Asian countries, their area
also marked preferences for sound sustainability management that show concern for the
environmental impacts that tourism activity may generate at the destinations.

4.3. SEM Results

Table 4 shows the mean values of each of the items of the scales utilized for the
measurement of the constructs in the model. EFA applied to the scales of sustainability
preferences and local involvement raised one single factor for each construct. Table 5
presents the results of the convergent validity as evaluated with CFA for both scales.

Table 4. Results of CFA reliability and validity.

Item Scale
Standardized
Factor
Loading

Composite
Reliability (CR)

Average
Variance
Extracted (AVE)

Cronbach α

Sustainability preferences 0.741 0.630 0.711

TSP1: I care about the environment and expect the services
provided on my holiday to be run in an environmentally
responsible way

0.835

TSP2: I prioritize comfort and value for money over
environmentally friendly “green” practices −0.834

TSP3: I would be willing to pay more for tourism products
and services that have an explicit component that is
environmentally friendly (e.g., reduction of waste, water
and energy use)

0.728

TSP4: I would choose a product/service ahead of others if it
had a green award or certification (e.g., green globe
certification)

0.644

TSP5: I would like to have information about sustainable
management policies of hotels and guesthouses when
booking a trip

0.672

Community involvement 0.812 0.695 0.810

LINV1: I choose to spend money where it stays in the local
community and contributes towards a thriving locality 0.833

LINV2: When I travel I want to understand the destination
and “live like a local” through informed decisions 0.855

LINV3: I would like to be offered locally sourced food and
drink where possible 0.754

LINV4: Sustaining the local culture and community is as
important as sustaining the environment to me 0.721

Table 5. Correlation matrix of latent variables.

Constructs 1 2 3

1. Sustainability preferences 0.770
2. Community involvement 0.219 0.830
3. CBT sustainability perceptions 0.350 0.366 0.775
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The composite reliability (CR) ranged from 0.74 to 0.81, therefore above the threshold
of 0.7 for a satisfactory level [80]. The average variance extracted (AVE) also exceeded the
criterion value of 0.5 for satisfying the internal consistency of the scales [81]. This is also
proved by the high values of the α-Cronbach, which are above 0.7 for both scales [80,82].

In addition, the fitness indexes (NFI = 0.925; CFI = 0.932; TLI = 0.915; IFI = 0.933) are
all above the threshold value of 0.9, thus representing a good fit to the model, while the
quality indicators of the measurement model are X2/df = 2.9 and RMSEA = 0.031, which
are below the threshold levels of 5 and 0.08, respectively, necessary for a level of good
fit [83,84].

Discriminant validity refers to the extent to which a construct is actually different
from the other constructs in the model. This was evaluated by considering the correlation
matrix of the latent variables that allows for assessing whether the square root of the mean
value extracted (AVE) is greater than the correlations with the other variables. As shown
in Table 5, all correlations indicated in the diagonal values or correlations between factors
are greater than those on the off-diagonal, referring to square roots of the variance shared
between the factors and their measures (AVE).

Figure 4 presents the parameter results of the structural model (SEM). The model fit is
satisfactory based on X2/df = 1.7 and other indicator statistics (CFI = 0.933; TLI = 0.922;
IFI = 0.940; NFI = 0.912). The structural model is appropriate according to the RMSEA
index, which takes a value of 0.028. The parameters of the structural paths were also
significant at the 0.001 level (1%).
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Table 6 presents the summary results of the hypotheses testing and standardised
coefficient estimates. The empirical results support two of the theoretical hypotheses of the
structural relationships leading to the formation of the perceptions of CBT sustainability
(Figure 4). First, the preferences for tourism sustainability have a significant and positive
impact on the sustainability perceptions of CBT (β = 0.32; p < 0.00) (supporting hypothesis
H1) That is, those tourists with higher preferences for tourism sustainability have higher
perceptions of how sustainability is managed in Central Asian countries. However, the
relationship between the local community involvement and the perceptions of CBT sus-
tainability is negative but not significant (β = −0.21; p < 0.00) thereby rejecting H2. The
negative sign would indicate that those tourists who wish to involve more with the local
communities have a lower perception of the sustainability of CBT. However, this hypoth-
esis is not supported by the structural model. Finally, the relationship between tourists’
sustainability preferences and the local involvement with the community is confirmed with
a positive sign (β = 0.35; p < 0.00) supporting H3. Thus, tourists’ preferences for sustainable
tourism practices leading to a positive perception of CBT do also impact on tourists’ higher
preferences for involvement with the local community.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 7540 14 of 21

Table 6. Hypotheses testing results.

Path Par-Estimate p-Value Hypothesis

TSP→ CBT-SP 0.32 0.000 H1 supported
LINV→ CBT-SP −0.21 0.141 H2 rejected
TSP→ LINV 0.35 0.000 H3 supported

5. Discussion

As with other emerging destinations, Central Asian countries face critical challenges
for successfully working toward sustainability through the expansion of CBT [85]. These
challenges are mostly related with the prioritization of the sustainable development goals in
the management of the destinations, which are lagging behind the interests of local decision-
makers and tourist organizations for the promotion of CBT as a successful socioeconomic
activity [86]. In this paper, the perceptions of both business stakeholders and tourists
about the sustainability performance of CBT in Central Asian countries have been jointly
evaluated, showing that this combined approach may enhance the diversity of perspectives
that can be useful for moving forward in a concerted approach.

The results show that tourists are very much interested in the sustainability of CBT
since they pose strong preferences for a sound sustainable management of the destinations
and for a responsible involvement with the affected communities, similar to the findings of
other studies [15,87–89]. Further, structural equation modelling shows that the preferences
for sustainable development significantly and positively influence the perceptions of sus-
tainability in the Central Asian destinations. Thus, those tourists with higher preferences
for sound management of environmental issues at the Central Asian destinations and who
are willing to pay for environmentally certified products do have higher perceptions of the
sustainability of CBT.

However, the overall ratings given by tourists to the sustainability perceptions are
rather moderate, indicating that there is significant scope for improving the sustainability
profiles of the destinations [90]. In this regard, the opinions of tourists coincide with that
of stakeholders and experts in CBT in Central Asian countries. That is, the stakeholders
have pointed out that there are critical challenges and opportunities for CBT that should be
explored in order to transit toward a more sustainable path, given the current conditions in
which the tourism industry is being developed [91]. Specifically, there is a need to focus on
the aspects of human capital development, socioeconomic impacts of tourism, involvement
of local communities, financial facilities, and prevention of the environmental impacts [92].
Overall, most of the aspects raised by stakeholders coincide with the sustainable develop-
ment goals that are needed in order to increase the performance of sustainability of tourist
destinations, thereby leading to higher perceptions by stakeholders and tourists [93].

On the other hand, results show that tourists support sustainable tourism development
through participating in tourism with local communities [94,95]. This is related to the fact
that they are also willing to buy green-certified tourist products and to pay a premium
price for ecologically friendly products, as well as sharing a high environmental concern
when choosing vacation places [96]. Along this line, Karlsson [97] found evidence of the
willingness of tourists to spend on local goods and services and on the preservation of
local features and culture, although Dikgang [61] found evidence of neutral or even critical
attitudes toward community engagement.

The perceptions of CBT sustainability are related to the interests of tourists with
participating in CBT activities, local life, integration, and participation in local events,
since it is clear that tourists are attracted to the region in search of something special [98].
These preferences are manifested in a higher willingness to pay for those experiences that
guarantee sound sustainability features [99,100]. This puts into question the common
perception of CBT as being scheduled “only for budgeted tourists”, or “provided services are
pretty basic, for those who sacrifice comfort” [101]
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Thus, based on the perceptions of tourists and stakeholders there are opportunities
for tourism businesses to tie their activities with CBT families with the aim to help them
to upscale their services and conditions, by increasing the level of tourist participation
in traditional daily activities (as herding sheep, cooking traditional meals, engage in
seasonal harvesting, horseback riding sports and games, carpet weaving, cultural events
and celebrations, etc.) [102]. There is evidence showing that tourists that participate in local
activities and become involved with local communities are more satisfied with the tourist
experience and become more loyal to the company offering it [2]. Along this line, this paper
has shown that tourists’ stronger inclinations for interaction with the local community
are influenced by their preferences for sustainable tourism practices that contribute to a
positive perception of CBT.

The planning and development of sustainable tourism in developing countries are
frequently criticized for failing to satisfy the demands of local stakeholders [103]. As a result,
stakeholders sometimes resist tourism-related efforts, jeopardizing their implementation
and long-term viability [87]. The present study has shown that CBT actors show the need
for instrumenting long-term viable sustainable development strategy; providing equal
access to resources and funding; obtaining government support in lowering the risks of
social, cultural, and environmental damage; and urging financial independence provided
by less bureaucratised entrepreneurial activities. Some studies suggest that sustainable
tourism development cannot be achieved without early stakeholder input and participation
in the tourism planning process [104]. Assessing and incorporating the diverse preferences
of all important stakeholder groups in sustainable tourism planning is challenging, and
may necessitate a combination of stakeholder involvement strategies [105].

The stakeholders in this study point out that both the domestic tourists and the local
populations are not very much aware of the sustainability practice, and that this may
affect their lack of enthusiasm for CBT planning and activities. Thus, there is a need
for intervention to make it easier for the local communities to access and comprehend
tourists’ and the tourism sector’s concerns [106]. This might be accomplished by conducting
awareness-raising efforts in host communities about tourist preferences and interactions
between different stakeholder groups (i.e., visitors and local people) before the creation
and delivery of any tourism activities [17].

6. Conclusions

The perceptions of tourists and stakeholders about the specific features of destina-
tions are one of the main drivers of tourism products and the formation of tourist experi-
ences [107]. Sustainability planning requires working through the perceptions of tourists
and stakeholders for putting in place those activities and products that contribute to suc-
cessful destinations [108]. This paper proposed a combination of methods and approaches
to study both stakeholders’ and tourists’ perceptions of CBT sustainability in Central Asian
countries. These destinations face important sustainability challenges to become truly
competitive on the international scene and must balance their wealth of endowed tourist
resources with the pressures from the urgencies of growth and rising living standards.

These results show that both tourists’ and stakeholders’ perceptions of CBT coincide
in that there is scope for more compelling actions toward sustainability. That is, the
sustainability performance of CBT in Central Asian countries can be improved beyond the
current practices in managing environmental, social, and financial issues [109]. On the one
hand, stakeholders pointed out that there is need to work on improving environmental
preservation, reducing socioeconomic impacts on the local populations, building human
capital, enabling local entrepreneurship, and providing local financial facilities. On the
other hand, the perceptions of tourists are significantly influenced by their preferences for
sustainable tourism development, which are also affect their desire to become involved
with the culture and traditions of local communities. Thus, it is clear that tourists care
about contributing to long-term tourism development, and therefore CBT businesses and
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destinations should actively work toward satisfying visitors’ needs regarding sustainability
management [110].

Tourists’ preferences for sustainable CBT products influence their willingness to be-
come involved with the local communities and contribute to the local development. That
is, tourists, wish to engage and experience the “difference” that successfully contributes
to community development [111]. Thus, in some ways, this may shift responsibility away
from tourism organizations and toward travellers to combat unsustainable growth and
poverty in destination areas [112]. However, it is found that tourism organizations in Cen-
tral Asia support CBT socioeconomic development, but this support is not fully grounded
on sustainability principles and does not always align with local communities’ interests.
There is a need to meet travellers’ desires to contribute to the well-being of local commu-
nities by enjoying an authentic tourism experience. In this regard, the strengthening of
collaboration between the different stakeholders of destinations may help push forward
successful practices for achieving sustainable goals.

Tourists’ and stakeholders’ perceptions of sustainability across Central Asian countries
are not homogenous, with Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan receiving the highest levels of
sustainability perceptions, while Turkmenistan having the lowest. This may be due to
low destination awareness of Central Asian countries, raising the importance of building
competitive promotion strategies and destination branding [113].

In addition, tourists’ preferences for sustainable CBT in Central Asian countries are
reflected in their willingness to pay more for green-certified products [114]. That is, if
tourists concord with the sustainable aim of the payments and have also a meaningful
experience, they are more likely to accept a price increase [115]. Further, results reveal that
engaging in CBT services is not necessarily associated with backpacking or low-cost tours;
i.e., travellers who value comfort also express interest in—and choose—environmentally
sound CBT facilities, making authenticity or sustainability no longer the “cheap” option.
This suggests that there is scope for tour operators to redesign their products to approach
tourists’ preferences for sustainability, and for destination management organizations to
implement promotional initiatives aimed at incentivizing sustainable tourist behaviour.

The desire of tourists to become involved with the local community as significantly
influenced by their sustainability preferences, is also in line with the recommendation
raised by stakeholder experts that the community must establish a sense of ownership
in order for CBT to yield tangible results [116]. That is, supply should meet demand
for CBT to work out according to the sustainable preferences of tourists. Locals must be
involved in the resolution of all major concerns, and they must be enabled to solve them on
their own [117]. In this sense, empowerment and collaboration of local communities and
stakeholders becomes a crucial issue for sustainability, i.e., providing them with the means
and capacities (human capital, financial resources, and entrepreneurship) to become active
suppliers of CBT at the destination.

In sum, this paper has shown that a combined methods approach provides more
grounded insights into the perceptions of CBT in Central Asian countries, since the qual-
itative information generated by stakeholders’ experts, which was analysed by content
analysis methods, allows researchers to explain and support the quantitative assessments
and hypotheses that are evaluated based on tourists’ survey responses. This approach leads
to useful implications for destination management that match the desires of tourists accord-
ing to their demands and perceptions. The organization of the local resources should be put
in place to meet those demands, thereby raising the level of perceptions of sustainability,
and contributing toward more sustainable CBT in Central Asian countries.

7. Limitations and Ideas for Future Research

The present research is centred on the analysis of CBT perceptions from the perspective
of travellers, who visited the region recently, and the stakeholders that operate in the area.
The main limitation of the work is related to the rather small number of participants, owing
to the small scale of CBT in the area and the difficulties for approaching large numbers
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of subjects. The results of the research can provide useful information to carry on further
inquiries along a larger time span that increase the sizes of the samples. A larger sample
size could also enable an in-depth analysis for each specific country in the region. On the
other hand, from a methodological standpoint, there would be a need to assess the feedback
loops between the CBT perceptions of tourists and stakeholders. This could be carried out
by applying methods that assess how the value and social propositions that are designed
as sustainable solutions at the destinations are perceived by potential tourists.
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