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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to examine ecopreneurial initiatives and strategies for 
ecotourism development through the perception of local communities for two time periods: 
before and after the establishment of an ecopreneur organisation. A total of 296 survey 
questionnaires were administered and collected from community members involved in 
Kabani’s ecopreneurship activities, to assess their perception of destination development, 
economic development, infrastructural development, environmental conservation and 
sociocultural preservation before and after Kabani was established. Empirical results establish 
that destination development, economic development, infrastructural development, 
environmental conservation and sociocultural preservation were found not correlated before 
the establishment of Kabani. That suggests that there were not many tourism activities before 
Kabani was established. However, the same factors demonstrated correlation for the period 
after Kabani was established which demonstrates that ecopreneurial strategies do contribute 
to ecotourism development. This study concludes that since local communities’ perception 
is favourable for ecotourism after the establishment of ecopreneur organisations such as 
Kabani, ecopreneurs should adopt additional appropriate strategies towards the sustainable 
development of ecotourism destinations.
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Introduction

Entrepreneurs are classified based on their motivation for their chosen business model 
within their sector of interest. This motivation can be contribution to economic 
growth, creation of innovative products or improvement of social and productive 
networks (Silajdžić, Kurtagić, & Vučijak, 2015). In recent years, countries have 
become increasingly concerned with the state of the environment and entrepreneurs 
too have started paying attention to environmental issues (Kummitha, 2020b). 
This type of entrepreneurs is referred to as green entrepreneurs or ecopreneurs. 
Ecopreneurship has emerged as a popular field of tourism research since the late 
1990s. Some scholars (Silajdžić et al., 2015; Schaper, 2016) defined ecopreneurs 
as “small-scale business sectors based on the principles of sustainability with 
fundamental green values and selling green services or products; at the same time, 
they provide economic conditions for local communities”. Thus, ecopreneurs not 
only fulfil the economic goals of local communities but also solve environmental 
problems (Lordkipanidze, Brezet, & Backman, 2005; Buzinde, Shockley, Andereck, 
Dee, & Frank, 2017; Kummitha, 2020a).

While environmentally responsible entrepreneurial business activity is a relatively 
new concept in the tourism sector, it can be found in a number of organisations and 
business communities. In the academic community, this term was first introduced 
in 1990. Ecopreneurship is a combination of two words: eco (environmental) and 
entrepreneurship which denotes the creation of an innovative organisation that 
supplies environmentally friendly products or services (Schaper, 2016).  In this 
context, ecotourism is one of the fastest growing sectors in the tourism industry at 
an annual growth rate of 5% (TIES, 2019). It is considered an important tool for 
a considerable number of developing countries to support economic development, 
preservation of sociocultural legacies and conservation of the environment (Laeis & 
Lemke, 2016; Stronza, 2007). Both ecotourism and ecopreneurship pursue the same 
goals of protecting the environmental and improving the socio-economic conditions 
of local communities. 

Thus, ecopreneur organisations are crucial for supporting the sustainable 
development of ecotourism (Kummitha, 2020a). According to Lee (2013), local 
communities may or may not support tourism development based on their positive or 
negative perceptions. Nevertheless, most local communities believe that ecopreneur 
organisations should involve them in the planning and development of destinations 
for tourism (Lee & Jan, 2019). Certainly, most tourism enterprises strive for better 
development of rural communities while reducing the negative effects of mass 
tourism activities (Marzouki, Froger, & Ballet, 2012). In addition, ecotourism is a 
remarkable approach to solving environmental, socio-economic and sustainability 
concerns at tourism destinations and communities (Kummitha & Osiako, 2020). 
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Past studies have examined community-based tourism development stages (pre- 
and post-development) and the perception of local communities of these stages (Lee 
& Jan, 2019). Unfortunately, research is lacking on ecopreneurships that maintain 
ecotourism destinations (Kummitha, 2020a).  In particular, no studies have assessed 
pre- and post-establishment periods of ecopreneur organisations, specifically with 
regard to the perception of local communities. If post-development changes are 
perceived greater than pre-development changes, this implies that ecopreneurs 
organisations have positively impacted the local communities in terms of socio- 
economic and environmental well-being. Further, the community’s perspective 
can help better understand the changes that have taken place as well as help assess 
ecotourism development.

To fill these research gaps, this study sought to analyse the impact of ecopreneur 
organisations on the development of ecotourism destinations before and after their 
establishment.  The study looked at the environmental conservation approach used 
in the framework of ecopreneurship and the development process  of a destination. It 
also examined the ecopreneurship business model used for sustainability in a tourist 
destination. Kabani, an ecopreneur organisation, was selected as the case study. First, 
a literature review to discuss the concept of ecopreneurship and its unique initiatives 
in the successful development of ecotourism.

Literature Review

The Concept of Ecopreneurship in Ecotourism

The International Ecotourism Society (TIES) defines ecotourism as “responsible 
travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being 
of local people and involves interpretation and education” (2015). Based on a review 
of the definition of ecotourism, some key elements associated with ecotourism are: 
sustainability, conservation and preservation, nature-based tourism attractions, 
environmental awareness, economic benefits for local communities and responsible 
behaviour (Swan & Morgan, 2016; Donohoe & Needham, 2006). Eco tours are 
typically small-scale tourism activities developed and operated by entrepreneurs or 
local communities, for example, wildlife viewing, forest walks, cultural visits and 
indigenous community visits (Swan & Morgan, 2016). Ecotourism has emerged as 
one of the key areas of involvement for ecopreneurs as their focus is to achieve the 
triple objectives of nature, tourists and communities benefitting equally from these 
practices (Schaper, 2002). Further, ecopreneurs aim to address unsolved environmental 
problems as well as achieve both social and financial goals, and environmental value 
creation (Shaper, 2002). Broadly, social entrepreneurship encompasses a business 
model that non-profit entities adopt while addressing social issues. Through this 
approach, ecopreneurs rely heavily on market-based tools and income generation 
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activities (Lehner, 2011). Generally, neither non-profit organisations, which lack 
sufficient resources and skills, nor businesses that are investor-owned, whose main 
aim is generating profits, would be able to address environmental issues unless these 
institutions shift their focus (Bacchiega & Borzaga, 2001). 

  In the early 1990s, scholars such as Bennett (1991), Berle (1991) and Blue (1990), 
coined terms such as “green entrepreneur”, “environmental entrepreneur”, and “eco-
entrepreneur” which has since been shortened to just “ecopreneur”. In the mid-
1990s, the ecopreneur concept was closely examined by Anderson and Leal (1997), 
Keogh and Polonsky (1998), Adeoti (2000), Larson, (2000) and Kyrö (2001). Their 
works served to form the basis of the modern conception of ecopreneurship. Recent 
additions to this corpus include works by Walley and Taylor (2002), Schaltegger 
(2002), Cohen and Winn (2007) and Dean and McMullen (2007). The literature 
on ecopreneurship is still growing; one of the most influential papers is by Schaper 
(2002) who discusses how ecopreneurs solve environmental issues in a sustainable 
manner. Under ecopreneurship, every product, service, organisation or technology 
must address an environmental issue as well as allow for sustainable economic growth 
and development (York, O’Neil, & Sarasvathy, 2016). 

The practice of ecopreneurship does not necessarily demand for the creation of a 
brand-new venture. Finding an innovative way of managing existing organisations in 
order to enhance social wealth can also be a form of ecopreneurship (Zahra, Gedajlovic, 
Neubaum, & Shulman, 2009). Ecopreneurship may be practised by a person or a 
group of persons, who create some form of environmental value which is attained 
through actions (Schaper, 2002). The creation of an environmental value may refer 
to attaining “environmental protection, social mobility, reduction of environmental 
exclusion, social innovation leading to social and environmental sustainability and 
even societal transformation” (Hill, Kothari, & Shea, 2010). This provides us a 
holistic understanding about the perpetual intentions and range of activities that 
these hybrid organisations undertake. Further, the main concern for ecopreneurs is to 
achieve low-impact commercial operations, maintain environmental resource-based 
local employment and protect the local culture. These ventures address the problems 
of both environment and social values (Altinay, Sigala, & Waligo, 2016). As stated 
before, ecotourism is a recent field in the tourism industry, while ecopreneurship is a 
new sector in the social business industry. These two sectors are capable of alleviating 
environmental and social problems especially related to nature, tourism and local 
communities in order to promote sustainable development.  Anecdotal evidence 
shows that this trend is quite evident in the society. However, research in these 
areas is scarce, specifically in assessing the various processes involved in enhancing 
community participation in such endeavours and understanding their contributions 
to sustainable development. 
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Ecopreneur Initiatives for Ecotourism Development

In identifying the potential values of ecopreneurship for ecotourism development 
from the perspective of local communities, it is worth noting that ecotourism 
and community development are not new concepts. Community-based tourism 
approaches consider alternative approaches to prevent the mass tourism model 
(Aquino, Lück, & Schänzel, 2018). These approaches have been intended to create 
a sustainable tourism industry (Manyara & Jones, 2007; Okazaki, 2008). When it 
comes to ecotourism, Richards and Hall (2003) opined that communities are one 
of the basic reasons for tourists to travel, to experience their way of life as well as 
to learn how they shape the natural landscape. Hence, it is necessary to consider 
communities while undertaking any planning related to the development of tourist 
destinations. Further, active participation in decision-making has some economic 
benefits for local communities (Stone & Stone, 2011; Richards & Hall, 2003). 
However, this is difficult to put into practice in many developing countries because 
of various cultural barriers. Unless local communities are empowered and participate 
fully in decision-making as well as take ownership of tourism development activities, 
tourism will not affect their values and will less likely generate sustainable outcomes 
(Ansari, Munir, & Gregg, 2012). Thus, both ecotourism and ecopreneurship operate 
in a similar fashion when it comes to addressing the needs of communities and 
requiring their participation in the decision-making process. 

According to Stronza (2007), community participation in ecotourism 
development following the principles of sustainable tourism development, creates 
better opportunities for local communities to gain more benefits. Moreover, those 
benefits need not always be financial. Often the intangible benefits of skillset 
development, increased confidence, growing trust and ownership of the destination 
may be of greater value to the community and environmental conservation (Ansari 
et al., 2012). Perhaps the most efficient opportunity for local communities is 
through employment and income generation from the ecotourism industry itself. 
Besides employment, other benefits of ecotourism include diversification of the 
local economy, increased market share for local agriculture and  products as well 
as improved accessibility of the destination. According to Tosun (2000), local 
communities can become involved in various development stages of the ecotourism 
destination and in acquiring knowledge about the environment. 

Over the decades, sustainability has become increasingly important to scholars 
of tourism. However, the debate on how the sector engages with the concept and its 
inextricable link to sustainable development is still ongoing. Tilley & Young (2009) 
have suggested that sustainable tourism incorporates most of the key features of 
sustainable development and leads to entrepreneurship in all resources in such a way 
that it fulfils economic, social and environmental needs while safeguarding cultural 
integrity, essential ecological processes, biological diversity and life support systems 
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(Hall, 2010). As a result, the concept of sustainability has become a mediating 
term between economic and political differences and between environmental and 
development lobby groups, a bridge between the fundamentally opposed paradigms 
of eco- and anthropocentrism (Wearing & Neil, 2009). Most scholars agree that 
ecotourism development requires traditional business values, marketing, finance, 
human and capital needs and more importantly, fulfils social and environmental 
goals (Coria & Calfucura, 2012; Das & Chatterjee, 2015).

Parker and Khare (2005) stated that while entrepreneurs may not have this 
requirement, in order to succeed, ecotourism organisations must be familiar with 
other activities. In addition, well-managed entrepreneur/ecotourism business 
operations can help to restore degraded ecosystems (Moswete & Thapa, 2015), 
conserve ecosystems (protection of wildlife species) (Lambooy & Levashova, 2011), 
improve infrastructure (Sahoo, 2019), provide local communities with economic 
well-being (Silajdžić et al., 2015) and preserve the sociocultures of indigenous 
communities (Moswete & Thapa, 2015). However, in order for local communities 
to acquire the full advantages of ecotourism activities, ecopreneurs need to raise 
their awareness on environmental conservation and understanding of ecotourism 
business principles (Moswete & Thapa, 2015).  Thompson, Gillen, & Friess (2018)  
highlighted the following sustainable tourism principles that ecopreneurship should 
apply:

•  Finding good ecological destinations for ecotourism operations 
•  Identifying and involving stakeholders for destination development 
•  Generating sufficient income for stakeholders and conservation activities
•   Providing environmental education for local communities and ensuring that 

the destination is economically sustainable   
•  Preventing overtourism
•  Ensuring the participation of local communities in destination development

Adherence to these policies,  may prove difficult for businesses and there may be 
high chances of failure, but if entrepreneurs follow these principles, the prospect for 
long-term sustainability improves (Parker & Khare, 2015). In the past, ecopreneur 
ecotourism ventures have proved capable of promoting environmental conservation 
along with community empowerment and preservation of cultures within ecotourism 
destinations. 

Methodology

Case Study

Thrikkaipetta is a picturesque village associated with Kabani Eco-Tours, an ecotourism 
society, in the hilly district of Wayanad, in north Kerala. Located in the middle of 
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rolling hills and at a moderate altitude, climate in this village is pleasant throughout 
the year. With the Manikkunnu hills and endless paddy fields as a backdrop, this 
place calms the mind with its many shades of green. This village is also well-known 
for its spiritual tourism, rich folklore, and numerous art and crafts. It is also an 
ornithologist’s paradise with more than 140 winged beauties. Additionally, one can 
find a wide variety of crop and spice plantations here including pepper, coffee, tea, 
cardamom, nutmeg, areca nut, etc.

Kabani manages a number of family networks, which has positively impacted on 
many villagers’ lives. Tourism revenue is shared between service providers (guides, taxi 
drivers, etc.), administrators, and a village development fund monitored by a village 
committee. Moreover, this organisation collaborates with another local organisation 
called Uravu Eco Links to provide better service to tourists as well as local communities. 
This organisation chose to focus on ecotourism because of the region’s large potential 
tourism market. In addition, two other development projects were adopted: organic 
agriculture and renewable energy. The establishment of this organisation was meant 
to introduce and experiment with market-based mechanisms as alternative means for 
promoting economic development and conservation in this economically impoverished, 
but biologically rich region of the Wayanad wildlife sanctuary.

 
Figure 1. Location of Thrtikkaipatta
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Sampling and Data Collection

This study adopted a quantitative approach to compare the development of 
ecotourism during the pre- and post-establishment period of Kabani. The researcher 
selected an Indian ecopreneur organisation as a study subject for three reasons. Firstly, 
India has the highest number of entrepreneur activities in different business sectors 
as reported by Asoka Foundation (Kummitha & Majumdar, 2015). Secondly, there 
is a significant growing demand for ecotourism destinations among domestic and 
international tourists in India (Das & Chatterjee, 2015). Thirdly, there is shortage 
of ecopreneur initiatives in India due to the lack of awareness about environmental 
entrepreneurial business activities (Kummitha, 2020a). The study was conducted 
in Thrikkaipetta, which is a picturesque village associated with Kabani. India is a 
developing country with most of the ecotourism destinations overseen by its Ministry 
of Tourism (Hannam, 2004). However, there are only a few destinations in India 
managed by entrepreneur organisations.  

A systematic sampling method was used to identify and select respondents for this 
study. A semi-structured survey questionnaire was administered to local community 
members (n=296). The researcher stayed in a community home lodging for two 
months from November to December 2017 for the fieldwork. During that period, 
the researcher also spent some time visiting touristic attractions. In the course of the 
fieldwork, the researcher also observed and mingled with the villagers in many formal 
and informal events of their everyday lives. For instance, the researcher observed 
several types and forms of facilities for tourism, and the daily activities of the local 
communities. He also joined in a number of traditional events, nature walks with 
tourists, and environmental conservation programs with local communities. The 
questionnaire was designed to investigate five different aspects based on the work 
of past literature, namely destination development, economic development (Choi 
& Sirakaya, 2006; Lee, 2013), environmental conservation (Lee & Hsieh, 2016; 
Moswete & Thapa, 2015), infrastructural development (Kanwal, Rasheed, Pitafi, 
Pitafi, & Ren, 2020) and sociocultural preservation (Choi & Sirakaya, 2006; Lee 
& Jan, 2019). A total of 32 items were used to determine the local community’s 
perception about the development of ecopreneur tourism for previous and current 
scenarios as adapted from Muresan et al. (2016). The items were measured using a 
3-point Likert- type scale with the following values: 1– disagree, 2– neutral, 3– agree. 
Data were collected from 296 local community members employed by Kabani. The 
response rate was 100% with all 296 questionnaires completed. 

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the demographic profile of the study sample. 
Cronbach’s alpha and factor analyses were also conducted using SPSS software version 
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25. An exploratory factor analysis was performed using linear structural relations 
to validate the data. The study model was deemed fit to determine the reliability 
of the factors: destination development, economic development, environmental 
conservation, infrastructural development and sociocultural preservation. The 
difference between pre-development and post-development periods were analysed 
using paired t-tests to assess the statistical significance difference based on the selected 
five factors.  

Results

Demographics

The sample demographics are presented in Table 1. Based on the results, there were 
more males (64.4%) than females (35.6%). The youngest community member was 
19 years old and the oldest was 62. Within the age group, 17.1% belonged to the 15–
25 age group and the 25–40 age group is considered to be the largest within the local 
community, forming 40% of the total sample. The 40–50 age group is considered to 
be the second largest with 26.7% of total respondents. Those 50 years old and above 
are considered to be the oldest representing 16.2% of the total sample. Concerning 
education level, most of the respondents had completed high school (43.3%) and 
30% of the respondents had completed school. The remaining 26.7% respondents 
had no formal schooling indicating a significant education gap in rural areas. 

The annual household income reported was less than 500 Euros (30000 INR) 
(52.2%), 500–850 Euros (30000-60000 INR) (32.5%), and more than 1000 Euros 
(75000 INR) (15.5%), while the average family number was 3.7 members. It can 
be deduced that the local communities were less educated, with low annual income. 
This suggests that ecopreneur organisations could not provide enough employment 
opportunities for the local communities due to limited social resources. Literacy 
levels also posed another problem to the development of local communities.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of respondents (N=296)

Variables          %

Gender

Male 64.4
Female 35.6
Status

Married 20
Single 78.9
Others 1.1
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Variables          %

Age

15-25 17.1
26-40 40
41-50 26.7
>51 16.2
Educational Qualifications

School 30
High School 43.3
Illiterate 26.7
Annual Household Income

<30000 INR 52.2
30000-60000 INR 32.2
> 75000 15.5

Exploratory Factor Analysis

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated to evaluate the internal consistency of the 
variables: Destination development, Economic development, Environmental protection, 
and Sociocultural preservation. The results obtained were .816, .883, .678, .873, 
and .887 for the pre-development period and .789, .855, .710, .780, and .867 for 
the post-development period. Accordingly, all the collected data were considered 
acceptable which indicates that all the items are internally consistent (Gliem & 
Gliem, 2003).  

First, the suitability of the data was assessed through an exploratory factor analysis 
on the 32 statements related to ecopreneur organisational strategies for ecotourism 
development during the pre- and post-establishment periods. KMO Bartlett’s test was 
conducted to verify the normality and significance of the conducted analyses and it was 
found to be highly significant (approximate X2 =2553.381, df= 496, p<0.05). Bartlett’s 
Test of Sphericity (X2 = 88.043) and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin’s (KMO) overall measure of 
sampling (0.55), indicate that the data were suitable for using factor analysis (Tabachnick 
& Fidell, 2001).

Factor analysis with a principal component approach and variance rotation was 
conducted using 32 statements for the periods before and after the establishment 
of the ecopreneur organisation. For the pre-establishment period, the five aspects 
accounted for 71.76% of total variance, that is, 47.57%, 8.75%, 6.03%, 4.46% 
and 4.26%. The same five factors for the post-establishment period accounted for 

Table 1 (con’t)
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48.81% of the total variance, explained as 22.15%, 8.83%, 6,95%, 5.48%, and 
5.40%. Data with commonalities ranged from (.514 to .862) for both periods. 

Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis 
Pre-establishment period Post-establishment period

Eigenvalue Cronbach
alpha 

Factor
Loading

Eigenvalue Cronbach
alpha

Factor
Loading

Destination Development  5.008 .816 4.002 .798

Development of ecotourism 
activities
Development of parks and 
convention centres
Organizing festivals and events
Development of tourism service 
(marketing, travel agencies)
Development of accommodation 
facilities
Entertainment activities
Development of restaurants

608

.668

.714

.730

.618

.799

.460

.748

.729

.544

.739

.794

.306

.855

Economic Development 1.885 .883 2.059 .855

Standard of living in the village
Creation of job opportunities for  
the community
Quality of life of local communities 
Cost of living in the destination
Property values at the destination
Small-scale entrepreneur business 
activities for local communities
Implementation of home stay 
facilities 

.760

.731

.870

.864

.861

.511

.729

.601

.807

.800

.701

.820

.774

.767

Infrastructural Development 1.598 .787 1.892 .710

Construction of new 
accommodation facilities
Improvement of public transport
Constriction of campsites for 
tourists
Constriction of toilet faculties for 
tourists and local communities
Appearance and cleanliness of the 
area
Development of tourism services

.811

.840

.639

.859

.584

.729

.722

.788

.733

.637

.574

.723

Environmental Conservation 1.091 .887 1.373 .867

Environmental conservation
Ecosystem awareness amongst local 
communities 
Protection of wildlife resources
Waste management at the destination
Amount of flora and fauna at the 
destination

.867

.849

.835

.706

.828

.876

.841

.569

.824

.807
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Pre-establishment period Post-establishment period

Eigenvalue Cronbach
alpha 

Factor
Loading

Eigenvalue Cronbach
alpha

Factor
Loading

Sociocultural Preservation 1.091 .887 1.373 .867

Safety and security at the 
destination
Destination relation between local 
communities and tourist     
Understanding of different people 
and cultures  
Conservation of local cultural assets  
Quality of the public service 
availability (Police, fire protection 
and education)
Health and medical service 
availability
Development of local art and crafts 
in local communities 

.854

.879

.677

.827

.817

.855

.865

.788

.758

.806

.797

.761

.830

.674

Correlation Matrix

A correlation analysis was conducted on the factors. The results for bivariate correlations, 
means, standard deviations and the number of items per multi-item-constructs are 
presented in Table 3. The mean and standard deviation for destination development, 
economic development, infrastructural development, environmental conservation and 
sociocultural preservation before Kabani was established ranged from 9.38 to 13.22 
and 2.311 to 3.335, respectively. While for the period after Kabani was established, 
the mean and standard deviation ranged from 12.14 to 18.27 and 1.195 to 2.288, 
respectively. These results confirm that more beneficial tourism development took place 
after the establishment of Kabani. Also, the results show that each of the construct is 
positively and significantly correlated with each other. 

Table 3. Correlation matrix, mean and standard deviation

Pre-establishment of Kabani Post-establishment of Kabani

Factors PrDD                                        PrED PrID PrED PrSC PoDD PoED PoID PoEC PoSC

Destination 
Development

1.00 1.00       

Economic 
Development 

.755**  1.00 .288**      1.00

Infrastructural 
Development

.550**  .641**  1,00 .327**    .577**   1.00

Environmental 
Conservation                                                                          

.749**  .813**  .661**  1.00 .089      .225*     .243*     1.00

Table 2 (con’t)
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Pre-establishment of Kabani Post-establishment of Kabani

Factors PrDD                                        PrED PrID PrED PrSC PoDD PoED PoID PoEC PoSC

Sociocultural 
Preservation

.719**  .810**  .604**  .855**  1.00 .106      .612**      .447**   .307**  1.00

Mean 13.22 12.56 10.67 9.38 12.78 18.27    16.48   15.22 12.14                 18.17

Standard Deviation                                                                                 2.672 2.968 3.335 2.311 2.892 1.648     2.288   1.785  1.195 2.268

Note:                    
* Correlations significant at the .05 level (two-tailed).
** Correlations significant at the .01 level (two-tailed).
PrTD, PrED, PrID, PrEC, PrSC = Pre-establishment factors: destination development, economic 
development, infrastructural development, environmental conservation, sociocultural preservation                              
PoTD, PoED, PoID, PoEC, PoSC = Post-establishment factors: destination development, 
economic development, infrastructural development, environmental conservation, sociocultural 
preservation.                              

Paired Sample t-test

The data were also subjected to the SPSS paired sample t-test because past research has 
shown that entrepreneurial support towards ecotourism development was identified 
as destination development, which was one of the influencing factors for ecotourism 
(Soenarto Rahmawati, Suprapti, Handayani, & Sudira, 2018). Environmental 
conservation is considered a main factor for ecopreneurs’ business strategy for 
sustainability (Lambooy & Levashova, 2011). Further, infrastructural development 
was identified as another important factor of ecotourism development (Khangarot 
& Sahu, 2019) which provides local communities with economic development, 
(Silajdžić et al., 2015) and also, the preservation of indigenous communities’ 
sociocultural heritage (Moswete & Thapa, 2015). The results of the paired sample 
t-test are presented in Table 4. The values derived for the pre-development and post-
development periods for the five variables demonstrate significant differences in 
terms of local communities’ perception.     
 
Table 4. Paired sample t-test analysis of pre- and post-establishment periods of ecopreneurial 
ecotourism development  
Paired sample t-test Status Mean Std. Deviation t-value Sig.

Tourist attraction 
Development

Before 13.22 2.672
−20.114 .000

After 18.27 1.648

Economic Development
Before 12.56 2.968

−16.989 .000
After 16.46 2.888

Table 3 (con’t)
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Paired sample t-test Status Mean Std. Deviation t-value Sig.

Infrastructural 
Development                                                                          

Before 10.67 3.335 −13.311 .002
After 15.22 1.785

Environmental 
Conservation                                                                          

Before 9.38 2.311
−11.372 .013

After 12.14 1.195
Sociocultural
Preservation    

Before 12.76 2.892
−18.127 .000

After 18.17 2.628

Discussion

Previous studies suggest that ecopreneurship is an effective business model for the 
sustainable development of tourism destinations (Aquino et al., 2018; Silajdžić et al., 
2015; Dahles, Khieng, Verver, & Manders, 2020). However, no study has compared 
the pre-establishment and post-establishment periods of ecopreneur organisations 
in terms of tourism development, from the perspective of local communities. Five 
aspects such as destination development, economic development, environmental 
conservation, infrastructural development and sociocultural variables were compared 
for this study. 

According to Manyara and Jones (2007) and Soenarto et al. (2018), local 
communities’ perception on ecotourism development depends on the time period 
selected for study. They are mostly concerned about economic benefits which 
is considered as a vital factor for their involvement in tourism (Lee & Jan, 2019; 
Nyaupane, Morais, & Dowler, 2006). The results of this study demonstrate that the 
economic condition of the local communities after the establishment of an ecopreneur 
organisation, in this case, Kabani, is significantly higher than the period before. This 
also means that the destination was attracting fewer tourists before the establishment 
of Kabani. Similarly, employment opportunities such as tourism services and quality 
of local living conditions were very low. García, Vázquez, and Macías (2015) observed 
that when destinations offer low-quality or inappropriate tourism services, tourist 
flow to the destination will be affected. This eventually leads to unemployment and 
terrible economic conditions. The local communities’ perception about tourism were 
positive for the period after Kabani was established, as indicated by the empirical 
data on the implementation of socio-economic improvement projects. The projects 
included homestay programs, which provided jobs to local communities and offered 
better services to tourists. Thus, ecopreneurship changes the economic conditions of 
local communities.   

Findings also demonstrate that before the establishment of Kabani, local 
community involvement in tourism activities was minimal. At times, tourism activities 
do not take into account local sociocultural values and protection of local cultures 

Table 4 (con’t)
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(Abukhalifeh, & Wondirad, 2019), causing environmental issues and straining the 
relationship between local communities and tourists, which in turn raise safety and 
security concerns at destinations (Goodall & Stabler, 2002; Mathew & Sreejesh, 
2017). However, empirical results show that after the establishment of Kabani, 
sociocultural conditions significantly improved because Kabani conducted awareness 
programmes to local communities which helped to preserve their cultural legacies. 
This confirms that the ecopreneur organisation contributes to the preservation of 
sociocultural values in the development of ecotourism destinations.

Similarly, with regard to environmental conservation, before the establishment 
of Kabani, local communities did not have proper knowledge about environmental 
conservation (Fiallo & Jacobson, 1995); moreover, most of the local communities 
depended on forest resources to sustain their livelihood. While the Indian 
government does conduct awareness programs to protect the wildlife (Sekhar, 2003), 
local communities still depend on wildlife resources due to high unemployment, low 
wages and agricultural crises (Nasi et al., 2008). Findings reveal that environmental 
conservation after the establishment of Kabani significantly improved. This 
corroborates with previous studies on ecopreneurship and environmental 
conservation (Swan & Morgan, 2016; Schaper, 2016). Local communities positively 
embraced environmental conservation values because Kabani frequently conducted 
environmental conservation programs with local communities and initiated waste 
management projects. Thus, local communities slowly and surely changed their 
perception of environmental resource conservation and protection of wildlife 
resources (Swan & Morgan, 2016). Thus, Kabani facilitates conservation monitoring 
activities for better sustainable development.

Findings also show that there is a significant relationship between destination 
development during the pre-establishment period and post-establishment period. 
Silajdžić et al. (2015) suggested that ecopreneurs expect support and contributions 
from the government and NGOs to develop infrastructural facilities at tourism 
destinations. However, both developing and underdeveloped governments tend 
not to support entrepreneurship activities, especially those that concern the  
environment and local communities.  Thus, Kabani reinvests its profits to develop 
the destination, even without government support. This involves local communities 
in tourism planning and development activities (Nicholas, Thapa, & Ko, 2009). 

Overall, this study’s findings indicate that after the establishment of Kabani, 
the positive community perception increased for tourism development, specifically 
for economic conditions, environmental conservation, destination development, 
infrastructural development and sociocultural preservation. The empirical results also 
suggest that the development status for all these five aspects improved significantly 
after Kabani was established. 
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This study compared ecotourism development in two periods; before and after 
the establishment of Kabani. Diedrich and García-Buades (2009) highlighted that 
the perception of locals on eco-tourism in developing countries can be used as a 
strong indicator for forecasting the future development of an ecotourism destination. 
Lee and Jan (2019) who compared local communities’ perceptions about tourism 
development between three different periods found that the perceptions differed 
between the developmental period and the involvement period. Thus, the insights 
from the present study can be used to monitor the sustainable development of 
ecotourism destinations. The conditions before and after the establishment of 
ecopreneur organisation can help set managerial strategies and goals to improve 
an ecotourism destination and obtain the support of local communities towards 
sustainable tourism development.  

Conclusion

The findings of the study suggest that ecotourism development in rural areas could be 
achieved through different entrepreneurship strategies. Further, local communities 
believe ecopreneur organisations are well equipped in carrying out the sustainable 
development of a destination.  Although environmental development is considered 
the most important aspect for sustainable development, it should be noted that 
ecopreneurs also give importance to conservation of natural resources as well as 
provide environmental education and awareness programmes to local communities. 
On the other hand, they advocate for reduced mass tourism. Ecopreneurs also 
improve the quality of life of local communities through economic development of 
the area, which in turn leads to employment opportunities for local communities. 
Furthermore, local communities benefit from alternative recreational activities and 
the improvement of infrastructure at the destination.   

Looking at the pre-establishment period of Kabani, local communities focused 
on economic benefits from tourists and depended on wildlife resources. In contrast, 
in the post-establishment period, entrepreneurs helped distribute the economic 
benefits in the communities by providing tourism-related jobs, educating about 
environmental conservation, promoting tourism and hospitality services such 
as homestay programs, ecotourism services, local cuisine as well as arts and crafts 
products. Furthermore, ecopreneurs developed the destination by using local natural 
resources, for example, bamboo houses for tourist accommodation. In this regard, 
ecopreneurs play an important role in educating and reminding tourists and local 
residents of their environmental responsibilities. Also, carrying capacity and other 
issues related to environmental conservation and sustainability should be closely 
monitored. Additionally, Lee and Jan (2019) suggested that tourism development 
activities (like play zones, pubs, and festivals) should be kept separate from residential 
areas. In this way, disruption to residents’ daily lives by tourism can be avoided 
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or kept minimal. This study concludes that the perceptions of local communities 
on Kabani’s entrepreneurial strategies for ecotourism development improved after 
the establishment the organization. This and other insights from the study imply 
that ecopreneur organisations provide better sustainable tourism services. Future 
research can expand on this study by exploring tourist perceptions about ecopreneur 
organisations and how these organisations can develop ecotourism destinations 
without affecting natural environmental resources.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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