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Introduction

Recently, destination design has emerged as a prominent area in tourism 
 research, with the literature focusing on exploring various concepts, percep-
tions and factors related to destination management (Dredge, 1999; Matsumoto 
et al., 2012; Fesenmaier and Xiang, 2017). Destination design can contribute to 
socio-economic improvements and environmental sustainability in tourist des-
tinations (Dredge, 1999; Clark et al., 2009; Paget et al., 2010). Design science 
in tourism is explicitly focused on developing new artefacts for enabling tourism 
managers to create innovative processes, systems and places (Fesenmaier and 
Xiang, 2017). Most designers have outlined the primary stages of design in tourism, 
which begins with understanding and discovery, progressing to proposing solu-
tions, and finally to evaluation and redesign (Fesenmaier and Xiang, 2017). The 
factors considered in a destination design are those that ‘can enhance the appeal 
of the core resources and attractors, strengthen the quality and effectiveness of 
the supporting factors and resources and best adapt to the constraints imposed by 
the situational conditions’ (Crouch and Ritchie, 1999, p. 149). Destination design 
and management of resources are complicated, as expectations and impacts vary 
from one destination to the other. The smart design acts as a pathway to relate 
and include all the internal and external participants in the tourism development 
process. The best outcome can be generated through constant, dynamic, innova-
tive methods and engagement with all stakeholders that empower communities 
for sustainable development in a destination (Schaffers et al., 2011).

DOI: 10.1079/9781789246698.0001



6 Chapter 1

The participatory design and bottom-up approach help to explore the 
various socio-cultural and environmental factors that need to be considered 
for a particular destination (Tosun, 2006; Scoones, 2009). The local community 
and local authorities have a better understanding of the positive and negative 
impacts of tourism in the destinations (Choi and Turk, 2011). It is essential to 
prioritize the development plans according to available resources. Directly or 
indirectly, the participatory approach paves the way for better strategies and 
policies for sustainable development in the destinations (Wood, 2002; Tsaur 
et al., 2006). It generates opportunities to enhance economic benefits and socio- 
cultural inclusion through marketing locally produced goods and services. The 
local community, local tourism stakeholders and participating government 
agencies can develop a comprehensive vision about tourism development ac-
cording to the needs and demands of the destination (Reed, 1997). It helps 
to build a common platform for presenting innovative ideas and suggestions, 
solving conflicts and discussing plans for the tourism industry. So, participatory 
design plays a vital role in developing a better conceptual framework through 
a critical review of every aspect of the destination (Timothy and Tosun, 2003).

In brief, the literature shows relatively limited examples of community con-
sultation for participatory tourism development. To address this gap, in a de-
veloping context, this case study in Kerala, India explores the positive impacts 
of community participation on economic, socio-cultural and environmental 
factors through Responsible Tourism initiatives in Kumarakom destination. This 
research evaluates the effectiveness, fundamental elements and conceptual 
foundation of participatory design in the case study destination. The results of 
the case study indicate that participatory design can accelerate local commu-
nity development, innovative initiatives, leadership, employment opportunities, 
demand for local products and sustainable development in the destination. The 
rest of the chapter is organized as follows. Section 1.1 provides a brief litera-
ture review and a description of the case study area and Responsible Tourism 
in Kerala. Section 1.2 discusses the methodology and methods used for data 
collection and analysis. Section 1.3 summarizes and discusses the case study 
findings. Lastly, the final section concludes the chapter.

1.1 Background

1.1.1 Review of literature

Destination design includes the strategic planning and organizing of hospitality 
services, tourist attractions, and cultural and experiential activities along with 
stakeholders in the destination (Hall and Page, 2003; Howie, 2003). Destination 
design is a complex framework as it considers every aspect of sustainable de-
velopment in a destination (Fesenmaier and Xiang, 2017). Fry (2009) defines 
the designing concept as: ‘it has infused every aspect of human conduct at the 
most basic level. – Our built environment, forms of work, modes of transport, 
manufactured products, media, infrastructure systems, and myriad other things 
are all designed concerning use. In actuality, the design is one of the main 
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 operative agents of the social, cultural, and economic functioning and dysfunc-
tion of humanity’s made world’ (p. 25). This holistic definition balances and 
evaluates various aspects and impacts of tourism from the primary level. In the 
context of urban tourism, it considers how the practical and logistical issues are 
managed by local authorities; for example, car parking, street cleaning, waste 
removal, control of crowds and visitors by the police during special events and 
environmental issues (Hall and Page, 2003; Howie, 2003; Fry, 2009). From a 
management perspective, it is defined as systematic planning and implemen-
tation of strategic plans in a tourist destination with management organiza-
tions, destination marketing, human resources and environmental management 
(Ritchie, 2004). In the destination, guests are linked with tourism products, ser-
vices, physical boundaries, tourism stakeholders and host communities (Gnoth, 
2002; Frischhut et al., 2012).

Most of the growing literature and research focuses on expanding destin-
ation management concepts along with sustainable development in destinations 
(Komninos et al., 2013). But the question is how to frame and conceptualize a 
smart framework; from whom we seek suggestions; by whom it should be imple-
mented. Stakeholder theory is an essential component of effective destination 
design as it emphasizes the well-being of internal and external stakeholders 
in the destination (d’Angella and Go, 2009; Dwyer et al., 2009). Participatory 
design is considered a new paradigm for integrating the activities and tourism 
stakeholders in the tourism destination (Boes et al., 2015). The literature has 
defined three pillars of a smart destination, namely human capital, infrastruc-
ture and information (Komninos et al., 2013). Hence, it is essential to include 
the human capital, namely the internal and external tourism stakeholders, in 
developing a framework in a destination. The participatory approach of tourism 
development is limited in the context of developing nations (Tosun, 2005). The 
significant complexities and difficulties to simultaneously relating tourism and 
local participation in developing nations are: lack of transparency, political 
instability, lack of information and undemocratic exceptional circumstances 
(Tosun, 2005, p. 337). The priorities of a smart destination can be evaluated 
by providing intelligent platforms to gather and distribute information among 
local stakeholders about tourists’ travel experience (Nam and Pardo, 2011). The 
destination design assesses the knowledge about the demand and supply sides 
of available resources in the destination (Del Chiappa and Baggio, 2015). The 
destination design will include an effective and efficient solution for practical 
and logical issues in destinations (Hall and Page, 2003; Howie, 2003).

The direct involvement of local stakeholders and local government can 
accelerate economic development through local community empowerment 
and expanding achievable, sustainable tourism goals (Jackson and Morpeth, 
1999). White (1982) argues that community participation is vital for tourism 
development as it helps to accomplish more results; services can be provided 
at lower cost; and intrinsic value for participants acts as a catalyst for growth, 
creates a sense of responsibility, ensures right ways to implement, guarantees 
the need, uses expertise and indigenous knowledge, and frees communities 
from dependence. Consequently, it helps to generate a sense of responsibility 
among the population and stimulates the implementation of better strategies in 
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the tourism industry. Moreover, planning authorities can estimate and under-
stand the local resources which are available for tourism development through 
consultation with local authorities and communities.

Participation is an instrument to educate and enlighten the local community 
and tourism stakeholders about rules and laws. Participatory design is heavily 
concentrated on developing an application framework or planning a practical 
design with the local community and tourism stakeholders, through reviewing 
the strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats (SWOT) of a tourism destin-
ation (Jackson and Morpeth, 1999). The participatory design should be incorp-
orated with the destination design and management to achieve the competitive 
advantage of sustainable development in destinations.

1.1.2 Brief description of the case study area

India is a tourism hotspot blessed with tradition, cultural heritage, flora and 
fauna, and ancient monuments. The World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) 
estimated that between 2016 and 2026, India will top the list of the ten fast-
est-growing destinations for leisure travel, followed by Angola, Uganda, Brunei, 
Thailand, China, Myanmar, Oman, Mozambique and Vietnam. Kerala is one of 
the states in India at the forefront in the tourism and hospitality industry. Kerala 
enjoys unique geographic features and is known as ‘God’s Own Country’ 
(Pulikottil, 2002; Vasudevan, 2008). Figure 1.1 highlights the location of Kerala 
State in India.

Kerala was formed as a state on 1 November 1956 from Travancore, Kochi 
and Malabar by combining Malayalam-speaking regions and now is divided 
into 14 districts (Ratcliffe, 1978; Franke and Chasin, 1992). Kerala experiences 
a humid, equatorial, tropical climate and lies at a latitude of 8°18′ to 12°48′N 
and a longitude of 74°52′ to 77°22′E (Kore et al., 2016; Mathew and John, 
2016). The total area of the state, which is about 38,864 km2, is only 1.18% of 
the area of India. In 1986 the foreign tourist arrivals were 50,000, and Kerala 
reached a status of 1,096,407 international tourist arrivals in 2018 (Department 
of Tourism, 2018, p. 40). The total revenue from tourism during 2018 showed 
an increase of 8.61% over the previous year. The WTTC has selected Kerala as a 
partner state for enhancing the tourism industry (Chettiparamb and Kokkranikal, 
2012). Kerala’s unique selling proposition for marketing ‘one of the ten para-
dises of the world’ is ABC, an acronym for ‘Ayurveda, Backwaters, Culture and 
cuisine’ (Dhanesh, 2010).

Kumarakom is a destination comprising a cluster of islands that lie a few feet 
below sea level. The village covers an area of 51.67 km2, which is inclusive of 
24.13 km2 of Vembanad Lake. Fishing, agriculture, shell mining and household 
industries are the main occupations. Records from the early 19th century indi-
cate that the area was only sparsely populated. The 2001 census survey showed 
that the population had increased to about 23,000 and the number of house-
holds was approximately 5120 (Department of Tourism, 2007).  Kumarakom 
has been declared a Special Tourism Zone by the Kerala State Government, as 
legislated for by the Kerala Tourism Act, 2005.
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1.1.3 Role of responsible tourism in Kerala

Responsible tourism is about making better places for people to live in and 
better places for people to visit (Cape Town Declaration, 2002). From a dif-
ferent point of view, responsible tourism is not a niche tourism product or 
brand but explains the ways responsible visitation can accelerate and foster 
a sense of responsibility in visitors and local people (Harrison and Husbands, 
1996; Ebitu, 2010). It also focuses on three pillars of sustainable develop-
ment, namely economic, social and environmental sustainability. Responsible 
tourism concentrates on fostering a sense of responsibility by visitors who enjoy 

Fig. 1.1. Map showing location of Kerala (source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:India-KERALA.svg, accessed 4 November 2020).
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the destination and enhancing the trust of local people (Goodwin and Francis, 
2003; Frey and George, 2010). It focuses on inspiring visitors, local commu-
nities and stakeholders in the tourism industry to take more responsibility for 
making tourism sustainable. Responsible tourism is a local movement, being 
developed by different people in different ways around the world based on 
various local issues. It embraces all types of tourism and is focused on results 
(Leslie, 2012; Debicka and Oniszczuk-Jastrzabek, 2014). Researchers have 
studied responsible tourism investigating how it can enhance social sensitivity 
and ethical practices in tourism destinations (Goodwin and Francis, 2003; Frey 
and George, 2010; Debicka and Oniszczuk-Jastrzabek, 2014).

In 2007, responsible tourism initiatives were implemented by the tourism de-
partment in four destinations in Kerala, namely Kovalam, Kumarakom, Thekkady 
and Vythiri, as pilots. These responsible tourism initiatives contributed a better 
picture of the tourism industry with a participatory approach to the destination. 
Kumarakom destination won prestigious awards such as the United Nations 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) Ulysses Award for Innovation in Public 
Policy and Governance (2013), the National Award for Best Responsible Tourism 
Project (2007, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2018), the Pacific Asia Travel Association 
(PATA) Grand Award for Environment (2011), and the World Travel Market 
(WTM) Award for Best Poverty Reduction Project 2017 for the socio-economic 
impacts in the local community (UNWTO, 2017). UNWTO Regional Director 
for Asia and the Pacific, Xu Jing, congratulated Kerala for its successful imple-
mentation of the ‘Responsible Tourism’ model for other tourist destinations. The 
Director also noted: ‘The projects can be included as part of UNWTO’s global 
programmes and the report can be used as a case study for other destinations. We 
are eager to strengthen our relationship and discuss matters of common interest’ 
(Ians, 2017). Kerala’s Department of Tourism has as its primary aim to promote 
tourism to generate employment opportunities, reduce poverty and improve the 
livelihoods of local people. The government had taken initial steps in 2007 to 
constitute a State Level Responsible Tourism Committee (SLRTC) and Destination 
Level Responsible Tourism Committees (DLRTCs) to implement the concept of 
responsible tourism in destinations. The Kerala Institute of Tourism and Travel 
Studies (KITTS) was the nodal agency for responsible tourism initiatives to sup-
port local self-government and tourism stakeholders (Vijayakumar, 2013). The 
responsible tourism project was successful in generating employment opportun-
ities and a better quality of life for the local community. In 2012, the initiative 
was extended to three more destinations, including Kumbalangi in Ernakulam, 
Vythiri and Ambalavayal in Wayanad, and Bekal in Kasaragod. In 2017, a new 
project called Participation for Planning and Empowerment through Responsible 
Tourism (PEPPER) was developed for planning and empowering the local people 
in participating in tourism development plans.

1.2 Research Methodology

The participatory approach and the destination design concept need to be 
analysed by exploring some of the thriving tourism initiatives in destinations. 
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This chapter is based on a case study of innovative initiatives and holistic in-
sights of tourism stakeholders in a destination design. Responsible tourism 
cells are working in four tourism destinations in Kerala, and this case study 
was conducted in the destination Kumarakom. The success stories, awards and 
recognition of Kumarakom highlight the importance of cooperation and par-
ticipation of stakeholders in destination management (Mathew and Kumar, 
2014; Mathew and Sreejesh, 2017). The research adopted qualitative methods 
such as participant observation, interviews and focus groups for data collec-
tion. The data were collected in the period September to December 2017 by 
face-to-face interviews and focus group discussions. The primary method was 
in-depth semi-structured interviews, as this helps to understand and tries to ex-
plain a person’s experience and his/her participation in destination design as 
a tourism stakeholder. The open-ended questions were focused on exploring 
the involvement of the local community in responsible tourism initiatives, the 
socio-economic benefits generation, addressing environmental sustainability 
issues and destination management through community participation.

Moreover, the research also focused on exploring the positive and nega-
tive impacts of participatory design in destination design and how it addressed 
the gaps and expectations of stakeholders in the destination. Twenty-seven 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives of the ‘Village 
Life Experience’ package, hotels and restaurants, responsible tourism destin-
ation cells, local government authorities and local people in the destination. 
The interviewees were identified using a snowballing technique and by making 
initial contacts with tourism-related networks. Table 1.1 provides details about 
the number of interviewees included in each category. Additionally, a purposive 
sampling method was adopted for conducting interviews and focus group dis-
cussions with the local community and employees in boating, to obtain more 
in-depth data on their participation in the tourism industry. The research ques-
tions focused on understanding the contributions of the participatory approach, 
how it helped in destination design and how it helped to address the issues 
in the destination. Moreover, this provides an open space for a brainstorming 
discussion, helping to understand perspectives and insights about the concept 
among tourism stakeholders and the local community. All of the interviews and 
focus group discussions were recorded by tapes and notes and lasted between 
45 and 90 minutes.

Table 1.1. Number of participants from each group (source: authors’ own compilation).

Representation No. of participants

Local government authorities 5
Responsible tourism destination coordinator and local community 7
‘Village Life Experience’ package 7
Safety and security officers in destination 3
Food and accommodation sector 3
Academic field 2
Total 27
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The collected data were coded and analysed using NVivo 12 software. The 
analysis considers the interpretivist paradigm ‘the world of human experience’ 
and ‘participants’ views’ (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006) to recognize the impact 
of participatory design in destination management. The findings highlight the 
positive effects of responsible tourism initiatives on socio-economic aspects, 
environmental sustainability and destination management with participatory 
design. The majority of the participants emphasized that the tourism industry 
in Kumarakom had flourished with the introduction of responsible tourism and 
participatory design in the destination. The following section describes the sig-
nificant findings and positive outcomes of the participatory approach in destin-
ation design in Kumarakom.

1.3 Findings of the Case Study

From interviews and focus group discussions, it is evident that in initial stages of 
tourism being introduced in Kumarakom, the local community welcomed the 
tourism industry with expectations of employment opportunities, income gener-
ation and appreciation of land value. But as tourism developed, the accommo-
dation sector, including resorts and hotels, hired most employees from outside 
Kumarakom. As well, the clustering of resorts on the banks of backwaters was a 
significant hindrance to access by the local community for fishing, shell collection 
and other household activities (Mathew and Kumar, 2014). Hence the local com-
munity started to protest against the tourism industry with strikes and placards. 
In 2007, a responsible tourism initiative was commenced focused on generating 
positive impacts on economic, social and environmental sustainability. A DLRTC 
was developed to enhance the relationship between the industry and the local 
community to build trust (Venu and Goodwin, 2008; Mathew and Kumar, 2014).

The interviews with DLRTC officials, local community and focus group dis-
cussions provided the details about innovative activities, namely the ‘Village Life 
Experience’ package, homestays, vegetable farming, the vegetable-supplying unit 
Samruthi group, the Samruthi canteen and cultural shows in resorts in Kumarakom, 
which stimulated the potential advantages on rural development of involving 
local communities. Local authorities, tourism stakeholders and the women- 
oriented poverty reduction organization Kudumbashree took steps to implement 
responsible tourism initiatives (Mathew and Kumar, 2014). SWOT analysis with 
a participatory approach helped to reflect the local community perspective on 
tourism to integrate and maximize the positive impacts and minimize the adverse  
effects in the destinations. The focus group discussion with the local community 
helped to evaluate the effectiveness of participatory design in developing com-
munity initiatives with local people and local authorities. In the initial phase 
of developing the responsible tourism framework in 2007, 582 participants 
actively participated in the programme. The participants were from the local 
self-government (n = 45), people representatives (n = 10), partnering hotels  
(n = 135), Kudumbashree office bearers (n = 82), Samruthi activity group (n = 82), 
Kudumbashree micro-enterprises (n = 88) and Kudumbashree cultivation groups 
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(n = 140) (Mathew and Kumar, 2014). The interviews and focus group discussions 
highlighted some of the positive contributions of participatory design, namely 
local community development and women’s empowerment, innovative services 
and activities, local employment opportunities, entrepreneurship, demand for 
local products and sustainable development in the destination. These are 
discussed in the following sections.

1.3.1 Local community development and women’s empowerment

The participants were not highly educated in Kumarakom, most of them based 
their livelihoods on fishing and agriculture. Interviews with DLRTC and SLRTC 
officials provided information about how they identified the obstacles and 
 solutions for destination design. Negative attitudes towards entrepreneurship, 
unawareness of community benefits and insufficient capital for start-ups were 
the main obstacles in Kumarakom for the tourism industry. The tourism de-
partment, government and local authorities undertook initiatives to arrange 
language training, hospitality training classes and awareness programmes 
in Kumarakom to overcome hindrances. In the initial stages, the state gov-
ernment organized KITTS as the nodal agency of responsible tourism. KITTS 
arranged short-duration courses for local people who were interested in the 
tourism industry.

Kudumbashree was an active partner in implementation of the respon-
sible tourism initiatives. Focus group discussions with the local community 
explained that around 1000 women are directly or indirectly linked with re-
sponsible tourism in Kumarakom. The responsible tourism initiatives were also 
focusing on encouraging vegetable farming and homestead farming and started 
a unit for producing vegetables and supplying them to hotel groups to gen-
erate income for the local community. This participatory approach helped to 
generate an optimal platform for creating demand for local products and ser-
vices. Women started to engage in the supply of vegetables and performing 
the traditional art forms in hotels and resorts. Also, ten local women started a 
local ethnic restaurant with the name tag ‘Samruthi Ethnic Food Restaurant’ to 
provide local cuisine to visitors. The awareness programme and the active par-
ticipation of local people in destination design helped to clarify their miscon-
ceptions about the tourism industry. Responsible tourism focuses on addressing 
economic, social and environmental issues and created responsibility among 
all tourism stakeholders in Kumarakom. Many participants suggested that the 
participatory approach made positive impacts on local community develop-
ment and women’s empowerment in Kumarakom:

[the] local community understood responsible tourism is a better system. So, they 
started to engage in the tourism industry.

(Participant 1 – government official)

before this initiative, local people were against the tourism industry because they 
are not getting any benefit from it. With the introduction of responsible tourism, 
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income [was] generated through creating demand for our products and 
opportunities for women to interact with the guests and explain about the culture, 
cuisine, and livelihoods such as coir making, weaving payya, etc.

(Participant 2 – local community)

Government officials mentioned that the participatory approach played a sig-
nificant role in women’s empowerment and entrepreneurship development in 
Kumarakom. The local community and local authorities had arranged formal 
and informal meetings regularly to discuss demands, concerns and expect-
ations of the local community and tourism stakeholders in Kumarakom. The 
participatory approach in Kumarakom helped address some of the significant 
interests and desires of tourism stakeholders and enhance local community de-
velopment along with empowering women.

1.3.2 Leadership and community participation with innovative activities

The participatory approach helps to generate trust between community and 
tourism stakeholders to consider various factors of inclusive development in 
the destination. Kumarakom, the case study destination, is one of the best ex-
amples for showcasing innovative activities with the involvement of community 
participation. Leadership is a significant factor that contributed to the success 
of the responsible tourism framework in Kumarakom. Several group meetings 
were organized with local communities, local governments and tourism stake-
holders for providing better understanding about the scope of tourism. The 
‘Village Life Experience’ and ‘A Day with Farmers’ packages helped guests to 
better understand the culture and occupations of local people in the destin-
ation. It aided in marketing the rural destination by expanding the scope of 
local culture, enabling guests to experience farming and traditions, to generate 
economic benefits to the local community. These initiatives also paved the way 
for reducing poverty in the rural community.

The interviews and focus discussions revealed that local people took 
leadership to start micro-enterprises and be part of innovative initiatives. The 
responsible tourism framework in Kumarakom also integrated indigenous 
knowledge and traditional occupations of the local community, namely coir 
making, handicraft making, farming and fishing, as tourism products to offer 
guests. Interviews with DLRTC officials provided more clarity about the con-
tribution of a participatory approach. More than 1000 families are directly or 
indirectly linked with responsible tourism in Kumarakom. Some of the activities 
in the ‘Village Life Experience’ package are coir making, coconut tree climbing, 
toddy tapping, fishing with bow and arrow, the weaving of payya, etc. ‘A Day 
with Farmers’ is a package for the guests to understand and experience au-
thentic culture, farming and cultivation of crops. Guests are accompanied by 
an experienced local guide to provide information about the culture and tradi-
tions of Kumarakom. The amount collected from guests is equally distributed 
to the participants in these two packages. The participation of local people in 
the tourism industry helps to increase their leadership and entrepreneurship 
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skills, providing additional income and better quality of life. These innovative 
activities paved the way for better destination design by linking the tourism in-
dustry and the local community. Nearly 2317 participants actively engaged in 
responsible tourism initiatives (Mathew and Kumar, 2014).

The majority of participants suggested responsible tourism was the first pro-
ject which took the initiative to improve leadership skills among community 
members as well as their participation in the tourism industry in Kumarakom:

strengthen our leadership skills through training and awareness classes, supported 
start-up units.

(Participant 4 – focus group discussion – local community)

they actively participated in innovative initiatives such as ‘Village Life Experience’ 
and ‘A Day with Farmers’. It helps to generate employment opportunities, poverty 
alleviation and income by demonstrating their occupation to guests.

(Participant 5 – government official)

The findings from the interviews and focus group discussions clearly illustrate 
that responsible tourism initiatives opened innovative and collaborative projects 
with the local community to provide a better experience to guests through two 
packages, ‘Village Life Experience’ and ‘A Day with Farmers’. Besides, inter-
views with local government officials mentioned the participation of the local 
community as an opportunity to explore the potential economic, socio-cultural 
and environmental advantages of enhancing innovative activities and tourism 
products in Kumarakom.

1.3.3 Employment generation for local people

The local community participation also paved the way for employment gener-
ation in the destination. DLRTCs arranged classes on candle making, handicraft 
making, cooking, cultural arts and paper bag making, as well as language train-
ing programmes to develop skills and confidence to interact with visitors. The 
hospitality industries started to hire local people as employees. The responsible 
tourism project identified around 25 local guides to explain the peculiarities 
and culture of the destination to guests. The responsible tourism project under-
took initiatives to promote employment opportunities to the local community 
in homestays, houseboats, vegetable farming, etc. A directory was introduced 
with responsible tourism, which provides personnel details of skilled, unskilled 
and semi-skilled employees in Kumarakom. This innovative idea provides more 
job opportunities for the local community. The tourism industry partners can 
refer to the directory and make arrangements with the local community when 
there is a need for skilled and unskilled jobs. Moreover, to understand the re-
source availability, the responsible tourism cell conducted resource mapping 
in Kumarakom panchayat. This helped to record the data related to the culture, 
arts, human resources, profiles, etc. Some of the participants emphasized that it 
paved a new outlook to tourism stakeholders to include local skilled, unskilled 
and semi-skilled employees in the tourism industry:
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providing an opportunity for skilled, unskilled, and semi-skilled employees to link 
with the tourism stakeholders in Kumarakom. E.g. more income for local taxi 
drivers, plumbers, electricians in Kumarakom.

(Participant 6 – government official)

1.3.4 Better strategic plans to create demand for local products in 
the tourism industry

The participatory approach helped to generate an optimal platform for creating 
demand for local products and services in Kumarakom. The production and 
procurement of vegetables and other local products in Kumarakom are man-
aged by a separate group called Samruthi (Mathew and Kumar, 2014). From 
the interviews and focus group discussions, it is evident that the participatory 
design encouraged the local community in agricultural farming and production 
of small-scale products in Kumarakom. Interviews with DLRTCs and small units 
highlighted a production procurement system called ‘Samruthi’, which was de-
veloped with different committees to control prices and assure the quality of the 
local products. The Samruthi group acts as an intermediary between the hotel 
industry and local farmers in Kumarakom in the supply of vegetables, candles, 
paper bags, etc. Figure 1.2 illustrates the role of the Samruthi group. Responses 
from participants indicate that Samruthi took the initiative to reduce the gap 
between the local production and supply of local products in Kumarakom:

encourage the resorts to use locally available products such as papaya, coconut, 
banana leaves, candles, paper bags, etc., to support local community.

(Participant 7 – government official)

it helps to create demand for our products and encourage us to start agricultural 
farming. Local government authorities arranged classes on farming, cultivation, etc.

(Participant 8 – local community)

Samruthi
unit

Supplying to
hotels and resorts
in the destination

Procuring local
products such as cloth

bags, paper bags,
candles from local
micro-enterprises

Procuring vegetables
from farmers,

homestead farmers
and Kudumbashree

units

Fig. 1.2. The role of the Samruthi group (source: authors’ own elaboration).
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Interviews with SLRTC and DLRTC officials explained that the significant con-
cerns during the initial stages of the Samruthi group were on assuring product 
quality and fixing prices for local products. The participatory approach re-
solved the problem by developing a price fixation committee and a quality 
assurance committee to check the quality of products. The price fixation com-
mittee is constituted by the responsible tourism cell, the department of tourism, 
Kudumbashree members, hotel and resort representatives, and the grama pan-
chayat. The quality assurance committee represents hotel chefs, tourism cells, 
the department of tourism, Kudumbashree members, the health inspector, agri-
cultural officer and the grama panchayat. After identifying the significant con-
tribution of a participatory approach, a new project called PEPPER has been 
introduced to enhance destination design from the grassroot level.

1.3.5 Encouraging sustainable practices

The concept of participatory design has contributed to some innovative prac-
tices in sustainable development in Kumarakom. From the focus group discus-
sions, it was clear that the local community and the environmentalist analysed 
the negative impacts of the tourism industry in Kumarakom. The responsible 
tourism framework addressed some sustainability issues in Kumarakom through 
awareness programmes and campaigns to conserve natural habitats, control 
water pollution and regenerate mangrove trees. With the clustering of resorts 
and hotels, the number of mangrove trees in Kumarakom was drastically re-
duced, which in turn adversely affected natural habitats, the breeding of fish 
and soil erosion. In the interviews and focus group discussions, the participants 
highlighted that this was identified by the local community in Kumarakom. To 
overcome the adverse impacts, responsible tourism introduced a ‘Mangrove 
regeneration campaign’ in Kumarakom to create awareness among tourism 
stakeholders to conserve mangroves. The local self-government also supported 
responsible tourism initiatives, and around 1500 mangroves have been planted 
in Kumarakom. The bird sanctuary at Kumarakom was declared a plastic-free 
zone to control plastic waste in natural habitats for migrating birds. Many parti-
cipants suggested that the participatory approach contributed to some solutions 
and better practices for sustainable development in Kumarakom:

issues such as water pollution, reduction in the fish population, soil erosion, etc., 
as most of the local community live their livelihoods on fishing and agriculture. 
So, it was easy for them to identify problems.

(Participant 9 – government official)

took the initiative to conserve the resources in Kumarakom through campaigns 
and awareness programs, e.g. authorities will charge fines to guests who drop 
plastic waste and cans in [the] bird sanctuary.

(Participant 10 – local community)

Responsible tourism promotes country boat rides to control water pollution 
and to generate local employment opportunities in Kumarakom. On the other 
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hand, the majority of the respondents highlighted that water bodies became 
polluted with diesel, oils, food waste and plastic waste, which affected fish bio-
diversity, with the expansion of the tourism business.

To summarize, the above findings from interviews and focus group discus-
sions clearly illustrate that a participatory approach can contribute to better 
innovative tourism products and ideas for destination design. Along with local 
authorities, tourism stakeholders and local communities developed a frame-
work that helps to enrich better visitor experiences and destination design. 
Moreover, the case study has assessed perceptions of the local community in 
the tourism industry. Most of the respondents explained that this project was 
successful in Kumarakom as it considered the participation of all the tourism 
stakeholders in the destination. The case study has also attempted to examine 
the perceived equitable distribution of benefits of the participatory approach in 
destination design. It identified the positive impacts, expectations, community 
engagement and strategies adopted for a better destination design with the par-
ticipation of tourism stakeholders in Kumarakom.

Discussion and Conclusions

This chapter helps explore a better understanding of the scope of community 
participation in tourism planning with a case study in Kerala. From the findings, 
it is evident that the introduction of a practical model of responsible tourism 
was excellent, as the local community became a part of the tourism industry. 
Tourism is one of the primary industries which can directly generate employ-
ment opportunities and enhance better livelihoods for residents, therefore 
being considered a ‘passport to development’, so tourism projects need to be 
planned with more participatory approaches and attention (Liu and Wall, 2006, 
p. 169). Some of the significant case study findings indicate that this initiative 
has built confidence among the local community to engage in the tourism in-
dustry. Besides, the responsible tourism initiatives created demand for local 
products, better livelihoods and collaborative projects. These initiatives focused 
on generating positive economic impacts on the local community and building 
trust and group effort with tourism stakeholders. Directly or indirectly, these 
initiatives helped to develop strong links between the tourism industry and 
local people. With the responsible tourism cell intervention, local agricultural 
products were identified that can be supplied regularly to the hotel industry. 
The majority of respondents from the ‘Village Life Experience’ package and 
local community in Kumarakom mentioned that responsible tourism initiatives 
helped the local community to earn an additional income. Some responsible 
tourism strategies promoted the participation of women and minority groups 
through awareness and skill development programmes. However, local commu-
nities and government officials highlighted that the tourism industry contributes 
vast waste and water pollution in Kumarakom. The above findings and quotes 
illustrate that DLRTCs in Kumarakom took some steps to support biodiversity 
by arranging campaigns, raising awareness and encouraging eco-friendly prac-
tices. On the other hand, the respondents also highlighted some areas that need 
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 further  attention, such as water pollution, plastic waste, pesticides, insecticides 
and fish scarcity, considered as significant threats to biodiversity, to control the 
 deterioration of the quality of the environment.

Destination design is essential for tourism growth and the sustainable 
 development of a destination. Human capital, leadership, social capital and 
innovation are considered the four fundamental factors for developing a smart 
tourism destination (Boes et al., 2015). Community participation is regarded as 
a better strategy for identifying underlying factors, demands and expectations 
of tourism stakeholders and the local community in a destination. It helps to 
generate a common platform for the tourism industry, tourism and other related 
government authorities and the local community to develop a better framework 
for sustainable development in a destination. Participation creates responsibility, 
understanding of indigenous knowledge, socio-cultural inclusion, better stra-
tegic plans and sustainable development among tourism stakeholders in the 
destination. In this chapter, we examined the significant contribution of the par-
ticipatory design of responsible tourism in Kumarakom destination. This case 
study also addressed how to overcome those issues such as unemployment and 
poverty, and how to interlink initiatives with the local community in the des-
tination. The participants in the case study highlighted that the tourism industry 
in Kumarakom had flourished with the introduction of community initiatives. 
Participation and integration of the local community paved the way for innova-
tive initiatives, unique tourism products and shaped positive attitudes towards 
sustainable development in the tourism industry. To conclude, the case study 
found that participatory design contributed to local community development, 
employment generation, women’s empowerment, demand for local products 
and innovative practices on sustainable development in Kumarakom destination.

It is also acknowledged that several limitations bind the case study. The crit-
ical limitations are related to the generalizability of the findings and possible 
sample bias. A qualitative approach was used for addressing the research aim, 
which has limitations on the overall generalizability of findings. So, future re-
search should consider quantitative methods for higher levels of reliability and 
low bias of data. However, this case study certainly revealed many future trends 
and some significant findings which indicate we can extend the scope of aca-
demic research towards policies and environmental sustainability for framing 
better strategies. Through analysing natural resource management of tourism 
initiatives, we can help identify better strategies for mitigating environmental 
sustainability challenges and for adaptation actions.
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