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Abstract 

 

Despite the important attention paid by tourism scholars to sustainable tourism 

development in recent years, and being 2017, the International Year of Sustainable 

Tourism for Development, this thesis suggests that there has been a lack of studies 

concerning the significant issue of equity within sustainable tourism in the current 

literature.  

 Therefore, this thesis aims to conduct a critical exploration of the relationship 

between equity and sustainable tourism. In order to achieve this aim, an extensive 

literature review upon the concepts of equity and sustainable tourism was implemented. 

In addition, this study provides findings from a three-month fieldwork undertaken in a 

touristic area in Malawi. The findings suggest that great inequalities of wealth and power 

take place in sustainable tourism. It is argued that a fair distribution of tourism benefits 

means the reduction of the salary gap between the wealthy and developing countries and 

to empower local populations to undertake managing positions.  

 Furthermore, this study suggests that more critical research is needed on the 

relations of power in the tourism field and the fair distribution of tourism benefits in order 

to achieve global sustainability. 

 

Keywords: Equity, tourism, sustainable tourism, sustainability, power, power relations, 

critical theory, fieldwork, fair distribution, wealth, growth, development, developing 

countries, Malawi, social. 
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1. Introduction  

This chapter introduces the topic, formulates the aim and objectives, presents the 

fieldwork and delineates the structure of the thesis.  

 

 1.1. Introducing the topic 

“Welcome to Malawi, Malawi Africa…” sing the kids on my arrival to The Funky 

Cichlid lodge in Cape Maclear, Malawi, while a group of tourists, clap their hands 

and take photos with their smartphones and cameras. After a few songs, the kids pass 

a hat among the audience hoping to collect a few dollars and continue their way onto 

the next venue. 

 This thesis is based on a fieldwork I undertook in Malawi, Africa and it explores 

equity as being one of the main principles of sustainable tourism. With my 

background in tourism studies, I was thrilled to find out how the practice of 

sustainable tourism enhances the welfare of people and ensures that benefits, 

especially in terms of social equity, are fairly distributed among local populations 

respecting and protecting their natural and cultural heritage. In order to carry out my 

research, I got involved in a three-month fieldwork, undertaking the position of 

manager at The Funky Cichlid lodge. I consider that by conducting a participatory 

research with a critical methodology, the voice of the marginalised, impoverished and 

excluded in society can be heard.   

 

 1.2. Background 

A fieldwork took place during July, August, September and October 2016 in Malawi, 

Africa. Malawi is a Sub-Saharan African country where more than 40% of the 

population live below the poverty line and according to the 2016 World Bank stats 

(www.worldbank.org) is claimed to be the poorest country in the world in terms of 

GDP Per Capita. Tourism represented 7.2% of the GDP in 2016 but the agriculture 

sector is still the main source of income for the population. Droughts are lasting longer 

each year which makes it very hard for the nation to rely only on this. Due to lack of 

resources, parents are unable to send their kids to schools and also the poor 

http://www.worldbank.org/
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educational conditions complicate the nation’s growth. Besides hunger and 

malnutrition, people in Malawi also face many other problems such as poor health 

care systems, limited transportation sources, and natural disasters.  

The area of investigation was Cape Maclear, one of the most touristic places in 

the country and where locals interact with tourists every day. I believe that this was 

an appropriate area of investigation for this project, as it showed in one single space 

the great differences in terms of wealth that exist between tourists and local 

communities, and also the different measures being undertaken by tourism enterprises 

to decrease inequalities, if any.  

According to sources such as Malawi-Tourism Association (www.malawi-

tourism–association.org) or Visit Malawi (www.visitmalawi.mw) there is a great 

potential for tourism in Malawi. The tourism industry was unfavourably affected by 

an economic recession in South Africa in 1980s, the source of most of Malawi’s 

tourists. However the country has seen a positive growth in recent years with tourism 

contributing 4.5% of the GDP in 2014 and 7.2% in 2016 and providing 3.8% of all 

jobs (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2017). The country has a lot to offer, from 

safaris to water activities being the main tourist attractions Lake Malawi, high peaks 

such as Mulanje Mountain and the country’s national parks. 

 During my stay, I investigated what equity principles are applied at The Funky 

Cichlid based on participatory observations and dialogues. I have chosen this venue 

as it promotes good practices according to responsible tourism guidelines and has a 

good amount of tourists. In order to carry out this research, I performed the role of 

manager which ensured me a complete integration with the 23 local employees and 

aided my communication with people in the two villages nearby. My findings on 

equity in sustainable tourism are based on the statements of the women and men I had 

the chance to interact with on a daily basis during those three months. 

 The World Tourism Organisation defines sustainable tourism as: "Tourism that 

takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental 

impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host 

communities" (WTO, 2017). In January 2016, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development officially came into force. 

These goals apply to all countries and attempt to end all forms of poverty, tackle 

http://www.visitmalawi.mw/
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climate change and fight inequalities, while ensuring that no one is left behind. 

(Sustainable Development Goals, 2016). But inequalities are evident, at the World 

Economic Forum 2014, Oxfam highlighted that the 85 richest people in this world 

own an accumulated wealth that is equal to that of the poorest half of the world 

population. Each year, developing countries contemplate an increase in numbers of 

international arrivals, which can be seen as a great opportunity for development, yet 

mass poverty persists and has even risen in terms of absolute numbers and percentage 

(Hunt, 2011, p.265; IFPRI, 2009).  

 Thus, despite being considered as one of the fastest growing industries in the world 

and, as Fletcher (2011) puts it, the largest trade of services, goods and peoples that 

humanity has ever seen, I argue here that tourism benefits are not being fairly 

distributed among local populations, especially in developing countries. Due to this, 

I have chosen one of the poorest countries to carry out my research while a potential 

increase in tourism is also appreciated.  

 Therefore, I have come to the conclusion that the use of critical theory is appropriate 

for this study, as the goal of the study in critical inquiry is to critique and challenge, 

to transform, and to analyse power relations. With the use of critical theory in this 

project, I also hope to contribute to an increasing compilation of works in recent 

decades, which Tribe (2007) refers to as “critical tourism”, and is also emphasised by 

Bianchi (2009) as “the critical turn in tourism studies”. 

 

1.3. Aim and objectives 

The aim of this study is therefore to conduct a critical exploration of the relationship 

between equity and sustainable tourism. In order to achieve this aim, two objectives 

have been set which will also help to provide an answer to two research questions. 

These two objectives are:   

 Obj1: to conduct an extensive literature review upon the concepts of equity and 

sustainable tourism and to see how and in what ways equity is implemented in 

sustainable tourism.  

 Obj2: to participate in a fieldwork undertaking the role of manager at The Funky 

Cichlid lodge in Malawi, Africa, for a period of three months, and see how social 
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equity is addressed here. 

The two research questions are:  

 RQ1: What do current literature and critical studies in sustainable tourism reveal 

about equity issues? 

 RQ2: How does equity play out in a particular venue that promotes sustainable 

tourism in Malawi, Africa? 

 

1.4. Outline 

This thesis is structured into six main chapters. This first chapter has introduced the 

topic and formulated the aim, objectives and research questions. In the second chapter, 

a literature review will be conducted. This chapter ends with a problem discussion 

and research gaps. In chapter 3, the conceptual framework is presented. It presents the 

use of critical theory, and also explores three key concepts that shaped the way 

research was done in relation to the objectives and research questions. The 

methodology chapter will present the fieldwork in detail and the participants chosen 

for this study. Further, this chapter will also present the research strategy and research 

methods used, and will conclude with ethical considerations. The fifth chapter of this 

thesis will present the findings obtained from the fieldwork and will create a 

discussion. The final chapter concludes with an overview of the findings, limitations 

and further research. 
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2. Literature Review 

This chapter will present the results of the literature review conducted on the topic of 

equity and sustainable tourism. Furthermore, it will describe the different steps 

undertaken for the collection of information following an inclusion/exclusion criteria 

and identifying critical themes.  

 

2. 1.  Introduction  

As my motivation was to find out more about inequalities happening in the tourism 

field, I have examined previous studies on the subject. This literature review has 

helped me to identify areas which have not yet been acutely investigated or which I 

consider present a research gap that needs to be identified in order to build up more 

knowledge. A literature review is thus one of the first steps in this study and one of 

the longest parts of this thesis. This review compares and analyses peer-reviewed 

academic articles in order to explore this relationship and help to provide answers to 

RQ1: What do current literature and critical studies in sustainable tourism reveal 

about equity issues? 

Back in 2008, the Co-Editors of the Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Bramwell 

and Lane wrote that there should be more research about inequality and its causes, 

and also about equity, two of the key concerns of sustainable tourism (Bramwell and 

Lane, 2008). A few years later, in 2014, the same authors corroborated the need to 

engage with ethical and moral issues. 

 Equity issues within sustainable tourism are addressed in different ways in the 

existing literature. I have chosen to frame this study using critical theory as this theory 

focuses on the analysis of social class, explores power relations, and addresses 

inequalities.  For example, Raoul Bianchi suggests that tourism scholars should 

engage with issues of power, inequality and development processes in tourism, which 

is what he calls “the critical turn in tourism studies: 

 “The critical turn in Tourism Studies is seen as an innovative and substantive 

turning point in enquiry into tourism, which provides a focus for the critique of the 

dominant industry-focused, positivist analytical frameworks in tourism research, thus 

heralding a new way of thinking about as well as engaging with tourism.” (Bianchi, 
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2009, p. 497). 

Equity is addressed in one way or the other in the tourism literature with more 

emphasis on critical works. Authors using critical theory in tourism, the research 

paradigm developed by the Frankfurt School (Adorno, Marcuse and Habermas), have 

increased in the last decade to what Tribe (2008) refers to as “critical tourism”. 

However, the same study showed that there is very limited engagement of tourism 

research with critical theory: 

 “By 2005 the proxy terms were apparent in only 659 research texts out of 

35194 texts in total (1.87%) and even this small number includes instances of double 

counting where one text might contain multiple proxy terms.” (Tribe, 2008, p. 14). 

I have not found more recent findings concerning the number of texts using critical 

theory in tourism research. Although an increase is seen, it seems that positivism 

paradigm still dominates tourism research. Scholars appear to agree on the importance 

of future research on equity in the field of tourism, as being one of the main principles 

in sustainable tourism. This is one of the reasons that motivated me to choose this 

topic. 

 

     2.2. Purpose of the review 

The purpose of this review is to explore what has been written on the relationship 

between equity and sustainable tourism in current literature in tourism studies. In 

addition, to identify research gaps and generate a significant body of literature which 

will serve to support the empirical findings. 

 

 2.3. Design of the review 

This review started in December 2015 intended to identify whether issues of equity 

showed a research gap in current tourism studies. I found that several scholars agree 

that there is a lack of investigation in this area. As Jamal and Camargo (2014, p. 11) 

state: “Concepts of justice, fairness and equity were a fundamental aim of early 

sustainability pioneers (…) but in proliferating principles and developing new 

management techniques, we appear to have lost sight of issues of justice in sustainable 
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development generally, and specifically in sustainable tourism”.  

 The approach to conduct this review does not necessarily follow a step-by-step 

procedure. There exist many approaches to conduct a literature review. For example, 

Randolph (2009) on page 9 outlines two. One is based on Ogawa and Malen’s 

method, which consists of documenting all the steps being taken and follows a vertical 

procedure, where a wide range of information is gathered and then narrowed down 

with data collection to reach the final specific research problem. Another one is 

described on page 10 and is based on the phenomenological method for conducting 

qualitative review, where the goal is to arrive at the essence of the lived experience 

of a phenomenon.  

 This review follows a procedure that starts with a wide range of literature and 

narrows down with a process of collecting information to reach a specific research 

problem. This is similar to the first method described by Randolph (2009), however 

not all the steps are followed in this method, such as step 6: Identify constructs and 

hypothesised causal linkages. This thesis also takes the form of a phenomenological 

research study where findings come from empirical research. In that sense I can align 

this research with a phenomenological method where meaningful experiences will be 

identified in the following chapters.  

 However, the purpose of this research topic is to seek new lines of enquiry, to 

distinguish what has been done from what needs to be done, to establish the context 

of the topic, and more importantly, to seek supporting theory according to an 

established aim and research question. 

 To first find out an overwhelming range of information on this topic, and without a 

criteria set, I started using Google Scholar. According to Coles et al., (2013) Google 

Scholar can be a good starting point to have a broad idea on what is already out there. 

This first glance was made on December 10th 2015, by introducing only the words 

Tourism AND Sustainability AND Equity. The search produced more than 159,000 

results. This was just a first encounter to evaluate the magnitude of my research, and 

to decide if there was enough written about my topic in order to continue with it.  

 The identification of the key words is the first crucial step in selecting what 

literature can be relevant to this study and what literature can be left out. In this second 

search I thought about critical theory and the combinations of words to give me a 



 
9 

 

direction. This time, I added the words: fair*, social justice, development, inequalit*, 

wealth, distribution, benefit*, growth, third world, criti*, capital*, globalisation, 

power, and Marx. I used the following search engines: Emerald Insight, Taylor and 

Francis Online, OneSearch, Google Scholar (see Appendix 1). 

 In this second search, I viewed more than 120 academic articles, and after reading 

the abstracts, I selected 61 for further exploration. By reading the abstract, I saw that 

there was a relationship between equity and sustainable tourism. What I needed to 

create now was inclusion/exclusion criteria to select which articles I was going to 

choose as core articles for this literature review.  

 

 Inclusion criteria:  

- Types of study: qualitative research studies on tourism studies and social sciences. 

- People of interest and area of interest: Strong focus on developing countries. 

- Critical works: Emphasis has been put on those works that have used a critical 

theory framework, such as Tribe (2008).  

- Date of intervention and publication: according to (Coles et al., 2013; Oliver, 

2012) material collected should not be too old. The time range of the articles 

selected ranges from 2002 and 2017.  

- Publication language: English 

- Geographical scope of publications: This section shows an unavoidable uneven 

distribution of what Hall (2013) refers to as the uneven geographies of global 

journal publishing places. Throughout my research, I intended to open up my 

geographical scope as much as possible and include publications from a wide 

range of countries, including developing countries. However, most of the 

research published is from Anglo-Saxon institutions coming from the USA, 

UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and other countries in Europe, creating 

thus a central Western point of view.  

- Participatory and case studies: case studies especially in developing countries 

were also well accepted in this study in order to find similarities with my 

research. 
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Exclusion criteria:  

- Studies being released before 2002 (15 years old) 

- Articles coming from unreliable sources such as independent blogs, with no 

scientific base, or unreliable websites. 

- Sources that did not specifically address the research topic. 

 

Following this inclusion/exclusion criteria and using different keyword 

combinations it was possible to find relevant articles for further study. Using several 

journals, 30 articles were selected for the construction of this review (see appendix 2).  

By reading those articles, three common themes have constantly appeared one way or 

another in the relationship between equity and sustainable tourism those being: Theme 

one: Equity and the distribution of benefits in sustainable tourism; Theme two: 

sustainability issue: development and growth; Theme three:  Power relations in tourism 

 

2.4. Synthesis and analysis  

A literature review does not simply select the literature, classify it into sections and then 

describe it. It does all these steps and also analyses each piece of research literature, 

examines its weaknesses and strengths, and considers the validity of its findings. In 

addition, the review contrasts and compares articles, searching for points of similarity and 

difference. Furthermore, it combines points of view from several authors, looking for 

ways in which these processes can be carried out (Oliver, 2012, p. 75). 

There are various factors which need to be taken into account before making a 

decision on which articles will pass the first stage and be worth reading, and which will 

be excluded. When reading and carefully analysing the articles, a technique based on 

identifying common denominators was chosen for this review, which Coles et al. (2013, 

p.47) describe as Meta-Analysis. 

This method comes from the social sciences and is starting to find its way into 

tourism studies. It consists of a matrix structure, which normally shows the nature of the 

source, whether it is peer-reviewed, its reliability or how often the source has been cited, 
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the methodology of the article and comparison with other articles in the same topic, age 

of publication, and the validity of arguments. 

The matrix can be structured following different personal criteria, depending on 

the nature of the project to develop. In this study, the matrix shows the complete 

information about the article, when it was viewed, the aim and objective/s, methods used, 

results, relevance for my study, nature of publication, and reliability (see appendix 3). 

The reason for the structure of the matrix chosen for this dissertation is for me to quickly 

look for specific similarities and find themes in common which I will be able to use in 

order to develop a rich and consistent body of literature about equity in sustainable 

tourism. Also, to be able to go back to previous articles when needed and find common 

techniques and strategies, as for example, the use of critical theory or participatory 

research studies. 

Thus, by using this technique to find common denominators I was able to identify 

three common themes and I will organise this review according to those three themes, 

which are described in the next sections.  

 

2.5. Theme one: Equity and the distribution of benefits in sustainable 

tourism 

Various studies in this thesis have looked at the fair distribution of benefits in sustainable 

tourism (Adams, 2010; Pepper et al., 2015; Cohen, 2002; Steffen and Smith, 2013; Jamal 

et al., 2010, Bianchi, 2009; Caton, 2012; White, 2007).  Scholars appear to agree that a 

core principle of sustainable tourism development is the equitable distribution of tourism 

benefits, and therefore further engagement is needed. For example, Adams (2010, p.110) 

argues that “… LDC tourism benefits are disproportionately allocated to powerful, mostly 

extra-local actors, while tourism harms fall disproportionately upon poor, local 

individuals”. In this case, the author calls for better equity indicators based on income 

distribution metrics such as the Gini or Thiel indices, and the acceptance for future 

management projects, that inequality is an input, rather than a product, of LDC tourism 

development.  

Similarities are found by Pepper et al., (2015, p.1292), where it is stated that “fairness 

is also a key factor in determining whether employees are motivated by their pay, 
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especially when comparisons are made with the compensation of other team members”. 

The authors emphasise that companies should design incentives that take into account the 

equity considerations.  

While emphasis in most literature is being put on the allocation of economic benefits 

as the central motor of our current model for development, some authors (Pepper et al., 

2015; Jamal et al., 2010; Cohen, 2002) highlight the interrelatedness of tourism impacts, 

environmental, social, cultural and physical, as well as the economic, and should be 

accounted for in any assessment of equitability. As Caton (2012) suggests, the study and 

practice of tourism is now entering a new era, described as “transmodern tourism”. A 

form of experiences that recognises interdependence among humans, and between 

humans and the planet. 

Cohen (2012) similar to Adam (2010), also focuses on tourism development in LDC 

to proclaim that there are problems of equity provoked by restrictions of access to 

valuable sites, in the name of sustainability. Access to these tourism sites is limited to 

wealthier tourists that can afford it, while locals will never be able to enjoy such 

amenities.  

“…there are some countries in West Africa in which local children never had an 

opportunity to see the wild animals for which their country is famous, because these are 

now found only in those wildlife reserves to which they have no access, not for reasons 

of colour discrimination, but because of price discrimination- the rate of a night’s lodging 

in such places may be higher than their parents’ yearly income. Locals are thus de facto 

excluded from visiting some of the most important sites of their heritage”. (Cohen, 2002, 

p.274). 

In a study by Steffen and Smith (2013, p.406), it is proposed that “reducing income 

inequality between countries, and not only within countries, would produce enhanced 

social well-being in both the wealthy and the developing counties, for both biophysical 

and social reasons”, which is also goal nº 10 in the Agenda 2030 for sustainable 

development. However, measures such as the ones proposed by Cohen (2002) or Steffen 

and Smith (2013) require that the developed world must accept lower levels of material 

well-being.  

Literature concerning the interdependence among the environment and issues of 

equity is varied. For example, some authors (White, 2007; Cohen, 2002; Steffen and 
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Smith, 2013) agree that inequalities in income are strongly connected to inequalities in 

the Ecological Footprint, where those with a higher ecological footprint, normally the 

developed world, will suffer less from climate change impacts than those in developing 

countries. This is another example of the interrelatedness of tourism impacts and the 

unequal distribution of tourism benefits. Comparing this to previous arguments made by 

Cohen (2002), it is seen that in order to reach environmental sustainability on tourism 

sites in developing countries, restrictions on the number of visitors are imposed and 

normally negatively affect the vast majority of those who cannot afford the price, which 

again constitutes a problem of equity in the distribution of tourism benefits. 

Authors such as Jamal et al., (2010), reflect studies on inequities that affect the 

cultural well-being of low-income, marginalised, diverse groups in developing countries, 

the central terms in critical studies. Based on a case study conducted in Consumel, 

Mexico, they claimed that more theory building and ethical principles are needed to guide 

sustainable tourism development and marketing with respect to cultural sustainability. “A 

framework for sustainable tourism development and sustainable tourism marketing 

should include a place-based, participatory ethic and principles of eco-cultural justice and 

fairness for the sustainable use and conservation of a destination’s biodiversity and 

cultural heritage” (p.278). Similarities are also found by Bianchi (2009), who states that 

development processes in tourism must acknowledge the significance of cultural 

diversities.  

 

To Sum up 

The fair distribution of tourism benefits seems to be on the current agenda of different 

scholars in tourism and social sciences, and on some international organisations such as 

the United Nations. There is general consensus that further engagement is needed.  

This section has shown that according to some authors (Adams, 2010; Cohen, 

2002, Jamal et al., 2010) tourism practices benefit the wealthy and harm falls 

disproportionately upon the poor local individuals in LDC. These practices include the 

restriction of access to tourism sites such as Cohen (2002) declares, and show the strong 

interrelatedness with environmental aspects such as the fair distribution of the ecological 

footprint as Steffen and Smith (2013) argued.  
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The next section expands on the second main theme of this review, another 

dilemma in sustainability: development vs growth. 

 

2.6. Theme two: Sustainability issue: development vs growth 

Literature in tourism studies concerning the improvement of local populations through 

the activity of tourism as a significant means of development is prominent and varied. 

Discrepancies about the development versus growth nexus are reflected in this section by 

several authors (Schilcher, 2007; Harrison, 2008; Hall, 2007; Hunt, 2011; Hunt et al., 

2015; Fletcher, 2011; Simpson, 2007). The dilemma found here is that on one hand 

tourism has been proven to increase economic growth, particularly in regions and nations 

where there are limited means of financial development, such as rural areas, island states 

or LDCs. On the other hand, tourism benefits from neoliberal policies and tends to prosper 

in an open economic environment that promotes the free flow of labour capital and 

consumers. This means development is based on inequalities and only benefits the 

wealthy. 

 Scholars criticising neoliberal policies in the tourism field vary (Schilcher, 2007; 

Fletcher, 2007; Hall, 2007; Harrison, 2008; Simpson, 2007). For example, Schilcher 

(2007) highlights that while an economic growth-focused tradition may be proved 

successful for levels of absolute underdevelopment, there is an increasing neoliberal 

doctrine aimed at growth per se which in fact aggravate the severity of poverty through 

increasing inequalities between “the poor” and the “rich” and among “the poorest”. 

Another issue stated by the author is that despite the fact sustainable development may 

be the goal for tourism enterprises in developing countries, multinationals employ 

expatriates for high-skills positions, which minimises tourism’s potential benefit to the 

host country’s national economy and results in increased levels of economic leakage. 

 “Multinational tourism enterprises clearly thrive in such an environment (…). 

Being enabled to repatriate profits, import goods from the economic North to cater for 

the international visitor market, and employ expatriates for high skills positions results in 

high levels of economic leakage and minimises tourism’s potential benefit to the host 

country’s local economy- and the poor within it- through linkages and income creation.” 

(Schilcher, 2007, p.171). 
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Moreover, development does not necessarily have to be measured by financial 

benefits or employability indicators as some authors state (Lange, 2004; Simpson, 2008). 

Benefits also include livelihood enhancements, environmental and social benefits.  

 Hall (2007) criticises alternative forms of tourism created to fight poverty, such as 

pro-poor tourism, and demonstrate that although tourism is a huge business and can be a 

tool for development, changes are seen in a small scale and “the big picture” remains the 

problem. The author adds that unless there is a change in the direction of the flow of 

international travel, at least in a macro level scenario, development in developing 

countries will be questionable. This is also demonstrated by Hall and Brown (2008), who 

assert that unless major global structural changes are made, tourism will find it hard to 

become an important element in development and poverty reduction. 

 By contrast, studies supporting neoliberal policies as means for development in 

sustainable tourism can also be found in Hunt et al., (2015). The authors support the idea, 

based on a case study in Costa Rica, that alternative forms of tourism such as ecotourism 

provide better employment opportunities than any other livelihood benefits. In this study, 

it is appreciated that residents greatly benefit from ecotourism activities and from a 62% 

foreign investment in the country. Despite showing that some sort of eco-accommodation 

in Costa Rica can be as high as 400USD a night, which probably generates great profits, 

the article attempts to demonstrate that there is a fair distribution of tourism benefits 

among local population. Tourism, as pointed out by Hall and Brown (2008), will find it 

hard to become a significant element in development and poverty-reduction unless major 

global structural changes are made. 

 

To sum up 

As Schilcher (2007) emphasises, to genuinely target sustainable development requires a 

focus on equity. Instead of growth, international organisations, academics and 

governments need to permit access to strategies and ideas that challenge neoliberalism.  

 There is a need to evaluate what has been done and how effective it was. For 

example, Tallis et al., (2008) reveal that only 16% of the objectives carried out in order 

to alleviate poverty made major progress.  

 Sustainability cannot be reached without taking into consideration equity issues and 
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there is a need for a just and equitable approach to sustainable tourism development.  

 

2.7. Theme three: Power relations in tourism 

Academic research engaging with issues of power in tourism is seen in this review in 

several works (Bianchi, 2009; Tribe, 2007, 2008; Gibson, 2009; Smith et al., 2010, 

Cohen, 2002). For example, Bianchi (2009) argues that despite evidence of exploitative 

working conditions and poor living conditions in a wide range of resorts and destinations, 

material inequalities in the tourism economy and workplace do not appear on the radar. 

Studies on power and inequalities are slowly increasing in what Bianchi (2009) calls “the 

critical turn” in tourism studies. According to the author, the critical turn dares the 

reductive dualism (e.g. empowered-tourist, disempowered-locals) and settles conceptual 

frameworks that have dominated tourism studies’ scenarios for the last decades. It also 

encourages the exploration of tourism as a predominantly cultural arena shaped by the 

relations existing between consumer and producer.  

 Similarities are found in Tribe (2007), who argues that some inequalities in this 

world are so accepted, so taken for granted that people rarely question them, and when 

some researchers embrace these ideas the outcome carries so little effect that they no 

longer become significant. Tribe (2008) clarifies the meaning of critical tourism as a 

current that has emerged and uses critical theory framework with intellectual roots to 

Marx and Hegel in order to investigate power relations occurring in the tourism field. The 

author uses a critical tourism to argue that there are multiple forms of power relations 

beyond the merely economic and other forms of oppression such as for example race or 

gender based.  

 Several writings can be found on how financial investment by those who have more 

can positively benefit local people in developing countries, and this is undeniable. 

However little has been written on how local people benefit from tourism without forcing 

them to be life-time servants of wealthy tourists. Literature concerning this issue can be 

seen in the works of Gibson (2009) and Smith et al., (2010). As Gibson (2009) points out 

the reality for millions of people working for tourism is a life spent serving, performing, 

cleaning and producing goods and services for those who travel. In this, Smith et al., 

(2010) see tourism as a new form of neo-colonialism where the powerful colonising 

countries are reconquering the weak already colonised countries and demonstrating the 
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imposition of power. This article also reflects the idea that sustainable tourism is a tool to 

sustain capitalism. 

 

To sum up 

In order to research the concept of equity and its adaptation in sustainable tourism 

literature, issues of power relations in tourism are reflected here.   

A turn to critical work began a decade ago as what Bianchi (2009, p.486) 

described as: “a quiet revolution in tourism enquiry which seeks to “challenge the field’s 

dominant discourses” and inspire a series of critical “dialogues, conversations and 

entanglements” into the nature of power, discourses and representations in tourism”. 

It is seen here that critical tourism involves issues of power when relations occur 

between tourists and locals as Gibson (2009) pointed out, and even a form of neo-

colonialism as Smith et al., (2010) highlighted. Tourism, as Tribe (2008) argues, is an 

insufficiently critical business and more research is needed in this area.  

 This next section will present research gaps found in the completion of this review 

according to the three themes identified in the relationship between equity and sustainable 

tourism. 

 

2.8.  Research gap 

As previously mentioned, one purpose of this review is to present research gaps. The 

claim of the authors in previous research illustrates the need for further investigation of 

the relationship between sustainable tourism and equity issues.  

 It has been shown that a significant amount of literature in tourism studies has 

engaged with issues of equity in different ways in the last decade. This review has 

examined those ways in which several authors (Bianchi, 2009; Tribe, 2008; Caton, 2012; 

Schilcher, 2007; Adams, 2010; Bramwell and Lane, 2008; Hall, 2007) have related 

tourism practices or new forms of tourism to notions of unequal power relations, uneven 

development and an inequitable distribution of benefits which help to initially answer 

RQ1.  
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   RQ1: What do current literature and critical studies in sustainable tourism 

reveal about equity issues? 

1) Referring to equity and the distribution of tourism benefits, despite being a core 

principle of sustainable tourism development and one of the 17 goals of the 

Agenda 2030 for sustainable development, it is argued that this is a broad issue 

and more specific guidelines and understanding needs to be explored.  

This distribution of benefits can be delivered in many different forms and not 

only economically speaking which has been the main focus during the last 

decades. For example, it has been shown by Cohen (2002) that further research 

needs to be done in terms of equitable access to tourism resources by local 

populations in developing countries. To do this, it is required that a more just and 

equitable model of carrying capacity is implemented, or as some authors also 

suggest (Steffen and Smith, 2013), further research needs to be done towards 

decreasing the income gap per capita between developed and developing countries 

in order to step towards a global sustainability. Theuns (2014) has shown that this 

will be one of the greatest challenges of the 21st century.  

 As it has been demonstrated by some authors (Jamal et al., 2010; Bianchi, 

2009) there is still little attention paid to tourism research about people with low-

income, marginalised or other diverse groups in tourism destinations that in some 

way or another suffer from acculturalization.  

 

2)   I have found in the literature that there is an ongoing debate over the contradiction 

between continual growth and sustainable development, which I addressed 

previously. For instance, Fletcher (2011) has suggested that support of sustainable 

tourism development may play a significant role in the support of inequalities too, 

hence further research needs to be taken along this line. 

Organisations such as the UNWTO stated that “Tourism exchanges benefit 

primarily the countries of the South” (UNWTO, 2007). Hall (2007) calls for 

further research on this presumption since the reality seen by the author is that 

pro-poor tourism initiatives have value to researchers, consultants and businesses 

who benefit economically from that exchange, but countries from the South do 
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not benefit more from this exchange.   

In general, there are accumulating discrepancies about the fact that economic 

growth will reduce development inequalities and this is a point that requires 

further research as some authors assert (Schilcher, 2007; Hall, 2007; Fletcher, 

2011; Simpson, 2007). 

 

3)   Although issues of power and inequalities have been more prominent in the last 

decade, further debate over power relations needs to be added to the list. As 

Bianchi (2011) mentions, despite there being a significant amount of empirically-

driven literature on working conditions within tourism and hospitality industries, 

scarce research has been done on the study of class and labour relations in global 

tourism.  

Moreover, Cohen (2002) suggests, words such as development or 

conservation have been repeatedly used in literature over the past years, however 

the use of sustainability as a tool of power and control over places and peoples 

has yet to be methodically investigated.  

The reality as seen by Gibson (2009), is that millions of people working in 

tourism will spend a life serving, performing, cleaning and producing goods and 

services for those who travel. Gibson encourages researchers to look deeply into 

the unequal power relations produced by this. Smith et al., (2010) adds to this the 

fact that local populations in developing countries are unlikely to experience what 

it is like to travel outside of their environment, therefore serving tourists will 

always be their role. Furthermore, Tribe (2008) calls for more engagement in 

critical tourism, to what Bianchi (2009) refers to as the critical turn in tourism 

studies.  

 

Summary 

Overall, this review has shown three different areas of current tourism studies where there 

is a lack of literature and where authors raise their voices for further exploration and 

engagement. 
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This thesis contributes the initial research to cover the above research gaps and to 

explore a scenario that inspires other researchers to get involved. On reflection, it appears 

that sustainability guidelines are not enough and need a better understanding of what 

being “ethical” is. In this sense, researchers need to gain a critical understanding of “deep 

ethics” and engage in investigation on issues of equity within tourism and sustainability 

(Butcher, 2008; Fennell, 2008; Pritchard et al., 2011).  

Synthesizing the main points, we might reasonably assume that although it is clear 

that tourism brings financial prosperity, the distribution of benefits is not fairly delivered 

among all the stakeholders involved. This is due to a current system which emphasises 

that growth is the way to improvement. It has been shown that more measures of 

development are needed apart from the concept of growth, and that a further investigation 

in power relations in tourism is needed in order to achieve sustainability. This entails the 

engagement with critical pedagogy and explores concepts of power, oppression, or 

inequalities among others.  

Despite some contradictory views, it would seem that the current decade is 

displaying an increasing amount of scholars engaging with issues of equity. The next 

chapter explores the three core concepts of equity, sustainability, and power in order to 

create a solid base for further methodologies.   

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
21 

 

3. Conceptual framework  

After the identification of the three themes described in the previous chapter, this third 

chapter will present the key concepts which will form the base of this research and help 

to provide answers to RQ2: How does equity play out in a particular venue that promotes 

sustainable tourism in Malawi, Africa? 

 

3.1. Introduction 

A conceptual framework "identifies researchers' world views" as Green (2014) puts it, 

suggesting it delineates their assumptions and preconceptions about the areas being 

studied. Previous literature (McGaghie et al., 2001) suggests that the conceptual 

framework "sets the stage" for the presentation of the particular research question driven 

by the investigation reported on the problem statement. As Green (2014) argues, 

"conceptual framework" can sometimes be confusing and even interchangeable with 

“theoretical framework”. For the author, it is a matter of interpretation whether authors 

refer to one or the other. However, there appears to be a general agreement on the correct 

use of these terminologies. Researchers use the term “theoretical framework” when a 

framework is based on theories, and “conceptual framework” when it is based on 

concepts, as will be the case in this study. Nevertheless, theories and concepts should 

complement each other and help with the operationalization of the design.  

Thus, this conceptual framework draws on critical research, identifies, and 

explains the use of the concepts of equity, sustainability and power and the 

interrelatedness among them, being the subject of this study. More concretely, concerning 

equity I want to find out how benefits obtained through tourism are distributed in the 

Funky Cichlid lodge. Also, what equity guidelines this company follows in order to act 

responsibly, how big salaries are among the employees, and among others working 

outside the lodge. Issues on sustainability will be aimed towards finding out how current 

practices of development can threaten the assurance of food, measuring the management 

and development in the area, alleviating poverty, and establishing the interrelatedness of 

sustainability. Regarding power, my main interest is to investigate power relations 

happening at the lodge, how salary differences may influence relations, how the locals 

treat me as a foreigner coming from a northern wealthy country, how education may have 
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an impact on power, and also to see what the role of women is in these power relations. 

                    

3.2. The use of critical theory  

The use of critical theory in this study helps to empower the lives and experiences of real 

people and to bring that into context. It has helped me to identify concepts that will 

constitute the base of this research and it is also the lens that guided me during my 

fieldwork.  

This project is rooted in the social research perspective of critical theory, which 

views society as “the product of the dynamics of power and ideologies that serve the 

interests of dominant groups while oppressing others” (Belhassen and Caton, 2011, p. 

1390). Critical theory interprets the acts and symbols of society so as to comprehend the 

ways in which different social groups are oppressed.  

 “Critical theory teaches that knowledge is power” (Seiler, 2008, p.1). This means 

that understanding the ways one person is oppressed enables her or him to take action to 

transform oppressive forces. Critical theory defends that humans are independent entities, 

capable of self-reflection, and critical questioning. According to critical theory, the 

process of research must include self-reflection, and it encourages much more reflection 

than most of mainstream social science (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p. 175). 

Therefore, I consider that this theoretical perspective is appropriate to carry out the 

fieldwork and help to answer RQ2. 

In order to use critical theory, it is important for me to understand the historical 

context of the creation of this philosophical movement. One of the most important 

influences for critical theory is Frankfurt school, which emerged at the end of the 1920s 

after the First World War. Key names during this period were Habermas, Horkheimer, 

Adorno, Marcuse, Benjamin, or Fromm. (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.145). During 

this highly political period, capitalism in Germany entered a new era, dominated by 

monopoly expansion and an increasing intervention of the Government in the economy 

(How, 2003).  

Inspired by Marxist philosophies, in terms of the critique of political economy and 

the fight of classes (proletariat-bourgeoisie), and by Sigmund Freud and the 

psychoanalysis, this school was neither a department of Frankfurt University nor a 
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political party for furthering working-class interests. Besides, critical theorists believed 

that members of the school could not become politicians since power would transform 

them and take them away from their real beliefs (How, 2003).  

Despite a wide range of perspectives within critical theory, issues of power, 

domination, and oppression are central to this theory: who has the power, who does not, 

and why (Kincheloe &McLaren, 2003). In addition, as it is demonstrated by McGehee 

(2012), the ultimate goal for critical theorists is the emancipation of humans achieved 

“through the exposure of power relations in all circumstances of domination and 

oppression, both subtle and obvious, followed by the application of consensus or real 

democracy” (p. 89). There are several interpretations of the relationship between power 

and emancipation. For intance, Marx capitalism was at the core of the oppression of the 

proletariat.  

Within the tourism domain, the last decade has shown an increasing amount of 

critical research, for example Tribe’s Tourism: A Critical Business; Bianchi’s The 

“Critical Turn” in Tourism Studies: A Radical Critique, or McGehee’s Oppresion, 

Emancipation, and Volunteer Tourism; among others. Authors agree that tourism 

research is taking a “critical turn” where the dominant research is accepting the use of 

critical theory and critical methodology.  

 The use of critical theory for my study is important because I want to explore issues 

of power, domination and oppression happening in tourism. Also, my intention is to 

explore issues of fair distribution of benefits and I consider this to also be related to power 

relations and social sustainability, hence I argue that this theory is appropriate in this 

study.    

 

3.3. The concept of equity 

Equity is a broad concept and embraces several diverse meanings. For example, 

studies on equity are found in financial and management areas, such as Adam’s Equity 

theory which determines, using quantitative measures, whether the reallocation of 

companies’ resources is fairly distributed to all stakeholders (Pritchard, 2004). However, 

this theory does not fit into this study since it follows a positivist ontology and 

epistemology conducted in laboratory settings (Huseman et al., 1987), and thereby has 
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doubtful applicability to real-world conditions.  

During my fieldwork, what I want to find out is how fair the distribution of 

benefits in one specific tourism venue is. In that sense social equity gives meaning to this 

study and refers to the equitable distribution of costs or benefits between groups of people 

or individuals and is a highly sought after ideal in several aspects of society (Klein et al., 

2015).  

Contemporary literature about social equity calls for public administration to 

“attack disparity and advance equity for people in groups that have been, or in the future 

might be, subject to treatment that is inferior, prejudicial, or hostile” (Johnson & Savara, 

2010, p. 281). The study of equity within the social and political context is decisive as it 

concerns with the intervention of the State in the social field and the design of public 

plans (Rizzotto and Bortoloto, 2011). Equity in this sense refers to the issue of distributive 

justice, meaning the socially fair distribution of goods in a community. As Jos (2014) 

argues, administrations are committed to “speak the truth to power”, meaning that public 

service is obligated to support the choice of active disagreement of demonstrably unjust 

policies. This commitment can advance social equity by actively participating, facilitating 

collaborative work and ensuring intra-network accountability. Benefits from these 

measures can vary in lasting ways. First, it may help to build trust between government’s 

administrators and citizens. Second, it may enhance public administration’s legitimacy.  

Failure to recognise perspectives or experiences of stakeholder groups can rapidly 

compromise trust in this fair collaborative process.  

Also, in this fieldwork I am interested in finding out how changes in the 

environment, due to human activities or climate change issues, have an impact on local 

communities. Concerning the success of biodiversity conservation, equity here refers to 

the distribution of wealth, power, and access to resources within a society. As Klein et 

al., (2015) imply, environmental justice and fairness must provide an equitable 

distribution to those groups most affected by conservation interventions or most 

dependent on natural resources for their livelihoods, which is also explored in this study. 

These issues reflect the interrelatedness of social equity between environmental 

conservation and planning. White (2007) adds that equity also addresses the level of 

environmental intensity used by nations which are currently heavy consumers, against 

those who are most affected by the consequences of the nations who possess a high 
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ecological footprint. Also shared by Steffen and Smith (2013) also propose an idea to 

combine social equity with the geophysical planetary boundaries scheme as a means to 

achieve global sustainability. 

 

3.4. The concept of sustainability in tourism 

Among the different meanings of sustainability, my focus on this study is social 

sustainability. I want to find out to what extent inequalities happen in a particular venue 

in the tourism field. Sustainability was first associated with the environmental movement. 

However, sustainability must be treated as a concept that has primarily to do with equity 

across generations. As stated by the Brundtland report, (1987, p.16), “…meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs”. Our long-term capacity of supporting ecosystems is walking on a tightrope. The 

concept of sustainability reveals an increasing awareness of the balance of human needs 

and expectations for today and the future. Sustainability provides a tool to balance a mix 

of environmental, social and economic conflicting demands of modern societies- the so-

called three pillars of sustainability (Stazyk et al., 2016).  

 More recently, the new goals and targets for sustainable development in the Agenda 

2030 that came into effect on January 1st 2016, reflected that people who are vulnerable 

must be empowered in order to reduce inequality within and among countries (Agenda, 

2030). This is also something I intend to investigate during my fieldwork. 

Reducing inequalities will positively affect future generations and will enhance 

the representation and voice for developing countries in decision-making. Yet, how 

should our obligations to future generations be balanced against current expectations and 

needs is a matter of concern. Equity within sustainability, as Stazyk et al., (2016) imply, 

embodies conceptual and philosophical treatments of equality, fairness and justice. 

Fairness in this case would refer to the equal distribution of costs, benefits and 

opportunities in political and social domains. Many individuals in our world today believe 

that our social and political domains are too often unfair. In these domains, fairness may 

be understood as a form of equity.  

The chase of sustainability at a global level is often weakened politically by a 

presumed confrontation between environmental sustainability goals and global equity 
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(Steffen and Smith, 2013). This means that less developed countries perceive that global-

level environmental goals proposed by developed countries may restrict development 

plans to reduce poverty. For example, the nine planetary boundaries proposed by 

Rockström et al., (2009), which are based on the idea that a Holocene-like state of the 

Earth system should be maintained because it is the only way that people know how to 

provide a “safe operating space” for humanity, would be reflected in this controversy. 

Therefore, the solution according to Steffen and Smith (2013, p.404) would be to “posit 

that the coupling of social equity considerations (SE) regarding access to resources and 

ecosystem services to the biophysically oriented planetary boundaries (PB) builds a 

synergistic, powerful basis for working towards global sustainability (GS)”.   

Much criticism has been raised after the Brundtland report in 1987 until today. 

For example, Mowforth and Munt (2016, p. 22) argue that this definition embodies 

intrinsic assumptions that favour the need of endless expansion of the world economy and 

that it fails to emphasise the tremendous changes in lifestyle and society that would be 

necessary to overcome the issues built into the western model of development.  

 

3.5. The concept of power  

Power is a core concept in critical theory and is also a central concept for the fieldwork 

research of this thesis. I am interested in exploring the power relations occurring at the 

lodge where I will conduct my research. Due to the unequal and uneven nature of 

development, an effective analysis of tourism must acknowledge the importance of 

relationships of power. According to Mowforth and Munt (2016, p. 52) tourism takes 

place in the context of great inequalities of wealth and power. Discussions on power are 

crucial to a critical understanding of development.  

 However, as Hall (2003, p. 101) states, “With few exceptions, questions regarding 

the political dimensions of tourism and place and the power of certain interests within a 

community to dominate over other interests have not received the attention they deserve”. 

For Hall, the study of power and politics is essential in the analysis of the political 

dimensions of tourism, because power “governs the interplay of individuals, 

organisations and agencies influencing, or trying to influence the direction of policy” (p. 

101). In other words, power can be contextualised as “all forms of successful control by 
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A over B”.  

As it will be proven during the fieldwork and, as Hall (2003) argues, power is not 

fairly distributed within a community. Some groups and individuals have the capacity to 

inflict major influence over the tourism planning process compared to others, by reasons 

such as their access to financial resources, public relations, expertise, media, or 

knowledge.  

Power is a necessary issue to be researched in the tourism domain and as Tribe 

(2008, p.4) highlights “a critical approach to tourism would seek to expose whose 

interests are served and how power operates in particular formations of tourism as well 

as in the process of research”.  

The exploration of power relations is also intended in the fieldwork. As Bianchi 

(2011) demonstrates, despite being a significant vehicle of capitalist accumulation and a 

creator of employment, tourism studies lack research on the relationship between labour 

and class. This is, according to Fletcher (2011), because alternative forms of tourism, 

such as sustainable tourism, have emerged as a tool to sustain capitalism and are even a 

form of neo-colonialism.  

Power is reflected in the flow of tourism in this world, which generally still 

happens from North to South as demonstrated by Hall (2007) and Smith et al., (2010). 

The authors also support the idea that Western developed nations will eventually make 

host nations dependent and subservient to their needs.  

 

3.6. Discussion  

This conceptual framework has been built based on previous research, focusing on RQ2 

and Obj2 in order to make a solid base for the fieldwork research and achieve the aim.  

 In the literature review, results of previous research were presented. Three themes 

were identified through the analysis of several works, being these: 1) Equity and the 

distribution of benefits in sustainable tourism; 2) Sustainability issues: development vs 

growth; 3) Power relations in tourism. The findings led to a conclusion that there is still 

a lack of literature concerning issues of equity within sustainable tourism and this shapes 

the form of this conceptual framework. It has been argued that although tourism brings 

financial prosperity in a big perspective, benefits are not fairly distributed among all the 
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stakeholders involved. Also, that studies on power relations in the tourism field are only 

vaguely explored and need further engagement.  

 A critical perspective was also chosen to carry out this study, since critical theory 

seeks to transform and empower individual lives, and explores issues of power relations 

and fairness. As it has been mentioned, despite an increase in the last decade, there is a 

lack of works using critical theory in tourism studies. I have considered that the use of 

critical theory is important for this research since it embodies the concepts of power, 

fairness, and development among others.  

 In this conceptual framework the three core concepts of this study have been 

examined, those being: 1) Equity, 2) Sustainability, and 3) Power. These three concepts 

are interrelated and will serve as a frame during my research in Africa. In order to find 

out, I will maintain close interaction with the locals by carrying out a fieldwork 

methodology, and the use of dialogues will serve as a tool to create fluid and comfortable 

conversations where I can obtain information.  

 Thus, having all this information gathered, the next chapter will present the research 

design and methods used in order to carry out the fieldwork.  
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4. Methodology 

This chapter shows the design of the research of this study. This design builds on the 

defined aim and objectives, draws on critical theory perspective and follows the key 

concepts of the framework.  

 

Figure 3: Research design 
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Figure 3 outlines the design of my research. It connects the aim and objectives with the 

conceptual framework and methodology of my research. Furthermore, it shows a 

discussion created from the results and findings in both of the objectives in order to give 

answers to the two research questions.  

 The following sections explain this design in a systematic process.  

 

4.1. Methodological approach  

Qualitative research has been chosen to frame and create a full understanding of this 

fieldwork. Several definitions for qualitative research can be found in literature. For 

example, Denzin and Lincoln, (2011, p.3) defines it as:  

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 

Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the 

world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of 

representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings 

and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, 

naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative researches study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them”.  

For this study, I have chosen a qualitative approach with a critical perspective, 

which is also referred to as a critical qualitative approach. The motivation for choosing a 

critical qualitative research approach comes from the interest in analyzing and 

challenging established power relations. By reading this critical study, there is hope that 

people will take action as a result of the study. But also for me to understand how people 

interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they 

attribute to their experiences (Merrian & Tisdell, 2015, p.6). The way I will do this is by 

getting involved in a three-month fieldwork.  

In this fieldwork, I want to find out how people adapt to harsh conditions, how 

they think about the relationships between foreigners and locals. These questions are 

about understanding individuals’ lives, their experiences and to some extent to put myself 

in their shoes.  

I had the opportunity to volunteer for three months undertaking the role of 
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manager at The Funky Cichlid lodge. Although this has included a lot of working hours, 

I have been able to interact with the employees and local villagers on a daily basis. I did 

not want to bring prepared questions and get the information in the form of interviews, as 

I believed this could alter the outcome, since participants could feel more restricted to 

speak their minds. Therefore, I thought that dialogue was the most appropriate method to 

carry out my research.  

As I did not know before going what sort of experience and people I was to meet, 

my design of the methodology was built day by day. The more people I met the more 

comfortable I felt to speak about certain things. This approach meant a lot for my study, 

since honesty and sincerity is all I was looking for. Sometimes I could record specific 

conversations in a diary logbook, other times I just relied on my memory. Photographs 

and small pieces of art have also helped me to understand how those people think and 

what their dreams are.  

 

4.2. The area of investigation: “The Warm Heart of Africa”  

Malawi is nicknamed “The Warm Heart of Africa” for the friendly and generous 

personality of its population. Situated on the shores of Lake Malawi, The Funky Cichlid 

(TFC) is a wonderful lodge with a great capacity for accommodation and a wide range of 

services. The lodge is owned by Mike Varndell and managed by Rikki Kotecha. It 

employs 23 local people, most of them on full time basis and is committed to responsible 

tourism.  

TFC opened its doors in December 2014 in Cape Maclear. This area is the busiest 

resort in Lake Malawi and a leading tourist destination. The area is popular with 

backpackers. There are restaurants, bars, lodges and plenty of guesthouses in town. It is 

thought that more than 16,000 local people live in Cape Maclear under conditions of 

poverty.  

In this place, I conduced three months of fieldwork replacing Rikki as a general 

manager. I was a volunteer; therefore, I did not receive any salary. I was in charge of 23 

people, most of them born in the area, others in other parts of Malawi.  TFC was a very 

interesting place to carry out my research and at the same time I gained precious 

knowledge in management skills. The lodge consisted of three shared, four double, four 
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twins and two single rooms which can accommodate up to 28 guests. The lodge was 

divided into different areas such as bar and restaurant, beach and activities, store rooms, 

accommodation rooms, chill area with TV, manager’s office, and employee resting area. 

 

4.3. Methods 

Based on the conceptual framework, which showed what I wanted to find out during the 

research in Africa, the following sections will explain how it was conducted and the 

methods used. 

 

4.3.1. Participatory research: The fieldwork 

This fieldwork investigates the concepts of equity, sustainability and power at The Funky 

Cichlid in Malawi. As mentioned in the conceptual framework, in this fieldwork what I 

aimed to find out was how the impact on tourism is in terms of the distribution of benefits, 

more concretely how big salaries are among the employees, and among others working 

outside the lodge. In addition, current practices for development carried out to alleviate 

poverty and assure food. Moreover, power relations happening at the lodge.  

 According to Hall (2011, p. 315), ‘Fieldwork is a structured temporal and 

geographical space marked by empirical research on a selected set of subjects’. In order 

to carry out my research, it happened that I had the opportunity to take the role of manager 

at TFC. Before my arrival in Malawi, I was supposed to take a working experience 

position in an office in Lilongwe (capital of Malawi) working for a tour operator called 

Malawian Style, also owned by Mike Varndell, and I did that for two weeks. However, 

after those two weeks, a manager was needed at TFC and Mike offered me the opportunity 

to go there, which I accepted. This meant that the design of my project happened as I was 

in the field and it was constantly changing. I did not know what I was to find there, how 

many people worked there, and how the setting was. The only thing I knew was that I had 

to live there at the lodge, and I thought it was a great chance for me and my research since 

the lodge is located in a place where there is a great flow of tourists co-living with more 

than 16,000 local people.  

 Rather than solely a theoretical approach, I argue that a participatory approach is 

an appropriate choice of method. Studies in the field can provide a lot of ecological 
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validity to the research, which means the extent to which findings can be generalised to 

the “real world” (Keizer et al., 2014). However, they are limited with regards to 

randomisation and control. The authors compare doing fieldwork to washing dishes, 

“Even though the water is somewhat murky, dishes come out cleaner” (p.404). Which 

means that if we compared field studies to lab experiments, field studies have some 

weaknesses but also some considerable strengths. Weaknesses come from the difficulty 

of randomisation and the control over of all sorts of parts that may interfere, whereas 

strengths lie in the ecological validity.  

Doing fieldwork has been a highly enjoyable process. It was a creative challenge 

that required a continuous process of numerous decisions, trials and errors. A 

participatory approach encourages researchers and co-researchers to critically think of 

everyday routines, forms of interaction and power relations in order to question 

established interpretations of the world (Bergold and Thomas, 2012). Also, the use of 

critical theory here can help me to understand people’s views of the world and can 

transform and empower the lives of the people in context. 

In addition, participatory research can be described as a methodology that 

promotes the possibility to involve research partners, their individuality and self-

determination in the knowledge-production process. Within this approach, all research 

partners are indispensable and a significant goal of this approach is to promote change of 

social reality based on profound perceptions of everyday practices. This is another reason 

why I considered critical theory to be a good framework for this study.  

As Halperin and Heath (2012, p.288) state, fieldwork terminology can be used 

interchangeably with participant observation. Participant observation (or fieldwork) is, as 

Cole (2005, p. 64) asserts, the most appropriate method for carrying out a participatory 

research approach, which involves human interaction and insiders’ perspective. 

Participant observation requires a willingness to understand and interpret the experiences 

and the meanings of a group of people, an assignment only possible through complete 

participation with the individuals implicated.  

When participating with people, the researcher is part of the context and at some 

extent he/she will influence and modify the outcome. I consider that participant 

observation also fits well in a critical research perspective. As can be seen in Merrian & 

Tisdell, 2015, p.6), “it is a contrast between a research that seeks merely to understand 

and research that challenges…between a research that reads the situation in terms of 
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interaction and community and a research that reads it in terms of conflict and 

oppression…between a research that accepts the status quo and a research that seeks to 

bring about change”. 

 

4.3.2. Dialogue  

The method chosen to obtain information during the fieldwork was dialogue. This method 

entails a dialogue between two or more people supporting different points of view on a 

subject but wanting to establish the truth through reasoned arguments. Further, the term 

“dialogue” stems from dia (across) and logos (words) and is exemplified by two 

fundamental concepts: “talking” and “listening”. The tool for dialogue is the word and 

this embraces two intertwined and mutually dependent terms: reflection and action.  

(Arbnor and Bjerke, 2009, p. 159).  

While conducting the fieldwork, I often wanted to include a clear mixed group of 

men and women. To have deeper conversations, touching upon subjects of sensible nature 

such as working conditions or salaries, it was crucial for me to be considered as part of 

the group and to engage in informal conversations sometimes outside the environment of 

work. To make all voices heard, it was therefore crucial to leave the lodge with the 

employees in order to meet their friends and relatives and to get to know their real lives.  

During my research, I got involved in conversations about salaries and working 

conditions. In many of my conversations with the accountant manager, I explained to him 

about the high salaries in Sweden or Spain, and what it meant for us to work full time. 

We had deep conversations concerning this issue and about the great differences that exist 

between salaries in Malawi and salaries in Sweden. Regarding power relations, my 

dialogues focused more on the relations among the employees. For example, I was curious 

to find out whether other managers distance themselves from the employees and only 

socialise with the tourists or whether they also interact with the employees. Also, I wanted 

to find out what sort of relationship villagers had with the employees and with the 

manager, as I used to see them passing through all the time. One of my big interest was 

also the great respect everyone had for the owner Mike, calling him “big boss”. I was also 

very interested in conversations about sustainability issues, and I met a local who knew a 

lot about issues related to climate change and how this had affected local population.  

Although Chichewa is the national language of Malawi, most of its young 

population speak English. This may be due to the fact that Malawi was a British colony 
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in the past, or simply because of the need to speak English to the great amount of English 

speaking tourists. Therefore, I did not encounter any language barrier and interactions 

were fluent and understandable most of the time. Only a few did not speak any English 

at all, but in this case there was always someone around who could translate. 

The use of dialogue constitutes the base in order to create knowledge, and the 

researcher’s participation requires humility, genuine curiosity and undivided attention, as 

well as trust and belief in fellow humans as people who have their own right and free will 

to create social reality (Arbnor and Bjerke, 2009, p. 159). As the authors further imply, it 

is important that honest questions are asked to create a natural environment where there 

is a continuous interactive development of understanding.  

In order to keep record of the conversations held with the participants on a 

continuous day to day interaction, a diary log was used (See Appendix). In this diary, I 

wrote in Spanish, my native language, my daily experiences and encounters.  

 

4.3.3. The participants 

This section refers to the people who participated in the conversations during the three 

months of fieldwork. In order to investigate the concepts of equity, sustainability and 

power it was important for me to include not only people working at TFC but also people 

who somehow benefit from the company and also local people nearby. Therefore, my 

focus was to embrace as many people as possible.  

 This was fairly easy as people in Malawi are extremely kind and it is very easy to 

get to know people while walking on the streets. Besides the employees working at TFC, 

which certainly was the easiest group to engage in dialogues with, I met locals living in 

the villages around. I was interested in finding out what they thought about the amount 

of tourists coming every year. To what extent they were satisfied with the way people in 

the area were distributing the benefits obtained from such flow, how the area was 

improving, what sort of infrastructure was being built, and also the projects achieved. 

Thus, I decided to include a wide range of different people to participate in this 

project and I did not want to exclude anyone based on their race, gender or age. The only 

important prerequisite for me, because of the nature of this project, was that participants 

needed to be local people. Therefore, my intention was to target three different groups:  

1)  People working at TFC: This group of people, the 23 employees working TFC, 

was probably the easiest for me to interact with as I was with them on a daily basis from 
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morning until night. My goal was to get to know everyone and to blend in as one of the 

team, even considering the respect they feel for Europeans, and our different roles within 

the company. This group included one accountant manager, two assistant managers, one 

head chef, two chefs, four waitresses, two porters, three barmen, three housekeepers, three 

night-guards, and two gardeners. 

2) Direct stakeholders: This group refers to those who benefit directly from the 

company, excluding the work force. For example, the fishermen that came every day to 

sell fish, the honey suppliers, the chicken suppliers, the vegetables suppliers, the boat 

drivers, the art craft sellers (we had a small shop at the lodge run by local people), etc.  

3)  Indirect stakeholders: This group was the most difficult to engage with in 

dialogue as I needed to leave the hotel and get to know the people in the nearby villages 

who benefited from the flow of tourists. They were the people living in Cape Maclear, 

who benefit from the arrival of tourists in one way or another. It includes marginalised 

people and individuals in different businesses. As manager at TFC I had a great 

opportunity to become known in the area and also to interact with a fair amount of people. 

 

4.3.4. Material 

This thesis presents a combination of written material such as theoretical findings in 

academic articles, and empirical material such as information collected from dialogues, 

field notes, photographs, and art drawings. 

 For the first objective and part of this study, the literature review, several academic 

articles have been used.  In order to carry out the participatory research, the dominant 

method for obtaining information has been the use of oral testimonies and story collection 

through a diary logbook, photos, videos, memories, and art drawings made by locals (see 

appendices 4, 5, and 6). 

 I started a diary logbook from the first day I arrived in Malawi. In this diary, I 

wrote down my every day experiences and recorded the significant conversations I had 

with the different people I came across. I also used this diary as a field notebook were I 

recorded every event happening to me. Some conversations could not be recorded due to 

different circumstances (not having pen and paper to write, for example) yet, moments 

were memorised and recorded later on. Some moments did not add any value to my 

research, therefore only two or three sentences were written or none at all. I also have 
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hundreds of photos of all the moments spent in Africa. This also helped in order to 

remember certain situations that may have not been recorded or memorised.   

In order to get close to people in the villages, I used art. For example, I was 

teaching a boy how to draw using charcoal obtained from the barbeques (see appendix 4) 

and pastels. On the last day, this boy gave me the drawings as presents. These drawings 

tell so much about their daily lives and they are an extraordinary form of communication.  

 

4.3.5. Coding 

For the codification of information, I was inspired by a technique called: “Analytical 

Code”. Authors such as Boyatzis (1998) explain that researchers use this kind of coding 

strategy to review the data, take notes, and sort data into categories or themes. It helps 

researchers to transport the analysis from a wide selection of data towards several themes. 

Thematic analysis is a recommended process in the use of qualitative data and case 

studies.  

 My themes were based on the three themes of the literature review and the 

conceptual framework. Therefore, the conversations and questions raised were varied. In 

order to find out whether the distribution of benefits was fairly done, I recorded 

conversations in my diary about salary payments and the satisfaction with these 

payments. Also, deep conversations about climate change issues and how different 

changes in the environment at Cape Maclear, have an impact on local communities. I 

understood in these conversations that future generations will be affected by the changes 

happening today. I was also interested in exploring the power relations occurring at the 

lodge and for this, conversations were about trying to understand the way local people 

saw me, and their relationship between each other. 

 Despite having in mind my topic and the concepts I wanted to explore, I did not 

prepare questions before going to Malawi because I did not know exactly what I was to 

find there. My role changed from the first days to the day I was working as a manager 

and I had many tasks every day. These long days I decided to just “go with the flow” and 

enjoy the experience as much as I could. 

 

4.3.6. Qualitative Comparative Analysis  

In order to analyse the findings obtained from the fieldwork and the results from the 

literature, I used an analytic approach called Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). 



 
38 

 

According to Ragin, C.C., (2014, p. 21), QCA is comprised of a variety of strategies and 

techniques that transcend the qualitative-quantitative divide in social research. This 

approach has four main components which were considered for the analysis of this study 

in section 5.5 (page 52):  

1) It emphasizes the case-based nature of comparative analysis.  

2) It is comparative, in the sense that it allows researchers to explore differences and 

similarities across comparable cases.  

3) Explanatory models are developed in a repetitive manner, in order to facilitate a 

dialogue between theory and evidence 

4) It enables the assessment of multiple conjectural causation, and this implies that:  

a. Most often, it is the combination of conditions that will generate the 

outcomes 

b. The same outcome may be produced when mixing different combinations 

c. A given condition may have a different impact on the result depending on 

the context. 

 

4.4. Ethical considerations  

Participatory research involves significant ethical questions. According to Bergold and 

Thomas (2012), as a researcher, the closeness to the research partners may lead to a high 

level of trust and sometimes to hidden and taboo themes. The participatory process 

continuously requires ethically appropriate decisions over the rules and norms that will 

apply in social interactions among the people involved.  

 

4.4.1. Ethical issues during the fieldwork  

To begin with I want to state that prior to qualitative information collection, all members 

at TFC were informed of my project and none were obliged to participate. The privacy 

and anonymity of participants has been preserved to the greatest extent possible. 

Participants knew they were part of the research and were aware of their active 

participation. Also, all information collected has been used confidentially. Real names of 

participants are not mentioned in this study to protect their identity, unless permission 

was given (i.e. Mike Varndell and Rikki Kotecha). As Faulkner (2004) points out, the 

dignity, well-being and rights of participants must be fundamental to consider in any 

research project. Moreover, the research process was undertaken in a trustful and friendly 
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manner. I have spent long hours every day with the same people to obtain the highest 

degree of confidentiality and to be able to get involved in sensitive conversations. 

Sometimes I was so integrated that I even forgot my role and the reason why I was there.  

 One fundamental ethical issue I encountered as soon as I got there was the way I 

was introduced to the people, as a manager. This created a respectful and intimidating 

situation and I knew I needed to change this image if I wanted reach that closeness I was 

seeking for. In order to alleviate this problem, I told them to stop calling me “boss” as 

they had started doing, and to get to know each of them personally. In this sense, this 

ethical issue had to do with power relations. Normally, the interest of the employer 

conflicts with that of the employee, one wants to earn money and the other wants to eat. 

Hence, I needed to consider the consequences of raising certain questions and the 

implications of deciding what actions to be taken.  

 Deciding what actions to take was another ethical issue that happened quite often. 

Sometimes, as the manager, I needed to make serious decisions that would affect others 

around me. For example, our lodge would provide small excursions by boat to a reduced 

number of tourists, but when the groups were bigger the excursions were guided by local 

people living next to our lodge, since they had bigger boats. This was my decision to take 

and not an easy one since these tours generated good profit for the local people, hence 

they always wanted to take them.  

 Donations to local communities also involved ethical issues. Several times I 

needed to donate money to different causes such as funerals, accidents, elections of the 

new chief of the village, churches, schools, etc. Those causes were not always true, 

sometimes people made them up in order to get the donation and it was my decision when 

to give the money or not.  

 Closeness to the participants and local people was also hard. The more I worked 

and lived there, the closer I got to the people to a point where I considered them family. 

Living in such an isolated place with people 24h a day creates a strong bond and I 

experienced the cruelty of life and got personally involved in many emotional situations. 

While I was happy to be accepted as a family member, I was also exhausted and they 

were many demands on my time that distracted me from the study process.  

Therefore, as stated by Hall (2015), ethics can adopt several forms, individual, 

between populations, at different stages in time, and in between different places. The 

decision of implementing sustainable projects in a particular place at a specific time, may 
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be beneficial for some groups but not for others. Therefore, consumers of tourism play an 

important role here, and must balance diversified and at times competing ethical 

imperatives, such as their moral incentives, personal preferences and responsibilities.  

 

 

4.4.2. My role as a researcher  

According to Cole (2005, p.64), the role as a researcher using participant observation in 

participatory research can be classified using four different positions those being: 1) 

complete participant; 2) participant as an observer, 3) observer as participant, 4) complete 

observer. In this study, the four positions have been undertaken. According to Jorgensen 

(1999) the use of these four positions is recommended in order to define research 

question/s that will be generated throughout the investigation and to complete a holistic 

examination in that particular setting.  

 As the base of participant observation is to participate and observe a phenomenon 

in the everyday life, there are some challenges that may appear when taking the role of a 

researcher in participatory research process. I can say that for the vast majority of my 

research I was a complete participant, since most of the time I was involved in 

conversations. Other times, I was a complete observer, just jotting down their behaviour 

and conversations.  

 There were sometimes that I felt too at home and life became a routine. As Cole 

(2005, p.68) argues, in a fully participatory research, the role of the researcher might 

become eclipsed and the researcher may find that the days pass without any new data. 

Also, locals were aware of the research process and sometimes tried to avoid 

participation.  

As a researcher, the first thing I did was to clarify my research topic. To minimise 

“power effects” (Bell, 2013), i.e. domination, silencing, objectification and normalisation, 

I was careful introducing the critical themes in certain situations. Even so, as a white 

person (or “Muzungu” as they would call me) I would probably have been seen as 

powerful, despite my attempts to minimise this.  

During my fieldwork, I became bolder and put forward all kinds of challenging 

questions so that I would be able to understand the situation. I often gave my own thoughts 

and opinions, and I found that this exchange of information led to important insights. 

When I reviewed the material later on, I was careful to consider whether my interventions 
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could change the content or bias the responses. It seemed to me that people continued 

with the same opinions they had expressed during the dialogues. The use of dialogue 

provided me with a lot of flexibility to get involved in different topics and to let the 

participants express their own opinions. However, in order to gain trust I also gave my 

own honest own opinions on the subject so I could obtain the most honest and considered 

answers.  

Most of the time it seemed that people trusted me and generally, people were very 

open, often inviting me to their houses and other events. I think this was because I tried 

to be as real as possible, just as I am, and was always open about my opinions and 

background. Also, people rarely seemed to keep our conversations private. There was a 

sense of openness towards each other and nobody was excluded from the conversation. 

Therefore, I decided to “go with the flow”.  

Overall, I believe people were generally very open and unafraid to speak their 

minds, although this is not to say that they expressed their private affairs to me or that my 

position as a white foreigner did not have an impact on the participants. I must say it was 

difficult to establish the authenticity of the information due to this, though I worked in a 

way to build up trust throughout everyday life.  

 

4.5. Discussion:  Advantages and limitations of the fieldwork 

The best advantage of carrying out the fieldwork is that I had the opportunity to conduct 

my research in a real-world setting. Daily experiences with the people in context gave me 

real insight to gain information needed for this thesis.  

Observations were therefore performed throughout the whole fieldwork, taking 

into consideration the three key concepts that I wanted to explore and involving as many 

dialogues as possible that included these concepts. These observations represented a 

valuable source of information. A diary logbook was always with me to write everything 

I considered important. As well as a diary, photographs and videos helped me to visualise 

and document my observations. The use of this material has been a great advantage to 

carry out this research as it has supported my observations and played a central role in 

this study. 

Further advantages of the dialectical method involved new insights and 

understandings of the people I was participating with. It gave me the opportunity to see 

with my own eyes issues that are normally ignored in developed countries. 



 
42 

 

Some limitations also occurred throughout the data gathering process. Firstly, the 

short amount of time, only three months, may not have been enough to prove whether 

statements can be generalised. Secondly, the use of dialogue involved great flexibility 

and in some occasions the information could not be recorded. Lastly, the fact that I was 

having a real work experience and enrolled in university courses limited my time to be 

dedicated 100% to this project.  

 Limitations also come in terms of reliability and validity. According to Bell (2013) 

“researcher reliability” refers to the trustworthiness of the researcher. This means that the 

researcher needs to be honest to herself/himself and to others, so that she/he admits their 

own biases. In critical theory, Kincheloe, McLaren, & Steinberg, (2012) argue that, 

although a researcher cannot be neutral, he/she should always be “reflexive”, admitting 

their own assumptions, ideologies and values.  

Before going to Malawi, I studied the political and cultural context involving this 

country. They motivated me to try to fully understand people and their situations. Through 

this experience, I saw that most people that approached me wanted to have contact with 

outsiders with the desire to make “friends” in order to secure money and food. This may 

be due to the huge differences in income between us. Yet, I took it as a fact and tried to 

balance my feelings towards this.  

Another factor that undermined my positive view of Malawi, was the negative 

feelings that arose in me as a results of the difficulties of being there, as I was accustomed 

to the quality of life in Europe. Long electricity cuts were very common every day, the 

climate was very dry and warm, malaria cases surrounded me, there was not enough 

personal space, and challenges in management operations appeared frequently.  

There were also social and cultural difficulties that occurred between locals and 

foreigners. I was always seen as a European, and this means money. Some people tend to 

be opportunists and cheat or bully foreigners into giving them money or favours. On a 

daily basis, being the target of this behaviour can be very tiring. However, my position as 

a general manager eased things in this sense.  

Although there is a positive move towards gender equality, I saw great differences 

between men and women and that is something that also made me feel bad. Also, the 

differences in living conditions made me feel stressed and angered, not towards those 

people of course, but towards the system. I took this as an advantage as it helped me to 

be more critical.  
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In terms of validity, in this participatory study validity has been analysed using 

the communication between myself as a researcher and the dialogues I undertook between 

people. According to Merriam (2009), validity concerns to whether findings in qualitative 

research can be generalised. Also, validity can be explored internally or externally. The 

internal validity explores how consistent the research findings are with reality. To 

increase internal validity, I have compared what previous literature says about the topic 

to the fieldwork. On the other hand, external validity refers to the extent to which the 

findings of the study can be generalised, meaning whether the study can be applied to 

other similar situations. Whether or not generalisation in this study can be adopted to 

another case will always depends on the similarity of the cases to study. 
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5. Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from my conducted fieldwork, and together with the 

written material and the application of my conceptual framework, I aim to reach an 

answer to my research questions:  

 RQ1: What do current literature and critical studies in sustainable tourism reveal 

about equity issues? 

 RQ2: How does equity play out in a particular venue that promotes sustainable 

tourism in Malawi, Africa? 

 

5.1. Introduction 

I argue in this study that sustainable tourism has emerged as a green solution for particular 

problems, especially concerning environmental impacts. However, the issue of equity has 

not yet been deeply investigated. New forms of tourism have been created but local 

populations, especially in developing countries, remain poor and I have determined that 

this issue needs further attention. I have also chosen to use critical theory in my research 

since being critical as Alvesson and Sköldberg, (2009, p. 175) involves a high level of 

reflection. For this reason, I got involved in a three-month fieldwork, to see with my own 

eyes in a “real life” setting, whether benefits brought by sustainable tourism are equitably 

distributed among local populations, and I chose one of the poorest countries to 

corroborate this, Malawi.  

 The next sections will show the empirical findings that occurred during the 

fieldwork and they will draw upon the three key concepts discussed in the conceptual 

framework. 

 

5. 2. Part I: The concept of equity 

Equity is understood in different ways, as seen in chapter 3. However, this study explores 

the meaning behind what is referred to as social equity. Social Equity, according to Klein 

et al., (2015) addresses the equitable distribution of costs or benefits between groups of 

people or individuals. 

My intention was to find out whether people working at TFC were satisfied with 

their salaries and the differences in salaries between the employees. Also, the difference 
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in salaries between people working at TFC and villagers outside with different 

professions. Lastly, to find out how big the gap was between tourists and the locals. 

 First, I needed to find out how much the employees were earning monthly. 

Something fairly easy because I was paying their salaries. In one of the conversations 

with the account manager, I introduced the topic:  

 

A: Are you satisfied with your salary? 

B: Salary is OK. I know I could earn more working as an accountant in Lilongwe, 

but here I pay 10,000 kwacha for rent of my house and life is quieter.  

  

The account manager earns the highest salary about 70,000 Malawian kwacha 

(Mk) (100USD) a month. I also asked the same question to one of the assistant managers 

whose salary is 50,000 Mk, and one of the porters who earns about 30,000 Mk. They were 

not as satisfied as the accountant, although they told me that people working in lodges 

nearby and other companies received less. Workers are not allowed to speak about their 

salaries between each other. 

TFC pays their employees at a higher rate than the minimum salary established by 

the Malawian government, and when performance is good and the lodge is generating 

good margin profits, a generous bonus is given to the employees. Also, I used to open the 

“tip box” once a month and money was distributed amongst the employees. Food is also 

provided by the lodge and a sack of maize is delivered to their families at the end of every 

month. As a manager I got to know other managers around, but not all lodges behave in 

the same way. Some employees receive only 20,000 Mk (approx. 25USD/month) for a 

full time job. The average remains at about 40,000 Mk (approx. 50 USD/month), and 

those holding university certificates or head chefs can receive up to 70,000/80,000 Mk 

(approx. 100USD/month).  

Sometimes, as it was seen at Cape Maclear, local people abandon their traditions 

and accept jobs that are related to tourism. Local jobs are too laborious and generate little 

income, while working with tourism is better paid. However, tourism in this area depends 

on seasonality. Some months are peak season and others are very quiet, which can be very 

dangerous for the locals that decide to work in tourism in order to provide food for their 

families. I experienced this with taxi boat drivers at the lake. Some weeks we did not have 
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many guests and consequently they did not have anyone to take on board. In a particular 

conversation I had with one of the boat drivers, he explained this to me:  

 

A: How many boat trips you do a day? 

B: Well, today you guys are quiet and so are other lodges around. I have a wife 

and a two-year old child and I need these tours to earn money.  

A: What was your occupation before starting with these tours? 

B: I was a carpenter, but I did not earn much money with it. By doing trips during 

the high season, I receive much more money and I can feed my family.  

 

This situation could be seen in other jobs too, and I could not find out exactly what 

all the suppliers earned. For example, the person who would sell fish, sell chicken, the 

mechanic, the plumber or the builder. However, I found out by having conversations with 

the account manager that those people are also dependent on the lodges and seasonality. 

More tourists equal more work.  

  I also found out that lodges in Cape Maclear aim to attract tourists from rich 

countries so that they can easily pay costs and obtain a good margin profit. It is clear for 

me that there is an unfair distribution of economic benefits between what these types of 

businesses retain and what local people receive from this exchange. TFC had fairly cheap 

rates of accommodation, 10USD being the lowest rate, but lodges nearby had a minimum 

rate of 120 USD/night. It has already been shown that salaries in Malawi are the first big 

inequality in terms of who benefits more, but there are also other issues that affect local 

population and the distribution of benefits brought by tourism.  

For example, TFC offers a great variety of food at the bar. Prices are low and 

therefore tourists normally have their meals at the lodge. This can also be an issue, since 

a majority of the time tourists will eat their meals at the lodge and will not try local 

establishments. In order for the locals to encourage people to eat outside the lodges, they 

drop their prices and try to adjust to northern tendencies. This problem can be seen in 

many parts of the world when hotels offer all-inclusive packages and tourists spend most 

of their time and money inside the premises not supporting the local economy, which 

greatly depends on that tourism.  

I also saw that employees ate quite differently than me. I could choose anything 

from the menu but their meals consisted of rice and nshima, which is a dish made of maize 
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flour and water, sometimes mixed with fish or goat. I also wondered the reason for this 

and asked the chef:  

  

A: Do you want to try my chili con carne? 

B: No, thanks. We love nshima. We have eaten nshima since we were kids. 

The dishes in the menu are for Europeans.   

 

I thought that it was unfair that I could choose whatever I wanted from the menu 

and they were more limited to eat that strange white paste, but then I realised that was 

what they loved to eat.  

As was also reflected in the conceptual framework, I was interested in finding out 

how changes in the environment, due to human activities or climate change issues, had 

an impact on local communities. This concerns the equity and equitable distribution of 

resources for those groups most affected by conservation interventions. Although most 

local people are not really aware of this, climate change is seriously affecting Malawi, 

and I found out about this during a conversation with a local that came to the bar and one 

of the assistant managers was also present:  

 

A: How does climate change affect this area? 

B: Climate change is a serious issue here. Normally, rainy season used to start in 

the middle of November. Nowadays it does not rain until late December. Dry 

seasons are lasting longer each year which reflects on less production of maize, 

principal meal for us. As the production decreases, demand goes up, and those 

who control the production and selling of maize increase their prices forcing us 

to look for other alternatives to find food. 

A: And what other alternatives are those? 

B: People are starting to eat rats and baboons in order to survive, isn’t that true 

C? 

C: Yeah… 

A: Do this situation affect animals too? 

B: Yeah certainly. Due to the low level of the water in certain parts, crocodiles 

and hippos are moving towards this lake looking for water. Two weeks ago a 

crocodile was seen 50mt down the beach, and two more at the island.  
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A: Wow, that’s where I often go swimming! 

B: … 

There is another reason that brings inequalities caused by climate change to 

Malawi. The National Electricity Company in Malawi only provides electricity for a few 

hours a day, which means most of the day the whole area does not have electricity. In our 

case, and other people who could afford it, generators were used to continue with daily 

activities. This is an issue related to climate change and I also discovered this by having 

a conversation with a local:  

 

A: What is wrong with the electricity here? 

B: The way the government produces electricity in this area is through 

hydroelectric power. Power generated from the Shire River, but due to the low 

level of the river by the lack of rain, longer cuts need to be done in order to 

preserve the electricity that it now holds 

A: It seems very serious 

B: And this is only becoming worse. 

 

As it can be seen in these paragraphs, equity issues are interrelated with power 

and sustainability. Environmental issues such as droughts can be classified as a 

sustainability problem but also reflect a problem of fair distribution, and power issues are 

also seen when the distribution becomes unfair due to circumstances of money or class.  

 

5.3. Part II: The concept of sustainability in tourism 

My findings on sustainability issues at TFC are varied. As reflected in the previous 

section, there is an increasing awareness for the balance of human needs and expectations 

for the future and this has a greater affect on those who have less. Therefore, as stated in 

chapter three, I was interested in social sustainability and sustainability that has to do with 

equity across generations, with empowering local people in developing countries in order 

to reduce global inequalities, and for the locals to gain access to resources. 

Due to the great amount of tourists and local people at Cape Maclear and the 

adverse climate conditions, fish is disappearing in the lake. There are a number of species 

that have gone extinct, and the increasing number of tourist to the area will only make 
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matters worse. In one particular situation I was trying to buy a fish called chambo, only 

found in Lake Malawi, and it was offered on our menu.  

  

A: Do you have chambo today? 

 B: No, we could not fish any chambo  

 A: How is that? 

B: In the past, my friends and I would catch a lot of fish a day, but now we go 

fishing and never come back with much. 

C: And the same is happening with other species. Not so long ago, elephants used 

to go down the lake from the mountains to drink water. Many other species of 

animals could be seen in this area like felines and birds. Nowadays, only a few 

hyenas are seen attracted by the domestic cattle.  

A: What is the reason for this? 

B: Habitat loss. There are more hotels and lodges every day, and touristic areas. 

Also, the two villages are increasing by numbers and this makes animals to look 

for other places to live. 

 

TFC is within the limits of Lake Malawi National Park, and conservation projects 

carried out by the government are constantly taking place. The management of the park 

charges a fee of 10 USD to every tourist that trespasses a certain point where no 

construction is allowed. This is one of the measures I saw to minimise the negative 

impacts, however corruption and bad management worsen things and no changes can be 

seen.  

Due to corruption, poor management of the area and also because of the lack of 

resources there is an issue of equity that will affect future generations. Local people have 

started to look for other animals to eat since fish is scarce and vegetables cannot be planted 

due to dry conditions. People are starting to eat baboons and rodents in order to survive.  

I believe that an educational program for the local community needs to be 

implemented for the conservation of the National Park (NP). Locals do not understand 

about separating waste and recycling. It was very common to see locals throw waste 

everywhere except the bin and not care. Once on a bus I asked the accountant about it: 

 

A: Why do you throw the rubbish outside the bus? 
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B:  Why not? 

A: It is not right and damage the environment 

B: No worries, nature will make it disappear 

A: …  

 

I found that there is clearly a lack of education on this matter, which can be seen 

all around the country. Thousands of plastic bags gather on the side roads and the solution 

local people use is literally to let the goats eat the plastic or to burn it. Once burnt, there 

are no waste trucks to collect it, and burnt plastic becomes the first smell one experiences 

when coming to Malawi.  

One day, I was taking a stroll in the village nearby the lodge and I came across the 

Sinthana project. This project is carried out by a local person and its aim is to increase the 

level of education in the area. In the same enclosure there was a primary school, a 

vegetable garden, and volunteers coming from Europe to help out in different tasks. I 

introduced myself as the TFC manager and this gave me the opportunity to have a 

conversation with the manager about the project and how TFC could cooperate with them. 

I liked the idea that a local person was in charge of such a project. In my opinion, 

empowering local people is the key for development. He showed me around and we had 

a long conversation:  

 

A: I love your project and what you do for the community 

B: Thank you. You can visit us whenever you want 

A: I have one more question concerning the primary school. Is the school free for 

everyone? 

 B: No, kids here must pay a small fee of 10,000 kwacha a month.  

  

Although I understood that some sort of income is needed in order to carry on with the 

project, I could not hide my disapproval for this measure.  This measure means that only 

those families that earn good salaries will be able to take their kids to this school. 

Sustainability issues embrace social, cultural, economic, and environmental 

aspects. All these issues are intertwined, and can only be solved with a strong cooperation 

between tourism and the government or private agencies, with a clear focus on decreasing 

inequalities, not only among local people but also among local people and tourists. 
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Tourism is a significant development option but, if introduced, it should fit well into an 

existing system. I received CVs everyday from people wanting to have a position at TFC. 

People with experience and with university degrees. This means that tourism is a powerful 

tool in order to decrease inequalities, but educational programs, better working conditions 

and higher salaries must go hand in hand.  

 

5.4. Part III: The concept of power 

As stated by Mowforth and Munt (2016, p.52) in chapter 3, tourism takes places in the 

context of great inequalities of wealth and power. This is the first statement I wanted to 

examine during my fieldwork. As already mentioned, as a manager at The Funky Cichlid 

(TFC) I was in charge of 23 employees, all locals, most of them being born in Cape 

Maclear. Every employee had a legal contract with pension payments and salaries were 

higher than legal Malawian minimum wage. Salary payments were done monthly and a 

supplement of a sack of maize was also provided for their families. Employees worked 

48h a week with one day off. They were also able to ask for advances or loans at any time 

throughout the month and in special cases (i.e. funerals), the company donated money to 

the affected families.  

I found that as a white researcher coming from Europe and taking a managing 

role, I was in a position of power.  Firstly, the mere fact of being white in Malawi shows 

richness and power. This may be due to colonisation times, when the British came to the 

country and established by force. I saw that most white people in Malawi live in great 

fenced houses and employ local people as house workers. In one occasion, I had a chat 

with one of the barmen, he believed that God had created white people (or Muzungus as 

they say) stronger than black people on purpose, and this was the reason why black people 

in that area appeared so skinny.  

  

A: Will you swim with me to the island? 

 B: No, I can’t do that 

 A: Why not? 

 B: Only you tourists can do that 

 A: Why do you think that way? 

B: God has made you stronger than us. You can see how our bodies look  

and your bodies are stronger… 
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Secondly, I am from Europe. None of the locals I met had ever taken an airplane 

and when I asked them to point out Europe on a map they were confused. That created an 

idea that I was from a faraway place, a place where people are so rich that they can afford 

to travel and spend lots of money, and this again showed a great power difference between 

me and them. Thirdly, no-one knew me before I arrived there, and suddenly there was a 

white person working in the highest position available, sending orders to the staff, at the 

same time trying to be nice. This was also a sign of power since most of the employees 

were, in some form, forced to be nice with me due to my position in the company.  

In terms of power relations, I would also like to highlight the positive attitudes 

towards the inclusion of women in the workforce at TFC. Men and women were almost 

equal in numbers at TFC, which is a positive sign. However, higher positions were held 

by men. The two assistant managers, accountants, chefs as well as the bartenders were all 

men and were all better paid compared to the women. Women held positions as 

housekeepers, waitresses, and cleaners with lower salaries. As it was mentioned in the 

conceptual framework, power is not fairly distributed within a community and some 

groups and individuals have the capacity to have major influence over the tourism 

planning process than others. 

I also found a problem of acculturation between tourists and locals. Local people 

and people at the lodge are mutually interdependent. There were locals coming over every 

day to sell their products or just to meet tourists. During a conversation with the account 

manager, he told me that the problem with local people interacting with tourists is that 

there is a moment when locals want to be like tourists, dress like them, eat like them, and 

have the same technology. However, they cannot afford it and this creates frustration. 

  

A: I have seen that many local people come to the lodge every day 

 B: yeah they love to meet tourists 

 A: That is great. I like when locals interact with tourists 

 B: Well it is not that great 

 A: What do you mean? 

B: I have a friend who is hanging out a lot with a group of tourists from the 

Netherlands. They are giving him clothes, showing him photos on their iPhones, 

and inviting him to eat outside.  
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A: is that a bad thing? 

B: Yes, it is. Because now he wants to be like you guys. Have the same phone and 

dress in those expensive clothes, and he will not afford it. 

This can also be seen in the drawings that a local kid made for me. The first 

drawing portraits what seems like a woman lying on a beach, sunbathing, with palm trees 

behind and enjoying a beautiful sunset (Figure 4). The woman has long straight hair and 

looks like a white person. By contrast, the other drawing (Figure 5), shows a desperate 

father who cannot feed his family.  By putting both drawings together, it is easier to 

appreciate the reality of this place through the eyes of a kid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The kid that drew those drawings is an orphan from the village nearby. His mother 

died and he was abandon by his father when he was just a few years old. He has grown 

up with his aunt and lives under poor conditions (see appendix 6). Outsiders normally are 

not allowed to enter the lodge unless they are selling things or there is a special event. I 

made an exception with this particular kid, who would come almost every day to draw 

with me and do his homework. 

Occasionally, the owner would come to the venue and reunite all of us for a big 

meeting. This was the moment when everything had to be said, positive and negative. 

The powerful speech delivered by him reflected the only truth. The way he spoke and the 

posture that he used portrayed a sense of power and there was no chance for argument. I 

found this as clear evidence of the great power reflected in the character of the boss 

Figure 4. Woman on a beach Figure 5. Thinking about food at home 



 
54 

 

against the employees who have very limited authority to discuss the decisions. However, 

the atmosphere in the room changed when I approached the front to address the staff. As 

I was walking to the front, I hit my head on a low hanging piece of wood and that created 

a few laughs among the audience. 

 

 

5.5. Discussion 

The following section discusses the empirical findings based on the conceptual 

framework with the findings obtained from the review of the literature. In order to 

construct this comparison, a Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) approach is used. 

This method emphasises the case-based nature of this study and establishes a dialogue 

between evidence and theory.    

 

5.5.1. The concept of equity and Theme one: Equity and the distribution of 

benefits in sustainable tourism 

The empirical findings of this study have shown that there are big salary differences 

between the tourists and the locals and among the locals alike. The employees are 

somehow satisfied with their salaries, yet when they meet tourists, they wish to have a 

similar lifestyle. Locals at Cape Maclear want to work in tourism because they realise 

that there is more profit in this area than doing other traditional jobs. Based on the 

findings, it is important to introduce some sustainability assessment indicators in order to 

classify these problems and provide a fair distribution of tourism benefits.  

According to critical theory, it is not enough to understand the way people live, 

but it is also important to encourage change and empowerment. Critical theory defends 

that humans are independent entities, capable of self-reflection, and critical questioning 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p. 175). The use of critical theory in this study has been 

important for me because this theory focuses on the analysis of social class, explores 

power relations, and addresses inequalities. Therefore, I have considered that it was 

appropriate to include issues of power, inequality and development processes within 

sustainable tourism, which are the base concepts of my research. As has already been 

mentioned, I also hope to contribute to an increasing compilation of works in recent 

decades, which Tribe (2007) refers to as “critical tourism”, and is also emphasised by 

Bianchi (2009) as “the critical turn in tourism studies”. 
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While researching the equitable distribution of tourism benefits, some authors 

(Adams, 2010; Pepper et al., 2015) highlight the importance of paying more attention to 

the sustainability assessments and indicators for a more fair distribution of tourism 

benefits, especially in developing countries. Adams (2010) suggests that equity indicators 

must be capable of tracking the relative socioeconomic status of individual households. 

Furthermore, he encourages the development of proper equity indicators, which are not 

only based on income distribution but also should reflect environmental as well as 

socioeconomic change. A Point also shared by Pepper et al., (2015) who demonstrate that 

pay practices, pay-for-individual performance and high powered incentives do not take 

into account fairness considerations. The authors state that companies should design 

incentives that take into account equity considerations. These equity indicators would be 

very beneficial for venues such as TFC. These indicators would reflect whether people 

working at TFC are happy with their salaries and would reflect environmental as well as 

socioeconomic change. 

I have realised that by fairly distributing tourism benefits, the well-being of the 

local population would improve. It is important that tourism adds and does not replace 

other jobs. As I have shown, when people engage in tourism jobs, they depend on 

seasonality. It is important to create a plan so local people do not have the need to abandon 

their jobs while benefiting from tourism. When tourists come to Cape Maclear, 

neighbouring businesses should encourage them to buy local products, use local 

transportation and eat outside. This would be beneficial for all. Literature concerning an 

equitable global distribution of tourism benefits vary. This has been highlighted by 

several authors in this study (Steffen and Stafford, 2013; White, 2007, Bianchi, 2009, 

Pritchard et al., 2011). According to these authors, an equitable global distribution of 

benefits can lead to improvement of many aspects of social and individual well-being. 

Decreasing income inequality between countries and within countries would generate 

enhanced social well-being on both developing and developed countries.  

I also wanted to find out how changes in the environment due to human activities 

or climate change issues had an impact on local communities. I argue that countries that 

are heavy consumers of environmental intensity should be in debt with countries like 

Malawi that suffer the consequences and do not have the resources to combat climate 

change. This would secure food, water and electricity for this population, which are basic 

things for survival.  As I have demonstrated, climate change in seriously affecting this 
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area. Results from the literature suggest (White, 2007) that by reducing inequalities in the 

level of environmental intensity used by nations which are currently heavy consumers, 

people also obtain a redistribution of wealth which will be globally beneficial for all.  

There are also positive views in the literature which support the current way of 

capitalist expansion in tourism projects. For example, Hunt et al., (2015), demonstrate 

how alternative forms of tourism such as ecotourism bring better employment 

opportunities than any other livelihood benefits in developing countries. They base their 

research in countries such as Costa Rica, where residents have greatly benefited from 

ecotourism practices and from a 62% foreign investment in the country.  

Based on my experience, I also agree to some extent with this argument. During 

my fieldwork I found that people working at TFC receive better salaries than many other 

villagers doing traditional jobs. The job is also more secure, and the employees benefit 

from contract and pension, something that is not very usual in the area. However, I am 

still critical with these kinds of practices. Firstly, as I have stated in previous lines these 

jobs are tied to seasonality. Secondly, these circumstances drive people to abandon their 

traditions, which should never be forgotten because they are useful to survive in this 

hostile place and should be carried on to future generations. Lastly, governments should 

empower and educate local people, and encourage them to participate in managing roles 

and therefore decrease the salary gap that exists between us and them. 

In the literature, I also came across the issue of limitation and control of valuable 

tourism sites. Cohen (2002) finds that the concept of sustainability in tourism 

development is vulnerable to misuses and lacks of equity, especially when valuable sites 

tend to control and limit access to local populations. These places are normally owned 

and managed by private corporations, in some cases also public organisations seeking 

profits which in turn exclude local populations, especially in developing countries. The 

issue of exclusion of local populations due to tourism is also shared by Connell (2011), 

who shows how private institutions such as health care in developing countries exclude 

local populations and even make public health care quite poor in many senses, thus 

contributing again to an inequitable distribution of benefits between tourists and locals.  

Based on my experience, Lake Malawi National Park, where TFC is located, 

offered two possibilities.  Local people could visit the national park for free and tourists 

had to pay a fee of 10USD. Not all national parks in Malawi are like this. Those where 

big animals are located, such as Liwonde N.P., require an entrance fee which normally 
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cheaper for local people. This seems fair, however accommodation and transportation are 

still expensive and therefore only a few people can afford to go on a safari. Out of the 23 

employees at TFC, only two had ever been on a safari and it was because the company 

invited them to go. 

 

5.5.2. The concept of sustainability in tourism and Theme two: Sustainability 

issue: development vs growth 

Concerning sustainability, I was interested in social sustainability and sustainability that 

has to do with equity across generations. In this area, I have found that due to a bad 

management of conservation at Cape Maclear, people’s livelihoods are at risk. Fish is 

disappearing from the lake, and there is a lack of education to solve these problems. I 

have seen that hopeful initiatives are taking place, such as the Sinthana project, however 

I doubt whether these projects have arisen in order to help local population, or to gain 

profits. This leads the debate to my findings in the literature about development versus 

growth. 

 Rather than promoting tourism as a solution for poverty alleviation, and focusing 

on the economic growth, Schilcher (2007) claims that researchers, policy-makers and 

donors should (re)discover local knowledge instead of just employing the rhetoric under 

the umbrella of sustainable tourism. In addition, they confirm that since the major 

question in relation to equity is who ultimately benefits from tourism benefits, a radical 

view should require a focus on development where the host country would gain the 

majority of benefits those being economical, cultural, environmental, and political.  

 This issue is also somewhat discussed in the previous section. In my opinion, 

companies operating in countries like Malawi should use and empower local knowledge 

so benefits will ultimately go to them. Accordingly, Nunkoo and Ramkisoon (2011) 

demonstrate that residents’ trust in local professionals is a sign of their reinforcement for 

tourism development.  

In my research of the literature, I also came across Lange (2004), who argues that 

development does not necessarily have to be measured by financial benefits and GDP 

(Gross Domestic Product), and instead introduces produced, natural and human capital 

wealth as indicators to measure a nation’s development. Neither measures of 

employability are accepted by some authors, such as Simpson (2008), who concludes that 

benefits include livelihood enhancements, environmental and social benefits, and not only 
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in the form of employment. This is interesting in order to reach sustainability, however 

the reality I found during my fieldwork is that employment plays a crucial role in 

developing countries, and there is a huge gap between those who work in fairly good 

conditions and those who do traditional jobs. Therefore, I would still emphasise 

employment as something that must be improved in these special cases.  

The majority of the tourists that came to the lodge came from rich countries. In 

my three months working there I only received a couple of tourists from Malawi, and 

these were normally celebrating a honeymoon or a special event. Hall (2007) argues that 

changes are seen in a small scale but “the big picture” remains the problem. He adds that 

unless there are great turns in the flow of international arrivals, at least in a macro-level 

scenario, development of the economy in developing countries will be questionable. This 

is also demonstrated by Gibson (2009) who asserts that in this flow normally the poor 

benefit less than the wealthy and powerful. 

I would say that based on my experience education and empowerment are the keys 

for development. If this is correctly approached, salary gaps will eventually decrease and 

the flow of tourists will be more equally distributed. Also, access to tourist attractions 

will be fairer. 

Tourism, as demonstrated by Hall and Brown (2008), will find it hard to become 

a significant element in development and poverty-reduction, unless major global 

structural changes are made. According to the authors, without some form of legal 

enforcement regulation of market activities, businesses’ reactions to ethical compromises 

are likely only to be efficient at the margins.  

Development, sustainability and globalisation are for Mowforth and Munt (2016, 

p. 48), key notions that are interchangeable. The authors focus on the emergence of the 

so-called postmodernist cultural forms and new forms of consumption which accelerates 

the growth of the new middle class. It is argued that these new patterns of growth are 

major consumers of Third World tourism and that political globalisation helps to 

influence the rise of a variety of global organisations and institutions. Especially 

concerned with issues of sustainability, that according to the authors, are likely to have a 

significant impact upon the development of Third World tourism. They also emphasise 

the unequal and uneven nature of global capitalist development and the way in which this 

is deep-rooted in the development of Third World tourism 
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5.5.3. The concept of power and Theme three: Power relations in tourism   

I have experienced the great inequalities of wealth and power that take place in tourism. 

These two concepts are strongly interrelated. The wealthy have power against the poor. I 

have also found out that being white and from Europe shows authority and respect. This 

may be the reason why the owner at TFC hires expats from developed countries to 

undertake management positions, while he can concentrate on his other business. In my 

literature review, I have highlighted Bianchi (2011) who demonstrates that despite being 

a significant vehicle of capitalist accumulation and creator of employment, tourism 

studies lack research on the relation between labour and class. I have also attempted to 

demonstrate this during my fieldwork, and my findings led me to the conclusion that 

tourism is certainly a creator of employment at Cape Maclear, however I agree with the 

author on the fact that there should be more research concerning power relations.  

 It seemed to me that the current business model followed by companies such as 

TFC, which aim at promoting sustainable tourism, is based on the same neoliberal 

doctrines as other models, without taking into consideration the inequalities found in 

capitalism. In this sense, Fletcher (2011) argues that alternative forms of tourism, 

including sustainable tourism, do not question the relationship between labour and class 

because sustainable tourism has emerged as a tool to sustain capitalism and even a form 

of neo-colonialism. An opinion also shared by authors such as Hall (2007) and Smith et 

al., (2010) who reveal how great tourism movement in this world still happens from 

Northern countries to Southern hemisphere countries, in other words, from the developed 

to the developing world. The authors also argue that the current tourism industry, 

dominated mainly by Western nations will eventually make host nations dependent and 

subservient to their needs. Hence, Hall and Brown (2008) call for a need to mediate 

beyond just abusing local natural resources and to create a distinctive and just production 

of tourism avoiding over-consumption.  

Results shown by Belhassen and Caton (2011) claim that by implementing a more 

critical approach in tourism pedagogy, management training can acquire philosophical 

depth. This depth can introduce them to projects of expanding social justice, and provide 

them with the sad realities of the workplace and the remarkable inequalities of power 

relations. For the authors, it is important to question the status quo for enhancing today’s 

old-fashioned tourism programmes. With this study, I also intend to add critical work into 
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the tourism literature which can be useful later on and encourage other students to get 

involved with. 

Despite a better understanding of injustices in relation to the appropriation and 

use of cultural and natural resources, Jamal and Camargo (2014) call for a development 

of theory which contemplates justice principles related to the ethical and fair treatment of 

a regions’ inhabitants, especially the well-being of disadvantaged populations.  

More inequalities in the tourism sector are seen by Theuns (2014), who shows that 

travel should be reduced and even omitted if it is a form of oligarchic wealth, a form of 

unnecessary consumption, or a form of redundant luxury without a basic value. The same 

author states that we can do without some types of luxury tourism, which help to increase 

inequalities. The author suggests that globalisation and what that involves, including the 

globalised tourism industry, not only leads to increasing inequality between countries, but 

also within countries.  

 

5.6. Summary 

Concerning equity, weighing up the alternatives it would seem that benefits obtained 

through tourism are distributed in a fairly way among the employees at TFC. However, 

there is also a big salary gap between the highest positions and lower ones, and expats 

will normally take big responsibilities. There is also a great salary gap between those 

working at the lodge and those working in other jobs. I believe that decreasing the salary 

gap is a step towards sustainability and equity regulations should be introduced in the 

company, as I could not find anything concerning this. Also, introducing measures in 

order to encourage tourists to eat outside would increase the social well-being of local 

populations and thus, reduce inequalities between people working at the lodges and 

outsiders, and create a fairer distribution of benefits. Perhaps, this measure would be 

enough for locals not to abandon their traditions, but to combine them with other activities 

and would give them more economic power to reduce the huge differences in salaries 

already mentioned.  

It can also be seen both in the theoretical and empirical findings that changes in 

the environment and climate change are negatively and unjustly affecting Malawi. 

Developed and wealthy countries, which are higher energy users, have a debt with 

developing countries concerning climate change impacts and equity frameworks as well 
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as ecological measures need to be implemented to safeguard the lives of those who have 

less. 

Analysing the local-as-users dilemma, there is a great inequality issue in this matter, 

observed in both empirical and theoretical findings. Based on my experience, I have come 

to the conclusion that many local people will not have the chance to see what their country 

is famous for, due to an unjust system that only favours the wealthy, unless major changes 

are made. Those changes could just be fairer prices to locals according to their salaries, 

and  a continuous increase of the minimum wage in the country. For example, as it was 

mentioned in earlier passages in this thesis, only two of the 23 men and women working 

at TFC went on a safari or visited other national parks in the country.  

Within sustainability, it can be seen that future generations in Malawi are at risk due 

to several changes in the environment happening today, such as the long dry seasons, 

scarcity of food, extinction of species, and the poor management in the area, among 

others.  

Theoretical findings put emphasis on giving locals knowledge in order to combat 

these issues and to promote sustainable development. Also, theoretical findings 

accentuate that an increase in tourism flows to the area could eventually lead Malawi to 

faster development. I have argued that although this can be true, it cannot be forgotten 

that faster development without taking into consideration the sustainability issues would 

make things even worse concerning the environmental effects. 

The dilemma between sustainable development and unsustainable growth persists and 

it is not an easy issue to handle. Indeed, more research with a critical perspective is needed 

in this aspect. 

 

In relation to power, the evidence would appear to indicate that there is still a sense 

of superior power attached to gender and the colour of skin in Malawi. As a foreigner 

coming from a northern wealthy country, I thought treatment was to be tense between the 

employees and myself, and perhaps it was the first few days. However as the time went 

by, I felt as one more of the family, and the differences between us never mattered 

anymore. More research that is critical would be useful to compare whether this sense of 

superior power attached to gender is applicable to other geographical locations or it is 

more emphasised on African countries.  
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As it is seen in many other places, a vertical hierarchy scale is promoted and 

implemented in models in Africa. There exists great salary and educational differences 

within positions in the company, and there is also the figure of the expat in charge.  This 

also denotes a sense of power against local people who see white European men and 

women as "the boss". As the theoretical findings suggest, new management and 

theoretical models promoting justice would be appropriate here to empower local people 

to take responsibilities and managing positions without distinctions of gender.  

The salary differences between locals and tourists was emphasised on the literature 

and was easily contrasted in the empirical findings. I have experienced the absurd 

difference between the salary of a European and a local person in that area, and this is 

something that must not be ignored. Such thing will always give great power to the 

former. In some situations, I even saw expats breaking the law or bribing officers. Hence, 

aiming at a more equitable salary distribution would be beneficial for all.  
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6. Conclusions  

This thesis has explored the ways in which sustainable tourism embraces the issue of 

equity and to what extent contemporary literature in tourism is approaching the equity 

concept.  

 

6.1. Research questions 

My two research questions throughout this thesis are:  

 RQ1: What do current literature and critical studies in sustainable tourism reveal 

about equity issues? 

 RQ2: How does equity play out in a particular venue that promotes sustainable 

tourism in Malawi, Africa? 

Firstly, concerning RQ1, to the extent that we can compile a full picture there is still 

a lack of critical literature involving issues of equity in tourism studies. Most literature I 

read, still accentuate economic growth as means for development without critically 

exploring other alternatives. For example, this could be a focus on a better distribution of 

the benefits and thus, reducing the inequalities that today exist between countries from 

the North and countries in the South. Therefore, my argument would corroborate the 

evidence that there is still a lack of literature concerning critical issues of power relations 

and inequalities in sustainable tourism and practices that promote change in society. 

Secondly, referring to RQ2, taking into account the empirical findings in this study, 

my answer is a negative one. I have found out that benefits brought by sustainable tourism 

are not equitably distributed among local populations in Malawi. These populations 

continue to be at risk of surviving regardless the great flow of tourism in the area. Unequal 

power relations seem to be more aggravated the more developed the nation become. 

Therefore, lodges promoting sustainable tourism in this area are failing in one of the core 

principles, which is equity.  

 

6.2. Final thoughts 

A literature review has shown that there is still a lack of academic works involving 

issues of critical tourism. However, it can also be seen that the current decade has 

reflected a significant increase and that a critical approach is being implemented in 

growing academic works (Gibson, 2009; Fletcher, 2011; Schilcher, 2007; Adams, 2010; 
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Tribe, 2008; Bianchi, 2009; Caton, 2012; Belhassen and Caton, 2011; Conell, 2011; 

Theuns, 2014)  

My fieldwork, in combination with a critical theoretical foundation and based on 

participatory research and dialogues with those beautiful men and women working at The 

Funky Cichlid in Malawi, and the villagers that I met during my stay there, gave me 

valuable insights which hopefully will be seen as constructive critiques. Although 

answers are negative in a sense, looking at the whole picture it may be appreciated that 

changes are being promoted at a small pace. Tourism has the potential to bring prosperity 

to local villages in developing countries as was demonstrated by Bianchi (2011), 

empowering locals with a proper management of their resources, an equitable distribution 

of the benefits and ensuring that future generations will be safeguarded without damaging 

the natural environment. 

An important component of my study is the need to comprehend the interrelated 

issues of sustainability and to understand sustainability within a broad context. I argue 

that such a context provides a more valuable basis for understanding and analysing the 

gradual appearance of sustainable tourism. It has also been suggested that the concept of 

sustainability is open to a wide range of meanings, and that power and equity strongly 

relate to it. The findings in this thesis support my argument that current measures for 

development in sustainable tourism are insufficient and do not approach equity principles 

due to an intense pursue of economic growth. In my opinion, the analysis of sustainable 

tourism should involve a much fuller understanding of the theoretical frameworks that 

can help us to make better sense of new developments. 

As I was responsible for social network channels at The Funky Cichlid, I got 

involved in a constant communication not only with clients, but also with the few 

employees that used Facebook. This increased the level of trust among us and 

strengthened our friendship. I have been updating them with the progress of this thesis, 

and once the thesis is approved, I would like them to read it.  

My intention in this thesis is not to condemn the degrading effects of some forms 

of sustainable tourism, but to participate in the construction of a fairer world that 

challenges current tourism practices and promotes change and empowerment. 
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6.3. Limitations of the study 

Despite having reached its aim, some limitations have occurred throughout the research 

process, especially during the fieldwork. These limitations may have affected the quality 

of the findings of this study. 

In December of 2015, I had the idea of basing my thesis on this topic. However, I 

must say that this study has developed and transformed month by month. The idea of 

doing a fieldwork came later in February 2016 and finding a right place was also difficult.  

Concerning the gathering of academic information, as it has been stated in 

previous sections there is not a vast amount of critical literature in tourism and that 

complicates the search. It was even more difficult to find a decent amount of critical 

academic work related to issues of equity in the tourism field. Also, there is a lack of 

African voices in current literature in tourism studies. Therefore, it is difficult to compare 

the findings obtained from these kinds of projects carried out foreigners with findings 

obtained by locals. 

The fieldwork presented several limitations. Firstly, I could have been more 

prepared before going to Malawi, but I did not know exactly what I was to find there. 

Also, I did not want to prepare too much in advance and to just “go with the flow”. 

Secondly, the time required to gather information could have been longer. Three months 

may not have been enough time to develop relationships with the participants and gather 

rigorous information for the research. Thirdly, as I was working as a manager I had many 

tasks every day. Long stressful days with short breaks and only a few days off 

complicated the research process and the recording of information. Lastly, the hard 

environment complicated things even more. Sometimes I got so personally involved that 

it was hard to remember my role there. 

My personal believes and critical views may have also influenced the findings. 

Nonetheless, the content of this thesis has always been written with honesty and sincerity 

based on my own experiences.  

 

 

6.4. Suggestions for further research 

Guided by the findings obtained from both literature and fieldwork, I would aim at more 

critical research embracing the following:  
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 Conducting a similar study in a developing country using a qualitative research 

and participatory methods. More results from such studies are needed in order to 

gain a certain grade of generalisation. 

 Embracing more critical concepts and themes that in one way or the other are 

related to issues of equity and sustainability. These concepts can be globalisation, 

race, gender, climate change refugees, capitalism, among others. 

 Conducting a similar study in the area, but this time involving more venues that 

promote sustainability and compare one another.  

 Exploring means of poverty alleviation in the area by not focusing only on 

economic growth and foreign capital investment. This can be done by 

empowering and educating local population about permaculture procedures to 

ensure food all year round, forms of saving water from the severe rains that happen 

every rainy season, green energies and other methods of creating electricity to 

power their houses. 

 More research focused on social equity, and equity indicators programmes guided 

by a critical stance and with reliable implementation.  

 More research on power relations happening in the tourism field. 

 More research on access to tourism sites by local populations in developing 

countries. 

 

I believe that the tourism industry is unlikely to change its modus operandi. There 

seems to be little progress of change in the dominant business-like approach of capitalism 

and the insatiable capital growth, and the increase in social responsibility is unlikely to 

have more than a minimal impact on equity and global justice in tourism. This conclusion 

may appear rather pessimistic, but sadly the reality corroborates it. The possibilities for 

change come from below. We, people, have the power to change, change ourselves, 

change traditions, change politicians and change the system in order to strive towards a 

more just and sustainable world before it is too late. 

 

 

 
“We need to defend the interests of those whom we've never met and never will.”  

- Jeffrey D. Sachs 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6440.Jeffrey_D_Sachs
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Appendices  
 

 

Appendix 1: Keyword combination and Search Engines limit to peer-reviewed journals. 
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sustainab* AND 

One 

Search 

Emerald 

Insight 

Taylor and 

Francis 

Google 

Scholar 

Equity 12500 1037 5412 77600 

Fairness 3542 1277 7313 19600 

Social Justice 13428 549 6171 116000 

Development 68803 4968 33918 1430000 

Inequalit* 2 496 5299 20300 

Wealth Distribution 9247 694 5694 18100 

Benefi* 48320 3725 25214 18600 

Growth 47616 4104 28290 620000 

Justice 13940 571 6414 115000 

Third World 40321 2515 18856 576000 

Criti* 50161 3367 24269 16100 

Capital* 38951 2567 19520 301000 

Globalisation 16278 1157 7842 17100 

Power 41602 2637 21307 741000 

Marx* 4544 76 2283 16800 
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Appendix 3: Matrix example 
 

 
COMPLETE 

ARTICLE DETAIL 

SIMPSON, M.C. 2007. AN INTEGRATED APPROACH TO ASSESS THE IMPACTS 

OF TOURISM COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND SUSTAINABLE 

LIVELIHOODS. COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL. VOL. 44, NO. 2, PP. 186-

208. 

 

VIEWED 15 December 2016 

AIM The article presents a structured integrated assessment approach to assess the 

impacts of initiatives that purport to deliver net livelihood benefits to 

communities living adjacent to or within the tourism destination 

OBJECTIVE to test the implementation of an integrated protocol presented 

METHODS An integrated methodology that includes review literature, collect baseline data, 

stakeholder analysis, key informant interviews, household questionnaire, 

participatory processes sustainable livelihood analysis, analysis of quantitative 

data, and synthesis of the qualitative data used and quantitative data.  

RESULTS The case studies demonstrate that the tourism initiatives had affected community 

development and the communities’ livelihoods and assets in both positive and 

negative ways. Despite positive impacts generally outweigh the negative; the 

financial benefits are restricted to only a few households who have members 

directly employed. 

RELEVANCE The integrated approach used in this article is useful for further development as 

uses an extensive methodology and its different steps in real case studies. 

Interesting results are shown addressing equity issues when delivering financial 

benefits. 

NATURE OF 

PUBLICATION 

Peer-reviewed academic journal  

RELIABILITY Known author in the field. Cited several times. 
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Appendix 4. Pieces of Art 
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Appendix 5. Diary logbook  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Translation:  

 

15/Jul/2016 

 

First day in Lilongwe. Andrew has come to pick me up at the airport, waiting with a 

sign that said my name. On the way home, I have seen kids walking on bare foot 

begging for money. On my arrival, good impression, people seems to be nice, people 

from the UK, from France, and Germany. They tell me that there is an event tonight. We 

will make a barbeque, many people are coming and we will go out to a couple of bars. 

 

16/Jul/2016 

 

Today people are tired after yesterday. I will go to the city centre GAME to buy some 

clothes with some flatmates. Not much happening today. We will watch a movie and eat 

pizza tonight. 
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Appendix 6. Photographs 
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