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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
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Accepted 20 July 2021 19 pandemic, the concept of sustainable tourism development becomes
Published 24 July 2021 inevitable. In order to achieve sustainable development, special value is
assigned to stakeholder engagement at all the stages of the development, from
KEYWORDS the policy formation to the project implementation. The paper analyses the
) ) stakeholder perceptions towards the sustainable tourism development based
Sustainable Tourism, on the example of Autonomous Republic of Adjara, elaboration of necessary
Sustainable Development, directions for practical realization of their engagement in the decision-making
Stakeholder Perceptions, process is concluded. The quantitative data needed for research purposes
Stakeholder Engagement. were collected through a structured questionnaire. Respondents' opinions

were established on the current state of tourism in the Autonomous Republic
of Adjara and the strategy of subsequent development of the industry. The
results show that different groups of stakeholders have different perceptions
towards different attitudes, some of which are expressed in critical positions.
On the basis of research results, the views of different groups of stakeholders
is set out to ensure the further steps in the sustainable development of tourism
and the stakeholder engagement model in the planning process is proposed.
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Introduction. Sustainable tourism development comprises three direction - ecological, social
and economic aspects. Yet success lies in keeping balance between those three. Literature suggests
that tourism will reach higher level of sustainability, if all stakeholders are involved in its development.
The following paper aims to analyse the one of the most important issues of sustainable development -
stakeholder perceptions and their engagement in decision-making process.

Over the last decade, tourism is acknowledged as the state priority in Georgia and large amount of
investments were directed in the related fields. As a result, the entire country and Adjara Autonomous
Republic (Adjara A.R.) itself has made considerable progress concerning attraction of tourists, that can be
evidenced by the constant tendency of increasing number of tourists from year to year.

It is noteworthy that there is still a little experience of developing stakeholders' policies in the
state. To achieve the target indicators set in "Georgian Tourism Strategy 2025" (Georgian National
Tourism Administration), there are eight strategic tasks to be challenged and cooperation with
stakeholders is one of them; However, it is not clarified what mechanisms will be involved in their
engagement in the planning process. Nevertheless, the degree of performance of this task determines
the quality of successful implementation of the remaining tasks.
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Nowadays, special importance must be given to the stakeholder engagement at all the stages
of sustainable development, starting from the establishment of the policy to the project implementation
stage. According to the common opinion, joint work can bring the significant benefits, while there is a
clear consensus that different stakeholder engagement in the overall global solutions of multi-aspect is
of vital importance.

Therefore, in order to find out how stakeholders can be more effectively involved in the
implementation of sustainable tourism development in Adjara A.R. the following tasks are considered
in the proposed paper:

1. Based on research, to analyse the perceptions of different stakeholder groups towards
tourism development in Adjara Autonomous Republic;

2. Find out their views concerning the desirable actions of planning and decision-making process;

3. To determine means of perfection of stakeholder engagement in sustainable tourism
development.

Literature review. For the effective development of tourism, it is essential to predict the
expected changes and analyse their impact. Taking into consideration all these, touristic destinations
have to find and develop sustainable tourism development models, because the failure to achieve this
goal has most likely succession to the short-term perspective (Abuselidze&Devadze, 2018).

After the study of existing literatures on sustainable development (Healey 1998; Wahab &
Pigram 1998; Bramwell & Sharman 1999; Hardy, Beeton & Pearson, 2002; Dodds, 2007; Bell & Morsg,
2008; Logar, 2010; Abuselidze & Johann, 2017; Putkaradze & Abuselidze, 2019; Salukvadze &
Backhaus, 2020), we can consider that tourism will reach higher level of sustainability, if all
stakeholders are involved in its development. for successful implementation of sustainable tourism, it is
necessary to evolve the following - vision, policy, planning, management, monitoring, public learning
processes and total involvement of society in the process of its development (Choi & Sirakaya, 2005).

Analyzing the literature in the field demonstrates, that the main challenges for sustainable tourism
development are: Its practical implementation (Dodds, 2007; Hardy, Beeton, & Pearson, 2002; Logar,
2010); Practical issues of sharing capacity, agreement, coordination, co-operation and responsibility (Butler,
1999; Jamal & Getz, 1995); Issues related to stakeholders (Bell & Morse, 2008; Dodds, 2007, Cooper et al.,
2009). Among them, the most obvious is the lack of stakeholder engagement, lack of government support,
lack of leadership, lack of information and lack of coordination (Dodds, 2007). All these lead to the
creation of problems among stakeholders such as bureaucracy and coordination difficulties, decrease of
power, change of common interests, and failure of goals establishment, willingless to make significant
changes and so on. (Cooper et al., 2009; Dodds & Butler, 2009).

Research methodology. Since the concept of sustainability comprises many economic, social
and ecological aspects, that in its turn implies a wide range of stakeholders, it is almost incredible to
involve all of them in the research process. Accordingly, for the given paper key groups of
stakeholders were interviewed during the research.

The quantitative data needed for research purposes were collected through a structured
questionnaire. Respondents’ opinions were established on the current state of tourism in the
Autonomous Republic of Adjara and the strategy of subsequent development of the industry.

A number of questions in the questionnaire were adapted from Byrd, Reid, Hapitoglu, Choi and
Sirakaya studies (Byrd et al., 2009, Reid et al., 2009, Hatipoglu et al., 2014, Choi and Sirakaya, 2005). The
questionnaire consisted of 40 statements and the answers were evaluated using the 5 graded Likert scale,
where 1 corresponds to the answer "totally disagree™ and 5 corresponds to "completely agree".

After the questionnaire, the Qualtrics online server was used and the questionnaire was sent to
the various interested stakeholders of the tourism industry. Part of the returned questionnaires were
half filled, which would not be appropriate for analysis. Therefore, we had to sort out the completed
guestionnaires and finally we got 390 filled questionnaires, which is about 75% of respondents, 95%
of confidence interval and 5% of the sampling error, which means that the survey results are
representative for the stakeholders of the Autonomous Republic of Adjara. The data downloaded from
the Qualtrics server were processed through the SPSS program.

Results and discussion. The research results show a comparison of means of five-point
Likert-scale type statements of the different stakeholder groups. The part of statements aimed to learn
how do stakeholders evaluate the ongoing situation of tourism development in the Autonomous
Republic of Adjara, and what are their thoughts concerning the planning of future development path.
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Table 1. Comparison of stakeholder perceptions

Stakeholder Groups
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Mzan ion  Mean ion  Mean jon  Mean jon  Mean ion  Mean ion

Tourism is important for Adjara AR, 464 121 500 000 495 218 450 1243 500 000 483 403

and the local community
Tourism is well developed in Adjara AR 382 125 375 500 362 740 325 1138 343 1016 350 &%

Tourism industry has developed over | 455 93 425 957 433 1065 350 1087 400 877 417 753

the past five years

Local community supports the tourism | 409 145 450 577 448 602 425 866 429 914 433 516

development in region
Personally, [ like the way tourismis | 382 125 400 816 352 680 282 1240 371 1069 367 1033

developing in Adjara AR,
Tourism development in Adjara 391 130 425 500 229 902 175 1138 364 1393 347 139

corresponds to the sustainable
development principles
There isno clear plan whenproblem | 300 134 300 1414 357 1026 455 622 400 1109 350 1225

OCCurs
Local community and business society | 327 | 127 350 577 357 1245 433 651 407 917| 400 1265

has no information about the future
direction of tourism development

Source: Data processed by SPSS

It is worth to remark, that the mean for the whole sample was 4.83 for the following statement:
“Tourism is important for Adjara A.R. and for people living here”. This approves and verifies the
definite support to tourism industry development from all the participating stakeholder groups.
However, at the same time, research reveals that they are not satisfied with the existing state of
tourism development. The corresponding statement — “Tourism is well-developed in Adjara A.R.”
showed the mean of only 3.5, that is close to the neutral evaluation point 3 of Lykert scale.

The similar evaluation was shown for the logical extension of the previous statement — “Personally,
I like the way tourism is developing in Adjara A.R.” with the sample mean equal to 3.5. Although, here
should be emphasized that compared to other groups, the least point (mean=2.9) was given by the
representatives of non-governmental organisations group. If we follow and discuss the evaluations from
same group, NGO representatives think that tourism development does not meet the sustainable tourism
development principles. (“Tourism development in Adjara corresponds to the sustainable development
principles”— mean=1.75), that demonstrated the most critical evaluations compared to other groups.

The second half of questionnaire aimed to find out stakeholder perceptions towards the
stakeholder management process (Table 2).
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Table 2. Comparison of stakeholder perceptions.

Stakeholder Groups
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The tourism related decizions in ﬁdjara 4.09 g0 375 5000 400 707 408 900 371 984 497 T53
A.R. should be made by the local

government

The tourism related decisions in Adjara | 300 134 375 957 310 1044 267 1231 357 1016 300 1095

AR, should be made by the central

government

The tourism related decisions should be | 373 135 300 816 457 870 467 492 386 1099 350 1517
made by the involvement of different
stakeholder groups

Local community should be actively 381 114 475 500 443 870 450 522 457 756 400 894
involved in tourism planning

Personally, I feel that I am involved in 418 108 250 1.000 295 1322 208 1165 329 1541 267 1366
the tourism development process in
Adjara AR,

I'would like to participate in the tourism
related decision-making process

427 79 400 816 458 769 483 1193 450 Té0 450 545

Source: Data processed by SPSS

Based on the research objectives respondents were asked to state their opinion — if they would
like to participate in the planning process. As we supposed, majority had the positive feedback, with a
total mean 4.4, that means that in case of government’s political will, it is easily manageable to gather
different stakeholders and their feedbacks, and therefore share their knowledge, views and experience
between the different stakeholders of tourism industry. Besides, the respondents were offered to
choose all the possible options from the selection of stakeholder engagement techniques we think
would be beneficial and easily achievable (Figure 1).

"Choose all the possible options of stakeholder engagement techniques, which yon
think would be beneficial in practice.”

Inrernet placform s 1 750
Survey I 5555
Open house N  53%
Public hearing I 470
Public meeting I 1196
Hotline I 37%
Workshop I 70%
Municipal meetings m—— ———— 17%
Interview with focus groups  m— 9%
Field trip S 9%
Direct Interviewr mmmm %
Advisory group mmmm 5%
Task force mE 4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Fig. 1. Percentage distribution of respondents.
Source: Processed by authors
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Based on the discussed above, a recommended frame of stakeholder engagement model is
proposed (Figure 2). As far as all the governmental entities are accountable to the Government of
Adjara Autonomous Republic, we think that they should take the responsibility of the stakeholder
engagement. Therefore, should be entitled the group of people responsible on stakeholder management
(SM responsible authority). The SM responsible authority could be any person or group of people, or
the whole division employed in the government administration, that means there is no necessity of
new employees. The authority will ensure the implementation of the stakeholder engagement strategy
and corresponding provisions.

Public Meeting
Open House
Internet Platforms

Survey; Hotline

More involvement

Tasl: Force
Focus Grnup
Field Trip

Advmary Group

smM
Responsible
Authority

Less involvement

Fig. 2. The recommended model of stakeholder engagement
Source: Processed by authors

Conclusions. It is necessary to elaborate the plan for increasing stakeholder engagement in the
different stages of planning. The study showed that the overwhelming majority of the respondents are
willing to be involved in tourism development process of Adjara Autonomous Republic. Even though
the Department of tourism and resorts of Adjara A.R is the main governmental organization in tourism
industry, because of absence the relevant authority, it could not guarantee the coordination between
the different governmental entities. As far as all the governmental entities are accountable to the
Government of Adjara Autonomous Republic, we think that they should take the responsibility of the
stakeholder engagement. Therefore, should be entitled the group of people responsible on stakeholder
management (SM responsible authority). The SM responsible authority could be any person or group
of people, or the whole division employed in the government administration, that means there is no
necessity of new employees. The authority will ensure the implementation of the stakeholder
engagement strategy and corresponding provisions.

The recommended techniques of stakeholder engagement are offered, which should be
implemented in the process of tourism policy planning. These are: advisory group, task force, focus group,
field trip, internet platforms, hotline, public meetings, open house and surveys. In order to increase the local
community awareness and ensure to get feedbacks from them, it is recommended to use the following mass
communication techniques: open house, public meetings, surveys, hotline, internet platforms.
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