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This work, based on the conceptual work by Scheyvens and van der Watt Received 30 June 2023

(2021), amends the original Resident Empowerment through Tourism Scale Accepted 10 April 2024

(RETS) by including three new dimensions: economic empowerment,

cultural empowerment, and environmental empowerment. In so doing, E ; .
q g g q q a conomic empowerment;

the moghﬁed scale is a)pplled in a region of Ecuador not known for its cultural empowerment;

ecotourism opportunities, to determine how residents’ (n=500) environmental

perceived empowerment factors into their intent to engage in empowerment; theory of

ecotourism endeavours through a modified theory of planned planned behaviour;

behaviour model. Psychometric properties of the 13-item modified RETS ecotourism; Ecuador

were strong. Six of the nine proposed hypotheses were supported via

structural equation modelling using IBM Amos 28.0. The first-order

model (of perceived empowerment) accounted for 33% of the variance

in attitudes about engaging in ecotourism and 82% of the variance in

behavioural intentions to engage in ecotourism. A second-order model

increased variance explained in attitudes to 70% and in behavioural

intentions to 89%.
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Introduction

Notwithstanding recent criticisms of empowerment within the context of tourism (Abdullah et al.,
2023), research on the construct and its complex processes remains popular among academics,
especially when considering residents in rural destinations who may be disadvantaged or margina-
lised (Aghazamani & Hunt, 2017). Such popularity has been further exemplified in recent works sur-
rounding topics of gender (Abou-Shouk et al., 2021), political issues (Joo et al., 2020), community
development (Dolezal & Novelli, 2022), etc. The diversity of empowerment research further
extends into various forms of tourism (i.e. adventure, cultural, community-based, heritage, sustain-
able, etc.), with a considerable degree undertaken in the context of ecotourism (see Lenao & Basupi,
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2016; Mendoza-Ramos & Prideaux, 2018; Ramos & Prideaux, 2014; Ramén-Hidalgo & Harris, 2018). As
Shafieisabet and Haratifard (2020) claim, the notion of empowerment as it relates to ecotourism is
intuitive given many individuals living in and around ecotourism destinations reside in rural areas
with finite employment opportunities.

One popular measure by which researchers have ascertained such rural residents’ perceived levels
of empowerment is the Resident Empowerment through Tourism Scale (RETS) (Boley & McGehee, 2014).
The RETS was primarily developed from the seminal works by Scheyvens (1999; 2000) - in fact, in eco-
tourism. Three distinct dimensions are highlighted within the RETS (i.e. psychological, social, and pol-
itical). Notably missing from the RETS was economic empowerment which Scheyvens advanced in her
first two works. This exclusion was recently addressed by Moreira dos Santos et al. (2024) to add econ-
omic empowerment to the initial RETS. Years have passed since the creation of the RETS, with numer-
ous academics perpetuating its utilisation (Aleshinloye et al.,, 2021; Elshaer et al., 2021; Joo et al., 2020;
Strzelecka et al,, 2017a; 2017b; 2023). Fast-forward nearly ten years since the validation of the RETS,
through works focused on the nexus of culture, the natural environment, and empowerment (Shafiei-
sabet & Haratifard, 2020; Su et al., 2023; Wu & Chen, 2018), and Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021)
advanced a conceptual paper calling for a more robust conceptualisation of perceived empowerment
that encompasses not only the three dimensions of the RETS but also economic, cultural, and environ-
mental empowerment. Such work showcases Scheyvens continued commitment to advancing
empowerment research, offers examples of how to operationalise items within each of the six distinct
dimensions, and provides fertile ground to amend the RETS - assessing its psychometric properties
and examine its utility in return to its ecotourism roots, to ultimately determine its role in explaining
residents’ behavioural intent to engage in ecotourism (through the theory of planned behaviour).
Though the work by Boley and colleagues (see Boley et al, 2014; 2018; Maruyama et al., 2017a;
Moreira dos Santos et al. (2024); Strzelecka et al., 2017b; 2023) provides evidence of the connection
between three perceived empowerment dimensions to residents’ attitudes about tourism, their
work neglects determining how such connection can pave the way for individuals’ intentions to
engage in ecotourism. Moreira dos Santos et al. (2024) came close in assessing how empowerment
(albeit only using the existing three dimensions and their newly developed economic and environ-
mental dimensions) can explain residents’ support for sustainable tourism, but this is not the same
as willingness to engage in ecotourism. The theory of planned behaviour framework provides this
link, which Ulker-Demirel and Ciftci (2020) assert is largely missing from the residents’ attitudes litera-
ture over the last 30 years.

Few places are more ideal than Ecuador for ecotourism (especially within Latin America) — with
the Galapagos Island off the western coast and the Amazon rainforest and headwaters inland to
the east. One region not as well known for its ecotourism is within the central portion of the
country including the Andes Mountains with more than 20 peaks at least 14,000 feet above sea
level (4200 metres) in elevation. Chimborazo, the highest peak in the region measured at 20,702
feet above sea level (6310 metres), is considered the furthest point from the centre of the Earth
(NOAA, 2023). As Ecuador rebounds from the COVID-19 pandemic, its Ministry of Tourism, at the
end of January 2022 developed a new strategy to attract ecotourists — with the region including
Chimborazo playing a central role in reaching 2 million visitors by 2025 (Gonzélez Lara, 2022).
Given the relative novelty of ecotourism in the region, little is known about residents’ intent to
engage in ecotourism endeavours and if perceived empowerment from tourism in general may
play a role in such intentions.

This research has two primary aims. The first of which is to operationalise Scheyvens and van der
Watt (2021) six dimensions of residents’ perceived empowerment (i.e. psychological, sociological,
political, cultural, economic, and environmental empowerment) from tourism, utilise the scale in
data collection, and examine the psychometric properties of the amended RETS. The second aim
is to examine the role of the amended RETS within a theory of planned behaviour model to deter-
mine if the six dimensions significantly contribute to residents’ attitudes about engaging in ecotour-
ism services (which would ultimately explain their behavioural intent to engage in ecotourism). This
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second aim serves to examine the predictive validity of the amended RETS dimensions as previous
work (Boley et al., 2014; 2018; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Strzelecka et al., 2017b; 2023; Wang & Han,
2022) has connected three dimensions of the original RETS (along with economic and environmental
added by Moreira dos Santos et al., 2024) to attitudinal tourism support (yet stopped shy of deter-
mining how such attitudes, perceived behavioural control, and subjective norms may explain behav-
ioural intentions to engage in ecotourism). In essence, assessing the relationship between perceived
empowerment from tourism in general and residents’ perspectives of engaging in ecotourism
specifically plays an integral role in helping the Ministry Tourism realise their campaign to attract
2 million ecotourists within such a short period of time. If residents’ have minimal desire to
engage in the provision of ecotourism services, this will stand counter to the notions of ecotourism,
especially in achieving UNESCO'’s Sustainable Development Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Commu-
nities (Spenceley & Rylance, 2021) - that small business development and employees may have to
come from outside the region.

Literature review and hypothesis development

Nearly 25 years in the making, tourism scholars are entrenched in empowerment research, namely,
to determine if and to what extent community residents are empowered from tourism (Scheyvens &
van der Watt, 2021). Though a singular definition of empowerment is not widely accepted (Rappa-
port, 1984; Scheyvens, 1999; 2000; Sofield, 2003), Scheyvens (2020) offers one:

Empowerment is understood as the activation of the confidence and capabilities of previously disadvantaged or
disenfranchised individuals or groups so that they can exert greater control over their lives, challenge unequal
power relations, mobilize resources to meet their needs, and work to achieve social justice. (p. 115)

The seminal works by Scheyvens on perceived empowerment in ecotourism truly stimulated this
area of research. Though tourism researchers have branched out to apply notions of empowerment
in other areas of tourism such as cultural and heritage tourism (Su et al., 2023), community-based
tourism (Dolezal & Novelli, 2022; Nguyen et al., 2022), and sustainable tourism in general (Elshaer
et al.,, 2021; Joo et al., 2020; Sofield, 2003), it is still largely utilised within work on ecotourism
(Lenao & Basupi, 2016; Mendoza-Ramos & Prideaux, 2018; Ramos & Prideaux, 2014; Ramon-
Hidalgo & Harris, 2018) — many of which are situated at the nexus of gender and empowerment.

RETS and its application

Just as definitions of empowerment are plentiful, so too, are the ways in which the construct has
been conceptualised and operationalised within tourism literature. This prompted Boley and McGe-
hee’s (2014) development of the 12-item Residents’ Empowerment through Tourism Scale (or RETS),
with its three dimensions - psychological, social, and political empowerment. Apart from Strzelecka
et al. (2017a), perceived empowerment (and its dimensions) has primarily served as a predictor of
some other variable, most regularly, attitudes about tourism or support for tourism (Boley et al.,
2014; 2018; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Strzelecka et al., 2017b; 2023; Wang & Han, 2022). Only twice
(see Aleshinloye et al., 2021; Joo et al., 2020) has perceived empowerment been considered a pre-
cursor to attitudes concerning engaging with tourism (not simply supporting the industry). Two
primary takeaways from this body of work on RETS are that: (1) psychological and social empower-
ment have consistently been the best predictors of attitudes about and support for tourism, and (2)
minimal work (see Strzelecka et al., 2023 in context of rural nature tourism) has utilised the RETS in
the context of ecotourism — where Scheyvens (1999; 2000) first introduced the construct.
Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021) argue that through their empowerment and sustainable devel-
opment framework, future work should incorporate additional aspects of cultural, economic, and
environmental empowerment, as they operationalise each of the six dimensions with proposed
wording (Appendix A). Answering this call, our work employs many of the proposed items advanced
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by Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021) to test a six-dimensional RETS (i.e. psychological, social, pol-
itical, cultural, economic, and environmental). The justification for those used was based on (1)
knowledge of the study context, (2) knowledge of the extant literature concerning perceived
empowerment within tourism, and (3) critical consideration of wording proposed by Scheyvens
and van der Watt. In so doing, psychometric properties will be examined, including nomological val-
idity just as Boley and McGehee (2014) considered when they developed the initial RETS and Moreira
dos Santos et al. (2024) have recently done within their amended model. Given that we know per-
ceived empowerment has significantly explained residents’ attitudes about tourism in general (albeit
with different dimensions serving as significant predictors), we argue that perceived empowerment
(through the six dimensions we propose) should also explain attitudes about ecotourism, in particu-
lar. This will allow us the opportunity to consider how residents’ perceptions of empowerment
through tourism will ultimately explain their behavioural intentions to engage in ecotourism
(through attitudes, perceived behavioural control, and subjective norms) using the theory of
planned behaviour (TPB). As it stands, only a few studies have connected empowerment to residents’
involvement or engagement in tourism (see Elshaer et al., 2021; Shafieisabet & Haratifard, 2020; and
Wu & Chen, 2018) for which the TPB would have been ideal. In essence, this would extend the con-
nection between residents’ perceived empowerment and attitudes about tourism (Boley et al., 2014;
2018; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Strzelecka et al., 2017b; 2023) to something more actionable (i.e. inten-
tions to engage in ecotourism).

Theory of planned behaviour and residents

The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) purports that attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioural control concerning a particular behaviour each contribute to an individual’s intent to
behave, which ultimately explains their actual behaviour. Since its inception, the theory has been
applied in countless contexts such as organisational behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), health promotion
(Godin & Kok, 1996), and hospitality and tourism (Erul et al., 2020) to name a few. To date, many
works within tourism (see Ulker-Demirel & Ciftci, 2020) focus on behavioural intent given the
widely accepted cross-sectional nature of survey-based research, owing to the difficulty of ascertain-
ing behavioural outcomes unless undertaking longitudinal research using the same sample of par-
ticipants (Garay et al., 2019; Qiu et al., 2022). Given the novelty of ecotourism among residents of our
study site and their engagement in this special form of tourism, our work focuses exclusively on
behavioural intentions to engage in ecotourism.

Despite its widespread use within the tourism literature, Hadinejad et al. (2019), in their review of 90
articles focusing on residents’ attitudes about tourism between 2011 and 2017 (in four leading tourism
journals), reported that no study employed the theory of planned behaviour. Somewhat similar findings
were reported by Ulker-Demirel and Ciftci (2020) in their systematic literature review of the theory of
planned behaviour within the tourism literature — none of the 259 studies reviewed from 1991 to
2019 used the TPB in linking residents’ attitudes with behavioural intentions to support tourism. Since
these two reviews were published, however, a few studies have made the connection considering
TPB. Erul et al. (2020) and Erul and Woosnam (2022) demonstrated that among residents of Izmir
(Turkey), attitudinal support for tourism was a highly significant predictor of behavioural intent to
support or engage with (as more aptly reflected within the items used) the industry. Such findings
were echoed in similar research involving Chinese residents (Shen et al,, 2019; Shen & Shen, 2021).

Of the works employing the TPB among destination residents from 2020, some key observations can
be made. Less than half of those examined revealed that the primary antecedents to behavioural inten-
tions (i.e. attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control) were all significant in a single
study (Cahigas et al., 2023; Erul et al., 2020; Erul & Woosnam, 2022; Wong et al., 2022). Most often, atti-
tudes were the best predictor (reflected through regression coefficients) and subjective norms were the
worst predictor of behavioural intentions (Erul et al., 2020; Shen & Shen, 2021; Wang et al., 2022; Wong
etal, 2022; Xu et al., 2022). Further, no studies that we came across used a modified TPB to link residents’
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perceived empowerment through tourism and their behavioural intent to engage in the industry (i.e.
cooperation with tourism planning and development initiatives, involvement in tourism business train-
ing, participation in community efforts to beautify the area and repair infrastructure, etc.). That said, we
are in even more ‘uncharted waters’ when it comes to the niche area of ecotourism. On the basis of the
amended RETS exhibiting strong psychometric properties, and statistical support connecting perceived
empowerment to attitudes concerning tourism (Boley et al., 2014; 2018; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Strze-
lecka et al., 2017b; 2023; Wang & Han, 2022), along with evidence that attitudes, subjective norms, and
perceived behavioural control are significant contributors to behavioural intentions (Cahigas et al., 2023;
Erul et al., 2020; Erul & Woosnam, 2022; Wong et al., 2022), we propose the following four primary
hypotheses:

Hia¢ Residents’ (a) psychological, (b) social, (c) political, (d) cultural, (e) economic, (f) environmental empower-
ment will significantly predict their attitudes about ecotourism.

H,: Residents’ attitudes about ecotourism will significantly predict their behavioural intent to engage in
ecotourism.

Hs: Residents’ subjective norms about engaging in the provision of ecotourism will significantly predict their
behavioural intent to engage in ecotourism.

Ha: Residents’ perceived behavioural control regarding engagement in the provision of ecotourism will signifi-
cantly predict their behavioural intent to engage in ecotourism.

Methods
Study context

Our work was undertaken in the urban and rural areas of Riobamba Canton, Ecuador. Riobamba is
one of the ten cantons of the Chimborazo Province, located at an altitude of 2754 masl (metres
above sea level) in the centre of the Inter-Andean region of the country (Cevallos et al., 2022).
This canton is surrounded by several volcanoes such as Chimborazo, Tungurahua, Altar, and Cari-
huairazo (Carrién-Mero et al.,, 2021), and part of its territory is in protected natural areas such as
the Chimborazo Natural Reserve and the Sangay National Park (Vizuete et al., 2021; Vizuete et al.,
2023). Riobamba has five urban parishes: Veloz, Velasco, Maldonado, Lizarzaburu, and Yaruquies;
it also has 11 rural parishes: Lican, Calpi, San Juan, Cubijies, Quimiag, Cacha, San Luis, Punin, Licto,
Flores, and Pungald (GADMR, 2020) (Figure 1). The primary economic activities of Riobamba
Canton are trade in the urban sector and agricultural production in the rural sector (GADPCH,
2020). The total population of the canton is 225,741 inhabitants, of which 64.8% (146,324) are in
urban areas, while 35.2% (79,417) are in rural areas (GADMR, 2020).

Sampling and data collection

Survey data were collected from Riobamba Canton residents of the urban and rural sectors between May
and August of 2022. It should be noted that most urban residents (who identify as Mestizo) speak Spanish
as their primary language, whereas most rural residents (who identify as indigenous) speak Quechua.
Capturing perspectives of both groups is important to better represent residents of the Riobamba
Canton. A probabilistic formula with a confidence level of 95% was used to determine the sample
size. This formula is based on statistical theory and considers the total population to be studied, the
desired level of confidence and the acceptable margin of error (Gogate & Domingos, 2012). It was estab-
lished that 325 and 175 questionnaires were needed for urban and rural residents respectively (excluding
those under 18 years of age), who represented 70% of the total population (Appendix B).

Prior to data collection, the intelligibility of the questionnaire was validated using a pilot study of
100 residents of the Riobamba canton. Then the questionnaire was administered (i.e. dictating each
question in Spanish for urban residents and in Quechua for rural residents) on-site at residents’
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Figure 1. Map of the study area. (a) Location of the Riobamba canton in the province of Chimborazo, Ecuador; (b) Location of the
rural parishes and the urban sector of the Riobamba canton.

homes by a member of the 11-person research team from the Escuela Superior Politécnica de Chim-
borazo. The advantage of this method is the possibility of clarifying any doubts respondents may
have about the questions and obtaining more precise and complete answers. Seven hundred
homes were visited, with 100 individuals declining to participate. At another 50 homes, no one
over the age of 18 was able to participate. In total, 550 questionnaires were collected. Upon
closer inspection, 54 questionnaires were incomplete and excluded from study analysis, yielding a
final sample size of 496 (i.e. 368 from urban residents; 128 from rural residents).

Construct measurement

Five constructs were included within the theoretical model. Residents’ perceived empowerment from
tourism was operationalised as 13 items from the work of Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021) into six
distinct dimensions — economic, psychological, sociological, cultural, political, and environmental. Atti-
tudes about ecotourism were measured using three items adapted from Wu and Chen (2018). Subjective
norms regarding engagement in ecotourism were operationalised through three items also adapted
from Wu and Chen (2018). Five items further adapted from Wu and Chen (2018) were used to
measure perceived behavioural control regarding the engagement in ecotourism. Finally, four items
were operationalised and adapted from the works of Elshaer et al. (2021), Wu and Chen (2018), and
Shafieisabet and Haratifard (2020) to measure residents’ behavioural intent to engage in ecotourism.
Each scale item was presented using a 5-point Likert scale of agreement. Respondents were also
asked to reply to demographic questions. The questionnaire was presented in Spanish; the lead
authors are bilingual in English and Spanish which aided in translation and back translation.

Data analysis

The study utilised covariance-based structural equation modelling (CB-SEM) for data analysis, selected
based on sample size and adherence to multivariate analysis assumptions. The analysis involved three
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Figure 2. Proposed conceptual model.

phases. Firstly, the dataset was divided into two sets, each with 243 and 253 respondents, to ensure
normality. Secondly, the new RETS scale underwent confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess validity
and reliability. The third phase utilised the second dataset, employing Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988)
two-step approach via CFA to evaluate RETS, TPB dimensions, and behavioural intention. This phase
examined the constructs’ reliability and validity, while SEM was used to assess predictive validity of
the six RETS dimensions and test the proposed relationships within Figure 2.

Results
Sample demographics

The sample was comprised of slightly more women (51.4%) respondents, with an average 35 years of
age. Most identified as mestizo (73.6%); the remaining identified as indigenous. In terms of edu-
cation, almost three of four respondents (73.8%) reported either an elementary or high school edu-
cation level. Most indicated they were self-employed (55.4%), followed by unemployed (11.4%),



8 D. CASTILLO-VIZUETE ET AL.

government sector employed (10.8%), student (10.6%), private sector employed (10.4%), and retired
(1.4%). Finally, the average length of residency among respondents was 34 years.

New RETS validation

To address the first aim of this paper, the dataset was split nearly in half, following the work by Thyne
et al. (2022) as recommended by Hurley et al. (1997). This allowed for the opportunity to examine the
psychometric structure of the 13 items adopted from Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021) through
CFA using IBM Amos 28.0 (Table 1). Normality was checked through kurtosis and skewness, indicat-
ing no outlying issues. The six dimensions exhibited acceptable internal consistency with composite
reliabilities (CR) ranging from 0.78 to 0.98, without removing any of the items from the model (x{s0, =
49.20, p > 0.05, RMSEA = 0.01, SRMR = 0.03, TLI = 0.97, CFI = 0.99). Each item had a standardised factor
loading greater than 0.70, which is adequate (Hair et al.,2018). Finally, observed t-values for each
item were significant (i.e. more than the critical t-value of 3.84). These three indicators (i.e. CR, stan-
dardised factor loadings, and significant t-values) provide evidence of convergent validity among the
dimensions (Sharma et al., 2022). Further (as seen in Table 2), AVEs for each dimension were greater
than the Fornell-Larcker criterion, demonstrating discriminant validity.

Theoretical model examination

Measurement model. With the remaining 253 cases, we set out to undertake a two-step CFA-SEM
analysis. However, before this, we checked kurtosis and skewness estimates to ensure that our
data were normally distributed. At this point, all six dimensions of the amended RETS were added
into the CFA along with the four theory of planned behaviour constructs. The measurement
model demonstrated adequate fit (x371)=557.68, p <0.001, x*/df=2.06, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR =
0.08, TLI = 0.92, CFI = 0.94). As shown in Table 3, CR ranged from 0.77 to 0.99. Nearly all standardised
factor loadings were larger than 0.70; three were greater than 0.50. As Hair et al. (2018) claim, load-
ings greater than 0.50 are deemed acceptable. Observed t-values for each item were significant (i.e.
more than the critical t-value of 3.84). Once more, strong CR and standardised factor loadings, along

Table 1. CFA measurement model scale property results for six perceived empowerment dimensions (n = 243).

Dimensions/Items B t-value CR AVE
Economic tourism empowerment (EconTE) 0.894 0.809
Tourism brings lasting economic gains to my household. 0.898  17.284

Those from marginalised backgrounds have opportunities to gain senior positions in the 0.901  16.850
tourism sector or run their own tourism-related business.

Psychological tourism empowerment (PsyTE) 0.813  0.687
Increased earnings from tourism employment improves my self-esteem. 0.904 10.635
Training opportunities in tourism enhances my self-confidence. 0.746 8.176
Sociological tourism empowerment (SocTE) 0.983 0.966
Tourism supports networks that bring together people from different backgrounds. 0.989 109.152
Tourism contributes to creating places, infrastructure and services that benefit all local 0.965 49.018

residents.
Cultural tourism empowerment (CulTE) 0.939 0.884
Customs, languages, values, and cultural sites are valued and respected by tourism 0.966  19.736

businesses and residents.
Tourism businesses allow indigenous groups ability to self-represent their culture. 0914 25787
Political tourism empowerment (PoITE) 0.782 0.642
Tourism planners provide me with opportunities to be involved in decision making. 0.810 9.504
| have an outlet to share my concerns about tourism. 0.792  12.461
Environmental tourism empowerment (EnvTE) 0.961 0.892
| have an enhanced awareness of intrinsic value of natural environment because of tourism.  0.922  37.059
| am willing to avoid environmental degradation because of tourism. 0915 4241
Tourism businesses take the lead in implementing sustainable practices. 0.995 341.407

Note: i) =49.20, p > 0.05, /df = 0.0984, RMSEA = 0.01, SRMR = 0.03, TLI = 0.97, CFl = 0.99.
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Table 2. Discriminant validity: Fornell and Larcker criterion.

EconTE PsyTE SocTE CulTE PoITE EnvTE
EconTE 0.899
PsyTE 0.121 0.830
SocTE 0.269 0.090 0.983
CulTE 0.225 0.192 0.178 0.940
PoITE 0.225 0.253 0.226 0.341 0.801
EnvTE 0.365 0.032 0.325 0.387 0.309 0.944

Note: The bold diagonal elements are the square root of AVE; The values below the diagonal are the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

with significant t-values provide evidence of convergent validity among the dimensions (Sharma
et al.,, 2022). Further (as seen in Table 4), AVEs for each dimension were greater than the Fornell-
Larcker criterion, demonstrating discriminant validity.

Structural model

In this section, we analysed the first-order structural paths of the hypothesised model. The overall fit
statistics showed that the model fits the data well (x%s4) = 692.637, p < 0.001, x°/df = 2.14, RMSEA =

Table 3. CFA measurement model results (n = 253).

Dimensions/Items B CR AVE
Economic tourism empowerment (EcoTE) 0.955 0914
Tourism brings lasting economic gains to my household. 0.955

Those from marginalised backgrounds have opportunities to gain senior positions in the tourism sector  0.956
or run their own tourism-related business.

Psychological tourism empowerment (PsyTE) 0.948 0.901
Increased earnings from tourism employment improves my self-esteem. 0.974
Training opportunities in tourism enhances my self-confidence. 0.924
Sociological tourism empowerment (SocTE) 0.988 0.975
Tourism supports networks that bring together people from different backgrounds. 0.989
Tourism contributes to creating places, infrastructure and services benefitting all residents. 0.986
Cultural tourism empowerment (CulTE) 0.965 0.932
Customs, languages, values, and cultural sites are valued and respected by tourism businesses and 0.968
residents.
Tourism businesses allow indigenous groups ability to self-represent their culture. 0.963
Political tourism empowerment (PolITE) 0.941 0.889
Tourism planners provide me with opportunities to be involved in decision making. 0.926
| have an outlet to share my concerns about tourism. 0.959
Environmental tourism empowerment (EnvTE) 0.986 0.959
| have an enhanced awareness of intrinsic value of natural environment because of tourism. 0.987
| am willing to avoid environmental degradation because of tourism. 0.975
Tourism businesses take the lead in implementing sustainable practices. 0.985
Attitudes about ecotourism (ATT) 0.801 0.574
Ecotourism promotion can enhance my understanding of the natural environment. 0.791
Promotion of ecotourism can allow me to join in environmental protection work. 0.688
Ecotourism developments should effectively control the number of visitors. 0.790
Subjective norms (SBN) 0.774 0.538
| would be influenced by my fellow neighbours to participate in ecotourism work. 0.590
I would be influenced by civil organisations to participate in ecotourism work. 0.771
Visitors’ recreational behaviours would persuade me to join in ecotourism work. 0.820
Perceived behavioural control (PBC) 0.860 0.552
| have the capacity to work or promote the works of the local ecotourism industry. 0.748
| have the talent to perform the work of environmental interpretations well. 0.754
I have the skills to perform the work of environmental conservation well. 0.798
| could handle local natural resources to build an ecological community. 0.692
| could obtain external resources from non-governmental or governmental organisations to help 0.720
community developments.
Behavioural intention to engage in ecotourism (BIEE) 0.867 0.621
| would like to participate in the development of community-based ecotourism initiatives. 0.819
| would like to cooperate with ecotourism planning and development initiatives. 0.802
| would like to contribute my labour for repairing community infrastructure to attract ecotourists. 0.813
| would like to participate in ecotourism business training. 0.712

X&71) = 557.68, p < 0.001, x*/df = 2.06, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.08, TLI = 0.92, CFI =0.94.
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Table 4. Discriminant validity: Fornell and Larcker and HTHM criteria.

ATT CulTE EconTE EnvTE BIEE PBC PolTE PsyTE SBN SocTE
ATT 0.76 0.35 0.45 0.37 0.23 0.21 0.31 0.15 0.71 0.48
CulTE 0.28 0.97 0.36 0.36 0.09 0.19 0.32 0.18 0.10 0.28
EconTE 0.35 0.33 0.96 0.33 0.1 0.16 0.22 0.18 0.21 0.36
EnvTE 0.30 0.34 0.31 0.98 0.23 0.22 0.18 0.12 0.20 0.38
BIEE 0.00 —0.01 —0.04 —0.20 0.79 0.72 0.17 0.16 0.82 0.13
PBC 0.02 0.05 —0.05 -0.07 0.60 0.74 0.19 0.23 0.49 0.15
PolTE 0.23 0.29 0.19 0.17 0.12 0.12 0.94 0.36 0.21 0.28
PsyTE 0.12 0.17 0.16 0.11 0.14 0.18 033 0.95 0.21 0.07
SBN -0.38 —0.09 -0.12 -0.17 0.60 0.37 —0.14 -0.13 0.73 0.31
SocTE 0.38 0.26 0.34 0.38 —0.08 -0.07 0.26 —-0.05 -0.23 0.99

Note: Bold diagonal elements are square root of AVE; values below diagonal are Fornell-Larcker criterion and values above diag-
onal are the HTMTO.g5 ratio.

0.07, SRMR =0.08, TLI=0.91, CFI=0.94, AIC = 880.637; BCC =904.137). As presented in Table 5, we
hypothesised that the six dimensions of perceived empowerment through tourism positively
affect attitudes towards ecotourism. The results showed the effects of perceived sociological (§ =
0. 0.311, p<0.001), economic (B=0.173, p < 0.05), and environmental (f =0.155, p < 0.05) tourism
empowerment on attitudes about ecotourism were found to be positive and significant. Thus, pro-
viding support to Hq,, Hqe and H;+. However, the effects of psychological (B=-0.006, p > 0.05), cultural
(B= 0.119, p > 0.05) and political ( = 0.069, p > 0.05) tourism empowerment on attitudes about eco-
tourism were not significant, suggesting that these types of empowerments do not significantly
affect attitudes towards ecotourism. Therefore, H,,, H;. and Hq4 were rejected. When examining
the influence of attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control on the behavioural
intention to engage in ecotourism, the results indicated significant positive effects. Specifically, atti-
tude (B = 0.234, p < 0.01), subjective norms (3 = 0.507, p < 0.001), and perceived behavioural control
(B= 0.538, p<0.001) all demonstrated significant positive relationships with behavioural intention
to engage in ecotourism.

To inspect the robustness of our results, we tested whether a more parsimonious model, using
the six dimensions of RETS as a second-order construct, would increase the predictive power of
the model. Results indicated that the second-order model was significantly better than the hypoth-
esised first-order model (x(2297) =593.626, p < 0.001, Xz/df: 1.999, RMSEA =0.063, SRMR =0.07, TLI =
0.924, CF1=0.935, AIC = 755.626; BCC = 775.876), showing lower parsimony-adjusted measures such
as the AIC and BCC than the hypothesised first-order model. In terms of the relationships, the higher
construct empowerment exhibited a significant positive effect on attitude (= 0.401, p <0.001),
indicating that increased empowerment in the ecotourism sector is associated with more positive
attitudes towards ecotourism. In addition, the coefficients of determination (R?) indicate that the
second-order model explains more variance in both attitudes (R? = 70%) and intentions (R* = 89%)
compared to the first-order model (RZitudes = 33%; R ention = 82%).

Discussion
Conclusion

The first aim of our research was to consider the psychometric properties of a modified RETS
(with the addition of economic, cultural, and environmental empowerment) based on the work
of Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021). Those dimensions collectively exhibited higher psycho-
metric properties (e.g. CRs, AVEs, and square root of AVEs) than the existing RETS dimensions
(apart from sociological) within our study. That said, when we compare such properties of the
existing RETS dimensions (most specifically with Moreira dos Santos et al., 2024) with empirical
work on the construct, we see some notable differences, especially among CRs, AVEs, and
model fit indices. Our psychological and political empowerment CRs (from our first CFA model)
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Table 5. Results of first-order and second-order structural models.

Coefficient of
determination (R?)

Paths Effects t-value p-value Attitude Intention

First-order EcoTE — ATT 0.173 2.140 0.032 0.33 0.82

PsyTE — ATT —0.006 —0.084 0.933

SocTE — ATT 0.311 3.880 0.000

CulTE— ATT 0.119 1.508 0.131

PoITE — ATT 0.069 0.857 0.391

EnvTE — ATT 0.155 2.050 0.040

ATT — BIEE 0.234 3.147 0.002

SBN — BIEE 0.507 4.461 0.000

PBC — BIEE 0.538 5.559 0.000
Second-order EMP — ATT 0.839 5.766 0.000 0.70 0.89

ATT — BIEE 0.398 3.437 0.000

SBN — BIEE 0.831 4.928 0.000

PBC — BIEE 0.268 2.442 0.015

Notes: See abbreviations from Table 3. EMP is second-order perceived empowerment.

were lower than all other studies employing the RETS (Aleshinloye et al., 2021; Boley & McGehee,
2014; Boley et al.,, 2014; 2015; Joo et al., 2020; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Moreira dos Santos et al.,
2024; Strzelecka et al., 2017a; 2017b; 2023), yet our social empowerment CR was higher in com-
parison to the same studies. Concerning AVEs, the same patterns held (i.e. our AVEs for psycho-
logical and political were lower; AVE for sociological was higher) but only in five studies
(Aleshinloye et al., 2021; Joo et al., 2020; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Moreira dos Santos et al.,
2024; Strzelecka et al., 2023). In the other studies (Boley et al., 2014; 2015; Boley & McGehee,
2014; Strzelecka et al., 2017a; 2017b), our AVEs for psychological, sociological, and political
empowerment were all higher. When looking at model fit indices (e.g. CFl and RMSEA), our
findings indicated a better fit than each of the RETS studies using structural equation modelling.
When specifically examining psychometric properties from our final CFA model against those of
Moreira dos Santos et al. (2024), our standardised factor loadings, CRs, and AVEs were all higher.
Further, our construct validities — convergent and discriminant — were stronger than those in
Moreira dos Santos et al.’s (2024) work.

Our second aim was to examine the predictive validity of the modified RETS through its incorpor-
ation with a theory of planned behaviour model. In essence, our desire was to further extend the
work by Boley and colleagues (Boley et al., 2014; 2018; Maruyama et al., 2017a; Strzelecka et al.,
2017b; 2023) and provide greater implications of residents’ empowerment beyond simply attitudes
about tourism. In looking at the six hypotheses concerning empowerment dimensions explaining
residents’ attitudes about engaging in ecotourism, of the original RETS dimensions, only sociological
was a significant predictor. This is in keeping with what Maruyama et al. (2017a) and Strzelecka et al.
(2017a; 2023) found. Somewhat surprising, however, was that psychological empowerment was not
a significant predictor which is contrary to what others have found (see Boley et al., 2014; Maruyama
et al.,, 2017a; Moreira dos Santos et al., 2024; Strzelecka et al., 2017a,b; 2023). One possible expla-
nation for this may be that our two items reflecting psychological empowerment were written
with implicit notions that residents were employed within the tourism sector and have received
tourism training. Though we did not ask participants about these two descriptive variables, we
can infer that most were not employed nor had received tourism training. Our findings regarding
political empowerment were consistent with existing research; only two studies have demonstrated
a significant relationship between political empowerment and attitudes about tourism (Moreira dos
Santos et al.,, 2024a,b; Strzelecka et al., 2023). Only the latter work was in the context of three rural
nature tourism destinations (the closest work to our own here considering ecotourism).

Of the new perceived empowerment dimensions, both economic and environmental empower-
ment were significant predictors of attitudes about ecotourism. The former finding is counter to
what Strzelecka et al. (2017a,b; 2023) reported in using a somewhat comparable measure, personal
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economic benefit - the authors did not find it to be a significant predictor. Arguably, the most telling
result from our study’s six hypotheses involving the perceived empowerment dimensions was that
environmental empowerment was a significant predictor in explaining residents’ attitudes about
ecotourism. All told, the six RETS dimensions explained 33% of the variance in attitudes about eco-
tourism. This is higher than the 25% of variance explained in support for sustainable tourism based
on Moreira dos Santos et al.'s (2024) five empowerment dimensions. Given our study is the first to
assess how these two forms of perceived empowerment from tourism significantly explain attitudes
about ecotourism, additional research should be undertaken to determine whether such relation-
ships hold in additional ecotourism destinations. This would provide further evidence of the
utility of Scheyvens and van der Watt's (2021) measures.

The second hypothesis (H,), stating that attitudes about ecotourism was a significant predictor of
intentions to engage in ecotourism, was supported. This is in keeping with most of the recent
research within tourism connecting attitudes towards a behaviour and intentions to engage in
such behaviour (Cahigas et al., 2023; Erul et al., 2020; Erul & Woosnam, 2022; Shen & Shen, 2021;
Wang et al,, 2022; Wong et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2022). More specifically, Zhang and Lei (2012) reported
that ecotourism attitudes of residents in five rural communities in China significantly explained indi-
viduals’ desires to participate in the niche form of tourism. The third hypothesis (Hs) was also sup-
ported, highlighting social norms concerning ecotourism engagement were a significant predictor of
engagement intentions — which is consistent with what others have found (Cahigas et al., 2023; Erul
et al.,, 2020; Erul & Woosnam, 2022; Shen & Shen, 2021; Wong et al., 2022). Of the three TPB antece-
dents, subjective norms had the second highest effect size in explaining intentions. Erul and
Woosnam (2022) reported a similar finding in their research. The final hypothesis, Hs, was not
only supported but perceived behavioural control served as the strongest predictor (based on 1st
order effect size) of intentions to engage in ecotourism. Both findings are consistent with what
Cahigas et al. (2023), Erul and Woosnam (2022), and Wong et al. (2022) each found in their
studies concerning behavioural support for tourism in general. Finally, as reflected in Table 5, by
treating the newly amended RETS and its six dimensions as a 2nd order construct, the variance
explained in attitudes about tourism and behavioural intentions to engage in ecotourism increases
(33% to 70% for the former and 82% to 89% in the latter).

Implications

Both theoretical and applied implications exist from our study’s findings. While Scheyvens and van der
Watt (2021) formulated the six dimensions of perceived empowerment through tourism and proposed
operationalised measures of each (pp. 13-14), our work aimed to examine what is, in essence, an
amended RETS's psychometric properties. Findings from reliability and validity tests, like what Boley
and McGehee (2014) subjected their original RETS, highlight the potential utility of the new scale
for future use. For instance, subsequent research may consider utilising the modified RETS among resi-
dents in contexts where both natural and cultural resources (given the six dimensions cut across each
major form of resources) are integral to the provision of tourism (i.e. destinations within Sub-Saharan
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia). As Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021) caution, however, ‘it is rare to
find examples in practice where all dimensions of empowerment are improved by the presence of
tourism (p. 14)". That said, future researchers should not be surprised to find varying degrees of per-
ceived empowerment across the six dimensions as many of the studies employing the RETS we
have reviewed reflect disparate perceptions of psychological versus social and political empowerment
(Boley et al., 2014, 2015; Boley & McGehee, 2014; Strzelecka et al., 2017a, 2017b, 2023).

Our work, considering the nomological validity of the new RETS scale, reflects continued support
for considering its dimensions as antecedents of other measures (through the theory of planned
behaviour). This is in keeping with other works testing theoretical models involving place attach-
ment (Strzelecka et al., 2017a,b), Weber's theory of formal and subjective rationality (Boley et al.,
2014; Strzelecka et al.,, 2017b, 2023), and attribution theory (Su et al., 2023). And although most of



CURRENT ISSUES IN TOURISM 13

these models involving perceived empowerment consider the construct as an antecedent (or predic-
tor), the ground is rather fertile to explore additional constructs that may help to explain the six
dimensions of the new RETS (using quantitative research designs). Some potential considerations
may be community control of financial benefits (Ramos & Prideaux, 2014), cultural dominance
within communities (Maruyama et al., 2017b), social distance (Woosnam et al., 2024), involvement
in governance in tourism operations (Aghazamani & Hunt, 2017), residents’ involvement in
tourism decision making (Ruiz-Ballesteros & Herndndez-Ramirez, 2010), emotional solidarity with
tourists (Woosnam et al., 2016), and challenged notions of women’s traditional domestic roles
(Moswete & Lacey, 2015). Each of these works have tangentially linked the four proposed constructs
to perceived empowerment (through conceptual or qualitative works), not tested through a predic-
tive model like ours. Further, using our parsimonious 13-item amended RETS (compared to the 15-
item scale only capturing five empowerment dimensions by Moreira dos Santos et al., 2024) will
serve to reduce the burden of time for survey participants to complete an instrument, all the
while capturing a more robust measure of empowerment (through its six dimensions).

Practical implications also exist from our findings. As mentioned earlier, Ecuador’'s Ministry of
Tourism, at the end of January 2022 developed a new strategy to attract ecotourists — with the
region including Chimborazo playing a central role to reach 2 million visitors by 2025 (Gonzélez
Lara, 2022). Given the region possessing a modest number of ecotourism enterprises, it is intuitive
to gauge residents’ attitudes about ecotourism and their likelihood of engaging within the industry -
not only as employees but also employers — amid this government push to attract ecotourists. Sure,
people can travel to experience the volcanos of the region, climb their peaks, and visit indigenous
villages, but without guides, outfitters, camping facilities, established networks of trails and food ser-
vices, it will not be sustainable. Our work was a step in the right direction to gauge residents’ interest
in being part of the push to develop ecotourism in this mountainous region of Ecuador. That said,
much work is needed in educating residents of the potential for ecotourism given its novelty in the
area. Of course, one obvious way in which to do this would be to stress how engaging in ecotourism
could be empowering for residents - helping to provide incomes for both men and women; hus-
bands and wives (KC, 2021). Government-sponsored public service advertisements in print form
(e.g. billboards, flyers posted at local businesses, etc.) or audio form (e.g. radio announcements)
may be a way to spread the word about ecotourism opportunities. Workshops hosted by local
and regional colleges and universities to train residents in either starting small businesses or
working within ecotourism services would be the next step.

Limitations and future research

Our work is not without limitations. We began with a small pool of items. This was to be as true to the
items that Scheyvens and van der Watt (2021) proposed in their work. In hindsight, it may have been
better to include additional items with the potential to provide a more robust representation of each
dimension. Though some would argue that two items per dimension is adequate; others will claim it
to be too few. Additionally, as we examined our third item within the environmental empowerment
dimension, we have come to realise that respondents’ self-perceptions are not represented in the
existing word (as it is for the first two items within the dimension). Future researchers may consider
altering the wording in a form such as, ‘I believe tourism businesses should take the lead in imple-
menting sustainable practices’ to maintain the essence of the item that Scheyvens and van der Watt
(2021) proposed. Despite these limitations, we are pleased with the way in which the factor structure
and corresponding psychometrics performed across our 13 items. Though our work marks a starting
point in advancing an amended Residents through Empowerment Scale (RETS), future research may
add items to see if psychometrics properties improve and/or constructs are enhanced, as Koc and
Yazici Ayyildiz (2022) suggest in their recent review of tourism and hospitality scales.

Beyond the demonstrated strong psychometric properties of the modified RETS, our work
revealed a robust degree of variance explained in residents’ intentions to engage in ecotourism
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within Riobamba - as noted through the inclusion of TPB constructs. Reflected within our conceptual
model, we stopped shy of determining Riobamba residents’ actual behaviour of engaging in eco-
tourism. Though the theory of planned behaviour was initially designed by Ajzen (1991) to ascertain
behaviour, the notion of ecotourism is very novel within Riobamba and surrounding Chimborazo
making it extremely difficult to accurately gauge behavioural engagement in this niche form of
tourism. Subsequent work may consider explaining behavioural engagement in ecotourism based
on residents’ intentions, for instance, using the ecotourism behaviour scale developed by Lee and
Jan (2018) which includes 30 items across seven distinct dimensions.
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