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Introduction

During the 1980s, ecotourism emerged as a subset of sustainable tourism with the belief
that traditional mass tourism was damaging to the natural environment of the destinations
(Mondino & Beery, 2018). This alternative tourism was expected to increase destinations'
economic and socio-cultural benefits and protect the environment. Ecotourism quickly gained
appeal to advance the combined goals of conservation and sustainable development (Jamaliah &
Powell, 2018). Even though researchers have been trying to obtain ecotourism sustainability, the
implementation of ecotourism and its long-term sustainable development in the destination is not
as simple as it looks. It comprises a diverse range of stakeholders with disparate interests and levels

of influence.

Literature indicates several unsuccessful ecotourism initiatives worldwide due to the
predominance of competition over control and rivalry over resources among the destination's
stakeholders (Kline & Slocum, 2015; Towner, 2018; Dangi & Gribb, 2018). Understanding
stakeholders' perspectives is vital for implementing sustainable ecotourism in the destination, but
it is affected by many factors such as power, support, cultural issues, awareness, and economic
interests (Palmer & Chuamuangphan, 2018; Towner, 2018; Salman et al., 2021b). For stakeholders
to unite towards the same objective, their perspectives must be recognised. It will also effectively
guide them toward managing and prioritising their roles (Carius and Job, 2019; Salman et al.,
2021a). Recognising and regulating stakeholders based on their interests is critical to ecotourism's
long-term viability. All stakeholders have a role, interest, and impact on ecotourism locations. The
creation and administration of sustainable ecotourism destinations will not operate successfully

unless each stakeholder plays an active part and is interested in achieving sustainable ecotourism.
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Past studies have proven that achieving sustainability in tourism without understanding and
management of multiple stakeholders' results generates a negative impact on the destination (Chen
et al., 2020; Poudel, S., Nyaupane, G. P., & Budruk, M., 2016; Salman, Jaafar & Diana, 2021b).
Stakeholder management systematically identifies, analyzes, and plans actions to communicate
with and influence stakeholders (PMI, 2010). Managing stakeholders for sustainable ecotourism
is essential because they are crucial in developing long-term ecotourism. Understanding
stakeholders' interests, influence, and management strategies are viewed as a means to generate
information regarding stakeholders. It helps to better understand their issues, objectives, and

effects on decision-making processes (Waligo, Clarke & Hawkins, 2014).

This study is focused on Penang Hill, one of the latest inductees to the Man and Biosphere
(MAB) network. Penang Hill was built in 1800 and is a prime tourist spot worldwide. It is
considered one of Malaysia's oldest hill resorts (Salman et al., 2021b). The Malaysian government
has designated Penang Hill as the most promising ecotourism destination. Penang Hill is a must-
see for anybody visiting Penang Island. Tourists could observe spectacular natural, historical, and
cultural sights on Penang Hill. Penang Hill is also deemed scientifically significant due to its
tropical rainforest, the finding of numerous original specimens of Malaysian flora and wildlife,
and historic bungalows from the colonial era. In addition, Penang Hill is known for its biodiversity
and Habitat. Penang Hill has enormous rainforests and is a popular tourist destination, making it

an ideal ecotourism location.

Even though past research on Penang Hill, such as Jaafar et al. (2021) and Connolly (2019),
have tried to explore the community and culture from Penang and Penang Hill perspective;
however, multiple stakeholders' management, engagements and their perceptions about engaging

in a biosphere reserve such as Penang Hill have not yet been explored. The authors mentioned

162


http://ertr.tamu.edu/

eSS e-Review of Tourism Research (eRTR), Vol. 19, No. 2, 2022
a RTR A
Review of Toarism Rescarch http://ertr.tamu.edu

above also point toward including multiple stakeholders to better understand their perspectives,
indicating a gap to be filled. Furthermore, stakeholders of Penang Hill, in the past, have argued
related to the management of the destination (Connolly, 2019). Concerning Penang Hill
stakeholder management and their perceptions, scholarly literature is scarce. To date, and with the
best knowledge of the researcher, there are limited studies present regarding the exploration of the
management of Penang Hill, indicating a scarcity of research. Additionally, studies conducted by
Salman et al. (2021b), Connolly (2019), and Chow (2018) indicated stakeholder management

problems, such as their engagement and inclusion in planning and decision-making in Penang Hill.

Therefore, considering the historical significance of Penang Hill as a tourist destination,
exploring the management of primary stakeholders and understanding their perspectives can pave
the way for achieving sustainable ecotourism (Lowman et al., 2019). Thus, to fill this research gap,
this study aims to answer one central question: How do key stakeholders perceive variables related
to stakeholder management and ecotourism sustainability for Penang Hill.? This is also one of the
study's key contributions, which will guide the policymakers and the management authority for
the betterment of the destination and adequate guidance of the multiple stakeholders. Therefore,
the sole objective of this study was to take up this challenge by examining multiple key
stakeholders' perspectives related to sustainable ecotourism and stakeholder management of

Penang Hill.

Literature Review

Ecotourism is a subsector of sustainable tourism (Ogata, 2014; Salman, Jafaar & Diana,
2020). The International Ecotourism Society (TIES, 2015) defines ecotourism as “responsible
travel to natural areas that conserves the environment sustains the well-being of the local people,

and involves interpretation and education”. Ecotourism is a form of tourism that involves visiting
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natural places to gain insight into the natural area or take out environmental activities, provide a
natural experience, and help enable the economic and social progress of the community. It also
seeks to study the region's natural environment, vegetation, wildlife, landscapes, and cultural

heritage (Sarhan et al., 2016).

Mass tourism is being substituted with ecotourism because ecotourism tries to reduce the
adverse effects of tourism on the area, like cultural loss, damage to the environment, and social
insecurity (Marzouki, Froger & Ballet, 2012; Salman et al., 2021c). In addition, the researchers
discovered that ecotourism boosts the experiences of tourists and tourism destinations, supports
local culture, and increases involvement in the community (Anup et al. 2015). However, the
complexity in the ecotourism sector because of the presence of several players and their
challenging interests is a problem for its efficient growth and administration (Su, Wall & Ma,

2014).

Ecotourism is regarded as sustainable tourism mainly focused on protecting nature
(Fennell, 2014). The image of ecotourism as an advocate of environmental education is
fundamental to its appeal and experience. Numerous sources define ecotourism differently,
resulting in a wide range of various definitions (Chiutsi et al., 2011; Coria & Calfucura, 2012).
Even though ecotourism has various definitions, the International Ecotourism Society (2015)
definition is one of the most detailed definitions stating ecotourism is responsible travel to natural
regions to protect the environment, supporting the local population's well-being, and educating
tourists. The several definitions of ecotourism share the common traits of focusing on nature,
preservation, learning, and economic growth (Salman et al., 2022). Moreover, ecotourism also
contributes positively to the sustainability of eco attractions globally (Abdullah et al., 2018).

Tourists who prefer ecotourism seek tranquillity in pristine natural places. Therefore, ecotourism
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is now at the forefront of several developing countries economic development agendas and
environmental planning strategies (Pasape et al., 2015; Wondirad et al., 2020; Salman et al., 2022).
As a result, several developing countries, especially in Asia, perceive ecotourism as a model for
achieving sustainability in the area because of its varied benefits (Honey, 2008; Shoo & Songorwa,

2013; Lee & Jan 2018).

Similar to other countries in Asia, such as China, Thailand, and Indonesia; Malaysia is also
using the tourism industry as a catalyst to boost its economic growth (Mosbah, 2014). Malaysia
puts a heavy focus on the tourism industry, and now, Malaysia has become one of the most famous
tourist destinations globally (Mosbah, 2014). Malaysia is focusing on a greener mode of
sustainable tourism, such as ecotourism. Malaysia started to show a growing interest in ecotourism
during the early 20th century, which can be seen through the studies conducted by Shuib and
Abidin (2002) and Hazebroek and Morshidi (2002) on Pahang National Park and Mulu National
Park in Malaysia. These studies highlighted that achieving sustainability could be challenging.
Although Malaysia's economy is improving because of tourism, there is still a need to protect the
area's environment and biodiversity, especially in biosphere reserves. The undesirable effects on
the environment, culture, biodiversity, and people living in the area cannot be ignored (Zolfani et
al., 2015; Anup et al., 2015). Additionally, high visitation to Malaysia's protected areas
demonstrates the current high demand for nature-based tourism and the resulting requirement for

facilities, infrastructure, and adequate management to meet this need (Thompson et al., 2018).

Furthermore, ecotourism can be characterised as hard and soft ecotourism. Soft ecotourism
isonly inatiny portion of the world's public and private protected areas. However, hard ecotourism
is dispersed within and between protected areas (Weaver, 2002). Protecting the ecological or

societal integrity of protected areas is the primary challenge for land managers. There are currently
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no guidelines for what constitutes a "sustainable” practice. "Sustainability” is a crucial criterion
for any ecotourism activity. Additionally, ecotourism has a constructive impact on the
environment, economy, and culture of the region in which it occurs. Any unpleasant change to the
destination can result in changes and disruptions to the natural environment's dynamic features
(Abdullah et al., 2018). When implemented responsibly, ecotourism activities can positively affect
the destination's atmosphere (Buckley 2009). Ecotourism has several great benefits for the
destination, including natural resource conservation, environmental protection, cultural
preservation, and economic development (Ashok et al., 2017). However, if poorly managed, it can
have negative consequences such as resource misuse, a surplus of tourists, habitat degradation,

biodiversity loss, and exceeding the destination's capacity (Romadhon et al., 2014).

Since ecotourism destinations encompass the involvement and participation of multiple
stakeholders, such as government agencies, residents, businesses, and enterprises, it is vital to
understand the perspectives of these multiple stakeholders. Participation of stakeholders in the
destination is vital for achieving and implementing long-term ecotourism sustainability (Ding &
Cao, 2019). Exploring and achieving an equilibrium of interests among diverse stakeholders
present in the destination is a prerequisite for ecotourism development (Ding and Cao, 2019;
Salman et al., 2020). The integration of interests and views of key stakeholders in ecotourism
development will lead to the destination's sustainable growth (Byrd, 2007). It is critical to involve
key stakeholders in developing and administrating ecotourism to evade the adverse effects of

tourism destinations and maximise the advantages of ecotourism (Abdullah et al., 2018).

Stakeholder theory plays a vital part in stakeholder management. Diamantis (2018) also
noted that stakeholder theory significantly contributes to ecotourism development and has been an

excellent tool for identifying stakeholders involved in planning and managing the destination. The
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importance of stakeholder theory in tourism arises from the fact that the effective execution and
planning of any project are contingent on the participation of numerous stakeholders (Lalicic,
2018). Therefore, stakeholder theory usage in tourism can aid in the development of new strategies
that promote sustainable tourism development through diverse engagement practices such as
stakeholder involvement in decision-making, stakeholder involvement in management, and
inclusion of international and local communities in order to provide economic benefits to the area's

residents (Ellis and Sheridan 2014).

Over the past three decades, literature has emphasised the importance of stakeholder
management (Sperry & Jetter, 2019). Effective stakeholder management is a critical factor that
impacts project performance (Nguyen & Mohamed, 2018) and is essential for achieving project
success (Francisco de Oliveira & Rabechini, 2019). Assudani & Kloppenborg (2010) pointed out
that the activities involved in stakeholder management facilitate and act as a key to project success.
Karlsen (2016) established a link between stakeholder management and project success. Proper
stakeholder management enables an organisation to achieve its strategic objectives through
stakeholder support and an understanding of the external environment (Pedrini & Ferri, 2019).
Manowong and Ogunlanas (2010) acknowledged that when stakeholder management is not done,
perceptions of it become negative, chances of achieving goals are reduced, and any other
opportunities of interacting with stakeholders for the benefit of the business are greatly affected.
Exploring stakeholders' perceptions helps to identify their interests and thoughts according to the
project. Freeman (2010) advocated for including all stakeholders’ interests in the project to make
it successful. This is to ensure positive relations are maintained among all stakeholders and thus

ensure smooth continuity of the work or success of the project.
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Stakeholder management considers how stakeholders impact the project and how
stakeholders can influence other stakeholders in a project (Francisco de Oliveira & Rabechini,
2019). Effective stakeholder management can help develop strategies and techniques to help deal
with the issues arising from different stakeholder perspectives in a project (Francisco de Oliveira
& Rabechini, 2019). The primary objective of stakeholder management is to ensure that the project
is executed efficiently and is more likely to succeed when stakeholders are aligned with and

comprehend the strategies and outcomes of the project (Sperry & Jetter, 2019).

Whether the project is related to education, commerce, tourism, construction, or any other
field, it is vital to understand stakeholders and do stakeholder management to make the project
successful (Project Management Institute, 2017; Peric et al., 2014; Rajablu, Marthandan, &
Yusoff, 2014). Therefore, project Stakeholder Management has been introduced as the tenth (10th)
Knowledge Area of PMBOK® Guide, 5th Edition, published in 2013. Stakeholder management
is the practice of creating suitable management methods to successfully involve stakeholders
across the project based on their needs, preferences, and potential effect (influence) on the project's
success. The primary advantage of this method is that it gives a clear, practical plan for interacting

with project stakeholders to promote project objectives (PMBOK 5th Edition).

The relevance of tourism stakeholder management is based on the notion that the efficient
execution and planning of every project relies on the input of several parties concerned, such as
organisations, associations, and persons impacted by the project or able to influence the project
(Komppula, 2016; Lalicic, 2018). Stakeholder management gives the means to create destinations
to respond to the needs of its stakeholders. A proper comprehension of stakeholders will improve
the administration of the destination and contribute to the economic and social stability of the

destination. Primary stakeholders, such as the local community, businesses, and management
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authorities, play a key role in implementing long-term sustainability in the area. Management of
these stakeholder groups and their interests can occur at national, regional, and local levels and is
mainly orchestrated by various organisations (Nicolaides, 2015). The inaccessibility of many
stakeholders in the tourism system creates working problems and appears to be a significant factor
in developing collaboration and management strategies (Van Cuong et al., 2017). Stakeholder
management is an iterative process that manages stakeholders through a deliberate plan of action

and strategic planning for the project's life (Project Management Institute, 2013.).

Studies such as Gunn (2002) and Mason (2020) noted that the effectiveness of stakeholder
engagement, a vital component of stakeholder management, is contingent upon stakeholders'
interests, perspectives, and values being reflected in decision-making. Therefore, a special
emphasis should be made on stakeholder management in tourism planning. Stakeholders have
varying objectives when it comes to resource development and conservation. While it is uncertain
whether these expectations are driven by values or satisfaction, it is essential to devise and
implement strategies for managing key stakeholders that contribute to the advancement of
ecotourism. Neglecting the concerns of stakeholders can result in long-term negative impacts on
local tourism, the community, and the natural environment. Therefore, it is crucial to comprehend

stakeholders' perspectives towards their management and ecotourism development.

Methodology

A qualitative exploratory study was conducted to gain insight into the perspectives of key
stakeholders regarding stakeholder management and long-term ecotourism sustainability. The
qualitative method has deep philosophical foundations and is usually implemented through
interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) and also because it uncovers key perspectives (Salman et

al., 2021b). The significance of this type of study is that it brings out the details and focuses on the
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participants' facts and experiences. Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with three key
stakeholder groups: the management authority, the business community (The Habitat Penang Hill),
and the local community leader of Penang Hill. This is also in line with the studies conducted by
Blomgren and Ljungstrom (2018), Kruijf (2019), Rosko (2015), and Kalaitsidis (2021), where the
researchers noted that three interviews were enough to generate solid information and it was
possible analyse each recording thoroughly to obtain as much as information as possible.
Therefore, three stakeholders were selected for the interviews. One primary reason for selecting
these stakeholders was because they were residing and working on top of the Hill. They are
involved in all the activities taking place on the Hill, and they possess all the relevant information
related to the Hill. Purposive sampling was employed to select key informants for the study.
Respondents were chosen based on their expertise and involvement with Penang Hill. The
qualitative data was examined using the content analysis technique, specifically manifest analysis,
in which the researcher "explains what the informants say, keeps very close to the text, uses the
actual words, and describes the visible and obvious in the text.” (Bengtsson, 2016, p.3). Experts in
the subject matter and the study's principal investigator formulated and validated interview

questions.

Research Settings

Penang Hill was recently designated as the second Biosphere Reserve in Malaysia by
UNESCO in 2021 (Jaafar et al., 2021). Penang Hill is one of Southeast Asia's oldest British hill
stations; most bungalows on the Hill are over a century old, with the oldest building dating back
to the 1700s. Penang Hill has a longstanding, illustrious history involving naturalistic
investigations. Botanists from around the world collected plant specimens on Penang Hill and sent

them back to their home countries as living collections since the Hill is densely forested with
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indigenous and endangered species (Tree Foundation, 2019). Despite being a famous tourist spot,
it remains modestly developed and has preserved its uniqueness. Historical records show that
Penang Hill has been the site of numerous naturalistic investigations. Native and endangered
species inhabit the Hill's lush vegetation (Tree Foundation, 2019). Penang Hill is a hotspot for both
local and international tourists. Because of important natural habitats with high species richness
and diversity, Penang Hill was proposed to become a biosphere reserve. Based on biodiversity
data, 2456 species of plants from 206 families are found here. Around 20 are on the IUCN Red

List, including four listed as Critically Endangered (The Habitat Foundation 2018).

Research Participants

The primary reason for conducting the interviews with these three key stakeholders was
that they had all been connected with Penang Hill for over a decade and had a detailed awareness
of the situation. Furthermore, they were also involved with the day-to-day activities occurring in
Penang Hill. Another reason was that the Penang Hill Corporation is the guardian of Penang Hill
and is responsible for preserving the destination’s natural ecosystems and cultural heritage. The
Penang State Legislative Assembly established the "Penang Hill Corporation™ in 2009 through an
enactment. It was constructed with the primary objective of administering the funicular system
and developing Penang Hill. As custodian of Penang Hill, Penang Hill Corporation is responsible
for conserving the natural environment and preserving the Penang Hill legacy. Habitat Penang Hill
IS a private organisation that delivers authentic, diversified, and educational programming on the
rainforest, wildlife, and environment. Millions of dollars were invested in this project, which also
aided in creating jobs for the community. The latest project initiated by The Habitat is 230m
Langur way canopy walk. Lastly, Penang Hill's community leader has decades of experience in

solving Penang Hill's challenges. He is the representative of Penang Hill residents. The community
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leader is also running the Resident’s Association. The Residents Association has been in charge
of all community issues on Penang Hill since the creation of the Penang Hill Corporation. For
confidentiality, their names and establishments were concealed. The interviewees' designation
indicates that those engaged were considered the authoritative officers and had trustworthy

information about Penang Hill and ecotourism in Penang Hill.

Data Collection

Between March and July 2020, the above-mentioned three key stakeholders of Penang
Hill were interviewed. Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. All interviews were recorded
and transcribed. The sections in the interview that were unclear were referred back to the
participants for clarification, which is also aligned with the study conducted by Saldafia (2021) to
clarify and minimise information misrepresentation. This data analysis aimed to understand the
perceptions of several stakeholders for the richness of the data (Patton 2014, p.242) that can lead
the management authority to manage their interests and perceptions better. The participants were
also given an opportunity to broaden their dialogue and provide information that they thought was

useful for the destination.

Analysis and Findings

This section presents the data analysis and findings of the qualitative interviews to explore
how key stakeholders' perceptions related to ecotourism sustainability and stakeholder
management. A content analysis technique was applied in this study. This allowed the researcher
to examine the perceptions, behaviours, and trends (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This study guided
the researcher in understanding their perception of the management and ecotourism sustainability
with context to Penang Hill. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Note: In the analysis
below, the respondents are referred by the stakeholder groups they represent.
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Sustainable Ecotourism

Questions were posed to the stakeholders to elicit their perceptions of sustainable
ecotourism. All stakeholders reported that they are making efforts towards achieving sustainability
in the destination but acknowledged that much work remains to be done. When asked how they
perceive the achievement of sustainability in the destination, the local community representative

noted

“I think its going in the right direction and everyone is working together. We still have to

go some further extent to achieve sustainability.”

The business community representative also represented its concerns about the

sustainability of the destination and noted

"I think that we, as with most everything, still have a lot of work to do. I think we have a

lot s of things to do still, I think."

The local community is continually being trained and informed about the significance and
advantages of ecotourism in Penang Hill. In the interview, the local community representative

mentioned awareness and empowerment by stating:

"Local community is about 90% aware of ecotourism and sustainability."

The management authority is trying hard to attain long-term sustainability in the Hill and
is also concerned about it. According to the management authority, they believe that the Hill needs
to be protected and preserved carefully. They want to implement new projects, but they study the

effects first. The respondent PHC representative noted
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“This includes the projects on hill maintenance, education, preserving and conserving the

nature of Penang Hill, infrastructure and tourism development.”

The findings of the interviews show that the Penang Hill Corporation is trying hard to
understand the perspectives of the key stakeholders. The key stakeholders, such as the business
community and the local community residing and working on the Hill, acknowledge that the
Penang Hill Corporation is trying hard, but still, some improvements are required. Furthermore,
the local and business communities identified their interests in generating activities that can give
them some monetary support. One of the main advantages of implementing sustainable ecotourism
in the destination is that it brings monetary benefits to the residents of the destination. This is also
in line with studies conducted by Pasape et al. (2015) and Rivera & Gutierrez (2019), where the
researchers indicated that wealth has to be distributed in the area for ecotourism to be implemented
successfully. Environmental interests were being tackled by collaborating with all key
stakeholders. All stakeholders want to conserve the environment and protect the culture. This is
also in line with the studies conducted by Acquah (2013) and Vishwanatha and Chandrashekara
(2014), where they note that ecotourism positively impacts the environment and the culture of the
destination. Penang Hill Corporation is making stakeholders aware and empowering them with
training, but the central control lies with Penang Hill. This is similar to the study conducted by
Pasape et al. (2016), where the researchers highlighted this type of technique as a hand-holding
technique. The management authority of the destination guides, empowers, and monitors the

stakeholders for better management.

Additionally, it was noted that both the business and local communities require support
from the management authority or government to deal with the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Covid-19 has impacted not only Penang Hill but all major tourist destinations. It has halted tourist
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destinations and resulted in the shutting of vibrant places like Penang Hill. It has an economic and
psychological impact on the people residing in the destination (Salman et al., 2021a). The
government has to support the key stakeholders economically and psychologically to ensure the
ecotourism implementation process in the destination remains smooth, and the stakeholders cause
no disturbance. Providing such support would aid in fostering positive relationships among the
key stakeholders and contribute to the destination's sustainability. The outcome will help to
understand the main perspectives of key stakeholders, which is vital for implementing ecotourism

in the destination.

Sustainable environment

The findings of this study also highlight that environmental conservation and protection
are a primary concern among stakeholders residing in ecotourism destinations. The three
stakeholders engaged in this study emphasised the importance of environmental protection and
highlighted that no activities that may cause harm or danger to the Penang Hill environment are
permitted. Interviews with Penang Hill's key stakeholders showed that although Penang Hill has
significantly improved under the Penang Hill Corporation administration, the key players still

believe that environmental management must be managed more effectively.

The business community, the local community, and the management authority of Penang
Hill are all very concerned about environmental protection. The business community
representative notifies that environmental conversation is improving, but still, much work has to

be done. He states

“I think we have a lot of things to do still. I think waste management is definitely something

that we need to work on.”
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The management authority agrees with the above statement and notifies that waste
management and clearing up the slots are major environmental issues the management faces. The
management is worried about the visitors generating waste in the destination. The management

authority representative further states

“The increase in the number of visitors will result into more rubbish in Penang Hill, which

may require more work in upkeeping the cleanliness of the hill.”

Moreover, the local community was also observed to be cautious about environmental
issues in the destination. The environmental issue highlighted by the local community

representative was related to garbage. He noted

’

“We are working on it together. Like the garbage things.’

As expressed by the representative of the Penang Hill Corporation, the management
authority is cognizant of environmental issues and recognises that there are several challenges to
be addressed in the destination, including deforestation, farming clearance, and open burning. All
key Stakeholders understood that environmental protection is the key to implementing sustainable
ecotourism in the destination. Therefore, they all try to keep a good relationship with the natural

environment and focus on ecotourism-based activities only.

Stakeholder Management

Stakeholder management is the key to implementing sustainable ecotourism. Questions
were asked related to the perception of key stakeholders towards stakeholder management.
Findings show that the respondents across the board were all aware of the importance of key
stakeholder management. They understand that it will become challenging to manage the
destination without involving key stakeholders. So, they try to engage and work with stakeholders
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to improve the destination. When inquiring about the stakeholder management of Penang Hill
stakeholders, the management authority respondent highlighted the importance of key

stakeholders in ecotourism implementation by stating that:

"Each (stakeholder) of them has a different and important role to play. A few of the
examples of stakeholders engaged are board members of PHC and Penang Hill Residents

Association."

Penang Hill Corporation tries to include all key stakeholders to ensure everyone contributes
to the destination's well-being. They try to empower stakeholders of the destination, which can be

observed from the statement of the PHC representative when he stated:

“Community stewardship is being implemented via various projects that have been and to

be carried out by PHC in collaboration with other state agencies and private partners.”

This study also investigated the management of stakeholders at Penang Hill. Upon
inquiring, it was observed that Penang Hill Corporation's (PHC) approach toward stakeholder

management is improving over time. The business community noted this by saying:

"In the last three years, PHC management has improved and changed. PHC approach is
very people-centric. It's about the people who live here and make a life here and you know, and so
he has been really instrumental in changing and in getting PHC focused, | believe on what we are

what we believe are the right things to ecotourism and sustainability.”

Because of this better stakeholder management, the business community representative
further stated that they get involved whenever PHC wants them to. In addition, they try to
coordinate with other stakeholders in their activities. The business community representative also
noted:
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“I have always pushed my team as well, as much as possible to communicate and to

>

collaborate with our fellow stakeholders.’

The local community resident also noted that Penang Hill Corporation is doing excellent
stakeholder management. They are taking care of all stakeholders, especially the local community

on the Hill. The local community representative said:

“They are playing very nice. So, whatever the needs for the people like, they want to clear

road, clean road and clean water are being understood by PHC.”

Findings also showed that Penang Hill Corporation is aware of the importance of
stakeholder engagement, which plays a crucial part in stakeholder management. The management
authority tries to work closely not only with the stakeholders that are present on the Hill but also
with those key stakeholders that are not present on the Hill but play a vital role in Penang Hill's

success. Penang Hill Management representative pointed out:

“The federal government and Penang government represented by the board members,
government agencies, the community and NGOs all work together for Penang Hill and take part

in the decision-making process.”

When discussing stakeholders who are not present on the Hill but play a major role in the

research activities of Penang Hill, a representative from PHC stated:

“PHC has been collaborating with researchers and educational institutions via various
ways. Some of the examples are included but not limited to the collaboration with the Habitat and
other agencies and partners including USM in producing the dossier for Penang hill Biosphere

Reserve to be listed by UNESCO.”
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PHC understands that key stakeholders' engagement and collaboration are vital. They try
to engage key stakeholders in different ways. On inquiring regarding the involvement and

engagement of external key stakeholders, the management authority representative answered:

“PHC also works together with Centre for Global Sustainability Studies of University
Sains Malaysia in the Trash Free Hill event, which aims at increasing public awareness towards
the importance of keeping Penang Hill clean from rubbish and littering where trans retrieved by

hikers will be collected and weighed by USM researchers and a report will be produced.”

PHC representative also noted that the local community is continuously involved with the
management of Penang Hill. Penang Hill Corporation (PHC) engages the community in meetings

and involves them in the activities. Management authority representative noted:

“Time to time, maybe three times a year or something like that. We bring all the residents
to have a meeting together with PHC. So whatever PHC intends to do, or whatever these people
need, will be brought up to PHC. It will go accordingly, and these people will know what PHC

intends to do and how they intend to do.”

The business community and the local community respondents reveal that the Penang Hill
Corporation management is focused on the engagement and collaboration of the stakeholders. The
local community representative highlighted that the engagement of the entire community is
commendable. Penang Hill Corporation (management authority) engages them with different

tasks, as he noted

“So we try to grow plants, trees and do landscape improvements. They (PHC) is making

sure that no one is left behind.”
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Similarly, the business community is also engaged. The business community representative
noted that they love to be engaged in the destination, so whatever event comes up, they raise their

hand. He also noted by saying:

“All main stakeholders are invited, and we help, support and participate in Whatever way

we can.”’

Moreover, it was also observed that Penang Hill Corporation is empowering the key
stakeholders, especially the local community, by giving them proper training and generating
awareness. The local community noted they were being trained, but the management authority
represented this as one challenge in implementing ecotourism. When asked about the challenges

faced in the implementation of ecotourism, he stated

“Educating the public awareness about the importance of conserving and preserving the

hill.”

Discussions

The current study has explored key stakeholders' perspectives concerning sustainable
ecotourism and stakeholder management in Penang Hill. Identifying and understanding
stakeholders' perspectives is vital for stakeholder management. From the perspective of Penang
Hill, it was determined that the key stakeholders have a vested interest in developing economic
activities, conserving the environment, and preserving cultural heritage. This is a positive sign for
the Penang Hill management as previous studies such as Wondirad et al. (2020) and Dangi and
Gribb (2018) as one of the key areas for implementing sustainability in the destination.
Additionally, the stakeholders' statements highlighted the need for financial support to alleviate

the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic. This was also pointed out in a study by Salman et al.
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(2021a), where the researchers emphasised the crucial role of financial support in mitigating the
effects of pandemics such as Covid-19. All interviewees agreed that nature must be preserved and
that an adequate waste management system is necessary. This aligns with the findings of a study
conducted by Anup et al. (2015), which emphasised the importance of preservation and waste
management in achieving sustainability. It was noticed in the interviews that all interested parties
were aware that the conservation of the environment is one of the essential pillars of ecotourism.
A study by Salman et al. (2021b) also highlights that conservation and waste management are the
keys to success in an ecotourism destination. Therefore, they must safeguard the environment, so
approval is required before any activity occurs at the destination. A major hindrance in achieving
sustainability in a tourism destination is waste generation. The key stakeholders interviewed were
keen to develop a permanent solution concerning this matter. Since the garbage trucks cannot
access the Hills and collect garbage, they wanted to develop garbage disposal plants to control the
waste generated in Penang Hill. Brokaj (2014) supports this notion when the author notes that a
waste management plan has to be developed to achieve sustainability in the destination. UNESCO
(2013) previously highlighted the issue of solid and liquid waste by tourism businesses and tourists
activities. This issue was further expanded upon by Hakim and Soemarno (2017), who argued that
waste from tourism activities threatens the biosphere and its sustainability. Therefore, PHC needs

to consider the various concerns of the stakeholders in developing waste management plans.

Additionally, the stakeholders seek to conserve the area's biodiversity by conserving
Penang Hill's natural ecosystem. Ecotourism tries to guarantee socio-cultural responsibility, eco-
stability, and commercially successful tourism; however, it is challenging to achieve these
instrumental goals. The approach calls for the continuous cooperation, support, and engagement

of key players in the destinations. This approach can be an effective means of attracting hard
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ecotourists. Singh et al. (2007) state that hard ecotourists usually strive for enhanced sustainability
through various means, such as volunteer work and fund-raising to support environmental causes.
Attracting hard ecotourists will help improve the destination's image as a robust ecotourism

destination.

In order to effectively manage stakeholders, Penang Hill Corporation tries to maintain a
healthy and robust relationship with the key stakeholders of the Hill. They try to give non-financial
benefits such as logistic and organisation support where required. This was also confirmed in the
interviews where respondents stated that they do not get monetary support from the Penang Hill
Corporation but all the logistic support from PHC. However, financial support was also suggested
as a means of support. This is also in line with the study conducted by Salman et al. (2021a), where
they highlight that financial support is one of the ways to reduce the issues in a destination.
Effective stakeholder management depends on factors such as a good relationship, personal
management, engagement through different channels, and supporting them wherever required. In
addition, strategic stakeholder management may assist the Penang Hill destination and provide a
setting for PHC that helps the destination flourish. Understanding and managing the stakeholders
in the destination would also assist policymakers in managing the destination for sustainable

ecotourism.

Under the direction of Penang Hill Corporation, Penang Hill appears to be on the right
course. There is great trust between the management and Penang Hill's main stakeholders, which
is crucial to developing Penang Hill as an ecotourism site. This positive engagement extends to
research institutions' involvement in conservation and ecotourism, mitigating sceptical attitudes
towards ecotourism. Regarding empowerment, findings revealed that PHC put in enormous effort,

especially for the local community residing on the Hill, by providing them with knowledge and

182


http://ertr.tamu.edu/

eSS e-Review of Tourism Research (eRTR), Vol. 19, No. 2, 2022
a RTR A
Review of Toarism Rescarch http://ertr.tamu.edu

training. Stakeholders are informed adequately during training on which activities they should
engage in and avoid. Their awareness then empowers them to act independently and per
ecotourism guidelines. This empowerment is translated into their effort in administering
workshops and training to residents and other stakeholders on the Hill to achieve destination
sustainability. These activities also strengthen the community and participation of all stakeholders,
developing trust and credibility among stakeholders. Research findings highlighted that Penang
Hill Corporation holds all the power and ensures that the stakeholders know the importance of
achieving sustainability in the destination. No activity is allowed at the destination without the
permission of the Penang Hill Corporation. Networking with other stakeholders was encouraged
by all stakeholders. All the interviewees agreed that Penang Hill is going in the right direction
regarding sustainability; however, still, much work has to be done. A lack of trust can occur if
primary stakeholders are not understood, leading to activities that hinder sustainability. Long-term
sustainability in the destination is also not possible if stakeholders do not have active interests to
be involved. Thus, PHC needs to consider the viewpoints of the primary stakeholders and ensure
that stakeholder engagement and empowerment can lead to a better transition towards achieving
sustainability. This consideration can include allowing stakeholders to decide, implement, and
accept responsibility for their decisions and actions that can directly benefit the stakeholders.
Therefore, the current study suggests that it is vital to understand the interests and influence of the
stakeholders for their management, which eventually paves the way for ecotourism
implementation. And lastly, especially in these difficult times of Covid-19, more support from the
management authority for the key stakeholders is required. Monetary incentives in lieu of the
expenses or loss of income because of the Covid-19 pandemic can also be beneficial in achieving

substantial support for both the destination and the management.
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Conclusion & Recommendations

The current study explores the perspectives of key stakeholders of Penang Hill regarding
stakeholder management and sustainable ecotourism. Although Penang Hill Corporation is trying
hard to improve the current condition of Penang Hill, still much work is required. Stakeholders
face financial issues, and businesses are impacted because of Covid-19. Penang Hill Corporation,
as the destination’s custodian, has to develop new ways of positively engaging stakeholders. They
have to include stakeholders in the decision-making, which will result in a better understanding of
their perspectives. The corporation can involve the stakeholders in healthy conversations and
devise a solution to the issues present on the Hill, such as waste, electricity, and logistics. Besides,
it is also recommended to test the stakeholders' framework by including and understanding the key
stakeholders' different interests and levels of influence. Also, more stakeholders can be involved
in studies better to understand their interests and position in the destination. Additionally, the
Penang Hill Corporation can pave the way for sustainable ecotourism by forming strategic
partnerships with esteemed academic institutions. By collaborating with experts in the field, the
PHC can gain valuable insight and feedback on effectively implementing sustainable tourism
practices in the destination. This benefits the preservation of Penang Hill's natural and cultural
heritage and positions the destination as a leader in sustainable tourism. Moreover, it is
recommended that a certification program be developed for businesses and tourism providers in
the destination. The corporation can incentivise and recognise those who go above and beyond to
protect the destination's environment and culture by creating a certification program for businesses
and other tourism providers that adhere to sustainable standards. This supports and promotes
sustainable ecotourism and attracts responsible and environmentally conscious visitors. Penang

Hill can survive and thrive as a sustainable ecotourism destination with these steps. Hence, future
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research could delve deeper into understanding the specific sustainability concerns and challenges
faced by different types of businesses operating in the Penang Hill destination, such as
accommodations, tour operators, and restaurants. This could include assessing their current
sustainable practices and identifying opportunities for improvement. Additionally, researchers
could explore the attitudes and behaviors of tourists visiting Penang Hill concerning sustainable
tourism, and how these could be influenced through targeted educational campaigns and
initiatives. Furthermore, a study could be conducted to examine the effectiveness of the
certification program for sustainable tourism in the Penang Hill destination and its impact on the

attitudes and behaviors of both businesses and tourists.

Implications

The current research provides important theoretical implications. First, this research has
contributed to the continuous debate on the main issues and gaps in ecotourism development. The
research findings also support the idea that ecotourism helps in environmental protection and
cultural rehabilitation and improves the lives of the local population. Second, the study shows that
adequate stakeholder management and engagement by the destination's management authority
may enhance stakeholder relations, recover the area's economic circumstances, widen market
opportunities, and promote competitiveness, thereby enhancing destination benefits. Third, the
study highlights the importance of involving stakeholders in decision-making processes and

understanding their interests for effective stakeholder management.

Furthermore, the results have some practical implications as well. The research findings
are valuable in enhancing stakeholder management techniques for destinations such as Penang
Hill. As outlined in the literature, previous studies in Malaysia have explored stakeholders'

importance in implementing ecotourism. However, these studies fail to explore diverse factors,
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such as stakeholders and their management perspectives, especially in destinations like Penang
Hill. This study has implications in pursuing sustainable ecotourism development where related
policies related to destination planning and stakeholder management are involved. The study
results give useful input for policy development, planning, management of destinations,
collaboration, participation, and stakeholder guidance from a practitioner viewpoint. The study
guides the development of adequate stakeholder understanding to facilitate ecotourism
development, examines factors affecting participation and stakeholder cooperation, and develops
effective management strategies to surmount challenges in implementing ecotourism at a
destination. Lastly, the study can serve as a useful reference for other researchers interested in

exploring sustainable ecotourism and stakeholder management in other destinations.
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