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ECO-LODGE PATRONS' CHARACTERISTICS: THE SRI
LANKAN PERSPECTIVE
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stlcq the majorlty ot ‘the rerondents stayed

in ecolodges for 1-3 days, and travelled with spouse or family. Natural and cultural features were

among the main pull motives for selecting the destination. Ecolodge patrons seem rely on the
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Internet, travel guide books. and word of mouth as major sources of information in selecting
accommodation. Ecolodge patrons’ strong agreement with statemenis on nature-based clements,
design and service quality indicate that Sri Lankan ecolodges provide unigue nature-based
experiences for visitors. However, results further indicated that Sri Lankan ecolodge industry has
given less attention on the educational or learning compenent of ecotourism. This calls for better
strategies to educate the visitors about their environmental responsibilities, and improved

interpretive tour facilities.

Key words: ecolodge occupants, visitor profiles, irip characteristics, travel motivation, s Lns faction
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Ecotourista, the form of tourism defined by the International Ecotourism Society (1990) as

1. Intreduction

7

“the respousm,e travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the weh-o eing
r

of local peopn ", has at present evolved into one of the most dynamic segments of the v«orld

tourism bu;s“-nei“s As nr::gative environmental and socio-cultural impacts of mass tourism become

apparent, the df,man.} Iﬂr alternative forms of tourism, especially ecotouris

has_substantially

plc'\ed up in th-: recc:n past

are likely to

|

014) As an

industry response to this d*vnami‘, and hegerobefieous ae _ara for envi ronn;enteulv reaponmb'ie
tourism products, novel concen in the hotel and avccrmﬂcda.tmn sector ha%?? €

these, the dccommodduon concept known as "ecol@doe l:as gained @oaﬁﬂ ; recognition,

TR S
*-

particularly in the nature-based tourism sector (Kawan et al., 20‘0‘ Ecolodges are meant to be

«’

r%vd Amonsc

accommeodation facilities that support environmental conservation, while providing economic

.

benefits to host communities. Russel et al. (1995} defined “ecolodge™ as a “namré;~dependeh't
tourist lodge that meets the philesophy and principles of ecotourism™. It further offers natural
resource-oriented ecotourism activities and opportunities for leamning about the environment (Lai
and Shafer. 2005). Although there is no universally accepted definition for ecolodges, many
contemporary tourism scholars (Weaver, 2001: Fennell, 2003; Mehita, 2007; Kawan et al., 2008;

Raju, 2009: Erdem et ai., 2013) have endorsed the core values and concepts described by Russel et

al. (1995) in their definition of ecolodge, while promoting “ecolodge™ as an industry label.

Indexed & Listed at: 'J.'n.h’s Periodicals D:rec'ory G, LSA, T e AR -Gage‘iib'd)a as wed asin Cabﬁ') s 1..v're<:h‘>ris:e of ?uLiSshmg Oppm'um{ms, U.SA
International Journal of Research in Social Sciences
http://www.ijmra.us



http://www.ijmra.us

Despite having a generally accepted set of principles and framework for ecolodge
development, there seems to be some confusion over what type of structures should be qualified as
ecolodges. According to Weaver (2005), ecotourism building types can include indigenous
structures, historical building types, contemporary structures, as well as portable low-impact
structures. Out of these, accommeodation structures influenced by indigenous designs have become
very much popular among ecotourists. As identified by Kawan et al. (2008), ecotourist with varying

qp‘fendmg capacity.. seek accommodauonw n _ecolod;,esw-lnw the..modern . ecotourism. busmess

en&mronmem, ecolcage developers have des signed these mdlgenous structures ‘to capfure””broad

spéctrum of cwtour,.sts fmm budget to iuxurvrm *termsﬁf“spendmg capacfw

ST

ac{mtws and subsequentlf’ chéose where to stay qh “(,, 2(‘04) In the context 6f, er Lanka? ﬂvh

blépalv“rslty, diverse IaquCapes and otﬁ;er gza'tq

Prc:tecied /%‘Se Shie

oy

ijde

\.

ihs ‘ame. thrg Governnigsit” of Sri Lanxa along‘;‘%t‘} the. parhefsmp of prlvate :,ectorxecently

lauh nched an ambitious proaram to muJease com.ry s hotel roo'n CJMC]‘}’ to 45, OO\) b, 2“i6

acc ormnaddte 25 rml‘mn toym} a}rnvals (KLTDA 20 ) Howwcr this tarcr et mvogveqidoublmg

the country’s hotel room capacity which is currently at 22,745 rooms. In this context, alternative
forms of accommodation will be vital in future development of Sri Lanka’s tourism sector.
Especially, the development of low-cost, low-impact accommodation facilities in the form of
ecolodges will have significant implications. .

* In terms of numbers, Sri Lanka’s ecolodge industry is blossoming. For instance, in a study

that assessed the geographical distribution of ecolodges, Buckley (2003) reported that, out of 64
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countries. Sri Lanka ranks 7th in terms of number of ecolodges, development of ecotourism
industry, and significant natural attractions. However. in terms of practice and adhering to core
principles and values of ecotourism, the Sri Lanka's ecotourism and ecolodge industry can be
described as relatively undeveloped with numerous malpractices and green washing taking place.

In order to develop country’s ecolodge industry in a sustainabie manner, it is essential to

have an understanding of attitudes, perceptions and characteristics of tourists who seek

accommodatwn in. ecolodges. This aspect of ecotourism in general has received scan
atien’non. and existing iteratufe are predommant‘) from countues outsuie Asia (\R
La\ﬁon. 2002; Kawan et al., 4008 Kawan et al.,
Lanka " - past studies have: predommandv focused on mderstandmg type of toutists visiti

based att*acf.lons or destmatxon managemex;x‘r (Tﬁde]_ 2003 Perera et al., 2012; Senevi

201 10)..Tn tne context of ecotoun-m TESE

L s«.,holarl\f
eaver and
arch m;:S.rl
ing nat@'e-

rathha i:;a‘nd

Pefera, /_013 Perera and Vlos-(‘ 201 3). and no stud\/ thus far has attempted (o explore

characterlstlcs of visitors v»ho seei\. accommodanon in eco- 10d0es To bridge this know ledce gap
tlus s*ud> aﬁ:empts to dev eiop dlstxnct wsﬁor proﬁles of eco-lodge patrons ba :l on thelr
demogl ap’fﬁc characte 1snc mp characteristics and travel motivations.
2. Methodﬁiégy '

Sampimg fr:rm &
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In Sri Lam(ar.., ewilque& m“, aly u.nue‘,hafed in

Dunball

#rime ecotourism
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and Is.alpltlya areas, as all t-'.

attracuona, protected areas 9 jf Lu:iura} ~1n:-;s The pnrposp ot
demoorapmc bhaIaCtel’lSh"Sﬁ‘tfavel moﬂvatmn a*fiéd tnp chd
lodge r ' “
seiected ecol lodges from DambuJa Kandy Ratt 13?41*1 and ha:nbanto‘tha a:eas m Sn

‘S

ecolodoes were selected based on the st .ojec*n e criteria of (1} the t ous'ness is. ad ’emsm itse]

ecolodge (ii) the ecolodge management’s endeavor to work togetmr w1th local ¢omt
appear to cause minimal disturbance to surrounding natural environment {or making attempts to
enhance natural resources) and (iv) offer interpretive guidance to visitors to educate them about
surrounding natural and cultural environment.

However, the selected ecolodges showed

heterogeneity in terms of lodging style, dining. amenities. nature-related activities, and quality of

the interpretive guidance provided.
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Survey development and data collection

A structured questionnaire was used as the primary research instrument. The purpose of this 5-page
questionnaire was to gather information on traveller demographics, trip characteristics, travel
motivations, and their perceptions on ecotourism and ecolodge attributes. Items related to
ecotourism perceptions and ecolodge attributes were chosen based on literature (Eagles, 1992;
LeBlanc & Nguyen, 1996; Callan & Bowman, 2000; Chu & Choi, 2000; Callan & Kyndt, 2001;
Melhita et al., 20027 Wozld Tour iSm Otpamzaﬁon 4()02 Kawa_z G aLg 1.008 Kawan ct

R@sponde'lts were asked to waludte 2?13 ecoiodge attnbutes baaed on their exnerlenLe ‘at Vthe

R

eéoiodoe and these wele ‘measured ox;-»

Kawan et di
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m or cabm, 1%%'0
wés given. '%1 uest‘_" I ! “Guest

¢o npieucm ot the questzomlauw the rﬁbll)Oﬂdbnib wuc, a‘:ked 0 pu‘f thc LOﬂiplt.»tt‘d qvestxommrc in a

patticipation in the survey i

€ m wg B

e U.Ofmdlfe

a Juestxonna@c When ther

dr?p box at the front de‘-k durng c}‘eck out, or return it to the front desk. Those who dechred to

patiicipate in-the. survey were treated-asinon-res spondents: Data were co]lected from January 2 2014 to
January 2015.

Data were cleaned by performing a consistency check before proceeding to detailed
analysis. Incomplete questionnaires with many missing responses were discarded. Data were coded
and entered in Microsoft Excel 2010 and analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) Version 20.
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3. Resuits

Out of 403 occupants approached in 12 ecolodges. a total of 224 completed questionnaires were
received. After removing invalid questionnaires including those completed by respondents below
i6 years of age). this accounted for an adjusted response rate of 32.38%. The response rate varied at

individual ecolodge, and appeared to be highly dependent on the enthusiasm and effectiveness of

the front desk staff who distributed the questionnaires.

Respondent demographics
General respondent socio-demographic characteristics are summarized in Table 1. Approximately
55% of the respondents were male. Most of the ecolodge occupants participated in the survey were

in the age group of 26 to 35 years. About 78% of respondents were middie-aged (36 to 53).

1
Cl

Approximately 81.3% of respondents have attained an educaticnal level of Bachelor’s Degree or
higher. This represents the highest level of education completed by respondents at the time that they
participatedt in the survey. The average monthly income for foreign respondents” Most ecolodge

occupants werg foreigners: hence only foreigners were included in the survey.” was US$ 669,
p WEre £ y g Y. ¥ , :

Socio-demographic Variable
“Gender (n=220) T

Male

Female -

Age (n=218)

Below 16 3 - 1.3
16-25 29 133
26-35 91 41.7
36-45 40 46.0
46-55 38 38.0
56-65 14 6.4
Above 66 3 1.3
Education (n=220)

High-school or below 41 18.63
Bachelor degree 74 33.63
Post-graduate degree 92 41.81
Above post-graduate degree 13 5.9
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Married status (n=215)

Married 115 53.48
Unmarried 92 42.7
Divorced 8 3.72

Income (n=200)

Below 30,000

30,001-50,000
- ----30,001-.75,000.-
! 75,001- ;@@ OOD
! Above 100,000
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Other

Major sources of information
When asked about their major sources of travel information, out of 210 respondents, most gathered

travel information mainly from the internet 35.2%, followed by travel guide book (15.5%), word of
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mouth (12.7%), personal experience (11.4%), and travel agents (9.5%). Other sources of

information included environmental associations. magazine articles, wavel brochures and television.

Travel motivations

As evident in Tabie 3, the most important attraction-specific motives/pull motives for respondents

were to observe national parks or wildness areas. When ecolodge patrons were asked about other

motives or main reasons for selecting Sri Lanka as the destination, most frequent response was “the
" v - : o, fnliowad b € . o ]

quality of accommodation”, which was closely foliowed by “inexpensive goods and serviges”,

friendliness of people, and variety in local cuisine (Tabie 3).

Table 3: Travel motivation attributes: atiraction motives . /
v Total ’
Adftractive motivation Mean St. dev. J
National parks/wildness area 6.i5 0.95 /
Good oppommrb; for adventurs 5.08 110 |
Photovrapny of Jandscape and wildlife 5.89 1.12 |
Geod opportlm’ry to see historical sites 5.74 1.22
Nice and umque azcln*ecture 5.69 1.20

Other motives ™, . R

The Quality of Acwmmsdatm:} 5 - 837 1.04 /
Friendliness SR SR A R 1L |
Different local foed '; c e D B0 L D6

Nice to learn local customs - SRR X7 1,034

Personal safety 601 16

Relaxing - 5.95 SN

Climate : 564 121

Price level ‘ 559 1.17 Ve

Inexpensive good and services 5.51 1.20

Respondent evaluation of ecolodge attributes

As evident in the Table 4, attributes related to ecolodge design. setting. natural enviromment and
food received higher ratings, by respondents. In generai, education and conservation related

attributes received comparatively low scores. More importantly, respondents seem to believe that
ecolodges included in the sample are making sufticient effort to provide economic benefits to host
communities.
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Table 4: Respondent ratings of ecolodge attributes

Attribute Mean Std.Dev
Lodge setting

A variety of lodging styles 5.45 1.423
Ecolodge design appropriate to local setting 6.30 0.801
Quality of the environment - 6.14 1.121
Room

Comfort of bed 6.23 0.806
Descent sanitary-condition” i e 6105 0896
Provide private sueo::'pmor room, Wash room”* .. 634 0988
Nature o ;'_3 L i;? it |

=

lodge s
Availability of ol
Availability pf pamvulauhamtat
Value for money v

Food .~~~ : Lo S
Local foodsjproduced with local mredzt}nt

‘{[
s

Locatww
§Conveni‘ef- 2

Service
Availability ¢
facilities

Perceptmns on Ecotourism™_ | SRS L A T LA

In order to understand ecolodge patrons’ perceptions on ecotourism, respondents were asked to rate
the level of agreement on 8 items related to concepts and philosophy of ecotourism (Table 5). In

- general, respondents had positive perceptions on ecotourism with high levels of agreement being

recorded for all statements except the one that was negatively worded (last item in Table5).
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Table 5: Ecolodge patrons’ perceptions on ecotourism

Total
Mean St dev.

Statements

Ecotourism businesses should allocate a pertion of their profit to

protect the local natural environment 641 i3
Ecotourism promotes sustainability 6.34 0.87
Ecotourism provides financial benefits and empowerment for local o 087
people o
I would be willing to see a unique plant or animal of interest to me 6.09 1.24
I like to visit destinations that few others have visited 6.01 1.22
cotourism provides direct financial benefits for conservation 5.81 1.12
I try to find out as much as about the natural environment of a o _
. “ i 5.45 437
destination before I actually go there
I prefer to travel as part of a larger group, as opposed to a small 2 58 5 09

group{i.c., 4 persons or less)

4. Discusgien and Conclusions

»

The ma.n t-bsect-ve of this study was to develop distinct visitor profiles of eco-lodge patrons

based on thez, cemog apliic characteristic, trip characteristics and travel motivations as no ?tzﬂv

|
thus far has aitempzeu o ewp]ore characteristics of visitors who seek acco.mﬂed‘ztxg%ﬂ eco-lodges

N

in Sti Lanka.

G ,5 iQ J k Present .,tudv

\u
af"m

patrons {3 35% ) are reiam elv \'0111‘5. and bet'vé?e;n 26 _035 Ve,

o~

found that ph]ranty of ccoiodgc rs of

age. Hence, results of the present survey indicate a relatively voilnger ecotounst segmen* 7 eking
accommodation in ecolodges of Sri Lanka. Previous ecotowrist profiling studies in Asian ‘coulmrles
such as Thailand (Kerstetter et al., 2004) and Sti Lanka (Perera et al., 2012) found that ecotc%u.rism
market segment in these two countries to be characterised by young travellers. However, results of
the present work further indicate that more than 30% of respondents are over 35 years, suggesting
the overall middle-aged to elderly nature of the ecotourism market segment (Eagles and
Cascagnette, 1995; Wight, 1996a; Kawan et al.. 2010).

Ecotourists are generally described as highly educated, and high income group {Higham et

al., 2001; Saleh and Karwacki, 1996: Wight,1996a, Kawan et al.. 2010). Present study findings in
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general, are in agreement with literature. Hence, Sri Lankan ecolodges caters to a highly educated
consumer segment with positive environmental attitudes, similar to most other ecotourist markets in
other countries. This is evident from the fact that majority of respondents highly agreeing with
statements related to ecotourism principles and environmental conservation. However, presence of
highly educated, but younger and possibly financially less-stabilized ecotourist segment may hint
an emerging trend where Sri Lanka being viewed as a destination for budget ecotourists. This

notion is ﬁmher supported by 1e<;pondent< atrongly agreemg with_survey-items. * me (lﬁvel’ a.nd

mexpenswe good am. services” ; as main reasons for %electmg the destmauon S,muar obqervatxons

8 Upscal Mld and Budoet

‘ loo-{e: g

accommodatfz‘ms ¢ 'p'ng;@:axid,

3

were much. wunger,

.e‘

1 edudlaﬁd and k‘\o 1;

.y 10 be in & h;g,he-mcom% wacket han)the ofher

ecosoum’es. “‘vaftem aecomumtswere less c;omxmtted to the environment, and engoye

as much as the nature\svtt‘ng.,, faxrorwd acuommodatmna with a good array of se wc vand acﬂmes

Demographically, these tourists tended to travel with their family, were hlghly educated and were
usually from a high-income bracket. Accordingly. most visitors to ecolodges in Sri Lanka could be
identified as “Soft” ecotourists.

Present study found that the time spent by ecotourists at a particular ecolodge is relatively

short i.e. about 3 days. Previous studies conducted elsewhere have made similar observations

(Twynamand Robinson, 1997; Kawan, 2010). Random conversations made with ecolodge patrons
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and ecolodge management during field visits revealed that many ecotourist tend to move from one
ecolodge to another. in quest of observing unique environment and cultural places as much a

possible. Short term stays at an ecolodge may not be ideal from single business and local
community perspective as it can lower the financial returns to the business and himit economic
opportunities for the host community. However, from the ecotourism industry perspective, this may
have positive impact as it would disseminate the benefits to broader geographical regions of the
country.

|
1

With respect to their information search behaviour, the Internet was found to be the most
frequently used source of information for ecotourists in making travel decisions. This suggests t;hat
Sri Lanka tourism promotion organizations and ecolodge management shouid focus more on onljin,e
marketing methods including sccial media and travel blogs etc. |

The study results suggested that ecolodge attribute plavs an important role in customer
satisfaction. Customer satisfaction is the key to success in ecotourism and accommodation businL‘ss.
Ecolodge ’pat_rbns give higher priority for factors such as ecolodge being located in 2 natural setting,
proximity 1o n::‘:uu—bzzsea attractions, ecolodge design influenced by local architecture (i.c.
mdlgenom S'.I'd"*'um‘ﬂ), tocal cuisine with variety and apprepriate sanitary faclhnes As such, thesrf:.

luct

Rnsults of th.s ofudsf far*her sw“e h eco!oige: .n Sn mea are qm successful in
meefing customer reguirements, nnd this \A as- ewdcn- TW resoondvntc scoring ki gher tur items in the

survey that were on ecelodge attributes and satisfaction bascf_ ov their e e a.L the ecolodge.

Strong agreement with statements on nature-based elements, desm n and service- qml indicate
that Sri Lankan ecoledges provide unique na sture-based «’*xpeneuces for visi EspecrLaHy the

nature-based and design elements seein to provide a competitive advantage for Si1 Lanka’s

ecolodge industry over its counterparts in the region. |
Despite several positives in the current practices of ecolodge industry in Sii Lanka. there is

till plenty of rcom for improvement. Blamey (2001) suggests three core criteria upon which
ecotourism definitions are based: a nature based element. an educational or learning component,
and the requirement for sustainability which includes both financial and socio-cultural elements.

Present study findings indicate that Sri Lankan ecolodge industry has given less attention on the

educational or leaming component of ecotourism. This calls for better strategies to educate the
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visitors about their environmental responsibilities, and improved interpretive tour facilities. If the
ecolodge industry is to provide superior nature-based experience in line with ecotourism principles,
it is important that they give equal attention all these key elements of ecotourism.

Present study provides insights to characteristics and motivations of ecolodge patrons in Sri
. Lanka; a research gaps that was not previously addressed by researchers. This study has
implications for the ecolodge industry as the novel information generated through this study would

enable the mdustry to develop umque ecotounsrnw pxoducts 1o wmatch«mutor wreqmre, ents and
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