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[bookmark: _Toc228263218]Abstract
This research explores the connection between the development of tourism, economic diversification and sustainable development in a post-conflict, low-income economy, aiming at lessening its dependency on the capricious iron-ore mining industry, namely Sierra Leone. Although political will toward tourism as a diversification strategy and investment has escalated significantly, a verifiable linkage between tourism development and tangible economic and social impacts still remains scarce in the body of empirical research literature. A convergent mixed-methods research design was applied, where survey data from 20 stakeholders in the tourism sector and ten semi-structured interviews were gathered across the Western Area Peninsula and several eco-tourism sites. A pragmatic philosophy underpinned this research, and the descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means, standard deviations) were used to analyse quantitative data and thematic analysis for qualitative data. The results showed tourism can offer diversified livelihoods to households but has yet to effect structural economic transformation. Water scarcity and manual waste disposal issues affect the environmental aspect of the tourism sector. Constraints included low levels of skill, enforcement and imports. In order for tourism to bring sustainable development, Sierra Leone needs to address constraints in human capital, institutions and chain linkages.
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[bookmark: _Toc228263220]1.1 Background
Sierra Leone is a West African country with great potential, characterised by stunning beaches, rainforests and incredible diversity, but it also stands at an inflexion point. Following a decade of civil conflict (1991-2002), Ebola (2014-2016) and COVID-19 (2020-2022), Sierra Leone has shown strong resilience while dealing with deeply rooted problems of poverty, unemployment and economic instability (World Bank, 2018). The economy is heavily reliant on mining, with iron ore as its main export. It has a weak economy, subject to external shocks. It suffered from a financial crisis in 2014-2015 following a drop in commodity prices (World Bank, 2018; Hymel, 2024). In this regard, economic diversification is the goal of the government of Sierra Leone and is central to the Medium-Term National Development Plan 2019-2023 and others that followed it. Tourism is an emerging potential tool to help with this objective, in line with global developmental agendas (Government of Sierra Leone, 2017). Its tourism attractions include a 530km long coastline, the Western Area Peninsula National Park, Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary, and Tiwai Island (Saidu-Kamara, 2016; UNDP, 2025). The government supports tourism development through a National Tourism Policy (2017) "to achieve economic diversification through tourism, generate foreign exchange, promote even development, rural tourism-based enterprises, generate employment, accelerate rural-urban integration and foster socio-cultural unity" (Government of Sierra Leone, 2017, page 4). The objective of achieving economic diversification is backed by international development agencies, through a $40 million grant from the World Bank's Sierra Leone Economic Diversification Project (SLEDP) and funding from UNDP's eco-tourism projects (World Bank, 2018; UNDP, 2025). At the moment, tourism contributes to 2.6 per cent of the country’s GDP and sustains over 41,000 jobs (World Bank, 2024). Nonetheless, its potential has not yet been fully exploited due to underdeveloped infrastructure, power shortages, regulatory constraints and a deteriorated environment (Hymel, 2024). The present study evaluates the correlation between economic diversification and sustainable development in Sierra Leone’s tourism sector.
[bookmark: _Toc228263221]1.2 Problem Statement
Although there has been a growing commitment to policies and increased investment flows in tourism for diversification, strong empirical evidence of the link between the sector's growth and tangible development impacts in Sierra Leone is scarce. Specifically, three research gaps exist: a lack of attention to the environmental and social aspects of tourism development; Marginalization of the interests of local communities, women in business and smaller tourism businesses; and insufficient understanding of the links through which tourism drives economic diversification (Mitchell & Ashley, 2010; Saidu-Kamara, 2016). To address this gap, this research seeks to answer the main research question: How is the growth of the tourism sector in Sierra Leone driving economic diversification and sustainable development?

[bookmark: _Toc228263222]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
Aim: To evaluate the link between economic diversification and sustainable development through the case of Sierra Leone's tourism sector.
Objectives:
1. To assess the contribution of tourism to employment, income, and livelihood diversification.
2. To evaluate the sustainability of tourism development across economic, social, and environmental dimensions.
3. To identify key opportunities and constraints affecting tourism's potential.
4. To examine value chain linkages and multiplier effects.
5. To develop evidence-based recommendations for policy and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc228263223]1.4 Research Questions
Primary Question: What is the nature and significance of the link between tourism sector development and sustainable development in Sierra Leone?
Secondary Questions:
· RQ1: What is the current contribution of tourism to employment, income, and livelihood diversification?
· RQ2: To what extent is tourism development environmentally sustainable?
· RQ3: What are the perceived opportunities for and constraints to tourism-led development?
· RQ4: How do value chain linkages and multiplier effects operate?
· RQ5: What policy interventions could enhance tourism's contribution?
[bookmark: _Toc228263224]1.5 Scope and Delimitations
This research covers eco-tourism and beach tourism in Sierra Leone's Western Area (Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary and beaches of Western Peninsula) as well as some eco-tourism destinations in the province. It involved 20 interview respondents and 10 survey respondents. This sample size is not statistically representative, but it is adequate for an exploratory DBA study. No inferential tests were used; the reporting of the results is restricted to descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means, standard deviations).
[bookmark: _Toc228263225]CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc228263226]2.1 Theoretical Foundations of Economic Diversification
Economic diversification is the process of broadening the variety of goods and services an economy produces, the diversity of income and employment opportunities. (Imbs and Wacziarg 2003). In developing economies, diversification usually involves a switch from reliance on primary commodity production to a blend of activities. (Ellis 1998). The need for diversification is apparent; reliance on a few commodities makes an economy unstable to the fluctuation in prices, but with a diversified economy, the base of revenues is steadier. (Hausmann and Rodrik 2003).
It is helpful to look at the context of the resource curse theory (Auty 1993; Sachs and Warner 2001) to understand the need for economic diversification in Sierra Leone. Heavy reliance on a particular natural resource brings along lower growth rates and increased instability, alongside weaker institutions. Sierra Leone's dependency on iron ore is the prime reason why growth rates were initially high but slumped dramatically in 2014/15, stimulating the push towards tourism diversification (World Bank 2018). The reasons for moving towards tourism include relatively low levels of capital intensity, as well as opportunities to incorporate local inputs. (Ashley, Roe and Goodwin 2001).
[bookmark: _Toc228263227]2.2 Sustainable Development and Tourism
Sustainable development has been defined by the Brundtland Commission as "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987, p.41). The notion of sustainable development is implemented by three interrelated pillars of economic sustainability (stable growth, stability), social sustainability (equity, participation, poverty alleviation) and environmental sustainability (ecological integrity, pollution control) (UNESCO, 2023).
From the 1960s, tourism in developing countries was pushed as a development strategy to generate foreign exchange, create employment, and create multiplier effects (Britton, 1982; Harrison, 2008). However, leakage (part of tourism earnings leaking out of the host economy) is particularly problematic in poor countries (Mitchell & Ashley, 2010). Tourism that aims to ensure the poor gain the benefits is known as pro-poor tourism, which is "defined as tourism that 'generates net benefits for the poor'" (Ashley, Roe & Goodwin, 2001, p.2).
[bookmark: _Toc228263228]2.3 Sierra Leone Tourism Context
Tourism assets are significant, with Sierra Leone having 530 km of coastline and Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary, amongst others (Saidu-Kamara, 2016; Hymel, 2024). The direction of travel for the sector is based on the National Tourism Policy (2017). International partners have contributed to tourism by financing, for example, the SLEDP (World Bank, 2018) and through the UNDP eco-tourism infrastructure projects (UNDP, 2025). Sustainability challenges remain evident in the context of plastic waste, where hotels may need to allocate up to 5% of staff salaries toward beach cleaning, and the rate of recycling for plastic waste in the country is only 5.5% (World Bank, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc228263229]2.4 Conceptual Framework
In this research, it builds upon a framework which links economic diversification and sustainable development through three channels: 1. Direct economic impacts (e.g., employment, revenue, foreign exchange), 2. Multiplier and linkage impacts (e.g. Circulation of tourists' spending within the economy) and 3. Sustainability conditions (environmental concerns, social equity and economic sustainability). However, this framework also recognises conflicts between economic growth and environmental protection (Britton, 1982; Gssling & Hall, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc228263230]CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc228263231]3.1 Research Philosophy and Design
Pragmatic approach underpins the entire study. The suitability of pragmatism can be observed where a study focuses on developing a practical understanding of real-life problems, and a single methodology cannot cater for all research questions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It does not value quantitative positivism over qualitative interpretivism and permits selection of methods for the sake of usefulness and explanatories of the research problems (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019). The study needs to develop an identification not only of how tourism supports diversification and sustainability, but also why and how tourism creates them, from the stakeholder perspectives. While quantitative data provides measurable variables, the qualitative data help provide context, interpretation and insight into institutions.
A convergent mixed methods design was utilised. (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) Data from both quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews were collected in the same broader period and analysed separately, then converged during the interpretation phase. This approach has its merits in enabling triangulation of the results and comparison between quantitative and stakeholders' perspectives (Flick, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc228263232]3.2 Sampling and Data Collection
The target population included those individuals and organisations engaged in or impacted by tourism development within Sierra Leone. These included, amongst others, tourism business owners, hoteliers, tourism employees, officials, community leaders, conservationists, and sector practitioners.
An initial target for survey response was 120 respondents, but was restricted due to time, access and scheduling constraints as well as other realities on the ground, leading to the collection of 20 valid responses in the form of questionnaires and 10 semi-structured interviews were successfully undertaken with informants. The reduced size still remained adequate for exploratory mixed methods research with emphasis on insights rather than widespread generalisations (Patton 2015; Yin 2018).
Purposive sampling method was adopted as the choice of respondent is based on their possession of some relevant knowledge of or direct engagement with the tourism activities and is frequently used in applied management research as there may be a need to obtain feedback from specialists (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2019). The survey sample was comprised of 20 respondents, 7 of whom were managers/owners of tourism enterprises (35%), 6 were tourism employees (30%), 4 government officials (20%) and 3 community representatives (15%). The interview sample consisted of 10 participants from the survey sample.
The questionnaires required demographic details and statements which were to be responded to on a Likert scale regarding economic, social and environmental impacts of tourism development and sector constraints, while semi-structured interviews required discussion of the aforementioned aspects and permitted the exploration of additional topics not specifically mentioned, such as policy coordination, infrastructure issues and benefit sharing schemes.
[bookmark: _Toc228263233]3.3 Data Analysis Procedures
Quantitative data were coded and entered into SPSS for analysis. Descriptive analysis was preferred to inferential modelling due to the small sample size. Frequencies and percentages were calculated for participant characteristics and response distributions. The mean and standard deviations were calculated to identify measures of central tendency and spread of views among survey items.
Qualitative data were analysed using a thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Each interview transcript and set of notes were read multiple times to develop recurring themes, ideas and explanations. Codes were grouped into broader themes of infrastructure limitations, human skills deficit, unequal benefits distribution, environmental management and avenues of employment for youth. Themes were contrasted with the findings from survey questions to note the extent of convergence and divergence.
Integration was conducted at the level of interpretation. The quantitative data showed patterns of stakeholder perception, but qualitative data revealed the underlying reasons of these perceptions (Fetters, Curry & Creswell, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc228263234]3.4 Ethical Considerations
The research followed established ethical guidelines. Participants volunteered and gave informed consent to participate in the study (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019). They were told what the study was about and that they could withdraw at any time. Anonymity was observed, and quotes were anonymised in places. All data were kept securely and would only be used for the study.
[bookmark: _Toc228263235]3.5 Limitations
There were various methodological weaknesses in the study. Most critically, the survey sample ultimately obtained was of 20 respondents instead of 120 planned. Therefore, the findings can be viewed as exploratory and suggestive rather than statistically significant for the overall tourism industry. Limitations with generalization also apply to the purposive sampling technique and the limited reach due to lack of time and resources. Nonetheless, the mixed-methods approach yielded insight by capturing stakeholder views alongside depth of information from qualitative work. The method was appropriate in an applied DBA context for research on an underexplored industry in a difficult climate.
[bookmark: _Toc228263236]CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc228263237]4.1 Introduction
This chapter reports on the results of the research study that assessed the relationship between economic diversification and sustainable development-in the case of the tourism sector in Sierra Leone. The data for the analysis was obtained from twenty (20) respondents from a wide range of stakeholders in tourism which included owners/managers of tourism enterprise, workers in the tourism sector, officials in government and community members. The descriptive data obtained through Frequencies, Percentages, Means and Standard deviations from SPSS was used for analysis.
The findings were then organized according to the objectives and research questions stated for the study. The analysis began with the background of the respondents followed by the analysis of tourism sector's contribution to the number of people employed in the sector, its contribution to income generation and livelihood diversification. Subsequently the study discusses sustainability of tourism development, opportunities and barriers in the development of the tourism sector and the linkages and multipliers effects of tourism value chain, before culminating in policy implications.
[bookmark: _Toc228263238]4.2 Demographic Profile of Survey Respondents
A breakdown of the respondent's demographic profile was carried out to get a sense of who the participants were and, also to assess the reliability of their responses. The factors measured are gender, age group, type of stakeholders, location of respondent, year(s) of experience in tourism and, level of education.
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Table 1
With regard to gender, as shown on Table 1, the respondents are equally distributed. Of the 20 respondents, 10 (50%) were males while 10 (50%) were females. This suggests that the responses have not been influenced by either males or females.
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Table 2
Age of respondents were as follows: The largest portion (10 respondents, 50%) were in the age group 26-35 years followed by 36-45 year olds (4 respondents, 20%). Respondents between 18-25 years and 46-60 years each had 3 respondents (15%). Most of the respondents fall within the working group (which is quite relevant given that tourism is a labour-intensive industry).
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Table 3
Stakeholders (Table 3) surveyed are as follows: Tourism enterprise owners/managers had the highest share of respondents (7 people, 35%), followed by tourism employees (6 people, 30%). Government officials comprised 4 respondents (20%), and community representatives had 3 respondents (15%). The study included public and private stakeholders, as well as the communities involved in tourism development.[image: ]
Table 4

Location of the respondents as shown on Table 4: The majority (18 respondents, 90%) of the respondents were located in the Western Area (Freetown/Beaches/Tacugama), and only 2 respondents (10%) were from provincial eco-tourism sites. This is reflective of the fact that much tourism activities take place in this area.
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Table 5
Concerning years of experience (Table 5) in the tourism sector, the largest group of respondents had 1–2 years of experience (35%). Respondents with 6–10 years and more than 10 years each represented 20%, while those with 3–5 years accounted for 15%. This indicates a mixture of relatively new entrants and experienced practitioners.
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Table 6
Finally, the education profile showed that 11 respondents (55%) had completed secondary school (WASSCE), while 6 respondents (30%) had vocational or technical training. Three respondents (15%) had some secondary school education. This suggests that respondents had moderate educational attainment, supported by practical training relevant to tourism activities.
[bookmark: _Toc228263239]4.3 Contribution of Tourism to Employment, Income and Livelihood Diversification
The first specific aim was to determine the importance of tourism as a contributor to employment, income and livelihood diversification. Respondents in all categories felt that tourism provides good employment and income generation in Sierra Leone.
Tourism is seen to create direct and indirect employment opportunities. Direct employment is found in hotels and guesthouses, restaurants and catering services, tour guide operators and guides, beach and hotel services, transportation sector and entertainment industries. Indirect employment opportunities were seen to arise from provision of foods and materials, arts and craft industries, event provision, laundry services, repairs and maintenance as well as in entertainment services. Tourism employment creation effects cut across sectors in the economy.
Respondents felt that tourism is capable of providing employment to young people and women, primarily in hospitality sectors, in food vending, in arts and crafts industry as well as in small-scale trading. This is of significance in a country where unemployment and underemployment are critical development issues.
Regarding income generation, respondents identified income through wages and payment for services rendered and commissions to tour agents, and sale of products to tourists. The beneficiaries are mostly small business owners who operate near beaches and tourist spots.
Evidence from findings indicate that tourism also provides avenues for livelihood diversification where income is generated from new sources outside the existing ones like mining, fishing, and subsistence agriculture.
[bookmark: _Toc228263240]4.4Sustainability of Tourism Development
The second objective investigated the economic, social and environmental sustainability of tourism development. From an economic perspective respondents confirmed that tourism can be a source of revenue, increase investment and foreign exchange. Many also indicated however that tourism is relatively un-developed and season dependent in many regions, therefore it has limited economic impact. From a social perspective tourism was recognized as promoting cultural interactions and the conservation of cultural heritage sites, it also provided communities the opportunities for greater community involvement. Community members indicated that the promotion of Sierra Leone's unique cultural traits, through music and dance, traditional celebrations and local craftsmanship was key to attracting tourists. An issue highlighted by many was that the economic benefits associated with tourism were unevenly distributed among communities. Environmental considerations identified that beaches, forests, game reserves and landscapes are essential tourism assets; nonetheless issues of waste disposal, beach pollution, deforestation and ineffective environmental protection enforcement mechanisms were raised. This indicates that although tourism in Sierra Leone is inextricably dependent on environmental factors, environmental management mechanisms are still weak.
[bookmark: _Toc228263241]4.5 Opportunities and Constraints Affecting Tourism Potential
The third aim was to recognize the major opportunities and threats that have an impact on tourism development in Sierra Leone.
Several opportunities were cited by respondents. The tourism potential rests heavily on Sierra Leone's beaches, wildlife and eco-tourism resources, history and culture, and its welcoming society. Also highlighted was the rise of international demand for eco-tourism and real travelling experiences, for which the country may take benefit if the tourism attractions were widely advertised.
On the other hand, there were substantial threats highlighted by the respondents. They include poor roads leading to tourist attractions, inconsistent power supply, insufficient access to capital, poor destination marketing, inadequate accommodation facilities outside the major cities and lack of professional management skills in hospitality industry. Also mentioned were inconsistency in government policy, the ineffectiveness in implementation of tourism standard, negative global image attributed to instability in the past. All of these factors affect investors' confidence and limit international competitiveness of the tourism industry.
[bookmark: _Toc228263242]4.6 Value Chain Linkages and Multiplier Effects
The fourth objective addressed the issue of the extent to which tourism generates linkages to other sectors. The evidence collected showed that tourism generates demand for domestically produced goods and services, ranging from fresh food products to fresh fish and fowl, drinks, transportation, cleaning services, furniture, and handicrafts. In relation to farmers and fishers, hotels and restaurants will require supply, while transport will benefit from tourist movements. In this regard it is clear that there exists a positive multiplier impact on the economy, as the expenditure of tourists leads to generation of incomes and jobs in other sectors. However, it is observed that leakages take place to some extent, due to food, drinks, furniture or expertise in management being imported from overseas to hotels. Therefore, the development of local linkages will contribute to reducing leakages and strengthening the diversification impact.
[bookmark: _Toc228263243]4.7 Policy Recommendations from Findings
Suggestions to develop tourism's role as a vehicle of sustainable development were made. These included a need to improve roads and infrastructure to tourist destinations, increase power and water supply to the sites, and a more effective branding strategy as well as increased sense of security assurance to tourist sites.
Other suggestions called for the establishment of training programs for workers, financial aid to local tourism SME, establishment of robust environmental legislation, and incentives to business enterprises sourcing locally.
There was a need for partnerships between the government, the private sector, local communities and the development partners.
Summary Findings
In general, the analysis confirms that tourism has considerable potential to complement economic diversification and promote sustainable development in Sierra Leone. It contributes to job creation and income generation, it provides supplementary livelihoods and generates forward and backward linkages to other industries such as agriculture, fisheries, transport and small-businesses. Nevertheless, constraints imposed by a poor infrastructure, poor environmental management practices, weaknesses in the policy environment and poor local linkages are impeding its positive effects. By tackling these constraints, tourism could more firmly serve as a cornerstone for inclusive and sustainable economic transformation in Sierra Leone.
[bookmark: _Toc228263244]4.8 RQ1: Employment, Income and Livelihood Diversification
Tourism contributes positively to household-level livelihood diversification, particularly for women and youth, but these contributions are severely constrained by seasonality (M=2.40), low wages (50% earn $25-$50 monthly), precarious employment (M=2.45 for job permanence), and perceived employment decline (80% saw decrease). Tourism supplements rather than replaces mining and agriculture.
Quantitative Findings
Respondents were asked to state their agreement with nine statements on tourism's effects on jobs and livelihoods. In addition, the lowest means recorded were on the regularity of income over the year and permanence of jobs. High mean scores on the statements women are becoming richer due to tourism and tourism offers new livelihood opportunities reflect a consensus on the part of the respondents on the contribution of tourism in creating new livelihood opportunities particularly for women, but relatively low means on these two statements show that concerns about regular income over the year and permanence of employment are also widespread among the respondents.
Respondents were also asked to give an opinion as to whether tourism employment had increased or decreased in the last 3 years. To our surprise 80% believed it had decreased, no respondents felt it had increased. This is obviously quite different to the predictions being made nationally and there appears to be a discrepancy between "spin" and the "facts".
In terms of household income, 60% reported earning 1-20% from tourism, meaning that tourism only contributed to a small portion of the family income and was not the major source of revenue. In addition, 50% of them earning 500,000-1,000,000 Leones (around US $25-50) monthly shows that they get a low wage from tourism job.
Qualitative Findings
Thematic analysis of interview transcripts resulted in three main themes of employment and livelihood: seasonality and volatility in income, gender and tourism work and training deficits.
Seasonality was explained by a hotel manager in Western Area: 'From November to April we have full bookings all the rooms, all the bookings are full. But May to October the rains come down and at sometimes we have only two or three guests a week. I have to reduce the number of working hours for my employees'. A young tour guide in the North stated 'I was nobody before the tourism industry but now I am a tour guide. After the dry season, I am out of a job. Many of my friends have gone back to gold mining, they say that it pays more'.
In terms of gender dimensions, a woman in crafts commented: 'The tourism sector has been good to women, I sell my tie-dye work and my baskets to tourists. However, the income derived from it is not equal to what is earned by lodges; women are at the lowest rung of the chain'. Training gaps were illustrated by the comment of a government official: 'We trained 3,000 people under the SLEDP, but that is but a fraction of those requiring skills training. Our youth require basic training in customer relations, English language and environment management.
Integration and Discussion
There is good congruence between the quantitative and qualitative evidence, with both types of data highlighting how tourism is helping to generate opportunities for livelihoods and diverse income streams for households (following pro-poor tourism approach; Ashley, Roe & Goodwin, 2001). However, both also identify key barriers, such as seasonality, low wages, unstable employment, and lack of skills. The fact that 80% predicted a decline in employment contrasts with national predictions (World Bank, 2024).
Response to RQ1: Tourism makes positive contributions to livelihood diversification at household level (particularly women and youth), but such contributions are limited by seasonality, low wages, unstable employment and perceived decline of employment. Tourism is supplementary, not an alternative, to mining and agriculture.
[bookmark: _Toc228263245]4.9 RQ2: Environmental Sustainability
This section addresses the second research question: To what extent is tourism development in Sierra Leone environmentally sustainable?
Quantitative Findings
Questioned regarding 7 environmental concerns, all respondents agree regarding water scarcity exacerbated by tourism demand being the main environmental problem. Similarly, climate change effects and coastal erosion were ranked high among other things. However, respondents did not agree that tourism is beneficial to the environment; plastic waste has a neutral score only which would support water being considered an issue rather than plastic waste.
In terms of cleaning of beach all the respondents worked for a minimum of 5 hrs per day in cleaning the beach and 70% of them used to work from 5-6 hrs, whereas 30% of them used to work more than 6 hrs. Which constitutes 60-75% of a normal working day and is significant burden on their work. Moreover 75% of respondents considered tourists as the main responsible for environmental problems. No one chooses either the government or tourism businesses and there seems to be a gap in the governance of the area.
Qualitative Findings
The thematic analysis resulted in three environment-based themes: dominant concern of water scarcity, burden of beach cleaning and gap in governance.
Water scarcity according to an eco-lodge manager "During dry season wells are drying. Tourists expect double shower every day. Local women need water for cooking. There is conflict. Last year we had to close for two weeks, as the well was empty."
Burden of beach cleaning, as described by the hotel owner: "I have to ask my employees to clean beach every morning for 5-6 hours before tourists get up. Plastic bottles, polythene bags, and eatable items in wastage. My five percent revenue on salary of employees, I invest to make it free from waste. That fund cannot be use somewhere else."
Gap in governance as observed by community leader: "Nobody approach us regarding environment management. Hotel has got their own way. State authority doesn't enforce the rules. We can see mangrove being cut, sand from the beach has been taken away. We can't even oppose it. What is use of raising objection without having powers?"
Integration and Discussion
The quantitative and qualitative information supports the issue of water scarcity as the worst environmental problem. The 5–6 hours the hotels spend cleaning the beach is a significant amount of operation, supporting the World Bank (2024) information. Assigning environmental responsibility to tourists (75%), shows there is a governance gap and a shared responsibility mechanism has failed.
Answer RQ2: Environmentally sustainability in tourism development in Sierra Leone has failed. Water scarcity is the worst environmental problem and a daily clean-up of 5–6 hours is the task undertaken by 70% of the respondents. Environmental responsibility is placed on tourists, therefore indicating a governance failure.
4.10 RQ3: Opportunities and Constraints
This section addresses the third research question: What are the perceived opportunities for and constraints to tourism-led development?
Quantitative Findings
Respondents assigned a value of the perceived seriousness to twelve constraints. The most serious constraints identified were skills shortages, poor enforcement of regulations and high import costs. The three constraints have a clear impact on the three sustainability pillars - skill shortages on economic and social, enforcement on environmental and governance, and import costs through leakage on the economic pillar.
The best opportunities were interest in ecotourism internationally and specific ecotourist assets. Government policy was ranked second highest. Projects financed by the World Bank and UNDP ranked the lowest opportunity score, which was below the neutral midpoint, showing that even though there was substantial funding, these interventions are not seen as a benefit.
Qualitative Findings
A tour operator spoke of skill shortages: "Young people want work in tourism, but they don't have fundamental skills. They don't have sufficient English skills for international tourists. They don't have complaint handling skills. The government talks tourism, where is the training?"
A hotel owner spoke of regulatory compliance issues: "The government has business registration regulations and environmental legislation. They are not enforced. A new lodge opens, without a license. They throw waste straight into the sea. Those that obey the rules and invest get squeezed. They have a higher cost base than those operating outside the rules."
A representative of the community felt donor-funded projects wasted money: "The donors give money to the government, and the government doesn't act. So, what happens to the donor projects? They didn't help us; the canopy walkway is for tourists. It isn't for the community".
Integration and Discussion
The convergence of the qualitative and quantitative results for skills shortages, poor regulation, and high import costs is high. Donor projects having a low opportunity rating was worrying. This may be due to a disconnect between donor interests and what local people consider opportunities as evidenced by $40m given by donors to SLEDP.
Response to RQ3: Strongest opportunities are interest in eco-tourism worldwide and, unique assets. Strongest constraints are skills shortages, poor regulatory enforcement, high import costs, and the opportunities offered by donor projects is low.
[bookmark: _Toc228263246]4.11 RQ4: Value Chain Linkages and Multiplier Effects
This section addresses the fourth research question: How do value chain linkages and multiplier effects operate?
Quantitative Findings
The response results of five statements in regard to value chain linkages and leakage are shown. What appears paradoxical in this table is the high agreement in 'Tourists' money remains within the local community' along with a similarly high agreement in 'Most of the profit leaves Sierra Leone'. It might be that 'money' and 'profit' were considered differently, as wage and local purchase versus expatriated profit. Low response value in 'Local farmers benefits' show the lack of backward linkage to agriculture.
Notably, all 20 respondents (100%) were unable to estimate the percentage of supplies sourced locally, indicating complete value chain opacity and information failure.
Qualitative Findings
"The big beach lodges are owned by Europeans and Lebanese. They provide their own managers. Sometimes they have their own food from their own countries, and they send the profit to their countries, not here. We have the menial jobs here. But the small guest houses are owned by Sierra Leoneans, and they spend the money here."-Representative of community.
"I wish I could buy local. But local farmers just cannot guarantee a consistent supply of good quality food. Sometimes they have tomatoes and then they will have none for weeks. They just cannot guarantee that quality. But then you are also aware that tourists expect a standard and so you can't import any old rubbish, you are still tied to suppliers from other countries."-Owner of hotel.
Integration and Discussion
The fact that 100% of respondents cannot estimate the percentage of sourcing locally highlights an information gap. A paradox exists where all agree that cash remains local, but profits escape; perhaps this relates to the duality structure in the industry; the foreign-owned lodges extract money, while the locally-owned retain value. There are poor links with agriculture; this presents an opportunity for pro-poor tourism to exploit.
The answer to RQ4: Chain linkages have a dual structure: the foreign-owned lodges extract cash while locally-owned retain it. Backward links with agriculture are poor. Value chain transparency is zero-100% cannot estimate percent sourced locally.
[bookmark: _Toc228263247]4.12 RQ5: Policy Interventions
This section addresses the fifth research question: What policy interventions could enhance tourism's contribution to economic diversification and sustainable development?
Quantitative Findings
Respondents evaluated the efficacy of a range of policy interventions. 'Certification and training of tour guides' came top in terms of efficacy as this directly targets the skill shortage constraint stated in RQ3. Tax discounts on buying local and support for community-based tourism followed. Stricter environmental regulation and marketing abroad were rated the lowest, being under the neutral midpoint.
For leadership, only 15% selected private sector and no body select national government for tourism development leading role and 55% selected international donor, which means no or less confidence in national government capacity.
Qualitative Findings
An operator of a tourist business declared that "Training must be prioritized. Not the roads. Not electricity. Training. Our people must know how to do customer service, know how to be a guide, know how to do business management. That is where the work is to make tourism work."
A community leader wanted donors to take the initiative, "The donor gives money to the government, but the government doesn't work. We want them to work directly with the communities. We know what we need."
Integration and Discussion
High degree of consensus between qualitative and quantitative findings on the centrality of training as a first priority. Low valuation on environmental laws may point to existing laws, but poor enforcement, rather than need for new legislation. High confidence in international donors suggests a lack of confidence in government.
RQ5 Answer. Top intervention is tour guide training, which directly targets skill gaps. Low valuation for environmental laws and advertising. Majority of respondents favour international donors lead development; shows lack of governance confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc228263248]4.13 Summary of Key Findings
In this chapter the empirical results pertaining to all the five research questions are discussed. The summary of key findings is:
1. With regard to the research questions: tourism promotes income diversification at the household level, not structurally transformed livelihood strategies. Seasonal employment, low wages and perceived deterioration are defining features of employment (80% reported decrease).
2. Most important environmental threat identified is water shortages; 70% respondents spend 5-6 hrs/ day in cleaning the beach; and environmental accountability is shifted onto tourists (75%) reflecting failures of governance.
3. Greatest opportunities were: international interest in eco-tourism; unique natural attractions. Significant threats were shortage of skilled labour; ineffective regulation; high import prices; lowest opportunities were donor projects.
4. Complete opacity of the value chain: all respondents were unable to quantify the local sourcing level. Local farmers' interests seem to be low. Two types of enterprises: locally owned and foreign owned, were observed.
5. Local stakeholders support tour guide training the most, most stakeholders (55%) favor donor initiative, implying poor confidence in the government.
All these points have been elaborated further in the Chapter 5, to conclude and recommend for policy and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc228263249]CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
[bookmark: _Toc228263250]5.1 Introduction
This chapter synthesizes the findings of the research, derives conclusions and formulates policy and practice recommendations supported by the data collected. The research tested the relationship between economic diversification and sustainable development using Sierra Leone tourism as a case, utilizing a convergent mixed-methods design.
[bookmark: _Toc228263251]5.2 Summary of Key Findings
Five major findings resulted from this analysis: First, with regards to employment and livelihood, while tourism has an impact at household level to diversify household incomes, it has no impact on structural economy change; Women are the beneficiary of the sector in economic terms (M=4.85) and new avenues of livelihood through tourism has opened (M=4.75) yet employment remains with acute seasonality (M=2.40), low remuneration with 50% of respondents earning between $25-50 per month and there appears to be decrease with 80% reporting reduction in employment during the last three years.
Second, in environmental sustainability, the water deficit as a result of the tourism demand was universally agreed upon by all as the greatest threat (M=5.00) and for the 70% majority, cleaning of beaches take 5-6 hrs/day, while responsibilities is being delegated by the majority 75% of respondents to tourists as none chose the government or businesses. Third, concerning opportunities and challenges, increasing world trend toward ecotourism (M=4.70) and unusual natural attributes (M=4.35) are the most recognized opportunity and are being seriously limited by shortage in human capital skills (M=4.75), lack of proper enforcement of regulatory measures (M=4.70) and high import costs (M=4.60) while donor projects had the least opportunity value (M=2.50). Fourth, with regards to linkages in the value chain, there was agreement to the two paradoxical trends: local people know tourists' money stayed locally (M=4.75), while money spent went out of Sierra Leone (M=4.70). The benefits to farmers were modest (M=3.20) and critically all respondents could not ascertain local sourcing percentages as to all it seemed that no part of the value chain was transparent. Finally, with regard to interventions in policy, tour guide training came out as the most beneficial (M=4.75), followed by tax cuts on buying locally (M=4.40) and support for community-based tourism (M=4.35). Significantly, 55% of respondents felt international donors should lead development with no one supporting the idea that the national government should be the leading partner.
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The relation between tourism and economic diversification is a positive one but rather limited and context-bound. Tourism provides households with an additional income-earning opportunity, besides farming and petty trade, thus supplementing household income-diversification strategies. Nevertheless, at macro-economic level tourism does not seem to provide the structural changes away from a resource dependent economy which can lead to diversified economic structure.
The relation between tourism and sustainable development appears weakened on all three pillars of sustainability. Economically, negative externalities of leakage through imported inputs and foreign-owned companies hinder multiplier effects. Socially, while the access for women and young people can be viewed as a positive attribute, the overall social gains are significantly constrained by low wages, seasonality, and vertical gender segregation. Environmentally, issues like water scarcity, beach erosion and cleaning, which remains largely the burden of women, indicated an unsustainable ecological nature of the current tourism model and lack of mutual responsibility framework.
The study argued that tourism cannot be used as the driver of sustainable development in its current form. The constraints on human capital (skills gap), governance (weak enforcement of regulation, opaque value chain and lack of confidence in government) and the economy structure (import reliance and leakages) need to be lifted before the tourism potential could be actualized.
[bookmark: _Toc228263253]5.4 Recommendations
Recommendations for the Ministry of Tourism and Cultural Affairs
Place priority on tour guide certification and training programs as the most pressing measure (M=4.75). The training needs are customer service skills, English language abilities, environmental guiding skills, rudimentary business management, and sanitation skills. Develop a national level certification standard in collaboration with the Vocational Training Authority.
Focus on the improvement of existing regulatory enforcement instead of developing new regulations. The interviewees ranked poor enforcement as a very critical bottleneck (M=4.70) while new environmental legislation was rated a less critical restriction (M=2.40). Set up special enforcement teams, develop reporting procedures for complaints, utilize escalating punishment, and publish periodic reports on enforcement activities.
Form local environmental management committees for the critical tourist destinations of the Western Peninsula, Tacugama and the eco-tourism sites of the different provinces. Local representatives from the community, business owners, the local government, and environmental agencies should be appointed. The committees will be required to monitor beach cleaning, water resource use and pollution, planning for waste disposal and erosion management
Recommendations for the World Bank (SLEDP) and UNDP
Review project design and implementation: Donors were given the lowest opportunity rating (M=2.50). Use of participatory needs assessments; move from infrastructure projects to funding training and governance; create local advisory committees with decision making authority; and carry out ongoing stakeholder satisfaction assessments.
Fund value chain transparency efforts to respond to the fact that 100% of respondents were unable to assess local sourcing. Institute local procurement reporting from SLEDP-funded enterprises; fund a tourism value chain dashboard; fund key commodity traceability efforts; and develop local supplier databases.
Support community-based tourism projects instead of top-down infrastructure investments (4.35 for support to community-based tourism). Provide direct funding to community-based groups; deliver technical assistance to entrepreneurs; fund benefit sharing agreements; and give preference to women and youth-led activities.
Recommendations for Private Sector Operators
Local sourcing - Set commitment to local sourcing targets, starting with fresh produce. The study found that the benefit to the local farmer was the smallest (M=3.20), suggesting poor agriculture-tourism linkages. Internal audits, ambitious local sourcing targets (e.g. 10% increase year on year), train local suppliers, and achieve economies of scale through partnerships with other business.
Skills gaps - Offer on-the-job training. Receipt of training was only moderate (M=3.75). Provide internal training schedules, utilize vocational colleges and their student internship programs, cross-train staff members in multiple functions, and mentor young workers.
Shared waste disposal costs - Join into cooperatives for beach cleaning activities to spread the workload. Currently hotels absorb the total cost of waste disposal which can amount to up to 5% of total wages. Cooperatives allow for the sharing of costs, partnerships with local authority for collection, and negotiating better disposal costs, along with lobbying at policy level for other solutions.
[bookmark: _Toc228263254]5.5 Limitations and Future Research
This study had several weaknesses. The sample was small (20 respondents), compared to the original 120, thus it is more an exploratory study than statistically representative. Cross-sectional design can only explain correlations do not cause. It was constrained to the Western Area of Sierra Leone, where the survey respondents (90%) were concentrated, ignoring the three other geographical regions of Sierra Leone. There was no primary measurement of environmental quality undertaken.
Future research would require carrying out a quantitative study, with larger sample representative of all four regions. Longitudinal study and primary measurement of environmental quality (including water quality and volume/weight of waste), a cross-national comparative study, which could compare with other West African countries. A study focusing on women's entrepreneurship and youth employment.
[bookmark: _Toc228263255]5.6 Concluding Remarks
There is potential for extreme natural wealth for the purpose of diversifying the country led by tourism. The Tacugama chimps, white beaches, Tiwai Island primates are unparalleled in West Africa and there exists an interest in ecotourism that is genuine and has the potential to increase. However, it has been illustrated within the scope of this paper that these limitations of skills, regulation and value chain connections are a binding constraint on the country using tourism for sustainable development.
The road forward should be obvious; focus should be put on training, regulation should be more effective, and the value chain should have clear lines of sight, governance regarding the environment needs to change from being externally imposed to being an internally shared responsibility. The evidence presented has drawn out a plan of action to take forward, for the Ministry of Tourism, the World Bank, UNDP, private sector developers. The extent to which the suggestions proposed here are carried out will dictate whether or not tourism can be a viable catalyst for sustained development in Sierra Leone.
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[bookmark: _Toc228263258]SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to this interview. This research examines tourism development in Sierra Leone. The interview will take approximately 45 minutes. Your responses will be anonymised.
RQ1: Employment and Livelihoods
1. How has tourism affected your household income compared to five years ago?
2. Can you describe the seasonality of tourism work in your area?
3. What are the working conditions like for tourism employees (wages, hours, job security)?
4. Do you see differences between how men and women benefit from tourism?
RQ2: Environment
5. What environmental changes have you observed since tourism increased?
6. Who cleans the beaches and manages waste in your area?
7. Is there conflict between tourism development and environmental protection?
RQ3: Opportunities and Constraints
8. What are the biggest opportunities you see for tourism to grow in Sierra Leone?
9. What are the biggest obstacles or challenges facing tourism development?
10. How do government policies help or hinder tourism development?
RQ4: Value Chain
11. Where do hotels and lodges buy their food, furniture, and supplies?
12. Do you see tourism money staying in the local community or leaving the country?
13. Who owns the major tourism businesses in your area?
RQ5: Policy
14. If you could change three things about tourism policy, what would they be?
15. How should international donors like the World Bank and UNDP prioritise their support?
16. Who should take the lead in tourism development?
Closing: Is there anything else you would like to add about tourism and development in Sierra Leon
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