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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background
The tourism industry’s growth significantly affects destination communities, bringing both benefits and drawbacks(Andereck et al., 2005; K. C. & Thapa Parajuli, 2014; Law & Rodway, 2008; Rai, 2017; Scheyvens, 2000; P. Sharma et al., 2024; Thapa, 2014). Many researchers(Chaudhury et al., 2023; Hermawan et al., 2023; Hussain & Kumar, 2025; Khatiwada et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2013; Malatji & Mtapuri, 2012; Thommandru et al., 2023; Yutthaworakool et al., 2024)argued that while it offers opportunities like job creation and new business ventures, it also poses challenges. Economically, tourism is a boon, bosting local economies by providing employment (K. Bhattarai et al., 2021; Jackson, 2025; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2010), creating opportunities for distributing domestic goods(Kc et al., 2021; Muganda et al., 2010; Wuleka, 2013), and enabling residents to identify and profit from business ventures(Muganda et al., 2010; Rai, 2017; P. Sharma et al., 2024; Teshome et al., 2023).

On a social level, tourism business is often praised for improving the quality of life in destination communities(K. C. & Thapa Parajuli, 2014; Kim et al., 2013; Muganda et al., 2010; Stevens, 1993). It does this by offering additional or main income streams(Rai, 2017; Stevens, 1993; He et al., 2022; Tiwari et al., 2025; Prasad Sati & Banergee, 2025), enhancing existing infrastructures and facilities for local people(S. Sharma, 2023; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2010), and contributing to cleaner environments(Bawono et al., 2024; Bhaktikul et al., 2021; Butler, 1991; Pant, 2013). From a psychological standpoint, tourism development can boost residents’ self-esteem, self-confidence and pride in their cultural and natural heritage(Pradana et al., 2024; Scheyvens, 2000; Teshome et al., 2023).

The UNWTO defines tourism as “people who are moving for personal reason, professional visits or for business purposes to other nations or places as economic, cultural and social phenomenon”. Similarly, Bernecker, as cited by Chattopadhyay (2008), described tourism as “total of the services and relationships interconnected with a residential changes either voluntarily or temporarily for non-professional or non-commercial motives.” In Nepal, tourism is a cornerstone of the economy, significantly contributing to foreign exchange and national revenues (Pandey, 2025; Teperek & Santos, 2025). Thanks to its unique geography, including eight of the world’s ten highest peaks, Nepal is a premier destination for trekkers, mountaineers, climbers, and the adventure seekers.

Mountain trekking tourism in Nepal is a relatively recent development(Baral & Saini, 2024; Hillman, 2021; Pawson et al., 1984; S. Sharma, 2023), sparked by the historic ascent of Sagarmatha(Mount Everest/Chomolungma) in 1953 by Nepali Sherpa guide Tenzing Norgay Sherpa and climber Edmund Hillary. This monumental achievement, and the tales that followed, firmly placed Nepal on the global map for adventurers, expeditions, and tourists. Initially, mountain tourism in Nepal was shaped by a narrative of adventure expeditions and the “conquest of nature” in its most untamed form. According to Wilson & Dashper (2023),western teams from countries like Switzerland and England viewed Nepal’s towering peaks as an ideal proving ground for strength and a pursuit of honour. Today, the landscape of mountain tourism in Nepal has dramatically shifted. Trekkers of all backgrounds and skill levels now venture into the mountains, supported by local guides and workers, and with access to various luxuries(Pawson et al., 1984; Rai, 2017; Stevens, 1993). Even at Everest’s high camps, amenities like chairs, tables, kitchens, and even Coca-Cola are available, transported by local porters. Despite these changes, the “colonial dreams of conquest” that initially defined mountain tourism in Nepal still resonate. The high regions of Nepal continue to attract thrill-seeking adventurers aiming to summit local peaks or trek among them. However, the aspirations of these tourists often place local populations and workers in challenging situations.

Trekking involves multi-day journeys through largely untouched natural landscapes, undertaken for the purpose of exploring and enjoying the scenery. In tourism studies, trekking is often discussed within the contexts of adventure tourism (Genç, 2021; Gyimóthy & Mykletun, 2004; Różycki & Dryglas, 2014; Upadhayaya, 2018), ecotourism(P. Bhattarai et al., 2024; Teshome et al., 2023), or cultural tourism (Wardana et al., 2019; Yutthaworakool et al., 2024), or even a blend of all three. Specifically, trekking in the Himalayas, though it originated from mountaineering expeditions, is considered a form of ecotourism (Holden & Sparrowhawk, 2002). Ecotourism is defined as a responsible approach to tourism that aims to offer visitors enjoyable and educational experiences, promote the conservation of socio-cultural and ecological environments, and contribute to development of locality(Foggin & Yuan, 2020; Holden & Sparrowhawk, 2002; Pant, 2013; Teshome et al., 2023). Ultimately, mountain trekking is a responsible form of tourism that depends heavily on all involved stakeholders, particularly guides, to achieve its responsible objectives(P. Bhattarai et al., 2024; Geneletti & Dawa, 2009; Hillman, 2021; Law & Rodway, 2008; S. Sharma, 2023).

The commercial trekking industry in Nepal owes its beginnings to Colonel Jimmy Roberts, a retired Gurkha commander at the British Embassy in Kathmandu. Having spent considerable time trekking Nepal’s hills, Roberts recognized the immense business potential in this activity. In 1964, he founded Mountain Travel Nepal, the country’s first trekking company. For four years, it remained Nepal’s sole trekking agency, effectively shaping the commercial landscape for mountain exploration in the nation. Roberts’ efforts opened up Nepal’s vast networked of trekking paths and hill communities, making the Himalayas accessible to generations of hikers who might otherwise have been deterred by the world’s highest mountain range. A notable early expedition was in 1965, when six American women formed the first group to trek Everest Base Camp (EBC) with Robert’s company. By pioneering the concept of organized treks, Jimmy Roberts was instrumental in creating Nepal’s distinctive trekking culture. 

Nepal’s tourism governance began in 1957 with the establishment of the Tourism Development Board under the Ministry of Industry and Commerce. This board was subsequently renamed the Ministry of Transport and Communications the following year and now became the Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Civil Aviation. In 1959, Nepal further solidified its commitment to international tourism by becoming a member of International Union of Official Travel Organization (IUOTO). 

1.2 Research Objectives, Research Questions and Research Significance
1.2.1 Research Objectives
Exploring the results of trekking tourism industry with regards to local community empowerment and their economic progress in 2 popular trekking destinations of Nepal, namely Annapurna Base Camp (Case 1) and Everest Base Camp (Case 2). The following are the objectives identified for achieving the aim of this research.
1. To make investigation, how  influences are made by trekking tourism on empowerment or disempowerment of community and people residing in ABC trekking region from local perspectives
2. To make investigation, how  influences are made by trekking tourism on empowerment or disempowerment of community and people residing in EBC trekking region from local perspectives
3. To make comparison of consequences of ABC Trek and EBC Trek on how effective role they are playing to empower or disempower the local residents.
4. To know the impact of trekking on economy of the local residents, tourism related stakeholders and nation.

1.2.2 Research Questions
For achieving the aim of the research the following research questions are developed.
1. How  trekking tourism influences empowerment or disempowerment of community and people residing in ABC trekking region?
2. How  trekking tourism influences empowerment or disempowerment of community and people residing in EBC trekking region from local perspectives
3. How effective role is the trekking tourism playing to empower or disempower the local residents?
4. What are the impacts of trekking on economy of the local residents, tourism related stakeholders and nation?

1.2.3 Research Significance
This research will have following significance.
1. It will help to find out  influences made by trekking tourism on empowerment or disempowerment of community and people residing in ABC trekking region from local perspectives
2. It will  help to find out influences made by trekking tourism on empowerment or disempowerment of community and people residing in EBC trekking region from local perspectives
3. It will  help to make comparison of consequences of ABC Trek and EBC Trek’s effectiveness to empower or disempower the local residents.
4. To know the impact of trekking on economy of the local residents, tourism related stakeholders and nation. 

2. RESEARCH PROBLEM STATEMENT
The development of tourism also has been acknowledged for improving the standard of living in host communities by increasing the availability of leisure resources (K. C. & Thapa Parajuli, 2014; Kim et al., 2013; Muganda et al., 2010). From a cultural perspective, the industry serves as a catalyst for the preservation and revitalization of traditions and cultures within a host locality(Dai et al., 2025; Hermawan et al., 2023; Kuhn, 2009; Lukoseviciute et al., 2024; Mueke, 2024; Prasad Sati & Banergee, 2025; S. Sharma, 2023; Tiwari et al., 2025; Yutthaworakool et al., 2024). This is achieved by creating a audience or market for these traditions. Psychologically, tourism development can boost the pride of local people towards their natural and cultural resources and sense of self-worth (Chan & Bhatta, 2013.; Kadayat & Upadhyay, 2024; Scheyvens, 2000; Teshome et al., 2023).
While tourism can bring many benefits, it’s also criticized for causing negative impacts on hosting regions and their residents(Anand et al., 2012; Genç, 2021; Geneletti & Dawa, 2009).  From an economic stand point, a major concern is economic leakage, where much of the income generated by tourism doesn’t stay within the local community (Chan & Bhatta, 2013; Genç, 2021; Nepal, 2007). This often happens when tourist businesses are owned and managed by outsiders, with a significant portion of the revenue leaving the destination(Nepal, 2007; Jimura, 2018). Additionally, the influx of tourists can lead to an increase in living costs in these areas(Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2010), as the higher demand for goods and services drives up prices.
Tourism is a vital industry for Nepal, significantly contributing to job creation and the national GDP(Chaudhury et al., 2023; Gabor et al., 2023; Ibrahimova et al., 2025; Kadayat & Upadhyay, 2024; Manzoor et al., 2019; Mueke, 2024; Teperek & Santos, 2025). However, despite its strengths, this sector grapples with considerable issues that hinder its sustainable growth and prevent it from fully realizing its potentiality regarding tourism. One of the primary obstacles is Nepal’s underdeveloped infrastructure (Pandey, 2025). Inadequate transportation and limited accommodation, particularly in rural and high-altitude regions, complicate tourist access and diminish the overall visitor’s experience. Key tourist areas, such as those in the Himalayas, suffer from poor road conditions and insufficient air connectivity, posing difficulties for both travellers and tourism businesses. Several researchers (Badal, 2024; K. Bhattarai et al., 2021; Chaudhury et al., 2023; Ghimire et al., 2024; Kc et al., 2021; S. Sharma, 2023; Teperek & Santos, 2025) states, these infrastructural gaps reduce the sector’s competitiveness and discourage visitation, especially in regions where tourism could otherwise provide substantial economic benefits. 
Nepal’s tourism industry faces significant challenges due to its susceptibility to external factors. Historically, political instability has eroded tourist confidence leading to trip cancellations(Nepal, 2007; Rayamajhi, 2013; Teperek & Santos, 2025). Furthermore, Nepal is prone to natural disasters, particularly flood, landslides and earthquakes, which have historically caused extensive damage to infrastructure, heritage sites, and local economies(Bhandari, 2022; Kc et al., 2021; Teperek & Santos, 2025). The industry is also heavily impacted by seasonal variations, as weather conditions restrict tourist activities to specific times of the year.These vulnerabilities make it difficult to attract repeat visitors consistently, undermining the industry’s long-term planning and resilience. Moreover, the uncontrolled expansion of tourism in ecologically sensitive areas, such as the Everest and Annapurna regions, poses a major environmental threat(Baral,2023; Baral & Saini, 2024; P. Bhattarai et al., 2024; Sapkota, 2023  Teperek & Santos, 2025; Upadhyay, 2025). The increase in tourists or visitors in these fragile ecosystems exacerbates resource depletion, pollution, habitat destruction. High foot traffic, accumulating waste, and unsustainable practices place immense pressure on the environment, negatively impacting local communities and endangering biodiversity (Sapkota, 2023). The lack of adequate sustainable tourism initiatives and inconsistent enforcement of regulations further compound these environmental issues, jeopardizing the long-term viability of these critical attractions.
Beyond its infrastructure and environmental challenges, Nepal’s tourism industry faces the complex task of balancing economic gain with the protection of its rich cultural and natural resources(Badal, 2024; P. Bhattarai et al., 2024; Stevens, 1993; Teperek & Santos, 2025; Tiwari et al., 2025; Thapa, 2014; S. Sharma, 2023). An excessive focus on profit, without proper management, risk commodifying heritage, eroding cultural identity, and diminishing the authenticity of tourist experiences. This inherent tension between growth and preservation creates a difficult balancing act for policymakers and other stakeholders.
This research delves into these interconnected issues by pinpointing the main obstacles to sustainable trekking tourism in Nepal. It also explores potential strategies to overcome them. This study intends to provide workable answers that balance economic advancement with environmental preservation, cultural empowerment, and community empowerment comprehending the underlying causes and dynamics of these issues. The ultimate objective is to develop a robust and sustainable trekking tourism sector in Nepal, one that can thrive in the face of outside threats and protect the nations distinctive cultural legacy and natural treasures for coming generations.
This study represents a foundational step in understanding tourism-led empowerment, specifically within Nepal’s tourism sector. Despite over 6 decades of trekking and mountaineering history, and the Nepalese government’s promotion of trekking tourism as a tool for rural development, no prior research has comprehensively assessed the multifaceted impacts of trekking on empowerment in the country. Consequently, this research aims to pave the way for future studies to investigate whether trekking tourism in Nepal has genuinely empowered rural communities or if it has inadvertently led to negative outcomes. Since this study focuses on only two trekking destinations, there’s significant potential for further research. Comparing findings across various trekking regions in Nepal would undoubtedly yield fascinating insights.

3.    LITERATURE REVIEW
3.1 Trekking Tourism
To counter the negative impacts of conventional tourism, several alternative forms of tourism have emerged. These include trekking tourism, mountaineering, community-based tourism (CBT), ecotourism, responsible tourism and pro-poor tourism,  among others (Christou, 2012). Trekking itself is a type of adventure tourism characterized by multi-day journeys through challenging terrain and climates. It often necessitates specialized equipment, clothing, and food, and inherently involves elements of risk, jeopardy, and wilderness exploration (Gyimóthy & Mykletun, 2004; Różycki & Dryglas, 2014). This activity typically takes place in untouched remote areas. Trekking shares similarities with other modern tourism niches like geo-tourism, which focuses on geographical features (Balli & Canoğlu, 2017; Gyimóthy & Mykletun, 2004; Hillman, 2019b). Both can require specific skills such as climbing, caving, or extensive hiking, and often involve an element of risk (Leister, 2019; Lukoseviciute et al., 2022; Maria Raya et al., 2018).According to Gyimóthy & Mykletun (2004), even the most remote Himalayan and polar regions are seeing an increase in tourists engaging in various forms of trekking. (Różycki & Dryglas, 2014) states while there are eight primary forms of trekking, mountain trekking (or classic trekking) is the most common. Other types include desert, tropical, glacial, polar, river, swamp, and volcanic trekking. Some literature even mentions bike trekking and “trekking in front of one’s own home”. However, these latter forms seem to diverge significantly from the established types and are often more akin to recreation than dedicated tourism, especially since they can be practiced in various, even residual, areas worldwide.

The challenging working environment and biasness to Nepalese mountain workers are well-documented(Hillman, 2019a; Khanal, 2025; Law & Rodway, 2008). While some research exists on risk perception of mountaineers and trekkers, very less is known to all about how the social dynamics of this work influence mountain trekking workers’ acceptance of risk (Holden & Sparrowhawk, 2002; Hussain & Kumar, 2025; Jensen, 2013). There’s also a significant research gap concerning the impact of trekking and tourism on indigenous communities’ self-identity and their relationship with their environment and culture(Baral & Saini, 2024; Kim et al., 2013; Wilson & Dashper, 2023). This research aims to address a part of this gap by investigating how mountain tourism in Nepal affects the lives of local guides and porters. It will also explore how both the workers and tourists justify the harsh conditions, inherent risks, and the perceived lower value placed in local lives(Law & Rodway, 2008), which have become unfortunately common in Nepal’s mountain trekking and adventure industry.

3.2  Community Empowerment
The tourism industry is inherently complex and multidisciplinary, impacting nearly every aspect of a host community(Butler, 1991; Dangi & Jamal, 2016; Holden & Sparrowhawk, 2002; Różycki & Dryglas, 2014). As such, the changes brought by tourism are diverse (Hasan, 2024; Tiwari et al., 2025), affecting the socio-economic, socio-cultural, psychological and physiological well-being of destination residents (Brockelman & Dearden, 1990; Khatiwada et al., 2024; Tiwari et al., 2025). Given this complexity, studies on empowerment within tourism must consider its various dimensions equally. A comprehensive community empowerment framework should acknowledge socioeconomic, sociocultural and environmental dimensions’ significance rather than isolating them. Ferguson (2011) states that its critical to understand that economic empowerment via tourism does not always result in more significant changes automatically into broader shifts in power dynamics. To broaden the understanding of empowerment beyond solely economic benefits, this research adoptsScheyvens'(2000)empowerment framework, which emphasizes empowerment in both economic and non-economic forms. Building on the increasing focus on sustainable tourism practices, the following section will connect important areas that the SDGsemphasize in relation to the possible contributions of trekking tourism to empowerment.

3.3  Economic Progress
Different forms of alternative tourism, such as community based tourism and trekking, emerged as a direct response to the negative consequences(Andereck et al., 2005; Rai, 2017; P. Sharma, 2021; P. Upadhyay, 2020) often associated with large-scale, or mass tourism. Unlike mass tourism, which typically prioritizes rapid economic gains with little regard for environmental or socio-cultural impacts, these newer approaches are designed to ensure that the people living in respective communities are the primary beneficiaries of economic advantages from tourism. Crucially, they simultaneously emphasize the preservation of community resources. According to Christou (2012), what distinguishes these alternative approaches is their focus on local communities’ long term social, cultural, environmental and economic interests. This means that in addition to financial benefits, these tourism models place equal importance on safeguarding the social, natural and historical assets of tourism locations(Lukoseviciute et al., 2024, 2024; Maldonado-Erazo et al., 2022; Rayamajhi, 2013; Rojo-Ramos et al., 2020).
While tourism has undeniably generated employment in Nepal, the inherent risks and harsh working conditions associated with these jobs raise serious ethical question regarding the mountain tourism industry’s mortality and equity (Hillman, 2019a; Khanal, 2025; S. Sharma, 2023; Teperek & Santos, 2025). The historical, west-centric, and colonial narrative that has shaped Nepal’s mountain tourism persists, often prioritizing tourist aspirations and dreams over fundamental workers’ rights. Local populations undertake highly dangerous and physically demanding work for wages (Brockelman & Dearden, 1990; Gyimóthy & Mykletun, 2004; Hillman, 2021; P. Sharma, 2021; Teperek & Santos, 2025) that fail to reflect their immense effort or crucial role in the industry. The economic and social vulnerability of many Nepalis often leaves them with few alternatives, driving them to accept these hazardous jobs.
Despite the fact that Nepal’s mountain tourism industry significantly contributes to the country’s GDP (approximately 8%) (Wilson & Dashper, 2023), it consistently falls short in protecting the very individuals who make it possible(Hillman, 2021). Porters routinely carry loads exceeding 30 kilograms, often without adequate equipment. Guides work around the clock exposing themselves to extreme risk to ensure client safety, especially in high-altitude environments(Ghimire et al., 2024; Hillman, 2021; Law & Rodway, 2008; Sari et al., 2025). The provision of insurance, fair wages, and safety measures for guides and porters is largely left to trekking companies, which operate with minimal to no regulatory oversight regarding their business practices or worker treatment. Furthermore, Nepali guides and porters, who are accomplished athletes and climbers in their own right, are largely absent from international media, frequently relegated to mere footnotes in mountaineering narratives.

3.4 Annapurna Base Camp Trek
Trekkers from all over the world are enthralled with the adventure of famous Annapurna Base Camp Trek. It is about 50 miles from Pokhara, located at Annapurna Rural Municipality of Kaski district, Western part of Nepal inside Annapurna conservation Area is one of the popular international trekking destination. It is believed to be the most culturally and geographically diverse area in the world. At an elevation of 4,130 meters, Annapurna Base Camp offers an unparalleled vantage point for Mount Annapurna I (8091 meters), the tenth highest peak of the world. This unique setting is surrounded by the majestic summits of Annapurna south, Machhapuchhre, and Hiunchuli, creating an awe inspiring natural amphitheatre. This trek is a fascinating excursion because of its diversified ecology and notable altitude difference. Immersing with the splendour of high mountain ranges, once can learn more about the intricate web of Nepalese life and local culture and traditions of vibrant ethnic communities namely Gurung, Magar, Thakali, Chettri and Lobas residing in mesmerizing villages located at the foothills of Annapurna Himalayan range.









[image: ]Figure 1: Annapurna Base Camp Trekking Route

3.5 Everest Base Camp Trek
The Everest region, located in the lap of mighty Himalayas at Solukhumbu district, the eastern part of Nepal, is recognized for its beautiful scenery and welcoming sherpa community. It offers panoramic views of numerous 8000-meter summits, including the iconic Mount Everest itself and the breathtaking views of Pumori, Lhotse, Nupse, Amadablam, and other peaks. It is roughly 90 kilometres northeast of Kathmandu.
[image: A map of the everest base camp trek

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The Everest Region is considered as the home of world famous Sherpas and breathtaking alpine landscapes. Its distinctive natural and cultural landscape features make it more native and somewhat cultural. One of the most popular tourist sites in Nepal and the world nowadays is Sagarmatha National Park. The primary source of revenue in the Everest Region trekking path, particularly from Lukla to Dingboche among the Sherpa community is trekking tourism, which is extremely important in that area. 

Figure 2: Everest Base Camp Trekking Route



4.  THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
4.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Trekking tourism can be a catalyst for local development if guided by principles of sustainability, equity and participation. To study the empowerment of communities, local people, trekking professionals (porters and guides) along with their economic growth, the theory propounded in 1980 by Richard W. Buttler named Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC) will be taken for the study. This theory describes how tourism destinations evolve over time through six distinct stages. Starting from exploration, involvement, development, consolidation, stagnation, and ending at either decline or rejuvenation. This model is based on the concept that tourism destinations experience growth, peak, and possible decline due to factors such as over-tourism, environmental degradation, changing visitors’ preferences (Butler, 1980). Butler’s TALC model is most central because it helps to compare ABC with EBC. It provides a lens to examine how empowerment opportunities change over time.
[image: ]
Figure 3:Tourism Area Life Cycle Model

Application of TALC Model for the research
1. Selection of Tourist Destination
Choosing Annapurna Base Camp and Everest Base Camp for the study
2. Gather Historical and Current Data
Collecting data on tourist arrivals over several decades, infrastructure growth, investment sources, social, cultural, environmental and economic impacts, government policies and tourism plans and strategies.
3. Identify Each TALC stage
Compare the data with each TALC stage.
Exploration: Few visitors, minimal facilities, local curiosity
Involvement: Small-scale development, community involvement, informal services
Development: Infrastructure boom, external investment, tourism as major industry
Consolidation: Slower growth, saturation of tourists, signs of stress, 
Stagnation: Peak capacity, aging infrastructure, declining appeal
Decline: Drop in arrivals, closure, negative image
Rejuvenation: New investment, marketing, or attractions to revitalize tourism
4. Placement of Destination on the TALC Curve
Based on evidence, determining which stage best fits the current condition of the destination.
5. Analyzing Implications
Environmental: Is over-tourism degrading natural/cultural assets?
Economic: Is the area over-dependent on tourism?
Social: Are residents benefitting or facing negative impacts? 
6. Recommendation of Actions
If it is in stagnation or decline stage, suggesting sustainable practices, diversification, or rebranding. Moreover, the encouragement for balanced growth and protection of culture and environment should be done in development stage.

4.2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Empowerment refers to a process through which individuals or communities gain the ability, agency and confidence to make strategic life choices and take control over decisions that affect their lives. It is the process that gives people the capacity to take actions that vill give them control over their lives(Staudt, 1990 as cited by Scheyvens, 2000). Scheyvens, (2000) emphasizes that empowerment is multidimensional, encompassing: Economic, psychological, social and political. These dimensions interact to determine whether a person or group experiences true and lasting empowerment.
1. Economic Empowerment: Economic empowerment in trekking tourism is related stakeholders (local residents, guides, porters, local businesses, etc.) financial independence (gain access to, and control over income-generating activities and resources) and livelihood opportunities. This dimension examines how trekking tourism creates opportunities for formal and informal sector of employment and business. It considers whether economic gains are regular and reliable, and addresses concerns about equitable distribution of benefits within the community.

2. Psychological Empowerment: It is reflected in increased self-confidence, self-reliance, self-esteem, self-worth, sense of optimism and pride in its traditions and cultural identity. Trekking tourism can be psychologically empowering when it respects and shows interest in traditional cultures, contributing to a group’s self-esteem and well-being. However, disempowerment can occur if development makes local people engaged in trekking feel in adequate, inferior or lacking control over the pace and direction of development.

3. Social Empowerment: This dimension focuses on strengthening community cohesion, improving collective action and enhancing roles in social structures. Signs of social empowerment include strong groups in community and better engagement in meetings. Conversely, social disempowerment can arise from criminal activities, ancient land displacement, losing access of resources, diminish or decay of culture and prostitutions due to tourist activity.

4. Political Empowerment
This dimension focuses on the ability of individuals and communities involved in trekking to influence decisions, participate in governance, and control local development. It emphasizes that a community’s voices and concerns should guide the development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of any tourism project. It stresses the need for diverse interest groups, including women and youth, to be represented in community and broader decision-making authorities. 

Hence, the empowerment of community can be ascertained through political, social, economic and psychological empowerment through trekking activities. The conceptual framework for studying trekking tourism as a tool of community empowerment and economic progress shown in the figure below:


[image: ]Figure 4: Conceptual Framework


5. RESEARCH PARADIGM AND PHILOSOPHY
5.1 Introduction
The constructive paradigm, sometimes referred as the interpretivist paradigm, places a strong emphasis on comprehending how reality is socially constructed. Historically, Guba & Lincoln, (1994) identified three key parts of a paradigm: what exists (ontology), how we know it (epistemology), and how we study it (methodology). Thomas Kuhn (1997) explained that the term "paradigm" has two main senses, firstly as a "Disciplinary Matrix," highlighting that scientific progress relies on scientists sharing core beliefs about theories, values, tools, methods, and even their fundamental understanding of reality and Secondly described a paradigm as a model example, representing the scientific community's shared agreement on exemplary research within their field. Heron & Reason, (1997) supported the key three parts of paradigm by Guba & Lincoln, (1994) and also included fourth essential element: axiology which is a critical foundation for any research endeavor as it considers the importance and ethical implications of research in a given field.

Saunders et al., (2019) define research philosophy as the underlying principles and beliefs that guide how knowledge is acquired. Fundamentally, a researcher's philosophical stance reflects their worldview and shapes all aspects of their investigation. These philosophies are built upon core ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions, with the specific combination of these assumptions differentiating one philosophy from another(Saunders et al., 2019).

Different paradigms for defining reality in research have been debated by academics. Analyzing constructivism, positivism, post-positivism, and critical theory is recommended by Guba and Lincoln (1994). Another researchers Saunders et al. (2019) examine the ontology, epistemology, methodology, and axiology of five philosophical approaches in business and management: interpretivism, post-modernism, positivism, critical realism, and pragmatism. The main reason for carrying out this study is to understand and explain the role of trekking tourism in empowering communities and the economy of people of Annapurna Base Camp Trekking region and Everest Base Camp Trekking region. Taking considerations of the research questions and objectives, the paradigm of this research will be interpretivism. Interpretive research, according to Hussain et al. (2013), aims to understand the values, beliefs, and meanings of social phenomena, leading to empathetic insights into human actions and experiences. Interpretivists view all social research as interpretive, seeking to comprehend social reality by exploring individual perspectives and shared meanings to gain a deeper understanding of the studied case(Bryman, 2016). The ontological, epistemological and axiological foundations of interpretivism based on trekking tourism as a tool of community empowerment and economic progress will be discussed below.

5.2 Ontology 
The nature of reality and the most effective way to explain it are topics covered by ontology. Positively speaking, reality is not universal or immutable but rather socially manufactured by individuals within their specific social and organizational context(Colom, 2020; Van Dijk, 2020). In research, ontology concerns a researcher's core assumptions about the nature of reality and existence as it pertains to their field and specific research topic (Gioia and Pitre, 1990). Articulating a discipline's ontology involves clarifying the shared understandings, beliefs, and assumptions held by its members regarding their perception of the world and how they conceptualize the fundamental realities and phenomena central to their focus(Ruona and Lynham, 2004). In simple sentence, ontology is about identifying and illustrating the basic assumptions about reality that shape a discipline's thinking and actions. This research assumes a subjective reality where trekking tourism has significant and enduring impacts on empowering local communities and the economy. Drawing upon the Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC) model helps to establish research’s epistemology and methodology, enabling a thorough analysis of the factors influencing the post trekking influencing community’s economy and how local community is adapting to the long term challenges and opportunities arising from trekking tourism.

5.3 Epistemology 
Epistemology is the study of knowledge and how the knowledge is acquired. Epistemology, a branch of philosophy, investigates the nature of knowledge and the foundations of rational belief (Ruona & Lynham, 2004). It examines how we gain knowledge and interpret the world. In research, considering epistemology prompts us to ask: "What counts as knowledge?" and "How is knowledge acquired?" (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012). For interpretivists, a subjectivist epistemology drives them to engage deeply with participants across diverse social and cultural settings, striving to understand and interpret the reasons behind human behavior (Hussain et al., 2013).For conducting this research, it is assumed that every individual has their own perception of empowerment and the positive change in their economic status due to trekking tourism.

Thus, the epistemological significance of obtaining a straight forward, in-depth qualitative research of trekking tourism and its contribution to the economic development and empowerment of communities. The interpretivist philosophy places a strong emphasis on the need for researchers to adopt an empathetic viewpoint. The interpretivists’ primary goal is to fully comprehend the research participants’ world view by immersing themselves in their social surroundings(Saunders et al., 2019). Therefore, researchers expects to acquire depth of knowledge of trekking tourism and the impacts on economic progress and empowerment by conducting in-depth interview and immersed observation of local people, tourists, businesses, etc.  Additionally, investigation and interview will be done with local stakeholders to understand, analyze and find out their opinions on the opportunities and threats of trekking tourism during particular time period. 

Interpretivists disagree with the positivist pursuit of unchanging and universal “laws” since people form different cultural backgrounds perceive distinct social realities and generate varied meanings in various circumstances and eras (Saunders et al. 2019). Rather, interpretivist research aims to produce more complex and nuanced understandings of social contexts and circumstances. Therefore, by engaging with practitioners at various levels within the trekking tourism industry, such as guides, porters, local hotel owners, and stakeholders associated to local tourism, this study seeks to obtain a more thorough and relevant knowledge and answers.

5.4 Axiology 
Axiology examines how ethics and morals play a part in research while keeping in mind that the researcher shouldn’t be prejudiced in their work. According to Deane (2018), axiology concerns moral considerations in research, addressing what is morally right. It is a critical foundation for research, guiding what is valued and ensuring ethical conduct (Patterson & Williams, 1998). In examining the influence of trekking tourism in empowering local communities and uplifting economic status, axiology provides crucial value judgments. Axiologically, this research values understanding changes in financial status of local people and the positive changes in their lifestyles. Within an interpretivist framework, this analysis focuses on how the local community empowerment is done through tourism. The axiological position of this research also recognizes intrinsic value since participant’s perspectives are crucialfor knowing and understanding how trekking tourism is working and bringing changes in the real world.

6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
6.1 The Qualitative Research Paradigm 
Qualitative research is an interpretive, systematic approach that acknowledges the subjective and socially constructed nature of reality. It aims to explore human experiences in natural settings through immersive, interactive methods(Guba & Lincoln, 1989). As a methodology, it focuses on investigating phenomena by gathering non-numerical data, often in an exploratory manner to provide deep insights into human behavior and its underlying factors(Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Unlike quantitative research, which emphasizes measurable quantities, qualitative research prioritizes depth over breadth, seeking to understand the how and why behind social phenomena rather than statistical frequency (Bryman, 2016). This approach is especially valuable for uncovering the complexities and nuances of human interactions and cultural contexts.

Qualitative research approach is selected to explore the intricate and subjective experiences of stakeholders involved in trekking tourism at the Annapurna Base Camp and Everest Base Camp regions. Given the complex dynamics influencing tourists' preferences, motivations, and decision-making factors, qualitative methods allow for an in-depth examination of individual perspectives and lived experiences. Additionally, this approach is particularly effective in capturing the reflections of local communities, trekking guides, porters, agencies, and hospitality providers, offering valuable insights into their unique viewpoints. The trekking tourism era in these regions has introduced significant changes and challenges. The adaptable nature of qualitative research enables the investigation of emerging responses and innovations in the sector. By prioritizing qualitative data, this study aims to generate rich, nuanced insights into community empowerment within these two trekking destinations. Such findings are critical for formulating actionable strategies to enhance the growth, development, management, and long-term sustainability of Nepal’s tourism industry and economy.

6.2 Five Qualitative Research Approaches 
Creswell(2007) lists the five methods for qualitative research: ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenology, narrative research, and case studies. Creswell’s contributions have had a significant influence on how qualitative research is conducted. Because it facilitates the investigation of an unexplored area, the exploratory research design will be appropriate for this study. Based on the stated objectives and the researcher’s comprehension of Creswell’s five qualitative techniques, a case study approach is the most suitable methodology for this study. A case study enables a thorough investigation of a phenomenon in real life. The case study comparison (ABC vs EBC) helps to show how development stage affects outcomes. This aligns well to the core objective of analysing changeable economy and people’s living standard as impact of trekking tourism in Annuparna Base Camp Trekking Region and Everest Base Camp Trekking region of Western Nepal. Together, they suit my goal of exploring lived experiences rather than testing hypotheses. 

6.2.1 Case Study Research Design 
In case study research, investigators delve into one or more specific, defined situations over time. They do this by thoroughly exploring the chosen case(s) using various data sources (Avery et al., 2011). The primary goal of a case study is to gain in-depth understanding of particular organizations, relationships, or industries, offering a detailed and nuanced examination of the subject. This approach aligns well with the aims of the current research. Using a case study methodology makes it possible to gather a variety of information and viewpoints form many sources, including documents, observations and interviews. This makes it easier to analyze the changes that followed the advent of hiking tourism in a thorough and contextualized manner. Additionally, this approach might highlight minor variations in the ABC and EBC’s levels of empowerment.  Practical methods designed to address the particular possibilities and problems faced by local communities, enterprises, trekking human resources, and even the trekkers themselves can be directly informed by the insightful information obtained from case studies (Creswell, 2007).
When using a case study approach, obtaining permission to observe local lifestyles and cultures, as well as authorization from trekking agencies, aid-to-trek businesses, and the government for internal data, can present significant hurdles. Despite these potential challenges, the researcher believes a case study remains the most suitable method regarding the above mentioned research questions and objectives. Alternatively, other qualitative approaches outlined by Creswell (2007) aren’t as suitable for this research. Phenomenology and narrative inquiry, for instance, don’t offer the necessary contextual analysis for an industry-specific phenomenon. Grounded theory provides minimal real-world immersion, while ethnography focuses too narrowly on cultural groups rather than the broader regional dynamics between industries and consumers (Creswell, 2007). 
Case study research is ideal for understanding the complexities of dynamic trekking tourism and its effects on community empowerment and economic progress in Western Nepal's Annapurna Base Camp and Everest Base Camp regions. As Creswell (2007) notes, this approach offers comprehensive, real-world analytical capabilities. By carefully selecting representative cases and rigorously triangulating qualitative data, this method will yield impactful, contextualized insights into mountain trekkers, trekking businesses, and local communities.

6.2.2 Ethnography 
A qualitative research technique called ethnography is integrating oneself into a culture sharing group in order to comprehend its values, beliefs, behaviors, and language (Creswell, 2007). However, this approach demands significant time for researchers to gain access and trust within the community, making it challenging. Consequently, this research will not employ ethnography, both due to these practical challenges and because the study's design does not aim to examine a cultural group’s everyday routines and common practices.

6.2.3 Narrative Research 
This concentrates on individual stories, organizing them chronologically to reconstruct experiences. This method helps researchers understand lived experiences by exploring how people narrate their lives and derive meaning from them(Creswell, 2007). Using this research approach is a problem because it requires not just a lot of participant data but also story ownership, trustworthiness, and integrity (Creswell, 2007). If narrative research had been used,  the research question might have been changed to: What are the experiences and stories of local communities, the hospitality industry, trekking guides, and porters involved in trekking tourism? Hence, application of narrative research is not suitable as it doesn’t meet the objectives and doesn’t answer research questions mentioned above. 
6.2.4 Phenomenology 
The meaning of lived experiences in connection to a concept or phenomenon are highlighted by phenomenology (Creswell, 2007). It is employed to comprehend the core of a phenomenon’s common experience. This method is highly effective at examining people’s inner experiences and subjective feelings, but it might not be enough to thoroughly examine how trekking tourism has affected trekkers, porters, guides, locals, and other trekking stakeholders.

6.2.5 Grounded Theory 
The goal of grounded theory is to construct and verify theoretical models by generalizing theory from evidence, typically through a qualitative data collecting and analysis procedure (Creswell, 2007). It works better in fields where theories are still in their infancy. However, rather than creating new theories from scratch, this study will concentrate on applying preexisting theories to accomplish its goals and objectives because there is already a wealth of theoretical underpinnings and research on the trekking, tourist, community empowerment, and economic component.

7. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Although trekking tourism has potential to be a powerful instrument of economic advancement and community empowerment, it also brings up important ethical issues. Trekking tourism, while offering significant benefits, must be carefully managed to address a range of ethical considerations. These concerns ensure that the positive impacts are maximized while minimizing potential harm to local communities, cultures, and environments.
Here's an explanation of the key ethical issues:
1. Environmental Sustainability: Trekking inherently involves interacting with natural environments, often fragile ecosystems. Ethical considerations here revolve around minimizing the ecological footprint of tourism. This includes:
· Waste Management: Ensuring proper disposal of all waste, preventing littering, and promoting "leave no trace" principles.
· Resource Depletion: Avoiding over-extraction of local resources like firewood and water.
· Biodiversity Protection: Preventing disturbance to wildlife and their habitats, and avoiding the introduction of non-native species.
· Trail Erosion: Designing and maintaining trails to minimize erosion and degradation of the landscape.
· Climate Change: Acknowledging the carbon footprint of travel and promoting more sustainable transport options.
2. Cultural Sensitivity and Respect: Trekkers often pass through or stay in remote communities with distinct cultures, traditions, and ways of life. Ethical tourism requires:
· Respect for Local Customs: Understanding and adhering to local norms, dress codes, and social etiquette.
· Avoiding Cultural Commodification: Preventing the turning of sacred rituals or cultural practices into mere tourist attractions without genuine understanding or respect.
· Non-Interference: Not disrupting daily life, religious ceremonies, or local livelihoods.
· Photography Ethics: Asking for permission before taking photographs of people, especially children, and being sensitive to their privacy.
· Authentic Interactions: Fostering genuine interactions that are respectful and mutually beneficial, rather than transactional.
3. Fair Economic Distribution: While tourism can bring economic benefits, it's crucial to ensure these benefits are distributed equitably within the local community, rather than being concentrated among a few individuals or external operators. This involves:
· Supporting Local Businesses: Encouraging trekkers to purchase goods and services from locally-owned shops, guesthouses, and restaurants.
· Fair Pricing: Ensuring that prices for goods and services are fair to both tourists and local providers, avoiding exploitation.
· Community Funds: Exploring mechanisms where a portion of tourism revenue directly benefits community development projects (e.g., schools, healthcare).
· Local Employment: Prioritizing the employment of local people in all aspects of trekking tourism, from guides to porters to accommodation staff.
4. Labor Rights and Porter Welfare: Porters are often the backbone of trekking expeditions, carrying heavy loads in challenging conditions. Ethical concerns include:
· Fair Wages: Ensuring porters receive fair and living wages for their work.
· Reasonable Loads: Implementing strict limits on the weight porters are expected to carry to prevent injury and overexertion.
· Proper Equipment: Providing porters with appropriate clothing, footwear, and shelter, especially in adverse weather conditions.
· Health and Medical Care: Ensuring access to adequate medical care in case of illness or injury during treks.
· Insurance: Providing insurance coverage for porters.
· Non-Discrimination: Treating porters with respect and dignity, free from discrimination.
5. Responsible Tourism Practices: This is an overarching principle that encompasses many of the above points, focusing on minimizing negative impacts and maximizing positive ones. It includes:
· Choosing Ethical Operators: Selecting tour companies that demonstrate a clear commitment to responsible tourism principles.
· Education and Awareness: Providing trekkers with information and guidelines on how to behave responsibly.
· Monitoring and Evaluation: Regularly assessing the impacts of tourism and adapting practices as needed.
· Transparency: Being open about business practices and their impact.
6. Health and Safety Concerns: While trekking offers adventure, it also carries inherent risks. Ethical operators have a responsibility to prioritize the health and safety of both tourists and local staff. This includes:
· Trained Guides: Employing experienced and well-trained guides who are knowledgeable about the terrain, first aid, and emergency procedures.
· Proper Equipment: Ensuring that all trekking equipment (tents, ropes, etc.) is safe and well-maintained.
· Acclimatization: Implementing proper acclimatization schedules to prevent altitude sickness.
· Emergency Protocols: Having clear emergency plans and access to communication in remote areas.
· Food and Water Safety: Providing safe and hygienic food and water to prevent illnesses.
7. Community Involvement in Decision-Making: For trekking tourism to be truly sustainable and beneficial, local communities must have a voice in how it is developed and managed. This means:
· Consultation: Actively consulting with local communities before implementing new tourism projects or expanding existing ones.
· Empowerment: Empowering communities to make decisions about tourism development that affects their land, resources, and livelihoods.
· Benefit Sharing: Ensuring that communities directly benefit from tourism and that their needs and priorities are met.
· Addressing Concerns: Seriously considering and addressing any concerns or objections raised by local residents.
By conscientiously addressing these ethical considerations, trekking tourism can indeed become a strong force for progress or positive changes, fostering sustainable development, cultural preservation, and economic prosperity for all involved.

8. LIMITATIONS  
The primary limitations of this study are budget or finance and time constraints, which restricted the duration of stay in the trekking destination. Methodologically, participant observation and semi-structured interviews will be used for data collection. Participant observation ideally requires extensive field time. It can only be possible by engaging more time in the study sites, which would allow for deeper immersion in the daily activities of the destination communities, providing a richer understanding of how they change and how people react during both peak and off peak tourist seasons. Furthermore, just two trekking trails of Nepal have been chosen for carrying out research. Therefore, the study’s conclusions and outcomes might not be applicable to other trek locations worldwide.
In addition to these, some of other limitations of the study are listed below.
Quality and Accessibility of data: Access to up-to-date, thorough tourism data in Nepal is limited.. Data from the government and tourism board did not always include the level needed for a comprehensive evaluation.
Diverse Geographic: Generalizing the results/outcomes of research or study across the country is very tough because of its varied topography and the unique traits of its various regions. 
Environmental and Cultural Impact Measurement: Tourism's effects on the environment and culture were difficult to quantify and sometimes depended more on conjecture or secondary sources than on direct observations.
Temporal Limitations: The trends and challenges in tourism throughout a given time period are shown in the study. Conclusions drawn now could not be accurate later on since the tourist sector is sensitive to dynamic political and economic environment worldwide.
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