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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The notion that Indigenous tourism can advance reconciliation contrasts
with prevailing ‘tourism as industry’ discourses. Commodification processes treat tourists as consumers, rather than as visitors to a place, or visitors to the people of a place. How can Indigenous tourism deliver
sustainable benefits to the hosts and communities that receive visitors?
This study adopts critical Indigenous methodology with constructivist
grounded theory, as we source and validate theoretical constructs of sustainability in Indigenous tourism with Aboriginal tourism operators themselves. Three practices emerge, namely hosting, connecting, and sharing.
Through hosting, operators set the scene for culturally safe interactions.
Through connecting, hosts and tourists recognise their shared humanity.
Through sharing, local identities, cultures, and histories are brought to the
surface. These three practices of hosting, connecting, and sharing arise
from the agency, and thereby reinforce the agency, of Aboriginal tourism
operators. In order for Indigenous tourism operators and communities to
derive sustainable benefits from receiving visitors, such engagements
must be founded on recognition and respect for Indigenous agency.
These practices imply reciprocity and point to local understandings of reconciliation, not as an endpoint, but as a practice in the here and now. We
argue that this represents a strengths-based model of Indigenous tourism.
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Introduction
Indigenous tourism operators bring their own perspectives to the practice and scholarship of
tourism. In the words of the Australian Aboriginal tourism operators who participated in this
research1, as the “first humans here” and “through doing what the old fellas did”, they are “going
back to [their] old practices of welcoming people to [their] Country”. Through “sharing vital
information” with their visitors about “the authentic truthful stories of the Country, of the people, and the history”, they prioritise cultural continuity and caring for Country. They aim to “teach
others about it so that future generations can enjoy it too”.
This position sits in stark contrast with the prevailing “tourism as industry” discourse (HigginsDesbiolles, 2006, p. 1206). Here, tourists are primarily understood as consumers, and only secondarily as visitors to a place, and seldom as visitors to the people of a place. Commercialisation
presents risks for Indigenous hosts and communities who may sacrifice their authenticity in order
to meet market demands (Coronado, 2014). This leads to the question: how can the rights and
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wellbeing of local people and places be prioritised above those of tourists? Higgins-Desbiolles
et al. (2019) criticise excessive commodification, and recommend that tourism be “returned to
ideas of hospitality and connection” (p. 14).
Indigenous tourism operators report using their platform to advance their agenda: “we are
reconciliators”. Through practicing reconciliation in the present, and through sharing and sustaining their cultures, they support peaceful and inclusive societal relations in alignment with the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 16, which is concerned with peace, justice, and
strong institutions. At the same time they promote the importance of ’caring for Country’. These
practices align with the ’peace through tourism’ agenda where peace is not so much the
absence of war but rather a visioning for a desired future (Haessly, 2010). Although there are
conflicting narratives about if and how true reconciliation can be achieved in colonised nations
(Elder, 2017), there are opportunities to realise more just and equitable societies, and for tourism
to fulfil its potential as a social force (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006).
To understand how Indigenous tourism can benefit and support the wellbeing of Indigenous
communities, we adopted critical Indigenous methodology with constructivist grounded theory
to privilege Indigenous knowledges and perspectives in an emergent, responsive, and flexible
research process (Charmaz, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). As non-Indigenous researchers, we
endeavoured to undertake respectful and ethical research through a collaborative, participatory,
and reciprocal approach (Whitford & Ruhanen, 2016). Accordingly, this work is founded upon the
relationships that we have fostered with the people who have shared their stories with us. The
first author led these engagements, and gathered and coded the data.
Throughout this paper where possible, our terminology reflects that used by participants.
‘Indigenous’ extends to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, whereas ‘Aboriginal’
refers to Indigenous peoples of mainland Australia. Capitalisation conventions in Australia extend
to cultural terms such as Country and Elder. The term Country means “a place of origin in spiritual, cultural and literal terms. It refers to a specific clan, tribal group or nation of Aboriginal people and encompasses all the knowledge, cultural norms, values, stories and resources within that
particular area — that particular Indigenous place” (Fredericks, 2013, p. 3).
This paper is organised as follows. First, we position Indigenous tourism within its larger context, define the processes and goals of reconciliation in Australia, and then consider sovereignty
within Indigenous tourism. We then detail the research design and present the findings, foregrounding Indigenous voices in the process. In the ensuing discussion, we describe our analysis
and present a strengths-based model of Indigenous tourism.

Background
Indigenous tourism and sustainability
We adopt the definition of Indigenous tourism proposed by Butler and Hinch (2007) as “tourism
activity in which Indigenous people are directly involved either through control and/or by having
their culture serve as the essence of the attraction” (p. 5). Indigenous tourism is “commonly
viewed as a means of facilitating socio-economic benefits to Indigenous individuals, communities
and host regions” (Carr et al., 2016, p. 1068). The Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission
(TERC, 2020) identified Aboriginal tourism as presenting “a significant economic opportunity for
the [Northern] Territory, coupled with invaluable social and economic benefits that will flow directly to Aboriginal Territorians” (p. 70). In line with these perceived benefits, Robert Taylor, CEO
of the Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operators Council (WAITOC), states that:
Aboriginal tourism is a unique growth industry in Western Australia. As the world’s oldest living culture,
Aboriginal culture offers tourism experiences unique to Australia not available anywhere else in the world. A
strong, diverse and self-supporting Aboriginal business sector is key to empowering Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people, and placing Aboriginal business owners, their families, and communities in the
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driver’s seat of their economic future (Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operators Council [WAITOC] &
Clean State, 2020, p. 2)

Whitford and Ruhanen (2016) argue that it was Altman’s (1989) warning for tourism to not be
considered as a panacea for improving the economic status of Indigenous peoples that served
as a “precursor to calls for underpinning Indigenous tourism with the principles of sustainability”
(p. 1085). Specifically, the practice of Indigenous tourism carries risks for local communities to
have their rights eroded and to suffer oppression and exploitation (Cole & Morgan, 2010;
Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019). Commercialisation and commodification processes can subvert local
control over representations of culture and limit access to financial benefits of operations
conducted on sovereign lands (Coronado, 2014). Indeed, the Larrakia Declaration on the
Development of Indigenous Tourism asserts that: “for Indigenous tourism to be successful and
sustainable, Indigenous tourism needs to be based on traditional knowledge, cultures and practices and it must contribute to the well being of Indigenous communities and the environment”
(Pacific Asia Travel Association [PATA] & World Indigenous Tourism Alliance [WINTA], 2014, p. 12).
This raises the question: how can Indigenous tourism deliver sustainable benefits to the hosts
and communities that receive visitors?
One approach is to think in terms of balancing the rights of locals with the rights of visitors
(Williams & Gonzalez, 2017). Another approach addresses the imperative of sustainable development to ensure that tourism “does not degrade or alter the environment (human and physical)
… to such a degree that it prohibits the successful development and wellbeing of other activities and processes” (Butler, 1999, p. 35). Yet another approach, which we take up here, is to consider the “larger context within which [tourism] operates in order to arrive at real sustainability”
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020a, p. 19). We are mindful that, in order to “gain a more nuanced understanding of what constitutes sustainability in the Indigenous tourism context, care should be
taken to avoid tendencies to oversimplify sustainability and its capacity to enhance Indigenous
tourism” (Whitford & Ruhanen, 2016, pp. 1089–1090). One way to take up this challenge is to
consult the operators themselves. When we do this, we find that two other concepts often come
up, namely reconciliation and sovereignty. We consider these next.

The processes and goals of reconciliation in Australia
Reconciliation Australia (2016) identifies the aim of the social and political movement of reconciliation as achieving a just and equitable nation. The process, although contentious, seeks to
address the disparities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians in health status and
outcomes, and determinants of health2, including inequities in imprisonment and children in
out-of-home care (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2020; Dudgeon et al., 2014),
to facilitate respectful, trusting, and positive societal relationships (Reconciliation Australia, 2016),
and for key constitutional changes to occur (Reconciliation Australia, 2020). As explained by
Indigenous Australian politician Linda Burney, “The Australian constitution is the only constitution of a first world nation with a colonial history that does not recognise its first people” (RMIT
ABC Fact Check, 2019).
To develop a framework to assess progress towards reconciliation, a working group consisting
of Indigenous and non-Indigenous members from Reconciliation Australia (2016) conducted a
meta-analysis of approaches to defining and measuring reconciliation both in Australia and internationally. Reconciliation Australia state that reconciliation depends on progress in the dimensions of race relations, equality and equity, institutional integrity, and historical acceptance.
Together these establish unity: “In a reconciled Australia, national unity means Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander rights, histories and cultures are valued and recognised as part of a shared
national identity” (Reconciliation Australia, 2020, p. 5).
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However, “the matter of a national identity can be a problematic one for colonized countries
when coming to terms with their history of colonization and the usually brutal truths upon
which that settlement history was founded” (Galliford, 2010, p. 228). The concept of reconciliation occupies a contested space in Australia, and “a mix of narratives, often contradictory, are
continuing to shape the ongoing reconciliation discourse and are demonstrating the plural
nature of the process” (Elder, 2017, p. 91). Although on one hand reconciliation can be described
as political packaging, there is evidence of vitality in reconciliation processes across the
Australian community (Brennan, 2004). Garvey (2015) explains that Indigenous and nonIndigenous Australians alike “may both invoke their adherence to social justice, or their
commitment to reconciliation, however, the expression and experience of each may differ as one
considers the life experience that each player brings to their conceptualization” (p. 341f).
Although there are differing ideas on if and how reconciliation may be achieved, Indigenous
tourism may help such societies to address their colonial legacy (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2003)
through connecting with an understanding of reconciliation as “an act of public consciousness
and will, a socio-political atmosphere that everyone ‘breathes from’, which opens up the possibility not only for social justice but positive intercultural relations” (Galliford, 2010, p. 233). Tourism
encounters offer a space where dialogue can “continue with all sectors of the Australian community to discuss the unresolved issues of sovereignty, treaty and agreement-making”
(Reconciliation Australia, 2016, p. 21).

Considering sovereignty within Indigenous tourism
In line with the goal of recognising the sovereignty of Indigenous Australians through reconciliation processes, there is hope that shifting tourists’ mindsets from ‘consumers’ to ‘guests’ will
allow the rights and wellbeing of local people and places to be prioritised (Higgins-Desbiolles
et al., 2019). This leads us to understand tourism as “the process of local communities inviting,
receiving and hosting visitors in their local community, for limited time durations, with the intention of receiving benefits” (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019, p. 11). From this position, a respectful
starting point would be to explore tourism and its workings with Indigenous tourism operators
themselves. To date, much of the inquiry in Indigenous tourism has been conceptual and not
based on ground-up engagement with Indigenous operators (cf. Whitford & Ruhanen, 2016). We
can hope that Aboriginal voices will help to “put tourism in its place, at the service of local communities and societies” (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020b, p. 19).
Indigenous people are key stakeholders in Indigenous tourism and in Indigenous tourism
research (Nielsen & Wilson, 2012). As such, they are able to theorise about sustainability in
Indigenous tourism and to articulate their own concerns and interests in ways that can inform
our investigation. This is in keeping with the tenet that Indigenous research must take seriously
the worldviews and knowledge practices of Indigenous participants (Christie, 2013). It also aligns
with practices of decolonising the scholarship of Indigenous tourism (Pritchard & Morgan, 2007).
A consequence of taking local authority seriously is to ask the operators: “it is imperative that
academic researchers gain a more comprehensive understanding of Indigenous tourism from the
perspective of Indigenous stakeholders” (Whitford & Ruhanen, 2016, p. 1091). The most common
approach to engaging Indigenous operators is through case studies (Whitford & Ruhanen, 2016),
yet individual studies may be dismissed “as particularistic, as localised, or as having no wider
legitimacy” (Chambers & Buzinde, 2015, p. 3). Therefore, there is a need to look across cases to
allow for theorising that may have broader applicability. Accordingly, this research explores how
Aboriginal tourism operators understand sustainability in Indigenous tourism, and what we show
to be closely linked concepts of reconciliation and authority. We expect this to serve as a check
on externally-driven theorising, and to point the way forward for further collaborative
investigation.
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Research design
Methodology
In establishing the methodology for the research presented here, we begin with Whitford and
Ruhanen’s (2016) suggested directions for Indigenous tourism research being based upon collaborative and reciprocal relationships. These relationships facilitate iterative, adaptable, and flexible
knowledge creation and “increased engagement and empowerment of Indigenous peoples [to
provide] more opportunities to focus on the potential scope of Indigenous tourism” (p. 1091).
Accordingly, we look to critical Indigenous methodology as an overarching framework because
it “begins with the concerns of Indigenous people” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 2) and privileges
Indigenous knowledges and perspectives. Critical Indigenous methodology provides guidance on
how to conduct ethical research in Indigenous contexts, as mandated in Australia (Australian
Institute of Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Studies [AIATSIS], 2020; National Health & Medical
Research Council, 2018). Reciprocal relationships are the foundation of respectful research in
Indigenous contexts (Smith, 2012), and through adopting critical Indigenous methodology, we prioritise relationship building and careful checking of our representations of the ideas and experiences of the participants. Reflexive journaling was also an important strategy in attempting to reveal,
minimise, and challenge the subjectivity and positionality of the first author.
As tourism is a socially constructed and determined phenomenon, we have adopted the methodology of constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014). Jennings and Junek advocate for the
use of grounded theory “to achieve more in-depth knowledge and understanding of the complexities of tourism” (Jennings & Junek, 2007, p. 198). Further, Bainbridge et al. (2019) advocate for the
application of constructivist grounded theory as an exploratory research approach in Indigenous
topics where a solid evidence-base is lacking, such as sustainability in Indigenous tourism.
Constructivist grounded theory offers inductive processes for developing a substantive local
theory that is ’grounded’ in the data and that faithfully represents and amplifies the voices of
participants (Charmaz, 2014). Bainbridge et al. (2019) note that there “are strong correlations
between a constructivist grounded theory approach as a social justice tool in critical inquiry and
its utility as a tool for decolonizing methodologies” (p. 622). The generation of a grounded theory is iterative and emergent, with data gathering and analysis occurring simultaneously, each
informing the other, guided by the insights and concerns of the participants (Charmaz, 2014).

Data gathering
Data gathering was guided by the grounded theory technique of ’theoretical
sampling’ (Charmaz, 2014). As this research considered reconciliation, we started by speaking
with Aboriginal operators, before considering the voices of non-Indigenous visitors. These participants were regarded as the domain experts while we positioned ourselves as naive enquirers.
It was necessary to apply a number of data gathering methods in order to yield “rich data to
get beneath the surface of social and subjective life … to reveal participants views, feelings,
intentions, and actions, as well as the contexts and structures of their lives” (Charmaz, 2006, pp.
13–14). This ’all is data’ approach – with analysis of the totality of gathered data – allowed for
triangulation, giving robustness to the researchers’ understandings of the emergent conceptual
categories (Charmaz, 2006). Indeed, constructivist grounded theory licenses investigators to draw
on whatever methods are suitable for collecting rich data (Charmaz, 2014).
During fieldwork, researchers spent time with operators in visits of a few hours up to a few
days while they conducted their tourism activities, both individually and with other visitors on
Country in urban, regional, and remote settings. Field notes described observations from the first
author’s participation in 26 Indigenous tourism activities throughout this research, including cultural tours, workshops, festivals, cultural centres, performances, and presentations, and also drew
on ad hoc conversations with other Aboriginal tourism operators and visitors.
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During fieldwork with Aboriginal tourism operators, yarning was undertaken to prioritise
Indigenous ways of communicating (Walker et al., 2014). Yarning often includes storytelling, a
pervasive feature of oral cultures, and allowed the researchers to spend time with, and listen
carefully to, operators while engaging in free flowing conversations and two-way sharing
(Garvey, 2015). Additionally, 14 semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were conducted with Indigenous tourism stakeholders (6 Aboriginal tourism operators, 3 non-Indigenous
tourism guides, 4 non-Indigenous domestic tourists, and an industry representative). The average
duration of semi-structured interviews was 60 minutes, plus other incidental conversations which
also informed the researchers’ interpretations of the data. Other relevant data was also sourced,
such as promotional, marketing, and website materials; media and social media data; and transcribed presentations by operators.

Data analysis
Data were stored, organised, coded, annotated, and sorted with Atlas.ti qualitative data analysis
software. Constructivist grounded theory analysis and narrative analysis were used in conjunction, the former deconstructing data through a systematic coding process while the latter ensuring that coding does not decontextualise participants’ stories (Lal et al., 2012). The grounded
theory technique of ’constant comparison’ enabled the identification of similarities and differences across the data (Charmaz, 2014). It drew attention to relationships between codes and categories, leading to a theory that closely represents the data.
Memoing was crucial for recording reflections, ideas, and further questions arising from the
analysis, and moved the analysis beyond descriptive to conceptual formulations. Memoing also
assisted with reflexivity and critical thinking. Literature was referred to during the analysis to
increase ‘theoretical sensitivity’ to construct a substantive ground-up theory through inductive
reasoning, not only within and across the data, but also across relevant bodies of literature
(Charmaz, 2014). During the analysis phase, findings were communicated to participants to
assess their accuracy, relevance, and suitability (Charmaz, 2014). This ‘member checking’ assisted
with the co-creation of knowledge and collaboration with participants. We offered participants
the choice to give input to the analysis to the extent that they desired. Data gathering and analysis proceeded until “theoretical sufficiency” (Dey, 1999, p. 257), the point at which sufficient
depth of understanding enabled the researchers to represent the data in a substantive theory,
was achieved (Charmaz, 2006).

Presentation of findings
The paper’s composition reflects the choices of participants concerning how they would be
involved and how they presented information. The findings represent the sum of all analysed
data and are focussed on the aspirations, aims, and actions of Aboriginal tourism operators. In
presenting the findings, we take seriously Whitford and Ruhanen’s (2016) call to understand
Indigenous tourism from the perspective of Indigenous stakeholders, and so each heading in the
findings section opens with the voices of Aboriginal tourism operators, inviting readers to draw
their own conclusions before a summary is provided, and an interpretation is offered in the subsequent discussion section. Although we have selected, structured, and sequenced the participants’ quotes, we have retained extended context, and have been guided by member checking,
giving us confidence that we have represented the operators’ lived experiences faithfully.
Quotes from six Aboriginal tourism operators from urban, regional, and remote Australia,
shown in Figure 1, are included to illustrate the findings. Aboriginal tourism operators in
Western Australia (WA) are members of the Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operator’s
Council (WAITOC). In the Northern Territory (NT), Injalak Arts is a non-profit Aboriginal
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Figure 1. The locations of Aboriginal tourism operations that form the basis of this study.

Corporation which employs Indigenous staff, including Indigenous tour guides. At their request,
and in line with the project’s ethical clearance, the operators are identified in this paper and
have their quotes attributed to their names. Further, spellings adopted reflect those used by the
participants. This explains the variations of spellings of the Aboriginal group of the South West
of Western Australia: Nyungar/Noongar/Nyoongar.







Bart Pigram: Yawuru owner/operator of Narlijia Experiences Broome (Broome, WA)
Clinton Walker: Ngarluma and Yindjibarndi owner/operator of Ngurrangga Tours (Karratha, WA)
Kerry-Ann Winmar: Whadjuk Nyungar owner/operator of Nyungar Tours (Perth, WA)
Marissa Verma: Noongar owner/operator of Bindi Bindi Dreaming (Perth, WA)
Mick Hayden: Njaki Njaki Nyoongar owner/operator of Njaki Njaki Aboriginal Cultural Tours
(Merredin, WA)
Roland Burrunali: Bininj tour guide with Injalak Arts and Craft (Gunbalanya, NT)

Findings
The voices of Aboriginal tourism operators are foregrounded by introducing in vivo codes3 as
headings to emphasise the lived experiences of participants, followed by direct quotes and then
by a brief summary, plus further observations that will inform our later analysis. Quotes are incorporated not as italicised indented paragraphs but as mainline paragraphs, consistent with our
commitment to foreground Indigenous voices.

“Doing what the old fellas did”
Mick: It’s just the knowledge from the old fellas, what they shown us and from talking. And to
me, that’s the same. Like I said, while I’m still here fit and able I’m doing what the old fellas did.
Bart: The welcoming of people, or the sometimes not welcoming, but the communication, the
trades, the old trades, the whole thing … we’ve got a social structure, kinship and skin groups
that actually link all of us in that community together. Everybody is somebody. And every tribe
was linked to another tribe. There was no secluded tribe ever in Australia. They had relationships,
they had trade, they had interactions with certain people on certain boundaries at certain times
of the year. And you could really put that down to our tourist season in Broome. From May to
September is when these guys migrate to our area and we share, we give them bush tucker, I
teach them the language, I teach them how to move around the place with respect. You could
say in a sense that’s been happening for thousands of years, because that’s what we were doing
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synchronised in Australia, we were all linked to somebody. … We’re just going back to our old
practices of welcoming people to our Country.
Through the above quotes, Indigenous tourism can be seen to be sitting within an existing
frame of a continuing cultural practice of receiving visitors. As the foundation of this practice,
visitors seek and are granted permission before entering the custodial lands of another group.
This sets the scene for a different starting point for Indigenous tourism, one that is grounded in
the sovereignty of hosts.

“They have to abide by our practices”
Bart: When people come here they have to abide by our social, environmental, and cultural practices.
Roland: I take tourists to the hills, showing for them rock art and we showing for like, people
living in the hills. And, we take tourists showing for some loose rocks. Or, sometimes, tourists
like for slippery rocks and we explain sometimes there’s rocks too low.
In being welcomed to Country, there are expectations set for visitor behaviour. Visitors receive
information to conform with “social, environmental, and cultural” protocols to respect local
authority. Bart explains that there are cultural restrictions that limit the knowledges and places,
such as sacred areas, that he can share with visitors. Sometimes, these restrictions declare a
place to be off-limits (as in the case of closing the Uluru climb; Parks Australia, 2019). A part of
welcoming visitors to Country is also sharing safety information with them.

“I’ve branched out”
Bart: I’ve branched out to do Welcome to Countrys [ceremonies] because of the language and
the understanding of what a Welcome to Country is. Weddings and other things. But sort of
doing cultural awareness stuff … I call it “cultural interpretation”, ngan-ga jayida, which means
our story, or our word.
Marissa: Business is fun and can take you anywhere and everywhere.
Through being cultural authorities and having diverse business offerings, many interactions
with visitors beyond guided tours are occurring. Other services offered by operators include: officiating Welcome to Country, and other, ceremonies; conducting cultural awareness training and
presentations in school, corporate, and local government settings; running workshops for activities such as cooking, gardening, and arts and craft; providing language translation services; photography; and environmental and cultural consultation. This variety means that visitors have
diverse opportunities to connect with Aboriginal tourism operators without necessarily being
defined, or considering themselves, as tourists. An example of this is a sewing and cooking workshop that Marissa co-facilitates in collaboration with Ballardong and Whadjuk Nyungar woman
Rebecca Barlow of Deadly Denim. For the operators, being involved in multiple areas of community engagement creates networks and partnerships across industries and increases visibility.
Through offering multiple services, tourism operators strengthen the viability of their businesses. For some, the seasonal and sporadic tourism element of their business does not provide
a full time income. Transcending reliance on tourists supports financial sustainability. Several
operators also explained that having diverse interactions with visitors sustains their personal
interest and energy. They talk about enjoying their lifestyle, with their day to day business operations presenting opportunities for doing a variety of activities with different people while being
on Country and connected with their environment. Clinton contrasts this with the potential for
getting bored or burnt out if tours are conducted as rote performances.
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“A safe environment for both parties”
Clinton: Most people don’t want to just rock up into an Aboriginal community and say, “tell us
all your history”. Whereas if you go on a tour, you’re providing a service for someone, you’ve got
a customer who’s willing to pay for it, and they get to learn about it in a safe environment for
both parties. And then it breaks down those barriers and then people are more willing to interact more, you know with Indigenous, and vice versa.
Bart: Well, a lot of them [visitors] actually haven’t had a chance to sit down and talk honestly
and openly with Aboriginal people. They haven’t had a safe environment to discuss these things.
… We get asked from the most obvious question to the most challenging question. And this is
where I respect a lot of our tour guides, because we have to challenge ourselves and to be able
to answer the easy questions and answer the most difficult questions that politicians struggle to
answer. And we do it with a cool head because we’ve got to operate a tour.
Interactions between hosts and visitors in tourism settings have defined boundaries. Westernstyle transactions dictate the provision of a pre-agreed, time-limited service. These boundaries
mean that tourism interactions are markedly different to social interactions, and that visitors can
choose to be either passive or active participants. This seems especially important for visitors
who “actually haven’t had a chance to sit down and talk honestly and openly with Aboriginal
people”. These boundaries assist operators in creating “a safe environment for both parties”.
Hosts talk about aiming to engage with their visitors in a positive way so that “people are
more willing to interact”. The operators appear skilled in opening spaces for dialogue and discussion about often uncomfortable truths concerning the history, legacy, and ongoing practices of
colonisation. It is important for operators to meet people where they are at, particularly when
delivering information that visitors find confronting: “we do it with a cool head because we’ve
got to operate a tour”. The notion of safe spaces implies opportunities for grappling with ideas
and emotions, and not always having answers to “the most challenging question”.

“I make it really personable”
Mick: I just want them to take one thing about from when I start my tours to the end of it, just
learn one thing and that’s all I ask. If they learn heaps more, that’s well and good, and to me, I
done my job. So, I’m imparting some of my knowledge that I know onto others and they’ll go away
with a different point of view and say, oh there’s something I learnt that I didn’t know before.
Bart: A lot of the time, the tour basically turns into a discussion, and a sharing of values and
ideas and concerns really. So, I hope I make it really personable, so I try to get them to open up
and I want them to go away thinking maybe a little bit of hope, maybe a little bit of faith in the
Aboriginal peoples’ future in Australia. But out of anything, I hope that they take away more
understanding than what they came to Broome with.
Marissa: No job is too hard that I can’t do to teach somebody something.
Within the context of safe spaces, operators speak of prioritising personal connection with
their visitors, aiming to “make it really personable”. The above quotes capture a hope to facilitate
movement along a continuum of understanding. This approach contrasts with one where there
is a prescribed body of knowledge that operators aim to impart in order to achieve a desired
goal. Through meeting visitors where they are at, the operators are adaptable, noting that often
a tour “basically turns into a discussion”. By being responsive to the range of interests, questions,
and prior knowledge and experience of their visitors, the operators aim to advance their visitors’
knowledge in whichever way leads to greater understanding: “I just want them to take one thing
about from when I start my tours to the end of it”. Several operators expressed feeling empathetic towards their visitors who lack understanding of Aboriginal peoples and cultures, and attribute this to inadequate Indigenous education across the country.
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“We can all relate to one another”
Mick: For everybody and anybody, we’re all not the same, we’re all different. And that’s the
same case with Aboriginal people. We all may have different coloured skin, but we all bleed the
same. We all got red blood. And we’re no different.
Clinton: I don’t see people as different. I see them as the same, equal. We just come from different backgrounds. We come from different cultures. That’s the only thing that’s different. We
might look different, but at the end of the day, we’re human beings. That’s what I want people
to understand. … We’re still people, and that everybody has struggles and that we can all relate
to one another even though we come from different backgrounds.
Bart: I think it just comes down to the whole human element of it all. And then obviously the
first humans here is us mob, so we’ve got the oldest culture here, and so we’re just sharing it.
… I think that the whole reconciliation thing needs to go back to the actual human element
and the understanding of cultures, and that’s what we do.
The operators express transcending differences and finding common ground with their visitors through the universal experience of being human: “it just comes down to the whole human
element of it all”. This common ground may be experienced through shared activities or through
discussions in safe spaces: “we can all relate to one another even though we come from different
backgrounds”. Speaking to the commonalities that exist across cultures and acknowledging that
“at the end of the day, we’re human beings”, there is hope for empathy and understanding.

"I think of them as friends"
Bart: I thought that being a people person I could actually try to do these tours with a bit more
personal connection.
Clinton: There’s actually a family who come on my tours nearly every year. And they always
come back. The guy who’s the Dad of that family, he used to work up here [Karratha] and he heard
about my stuff, and I worked with him I think in the past. … I’d taken him out on a tour and
shown him around and they said “oh, we loved it, we want to come back next year. What can you
recommend?” And I said “well, if you come back next year, we can do this and do that”. And they
come back nearly every year and I do a different tour for them every year. And they follow me on
all my social media platforms and they always message me and stuff like that. And I’ve had others
who have done the same thing, they come back all the time. What do you call it, repeat customers?
But I don’t even think of them as repeat customers, I think of it [them] as friends.
Through prioritising “personal connection”, the potential exists for building meaningful relationships with visitors. The notion of meaningful relationships in the Indigenous tourism context
seems to refer to both parties feeling seen, respected, and valued by the other, even if only
fleetingly. There is, however, the potential for creating ongoing relationships with visitors that
can transcend the service provider/customer dynamic, as illustrated in Clinton’s example, with
social media facilitating continuing dialogue.

“We’re showing our way”
Roland: They [tourists] want to know everything, like the rock art. Because any balanda [nonIndigenous person], we’re showing our way, culture, yoh.
Bart: … introducing our guests to Broome; our language and our significance and our values
of this place.
Kerry-Ann: I want to tell my family history, and even before colonisation, some of my family
history on how they did things.
The operators display their identity by introducing themselves, their culture, and their
Country: “we’re showing our way”. They often incorporate their ancestral language, sharing place
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names and keywords. They also regularly include words from their ancestral language in their
business names. Operators express a preference for engaging with visitors on Country and
through sharing their intimate knowledge of their land they are able to highlight “our language
and our significance and our values of this place”. For example, Mick spoke about the significance of Merredin Peak and the surrounding reserve to his family; Kerry-Ann spoke about the
history of the Swan River; and Clinton spoke about the abundance of rock art and the World
Heritage nomination of the Murujuga National Park.
Embedded within their connection to their Country are the cultural practices and stories
which the operators share with their visitors. For Kerry-Ann, this means telling “some of my family history on how they did things”. This also relates to activities that they share such as hunting
and foraging for bush tucker and seafood, making damper or grinding ochre. The operators
express an intention to promote the sustainability values that these practices are imbued with.

“I give them the same experience that I’ve had growing up”
Clinton: What I’m good at is being myself. I don’t like to pretend to be anyone else other than
myself. So, I work to my own strengths. … When I take people out on tours with me, I give
them the same experience that I’ve had growing up. The tours that they do is the same thing
that I would do without tourists. So, it’s genuine, authentic things that I normally would do. And
I make it really personal, so I tell them all my stories from when I was growing up and I take
them to places where I used to go. And I think because it’s a much more personal story coming
from myself they can relate to it a bit more I suppose.
For many operators, giving a tour is about being who they are. Thus Clinton talks about
doing “the same thing that I would do without tourists”. He recounted being asked to play the
didgeridoo and replying that the didgeridoo is not a part of his culture, and offering instead to
show visitors how to throw a boomerang.

“The true story needs to be told”
Bart: [explaining the meaning behind his business name Narlijia Experiences Broome] I like telling
everything straight down the line. … And narli means proper, true or real in our language
[Yawuru]. And -jia is a possessive suffix, meaning for you. So, actually, the truth is not just a concept, it’s actually possession; for you [true for you]. Giving you the authentic truthful stories of
the Country, of the people and the history. The true story needs to be told here. … we’re battling against the misconception of the actual place.
Clinton: In Aboriginal culture, where I grew up, not even just in colonial times, but even
ancient times, but we tell the whole story, rather than just tell the bits that we want to hear.
And then that way, when you know the full story you can make better decisions about life. And
that’s where the Western society within mainstream Australia can learn a lot from Aboriginal
people. The more we talk about it, the less it becomes stigmatic. We don’t feel ashamed. It’s like,
it’s open now and everyone is aware of it. No longer need to be ashamed of things. And that’s
all we want as a people. We know all our history, but do you know it? We want everyone to
know it so that we’re on the same page and then we can move forward.
Mick: Well, it’s the truth isn’t it? It’s gotta be told.
These quotes underscore the need for truth telling, and not conveniently omitting anything:
“we tell the whole story”. The operators share “authentic truthful stories of the Country, of the
people, and the history”. As a consequence, the content of their tours may be confronting, which
highlights the importance of safe spaces. Not only do the operators challenge misconceptions of
themselves, their cultures, and their Country, but truth telling also brings attention to the social
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and environmental issues facing a community. We can thus understand truth as a starting place:
“then we can move forward”.

“Sharing vital information”
Kerry-Ann: People get the wrong interpretation of Aboriginal people.
Bart: This is a “sharing of vital information” industry. Personally, as a tour guide, and socially
for me, it’s fantastic. It’s very very beneficial. But for the rest of the community it’s beneficial,
because they start to understand, they start to respect, and then everybody is a bit more aware
of why that person is doing that, or who that person is, what that place is. So, they start to get
a first level respecting our cultural values, and that’s not just socially, that’s environmentally,
that’s culturally, all that sort of stuff. And that’s what our culture is all about. It’s not a culture
based on industry, it’s not a culture based on capitalism or anything like that. It’s a big big circle
of environment, people, practice, the whole thing. It’s a big big culture.
Clinton: Sometimes when people talk about the negative aspects of our history, they tend to
be very negative. But making people feel bad is not going to make the situation better. Making
people understand is how you do it, and that the way I do it. … I think that if you massage it
into people then I think that it’s ok. They can deal with it better. Because we’re talking about a
nation where things have been swept under the rug and when they hear those things they do
get on the defensive. I tell people “none of you were here, none of you did this, but we’re all
here and we’re all living here today, and we are the product of this business”. We have to understand what’s happened and we learn from it all.
Education is implicated as a part of the problem, of the lack of understanding of Aboriginal culture: “people get the wrong interpretation of Aboriginal people”. Education is also implicated as a
part of the solution, of respect and understanding: “we have to understand what’s happened and we
learn from it all”. The operators identify as teachers of Aboriginal cultural knowledges, with Bart considering his role as an educator as doing the other half of his cultural responsibilities and acting as a
conduit, carrying on the teachings of his Elders. He attributes his Western education as assisting him
to articulate stories and cultural knowledges to diverse audiences so that “everybody is a bit more
aware”. This relationship between hosts as teachers and visitors as learners creates a space where
truth telling leads to understanding: “making people understand is how you do it”. Their content is
thus seen as “vital information” and equally, the operators are a vital source of this information.

“I like to tell my Aboriginal story my way”
Kerry-Ann: I saw a lot of businesses being set up with tourism and they would be giving a spiel
on Aboriginal culture, but they weren’t Aboriginal people. So, I thought, well, I like to tell my
Aboriginal story my way. And we have our history and I didn’t think that was fair for nonIndigenous people to share our culture in that sense when we’re here and we can share.
Clinton: I think to have a proper authentic experience you need an Aboriginal person delivering it. Because it’s just more relevant. The person has the lived experience of those things and
you’re getting it out of the horse’s mouth. It’s not second-hand information.
Aboriginal ownership and control is important to the operators. They decide how to establish
and operate their businesses, develop their offerings, and promote themselves and develop their
brand. This business position appears to grow from the operators identifying as cultural authorities: “you’re getting it out of the horse’s mouth”. They have a continuing connection to, and the
authority to showcase, their Country. In some instances, they are Elders within their communities,
or else, they enjoy the support of their Elders.
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Discussion
The in vivo codes in the findings section can be categorised as three broad practices: hosting,
connecting, and sharing. Notions of hospitality and connection were already identified by
Higgins-Desbiolles et al. (2019) and are confirmed by the findings. Sharing is an additional practice identified in this research. We categorise each heading from the findings into the relevant
identified practice and consider each in turn.

Hosting
Hosting is the means by which operators set the scene for culturally safe interactions with visitors. It is understood as a continuation of a pre-existing cultural practice in receiving visitors:
“doing what the old fellas did”. Hosting comes with expectations on visitor behaviour: “they
have to abide by our practices”, and so hosting is seen as an expression of authority. Operators
meet Indigenous and non-Indigenous, domestic and international visitors in a variety of settings
thanks to the diversity of their offerings: “I’ve branched out”. Hosting is how operators set up “a
safe environment for both parties” creating opportunities for discussions about truths that are
often confronting and uncomfortable.
Tourism has long been proposed to facilitate cross-cultural contact (Tomljenovic, 2010). In the
Australian case, Grant (2019) explains that “most Australians have never met an Indigenous person and may be utterly unaware if they had. People like me – urban, mixed race, middle class –
appear like any other Australian; another face on our multi-ethnic streets” (p. 204). This notion is
confirmed by the biennial Reconciliation Australia (2020) reconciliation barometer survey in
which 65% of respondents stated that they never or rarely socialise with Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander Australians (p. 27).
The findings speak not only to the existence of cross-cultural contact but the nature of this
contact when it does occur. The importance of Indigenous tourism interactions occurring in a
safe space for hosts and visitors is demonstrated. This tourism safe space may parallel what we
see in the mental health literature, where safe spaces are places of non-judgement, of feeling
heard, and of expressing oneself freely (Bulman & Hayes, 2011). These safe spaces can allow
hosts and visitors to sit with the tensions of the unfinished business of the nation’s colonial history (Grant, 2019). Indigenous tourism encounters appear pertinent in this respect as Australian
society does not provide many safe spaces where Aboriginal people can be free from racism and
marginalisation, or for non-Indigneous Australians to openly ask questions about Aboriginal
knowledges or cultures (Reconciliation Australia, 2018).

Connecting
Connecting is how hosts meet visitors where they are at: “I make it really personable”. Hosts find
common ground with their visitors: “we can all relate to one another”. Aside from cross-cultural
contact, these encounters may establish meaningful relationships: “I think of them as friends”.
Operators express a social agenda in promoting stronger relationships between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous Australians. The operators participate in the ‘race relations’ goal of reconciliation for “positive two-way relationships built on trust and respect [to] exist between Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous Australians throughout society” (Reconciliation
Australia, 2016, p. 7). Operators connect with their visitors by finding ways of relating to one
another, which can be as simple as identifying shared interests or experiences. This is a case of
recognising shared humanity (cf. ‘universal recognition’, McBride, 2013) which sets up the conditions for empathy, of placing oneself in the other’s position. Connecting in this way may create
a sense of intimacy between visitors and hosts, enhancing the meaning of the toured objects
and associated content (Galliford, 2010).
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Sharing
Together, hosting and connecting create the conditions for sharing. Sharing relates to the content presented by the operators through “showing our way”. Through sharing, the hosts manifest
their authenticity: “I give them the same experience that I’ve had growing up”. Visitor perceptions of Aboriginal peoples, places, and cultures may be informed or challenged: “the true story
needs to be told”. The operators identify as teachers through “sharing vital information”.
Sharing is an important addition to the notion of Indigenous tourism being built on hospitality
and connection (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). It is through sharing – of personal and cultural
stories – that operators are defining and displaying their authenticity. This is also an expression of
agency; operators control the presentation of their indigeneity (Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019).
By distinguishing sharing from connecting, our participants highlight the importance of grassroots truth-telling (cf. Indigenous agency as expressed through the proposed Makarrata process in
the ‘Uluru Statement from the Heart’). This supports the ‘historical acceptance’ dimension of reconciliation whereby “widespread acceptance of our nation’s history” (Reconciliation Australia, 2016, p.
7) is achieved by acknowledging the past and facilitating understanding, in which operators act as
educators. Here we can also see operators carrying forward their cultural and environmental agendas. The Reconciliation Australia (2018) survey further confirms the link between education and
attitudes towards reconciliation: “people among both the general community and Indigenous peoples who cite personal experience or education sources (such as school or other research) as their
main source of information about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are most likely to
view the relationship [between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians] as very important” (p.
12). When built upon the practices of hosting and connecting, sharing can extend beyond education to promote “dialogue in which Aboriginal people are positioned as equal partners who are
safe to speak and whose perspectives are valued” (Taylor & Habibis, 2020, p. 14).
Connecting and sharing are complementary aspects of recognition. As previously mentioned,
when hosts and visitors connect, universal recognition is at work, as Clinton explains, “we might
look different, but at the end of the day, we’re human beings”. Subsequently, when hosts are
sharing and visitors are respectfully listening and receiving, particular recognition is at work
(McBride, 2013), as Mick describes, “we’re all not the same, we’re all different”. During these
interactions, hosts move between exhibiting their universal and their particular identities, a feature of the multicultural space as elaborated by McBride (2013): “the desire to be different and
the desire to be the same are simply two sides of the same coin. What matters then [is] whether
these are the terms under which one wants to be recognized, and whether others will, or more
accurately, can recognize you in this way” (p. 41).

Beginning from a place of agency
We can interpret the practices of hosting, connecting, and sharing as arising from the
operators’ authority: “I like to tell my Aboriginal story my way”. The operators perform their selfdetermination, enacting their agency through their business operations. Their authority enables
them to take ownership of how they represent themselves and their cultures, as Kerry-Ann
explains: “We want to share our own culture. We want to tell our own story our own way”. As
seen in the case of sharing, this often means challenging existing views or offering alternative
views on dominant Australian narratives through truth telling. Agency thereby serves as the basis
for how the hosts are operating their businesses and interacting with their visitors.
Based on the findings, we propose that tourism engagements be founded upon recognition
and respect for Indigenous agency to ensure that Indigenous operators and communities can
derive sustainable benefit from receiving visitors. This contrasts with cases where tourism is
imposed upon Indigenous communities or where other organisations appropriate and profiteer
from Indigenous cultures, knowledges, and imagery (Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019). It can thus be
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predicted that hosts and communities can be vulnerable to exploitation in circumstances where
Indigenous tourism operations do not arise from agency.
We have presented examples of hosts enacting their agency through setting the terms and
boundaries for interacting with their visitors through hosting, connecting, and sharing. Viewed in
this way, recognising and respecting agency implies reciprocity and sets the scene for how reconciliation processes can be animated through Indigenous tourism.

Practicing reconciliation
The findings present examples of hosts practicing reconciliation at a grassroots level and in the
present, rather than waiting for the political processes of reconciliation to run their course. As
Bart explains: “I believe that reconciliation – because it’s about people coming together – I
believe that we need to do it. Politicians don’t need to do it and sign a paper, we need to do it;
each and every one of us need to actually do it. Because it’s actually the concept of people coming together. And we do it; we do it every day. This is our lifestyle. That’s why I said, we are reconciliators, because we are actually, physically, socially, we are doing it. That’s how we get paid,
by practicing reconciliation, not by talking about it.”
Operators describe, through interacting with visitors, experiencing Indigenous tourism and
reconciliation simultaneously. Hosting creates safe spaces that support connecting with visitors to
promote the reconciliation dimension of ‘race relations’ and sharing with visitors to promote the
reconciliation dimension of ‘historical acceptance’.
When it comes to the question of how operators conceptualise reconciliation, we found that
they are not thinking in terms of an endpoint. Bart describes operators as agents of reconciliation: “we are reconciliators”. In this way, reconciliation is atelic: operators model what reconciled
interactions can look like. As key to this, Mick describes “having a sit down and listening”, i.e.
coming together with visitors for the doing of being reconciled (cf. animating the two-way processes of reconciliation; Reconciliation Australia, 2016). By practicing reconciliation, operators
manifest their agenda with its cultural, environmental, and social values, thereby bringing a distant goal into the present. This practice echoes Garvey’s (2015) application of an arena metaphor
to describe movements within, towards, and away from contested cross-cultural social settings,
and Grant’s (2019) sentiment that national reconciliation is not so much an endpoint but a commitment, with ongoing issues, discomforts, and tensions to be worked out.

Sustaining culture
Keeping culture strong appears to be a key expression of agency and its primary means is
through intergenerational transmission. As Marissa explains: “We’ve gotta start with our mob first
and teach our kids to be strong. I was one of them kids too. I was real shame. Because I didn’t
know my culture. But now I do, and I have to step up and teach other kids to do that.”
Several operators explain how motivating it is for their children and other relatives to witness
the respect that is accorded to them on account of their cultural knowledge. They describe seeking opportunities to involve their family in tourism activities to build awareness of the importance of this knowledge. We posit that agency is what drives intergenerational transmission.
Indigenous hosts leverage tourism – and the recognition it brings – to motivate the next generation about the relevance, importance, and feasibility of maintaining their culture.
Beyond this, sustaining culture relates to the transmission of ecological knowledges for caring
for Country. Clinton explains: “The main reason that I got into tourism is so that I could preserve
this knowledge and pass it on and teach others about it so that future generations can enjoy it
too.” As such, cultural practices are tied to places and both must be maintained. The operators
are harnessing business as an opportunity to educate visitors about how to care for Country.
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Implications for sustainable Indigenous tourism development
The operators aspire to establish sustainable business models, both using and supporting family
involvement. As Kerry-Ann explains: “I want to hand this [business] down to my family. So, I
want my children to maintain it as much as possible … because if I’m not here and not doing
it then someone’s got to do it. And I want it to be a business where they can thrive and be successful and be comfortable in their own traditions and their own ways of doing things, but still
live in a multicultural country.” The agency of operators in choosing to sustain their cultures lies
at the root of authenticity. Cultural sustainability is supported by the operators sharing the practices that they are independently motivated to continue. The availability of such meaningful
experiences for visitors is an indicator of sustainable tourism (Zeng, 2017).
Having diverse offerings moves businesses away from tourist dependency, another indicator
of sustainable tourism development (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). The operators move
towards financial viability through transcending reliance on seasonal clientele. Such diversity also
supports community engagement, with visitors afforded more points of contact with operators.
Business operations become personally sustainable for operators who express enjoying the varied lifestyles that their businesses provide, as opposed to getting burnt out or bored.
Practicing reconciliation through Indigenous tourism can support more sustainable societal
relationships and peaceful communities. In addressing peace, justice, and strong institutions, the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 16 aspires to support inclusive societies. We interpret this as favouring a reconciliation agenda and sustaining cultural diversity through keeping
Indigenous cultures strong. Moreover, in aspiring to support strong institutions, we interpret
SDG 16 as favouring the agency of operators in developing their businesses in ways that achieve
viability and withstand exploitation. Ruhanen and Whitford (2019) make a similar point: “From a
sustainability perspective, as long as questions concerning ownership, control, authenticity and
the commercialisation of Indigenous cultural heritage remain an ongoing issue, the ability for
Indigenous communities involved in tourism to develop in sustainable ways also remains questionable” (p. 184). In other words, when Indigenous operators begin from a place of strength,
sustainability may be one of the outcomes.

A strengths-based model of Indigenous tourism
Analysis of the findings reveals four levels: agency, hosting, connecting, and sharing. From a position of enacting their agency, hosting sets up the space where operators and visitors are connecting over the things they hold in common, thus establishing the trust and rapport for hosts
sharing the unique stories of their place, their culture, and of who they are. We depict this as
shown in Figure 2.
We consider this to be a strengths-based model because operators build on what they have
in the present. This model contains no “absence, lack or failure” (Fogarty et al., 2018, p. 6).
During conversations, the operators did not refer to their actions according to a deficit framing
but according to the perceived benefits of their actions flowing to themselves, their visitors, and
their wider communities as they enact their social, cultural, and environmental agendas.
The model brings us full circle, from agency to agency. The operators are bringing to life their
desired future through practicing reconciliation and sustaining culture. This represents a shift
from telic to atelic, from idealising a future state to acting in the present. The future goal of reconciliation is seized on as a present action: “we are reconciliators”. This accords with Grant’s
(2019) position that being reconciled is the practice of working out our reconciliation. It parallels
the situation in international development where agency has been analysed as both a means
and an end (Sen, 2001). Indeed, sustainability itself is both a process and a goal. Indigenous peoples sustain their cultures into the future by practicing them in the present.
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Figure 2. A strengths-based model of Indigenous tourism: each level sets up the conditions required for the higher levels,
agency > hosting > connecting > sharing. Agency has deeper roots in authority and sovereignty. Operators express their
agency in continuing the historical practice of welcoming visitors (A), which they implement as three types of practice (B).
This is how they enact reconciliation (C) and sustain their culture (D), reinforcing agency and completing the cycle.

Further considerations
This substantive grounded theory is a theoretical interpretation of processes that are specific to,
but not necessarily limited to, the area of investigation (Charmaz, 2014). There are nuances that
this grounded theory does not account for. The model expresses the main ideas and experiences
of the operators, without asserting completeness or wider generalisability. Its utility comes from
helping to generate an understanding of some of the dynamics of Indigenous tourism according
to Aboriginal tourism operators located in Western Australia and the Northern Territory. As
Indigenous groups are not homogenous, careful interpretation of the findings is necessary. There
is, however, the potential for the model to be tested, validated, and elaborated in diverse
Indigenous tourism contexts (Charmaz, 2014).
Positioning this model within the larger context requires critical reflection on the challenges,
difficulties, tensions, and complexities of the forces of commercialisation, the politics of reconciliation, the dynamics of social cohesion, the political and policy environment, the available support structures, and the evolving marketplace: “For an Indigenous enterprise to be sustainable,
the Indigenous groups involved need not only be given control of the tourism enterprises in
which their culture is the central element, they also need to be given the capacity to build their
own future, as well as the ability to exert political control over their cultural and natural
resources” (Ruhanen & Whitford, 2019, p. 184). There are many other forces at work that are not
accounted for by the model. Sustainability depends on engagement: how do visitors experience
the two-way processes of reconciliation? Sustainability also depends on government and industry: how can they recognise and support the agency of Aboriginal tourism operators?
Sustainability in this strengths-based model depends on maintaining the cycle from agency back
around to agency, which may be interrupted at any point. All of these dynamics vary from place
to place, and operators may articulate them differently.

Conclusions
This research has foregrounded the experiences and perspectives of sustainable Indigenous tourism practices in the words of Aboriginal tourism operators. The focus has been broadened from
the needs and wants of visitors to include the vantage point of Aboriginal hosts. We sought to
understand how Indigenous tourism can benefit the Indigenous hosts and communities who
receive visitors. The flexible and iterative methodologies, critical Indigenous methodology and
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constructivist grounded theory, provided a framework for a collaborative research practice. The
findings reveal the actions of Aboriginal tourism operators in manifesting a strengths-based
approach that is faithful to their understandings of the nature and potentials of tourism. The
findings also highlight the operators’ environmental, social, and cultural agendas and the subsequent benefits they perceived to flow to themselves, their visitors, and their communities.
This strengths-based model of Indigenous tourism, a substantive grounded theory, demonstrates how Aboriginal tourism operators enact their agency. Operators express their agency, setting the terms and boundaries for interacting with visitors through three kinds of practices:
hosting, connecting, and sharing. Indigenous tourism can be seen to be sitting within an existing
frame of hosting, the continuation of an Indigenous cultural practice of receiving and welcoming
visitors to Country. Hosting creates safe spaces for connecting: through finding common ground
and establishing meaningful relationships, hosts and their visitors can experience their shared
humanity through universal recognition. Through sharing their culture with visitors, operators are
promoting truthful understandings of Aboriginal histories and cultures, and expressing their particular identities. This is how operators are practicing reconciliation and sustaining their culture,
thereby reinforcing their agency, and bringing us full circle from agency back to agency. These
reconciliation processes of race relations and historical acceptance have implications for the
advancement of peace, justice, and inclusive societies as articulated in the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal 16.
This strengths-based model of Indigenous tourism articulates the agendas and actions of
Aboriginal tourism operators, showing the key role that Indigenous tourism plays in education
and reconciliation. In sum, this research supports the idea that reconciliation is an ongoing practice rather than a future endpoint arising from the agency of Indigenous tourism hosts and the
participation of visitors. We suggest that for Indigenous tourism to be beneficial for hosts they
must have the freedom and support to enact their agency, and that it is this agency that lies at
the heart of sustainability.

Clinton: I grew up around amazing people, amazing Elders, and they were such great storytellers that they inspired me to want to be like them. And I did it in a different way and that’s
through my tour business and I can now tell those stories that I was taught out on Country. My
job means I get to live my culture. I get to live the lifestyle that I was taught growing up. It’s
taking me back to my roots of who I am.
Kerry-Ann: This is a part of reconciliation. Or reconciling. Knowing our First Nations people.
This is their Country, this is their land. We should respect them and respect their lands as well.
Bart: So in a sense, we are vital to reconciliation because we’re actually doing it from the
grassroots; from the ground level as Aboriginal cultural tour guides. We’re doing it; we’re doing
it with enjoyment and business enterprise. We’re having fun with it.

Notes
1. Quotations in this paragraph denote excerpts from findings, reported in full below.
2. “Health is influenced by social determinants – the circumstances in which people grow, live, work, and age …
and individual health risk factors” (AIHW, 2020, p. 43). Social determinants of health include factors such as
education, employment, income, housing, child protection, justice, weight, and substance use, and are also
influenced by access to health care (AIHW, 2020).
3. A coding practice of using direct quotes.

Acknowledgements
We acknowledge the Bininj, Larrakia, Noongar, Ngarluma, Yindjibarndi, and Yawuru peoples as the Traditional Owners
of Country where this research was conducted and written, and we pay our respects to Elders past and present. We

JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE TOURISM

479

are grateful to Bart Pigram, Clinton Walker, Kerry-Ann Winmar, Marissa Verma, Mick Hayden, and Roland Burrunali for
hosting, connecting, and sharing with us, and for their time and generosity in helping us to understand more about
their Country and culture. This research was supported by a commonwealth Research Training Program scholarship
to the first author. This project has approval from the Charles Darwin University Human Research Ethics Committee
(clearance number H19019). We are grateful to Gavin Morris, Rachel Tumminello, Ruth Wallace, Valerie Leishman, and
several anonymous reviewers for their feedback on earlier versions of this article.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Notes on contributors
Nicole Curtin is a PhD candidate with the Northern Institute at Charles Darwin University. Her research activity
explores the intersections between education and social change.
Steven Bird completed his PhD at the University of Edinburgh, and has held academic appointments at the
University of Pennsylvania and the University of Melbourne. He has conducted fieldwork in West Africa, Melanesia,
Amazonia, and Australia. He is collaborating with speech communities in diasporas and ancestral homelands to
design new approaches to language maintenance and revitalisation.

ORCID
Nicole Curtin
Steven Bird

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1996-5403
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3782-7733

References
Altman, J. (1989). Tourism dilemmas for aboriginal Australians. Annals of Tourism Research, 16(4), 456–476. https://
doi.org/10.1016/0160-7383(89)90002-9
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies [AIATSIS] (2020). AIATSIS code of ethics for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research. AIATSIS.
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW] (2020). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health performance
framework 2020 summary report (Cat. no. IHPF 2). https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/getattachment/65fbaaf3100c-4df5-941c-a8455922693c/attachment.aspx
Bainbridge, R., McCalman, J., Redman-MacLaren, M., & Whiteside, M. (2019). Grounded theory as systems science:
Working with indigenous nations for social justice. In The SAGE handbook of current developments in grounded
theory. (pp. 611–629). SAGE Publications Ltd. https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781526485656
Brennan, S. (2004). Reconciliation in Australia: The relationship between Indigenous peoples and the wider community. The Brown Journal of World Affairs, 11(1), 149–161.
Bulman, J., & Hayes, R. (2011). Mibbinbah and Spirit Healing: Fostering safe, friendly spaces for Indigenous males in
Australia. International Journal of Men’s Health, 10(1), 6–25. https://doi.org/10.3149/jmh.1001.6
Butler, R. W. (1999). Tourism: An evolutionary perspective. In J. G. Nelson, R. Butler, and G. Wall (Eds.), Tourism and
sustainable development: A civic approach (2nd ed., pp. 33–63). University of Waterloo.
Butler, R., & Hinch, T. (2007). Tourism and Indigenous peoples: Issues and implications. Butterworth-Heinemann.
Carr, A., Ruhanen, L., & Whitford, M. (2016). Indigenous peoples and tourism: The challenges and opportunities for
sustainable tourism. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 24(8–9), 1067–1079. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.
1206112
Chambers, D., & Buzinde, C. (2015). Tourism and decolonisation: Locating research and self. Annals of Tourism
Research, 51, 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2014.12.002
Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Sage.
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative analysis. Sage Publications.
Christie, M. J. (2013). Generative and ’ground-up’ research in Aboriginal Australia. Learning Communities:
International Journal of Learning in Social Contexts, 13, 3–12. https://espace.cdu.edu.au/eserv/cdu:40561/Christie_
40561.pdf
Cole, S., & Morgan, N. (2010). Tourism and inequality: Problems and prospects. CABI.
Coronado, G. (2014). Selling culture? Between commoditisation and cultural control in Indigenous alternative tourism. PASOS Revista de Turismo y Patrimonio Cultural, 12(1), 11–28. https://doi.org/10.25145/j.pasos.2014.12.002

480

N. CURTIN AND S. BIRD

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2008). Critical methodologies and indigenous inquiry. In Norman K. Denzin, Y. S.
Lincoln, and L. T. Smith (Eds.), Handbook of critical and Indigenous methodologies (pp. 1–20). Sage. https://doi.
org/10.4135/9781483385686
Dey, I. (1999). Grounding grounded theory. Academic Press.
Dudgeon, P., Milroy, H., & Walker, R. (2014). Working together: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mental health and
wellbeing principles and practices (2nd ed.). Australian Government Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet.
Elder, C. (2017). Unfinished business in (post) reconciliation Australia. Australian Humanities Review, 61, 74–93.
http://australianhumanitiesreview.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/AHR61_Elder.pdf
Fogarty, W., Lovell, M., Langenberg, J., & Heron, M.-J. (2018). Deficit discourse and strengths-based approaches:
Changing the narrative of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing. Lowitja Institute.
Fredericks, B. (2013). We don’t leave our identities at the city limits’: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in urban localities. Australian Aboriginal Studies, 2013(1), 4–16. https://eprints.qut.edu.au/61823/
Galliford, M. (2010). Touring ‘country’, sharing ‘home’: Aboriginal tourism, Australian tourists and the possibilities
for cultural transversality. Tourist Studies, 10(3), 227–244. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468797611407759
Garvey, D. C. (2015). A causal layered analysis of movement [paralysis and liminality in the contested arena of
Indigenous mental health [Doctoral dissertation]. Curtin University. https://espace.curtin.edu.au/handle/20.500.
11937/249
Grant, S. (2019). Australia day. HarperCollins.
Haessly, J. (2010). Tourism and a culture of peace. In O. Moufakkir & I. Kelly (Eds.), Tourism, progress and peace (pp.
1–16). CABI.
Higgins-Desbiolles, F. (2003). Reconciliation tourism: Tourism healing divided societies!. Tourism Recreation Research,
28(3), 35–44. https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2003.11081415
Higgins-Desbiolles, F. (2006). More than an “industry”: The forgotten power of tourism as a social force. Tourism
Management, 27(6), 1192–1208. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2005.05.020
Higgins-Desbiolles, F. (2020a). Socialising tourism for social and ecological justice after COVID-19. Tourism
Geographies, 22(3), 610–623. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2020.1757748
Higgins-Desbiolles, F. (2020b). The “war over tourism”: challenges to sustainable tourism in the tourism academy
after COVID-19. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 29(4), 551–569. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1803334
Higgins-Desbiolles, F., Carnicelli, S., Krolikowski, C., Wijesinghe, G., & Boluk, K. (2019). Degrowing tourism:
Rethinking tourism. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 27(12), 1926–1944. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2019.
1601732
Jennings, G., & Junek, O. (2007). Grounded theory: Innovative methodology or a critical turning from hegemonic
methodological praxis in tourism studies. In I. Ateljevic, A. Pritchard, & N. Morgan (Eds.), The critical turn in tourism studies (pp. 197–210). Taylor and Francis Group. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-045098-8.50017-9
Lal, S., Suto, M., & Ungar, M. (2012). Examining the potential of combining the methods of grounded theory and
narrative inquiry: A comparative analysis. The Qualitative Report, 17(21), 1–22.
McBride, C. (2013). Recognition. Polity Press.
National Health and Medical Research Council [NHMRC]. (2018). Ethical conduct in research with Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples and communities: Guidelines for researchers and stakeholders. Commonwealth of
Australia.
Nielsen, N., & Wilson, E. (2012). From invisible to Indigenous-driven: A critical typology of research in Indigenous
tourism. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Management, 19(1), 67–69. https://doi.org/10.1017/jht.2012.6
Pacific Asia Travel Association [PATA] and World Indigenous Tourism Alliance [WINTA] (2014). Indigenous tourism
and human rights in Asia and Pacific Region: Review, analysis & checklists. PATA.
Parks Australia (2019). Uluru climb closure. https://parksaustralia.gov.au/uluru/discover/culture/uluru-climb/
Pritchard, A., & Morgan, N. (2007). De-centring tourism’s intellectual universe, or traversing the dialogue between
change and tradition. In I. Ateljevic, A. Pritchard, & N. Morgan (Eds.), The critical turn in tourism studies (pp.
11–28). Taylor and Francis Group. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-045098-8.50006-4
Reconciliation Australia (2016). The state of reconciliation in Australia in 2016. https://www.reconciliation.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2017/11/State-of-Reconciliation-Report_SUMMARY.pdf.
Reconciliation Australia (2018). 2018 Australian reconciliation barometer. https://www.reconciliation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/ra_2019-barometer-brochure_web.single.page_.pdf.
Reconciliation Australia (2020). 2020 Australian reconciliation barometer. https://www.reconciliation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/australian_reconciliation_barometer_2020_-full-report_web.pdf.
Ruhanen, L., & Whitford, M. (2019). Cultural heritage and Indigenous tourism. Journal of Heritage Tourism, 14(3),
179–191. https://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2019.1581788
RMIT ABC Fact Check (2019). Fact check: Linda Burney says Australia is the only first world nation with a colonial history that doesn’t recognise its first people in its constitution. Is she correct? https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-1010/fact-check3a-is-australia-the-only-first-world-nation-with-a-c/11583706
Sen, A. (2001). Development as freedom. Oxford University Press.

JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE TOURISM

481

Smith, L. T. (2012). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples (2nd ed.). Zed Books.
Taylor, P. S., & Habibis, D. (2020). Widening the gap: White ignorance, race relations and the consequences for
Aboriginal people in Australia. Australian Journal of Social Issues, 55(3), 354–371. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.106
Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission [TERC] (2020). Final report: A step change to win investment and create jobs. https://ntrebound.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/952301/terc-final-report.pdf.
Tomljenovic, R. (2010). Tourism and intercultural understanding or contact hypothesis revisited. In O. Moufakkir and
Kelly, I. (Eds.), Tourism, progress and peace (pp 17–34). CABI.
Walker, M., Fredericks, B., Mills, K., & Anderson, D. (2014). “Yarning” as a method for community-based health
research with Indigenous women: the Indigenous Women’s Wellness Research Program . Health Care for Women
International, 35(10), 1216–1226. https://doi.org/10.1080/07399332.2013.815754
Western Australian Indigenous Tourism Operators Council [WAITOC], & Clean State (2020). Aboriginal tourism and
business development: A Clean State & WAITOC stimulus and recovery proposal. https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ccwa/pages/11996/attachments/original/1599531759/WAITOC-Clean_State_Proposal_V2.
pdf?1599531759.
Whitford, M., & Ruhanen, L. (2016). Indigenous tourism research, past and present: Where to from here? Journal of
Sustainable Tourism, 24(8-9), 1080–1099. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.1189925
Williams, L. K., & Gonzalez, V. V. (2017). Indigeneity, sovereignty, sustainability and cultural tourism: Hosts and hostages at ‘Iolani Palace, Hawai’i. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 25(5), 668–683. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.
2016.1226850
Zeng, B. (2017). Cultural centre, destination cultural offer and visitor satisfaction. Sustainability, 9(11), 1912–1984.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su9111984

