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INTRODUCTION 

The tourism sector generates wide opportunities for governments and individuals such as jobs’ creation and foreign 

currencies and constitutes large numbers of macro and micro industries (World Travel & Tourism Council - WTTC, 

2019). As such,  the enhancement of inbound tourists and local economic growth was recognized as the leverage of the 

tourism sector (Al-Tokhais & Thapa, 2019a). In Saudi Arabia, the tourism sector contributes to USD 65.2 billion which 

represents 9% of the total economy, generating 1.1 million jobs or 8.5 % of total employment. The tourism sector also 

expects 1.5 million jobs to be available in 2029 (WTTC-KSA, 2019). Saudi Arabia seeks new resources and develops 

other potential sectors such as tourism in order to face the reformation of a social contract (Young, 2020). Thus, Saudi’s 

government launched Vision 2030 which focused on the tourism industry as an economic pillar toward a post-oil era 

(Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, 2016).  Despite the huge efforts of the Saudi tourism industry, its contribution to gross 

domestic product is low compared to other developed countries (Ali, 2018; WTTC, 2019). There is an ongoing talk about 

whether this epic change aligns with the objectives or not (Alshuwaikhat & Mohammed, 2017). Developing tourism in 

Saudi Arabia, however, is still suffering from several issues such as lack of international openness including visa restricted 

entry, a backlash from conservative anti-tourism groups, the issue of land expropriation (Nereim, 2020; Reuters, 2019), 

and lack of natural and cultural resources protection (World Economic Forum-WEF, 2019). Exploring causal relations 

leading to such reasons may impede the competitiveness and growth of the tourism sectors in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, a 

study of locals’ attitudes in specific destinations could provide clues or insights that marketers and managers can use in 

developing and promoting their tourism destination (Rasoolimanesh, Taheri, Gannon, & Vafaei-zadeh, 2019). Therefore, 

it is imperative that the tourism industry in Saudi should be developed to play a vital role in economic activity over the 

coming years.  

It is argued that the growth or even the collapse of tourism depends on the attitudes and perceptions of the host 

communities (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2015; Sharpley, 2014). Previous investigations revealed that the backing of tourism 

development related to host communities’ perceptions towards sociocultural, economic, and environmental affects the 

tourism industry (Hammad, Ahmad, & Papastathopoulos, 2017, 2019). Furthermore, several empirical examinations 

focused on residents’ perceptions in mature destinations within subsequent phases of the tourism development life cycle, 

where the tourism dimensions are recognized (Fan, Liu, & Qiu, 2019). However, there are limited studies exploring 

residents’ perceptions in developing countries within the early stages of tourism development before involving in tourism 

initiatives or recognizing the value of tourism (Long, Ling, & Fan, 2020; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, in the context of Saudi Arabia,  the participation of residents around tourism destinations are absent 

from the process of managing, planning, and protecting tourism sites (Al-Tokhais & Thapa, 2019a, 2019b). Moreover, 

the literature regarding the tourism development in Saudi Arabia context is restricted to academics and religious tourism, 

which needs to be improved (Johnson, 2010). For example, Escudero Gómez (2019) indicated that the relationship 

investigating residents’ perceptions regarding tourism expansion and its reflection on residents' backing of current and 

future tourism programs are still indecisive. Besides, only a few studies have been done in the Middle Eastern context 

(Alrwajfah, Almeida-García, & Cortés-Macías, 2019) such as Saudi Arabia which recently invested in tourism 
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(Alshammari & Kim, 2019). Therefore, there is an urgent need to explore how tourism affects residents’ perceptions 

toward supporting tourism development in Saudi Arabia. 

According to Social Exchange Theory, residents will support the tourism development if they gain benefits and they 

will pull out their support for tourism if they incurred costs (Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2017; Sharpley, 2014). This can explain 

the exchange process established on benefit and cost whether it is economically, socioculturally, or environmentally 

leading to backing or opposition to tourism development. (Ap, 1992).  Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to 

investigate the relationship between residents’ perceptions of tourism impacts (economic, socio-cultural, and 

environmental) and support for tourism development from resident’s perspectives in Saudi Arabia. Three hypotheses will 

be developed to assess the developed model.  Data will be collected from residents who live in three tourism destinations 

cities namely, Riyadh, Jeddah, and Dammam using a self-administered questionnaire. The study will adopt quota and 

convenience sampling to select 256 respondents. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) will 

be used to test the study hypotheses. The results of this study will support tourism development in Saudi Arabia. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Underlying Theory: Social Exchange Theory (SET) 

The first introduction of SET was by Emerson (1976) as a general theory of sociology (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2015). 

The basic idea of SET is that the interaction of human beings and social behaviour is fundamentally based on the exchange 

of tangible or intangible activities leading to benefits or costs from the process of interaction (Adongo, Kim, & Elliot, 

2019; Ap, 1992). Since the utilization of SET to interpret residents’ perception of tourism effects was posited by Ap 

(1992), many various studies have applied SET in order to justify the exchange of resources between host communities 

and tourists through the social process (e.g., Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; Gursoy et al., 2018; Hadinejad et al., 2019; 

Látková & Vogt, 2012; Gursoy et al., 2002; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2015, 2017).  

In the tourism field, the local citizens will prop tourism development if they perceived its influence positively and 

vice versa (Látková & Vogt, 2012; Sinclair-Maragh & Gursoy, 2016). In other words, if residents of a certain destination 

perceive benefits in terms of economic, social, cultural, and environmental, they will likely back up tourism development 

programs, while residents who perceive tourism impacts as costs for their economic, sociocultural, environmental will 

probably show opposition toward tourism developments ( Stylidis et al.,  2014; Gursoy et al., 2002; Nazneen et al., 2019; 

Sharpley, 2014; Zhu et al., 2017). For instance, Sharma and Gursoy (2015) found that residents of the Sunshine Coast, 

Australia, show an acceptance of tourism development because of gains generated such as job opportunities, public 

investments, growth of local businesses, and cultural exchange between residents and visitors. Moreover, host 

communities often have positive perceptions of tourism development despite negative impacts (Escudero Gómez, 2019). 

For example, host communities perceived positive effects of economic (e.g., job creation), sociocultural (e.g., promotion 

of cultural activity and seasonality), and more infrastructure projects for tourism in two historical cities in India regardless 

of the negative impact on the environment of the destinations (Liu & Li, 2018). 

Therefore, this study will employ SET as underpinning theory in order to interpret the exchange process of the 

perceived tourism effects and explore the behaviour of the host community in the backing of tourism development in 

Saudi Arabia. 

Support for Tourism Development  

Tourism development refers to a conceptualized construct that includes economic, sociocultural, and environmental 

dimensions that have impacts on the residents of a specific destination (Rivera, Croes, & Lee, 2016). Previous studies 

emphasized that the impacts of tourism development come under three categories namely, economic impacts, 

sociocultural impacts, and environmental impacts (Gursoy et al., 2018; Liu & Li, 2018; Nunkoo, Smith, & Ramkissoon, 

2013). Each impact has a positive and negative influence on the local residents’ attitudes and perceptions of the destination 

(Gursoy et al., 2018; Kim, Uysal, & Sirgy, 2013; Loureiro, Sarmento, & do Rosário, 2019; Lundberg, 2017; Nunkoo, 

2011; Sharpley, 2014; Stylidis et al., 2014; Teye et al., 2002). Thus, the measurement of tourism impacts is based on 

residents’ attitudes and perceptions on economic, sociocultural, environmental effects of tourism development (Lundberg, 

2017; Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012; Sharma & Gursoy, 2015). 

In the case of economic effects, the existing literature indicated that tourism generates economic advantages to 

destinations through tourism programs. Therefore, the way locals perceive tourism activities on their different economic 

forms defines economic impacts (Stylidis et al., 2014). The economic impacts include creating jobs, bringing foreign 

currency, raising the income of domestic businesses, increasing governments’ revenue, attracting investments, and 

improving the standard of living and quality of life ( Woo et al., 2019; Escudero Gómez, 2019; Garau-Vadell et al., 2018;  

Yu et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2013; Nazneen et al., 2019; Sinclair-Maragh & Gursoy, 2016; Su et al., 2019; Summers et al., 

2019). Likewise, tourism may also incur costs such as the trade-off between projects related to tourism development and 

other investments related to the public (Fan et al., 2019), tourism revenue leakage (Sarma & Pais, 2008). Tourism may 

also increase residents’ living costs, real estate prices, and rents (Biagi, Ladu, Meleddu, & Royuela, 2019; Liu & Li, 2018; 

Rasoolimanesh et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, tourism development also affects the sociocultural life and routine of local host communities (Hammad 

et al., 2017). Thus, the way citizens of destination perceive tourism activities on their different sociocultural aspects is 

referred to as sociocultural impacts of tourism development (Stylidis et al., 2014). Nonetheless, several examinations 

reported that sociocultural factor can lead to positive or negative impacts perceived by local residents of destination 
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(Gursoy et al., 2018; N. Hammad et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2013; Sharma & Gursoy, 2015; Stylidis et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 

2017). For instance, the exchange of culture and experience catalyses the social capital and life’s quality of local 

communities (Summers et al., 2019). Furthermore, the social benefit includes improving the effective hospitality and 

accommodation experience to visitors and promoting trust and social tolerance (Fan et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2013). Social 

benefits also include the availability of multiple aspects of cultural, historical, and ecological that lead to more outdoor 

recreation, leisure, entertainment programs, which improve the level quality of public services at the destination (Yu et 

al., 2018). Otherwise, residents may perceive sociocultural impacts negatively such as disrupting residents’ living style, 

suffering from living in tourism destination over time (Sharma & Gursoy, 2015), bringing traffic jams issues and 

overcrowding to public areas (Kim et al., 2013), destructing aboriginal culture (Eshliki & Kaboudi, 2012), and increasing 

the crime rate, gambling, prostitution, alcoholism, and other disasters to the host community ( Teye et al., 2002; Biagi, 

Brandano, & Detotto, 2012; Deery et al., 2012; García et al., 2015; Stylidis et al., 2014;).  

In relation to environmental effects, the way locals perceive tourism's influence on various environmental aspects is 

referred to as perceived environmental impacts (Kim et al., 2013; Stylidis et al., 2014). Many studies demonstrated that 

tourism development has both negative and positive environmental impacts (Almeida-García et al., 2016; Aref, Redzuan, 

& Gill, 2009; Kim et al., 2013; Szromek, Kruczek, & Walas, 2019). In regards to positive impacts, tourism development 

may be the reason to protect and preserve the natural environment from damaging the ecosystem of the destination ( 

Nunkoo & So, 2016; Almeida-García et al., 2016). Moreover, environmental awareness could be a reason why local 

communities and governments are supporting further tourism growths in a destination (Su et al., 2019). In terms of the 

negative side, residents may perceive tourism development negatively due to congestion, pollution, natural landscape 

damage, and garbage problems (Liu & Li, 2018; Nunkoo & So, 2016; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; Nunkoo et al., 

2013). Moreover, the destructive effect of environmental pollution gradually increases over time which decreases the 

quality environment of the destination (Gupta & Dutta, 2018).    

Hypotheses Development 

The following hypotheses were developed according to SET, extant literature, and the objectives of this study. The 

relationship between perceived economic, sociocultural, and environmental impacts and support for tourism development 

was drawn. 

Previous literature emphasized that the perceptions of locals regarding economic, sociocultural, environmental 

impacts of tourism are antecedents for tourism evolution contingent on the estimation of how residents perceived tourism 

(Garau-Vadell et al., 2019; Gursoy et al., 2018; Lee & Jan, 2019; Stylidis et al., 2014; Lin, Chen, & Filieri, 2017; Sharpley, 

2014; Liu & Li, 2018; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2015, 2017). According to  SET, if locals perceived values that are 

representative of economic, sociocultural, or environmental factors positively due to tourism activities, they will likely 

support tourism growth. Likewise, they will stop supporting any tourism programs because of how it affects them 

economically, socially, or environmentally (Stylidis et al., 2014; Ap, 1992; Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2017; Sharpley, 2014). 

That means the actions (e.g., benefit and/or costs) generated from tourism activities determines the reaction of locals (e.g., 

support / oppose) on tourism growth. The latter is measured by the psychological attitude (Hadinejad et al., 2019).    

Despite the plethora of studies, the results of the relationship between residents' perceptions of tourism impacts and 

support for tourism development are inconclusive (Escudero Gómez, 2019). For example, negative social and cultural 

influence on citizens of Abu Dhabi did not change their attitude towards tourism growth (Hammad et al., 2017). 

Meanwhile, other investigations concluded that locals may oppose tourism development because they perceived 

negatively the sociocultural impact of tourism (Deery & Jago, 2010). 

Nevertheless, the measurements of residents’ perceptions based on prejudgment of the positive or negative tourism 

impacts could not reflect the attitude of residents in a proper way (Stylidis et al., 2014). Hence, gauging residents’ 

perceptions toward tourism development based on a “non-forced approach” enables them to express and explain their 

own perception of tourism impacts in terms of benefits and costs. Furthermore, Gursoy et al. (2018) revealed that utilizing 

current measurements in order to estimate the perceived negative impacts of tourism could have a validity issue. 

Consequently, the hypotheses adopt a positive non-forced approach based on SET and extant literature as follows: 

 

H1: Economic impact is positively related to residents' support for tourism development in Saudi Arabia. 

H2: Sociocultural impact is positively related to residents' support for tourism development in Saudi Arabia. 

H3: Environmental impact is positively related to residents' support for tourism development in Saudi Arabia. 

 

Proposed model  

Based on the literature reviewed and suggestions by several studies, this study developed a model to investigate the 

relationship between perceptions of tourism dimensions and support for tourism development in Saudi Arabia. We 

developed a conceptual model (Figure 1) that represents three independent variables of tourism impacts namely, perceived 

economic impacts, perceived sociocultural impacts, and perceived environmental impacts and the dependent variable 

represents support for tourism development. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual model 

 

METHODOLOGY  

This study was quantitative and cross-sectional, aimed to examine residents’ perceptions of tourism impacts and 

support for tourism development in Saudi Arabia. The target population of interest for this study was the permanent 

residents who have a minimum age of 18 and live in the city of Riyadh, Jeddah, and Dammam in Saudi Arabia. According 

to the tourism information and research centre (MAS, 2018), the three cities are the highest target destinations for tourism 

and leisure by domestic and international visitors. Furthermore, these cities are also representing the characteristics of 

geographic, demographic, social, and cultural differences in Saudi Arabia. Riyadh (the capital) is located in the middle 

region, Jeddah is the coastal city of Red Sea in the western region which is also known as “Gate of Makka”, and Dammam 

is in the eastern region which is located in the Persian Gulf, geographically nearby other gulf countries of Qatar, Bahrain, 

and UAE (Saudi Arabia Tourism Guide - SATG, 2017).   

The participants will be individuals aged 18 and above (permanent residents who lived at least one year in the host 

tourism cities) in Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia has 70% of the total population below the age of 30 (General Authority for 

Statistics, 2016). This young generation has awareness and understanding of tourism, tends to spend more leisure time 

for tourism, and is less conservative toward new tourism experiences (Alshammari & Kim, 2019). In determining the 

suitable sample size for this study, power analysis as a statistical method will be carried out using the software of G*Power 

3.1. Using the statistical parameters and eleven interactions (direct, indirect, and moderating effect), a minimum sample 

of 178 would be required to test regression-based models (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009). Due to the poor 

response rate, the sample size will be increased by 50%. 

The technique used in the sampling will either be probabilistic or non-probabilistic. For this study, since there are 

three areas (cities) covered, this study will employ the quota sampling technique which is a type of non-probability 

sampling technique in each city totalling 256 of sample size. Then, convenience sampling will be utilized to select the 

participants of the study. This is consistent with several previous studies (e.g., Fan, Zhang, Jenkins, & Lin, 2017; Liang 

& Hui, 2016). 

A self-administrative survey method will be used for the data collection procedure. The questionnaire will be given 

to the participants who live in the three cities via face-to-face surveys. The participants will be conveniently chosen from 

tourism destinations in these cities. This is consistent with several previous studies (e.g., Liang & Hui, 2016; Wang, Chen, 

& Xu, 2017). To analyse the statistical data, this study will use Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) with Partial Least 

Squares (PLS) software version 3.2.8 to test the research hypotheses and Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 

analysis package software (version 24) to analyse the demographics data.  

SIGNIFICANT OF STUDY 

This study will contribute to both management theories and practical applications for the tourism industry in Saudi 

Arabia. Firstly, from a theoretical perspective, it extends the theoretical ground to cover three elementary tourism 

dimensions which are sociocultural, economic, and environmental effects. This study will provide a structural framework 

and measurements approach for collecting data in three tourism destination cities, as well as provide deep insights for 

future similar research topics in the context of Saudi Arabia. Secondly, the measurement of constructs will utilize a non-

force approach to explore residents’ perceptions of tourism impacts. This will offer more freedom in answering the 

questions and determine the positive or negative impacts, specifically at initial phases of tourism development. Thirdly, 

this study provides an opportunity for testing the theory of social exchange in the emerging economy. Next, from a 

practical perspective, this study provides information for policymakers, managers, and marketers to improve the positive 
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factors of tourism and minimize the impacts of negative factors. Such information is significant in developing sustainable 

tourism strategies by recognizing and handling the positive and negative characteristics that affect host communities’ 

perceptions. 

CONCLUSION  

The government of Saudi Arabia is committed to accomplishing its national transformation plan since it launched the 

Saudi Vision 2030. Tourism was considered as one of the economic diversification pillars in order to overcome the post-

oil era. Tourism development does not only generated benefits but also incurred costs. Once a destination turns into a 

tourism destination, locals’ life will be affected by these tour projects. These effects drive changes in the residents’ values, 

behaviours, lifestyle, and even life quality. The current study is designed to determine the perceived impacts of tourism 

in terms of economic, sociocultural aspects, and environment on support for tourism development from the perspectives 

of host communities in Saudi Arabia. The expected findings will offer guidelines in fulfilling the requirements of 

accomplishment tourism competitiveness objectives in Saudi Vision 2030. 
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