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Introduction
Sustainable tourism has emerged as an important 
consideration in the development of tourism 
industry. The term “sustainable tourism” 
refers to tourism that takes full account of 
its current and future economic, social and 
environmental impacts, addressing the needs of 
visitors, the industry, the environment and host 
communities (UNWTO & UNEP, 2005). This 
definition is debated as vague (Butler, 2015). 
Therefore, scholars may interpret and use this 
term in different perspectives of their studies. 
In Malaysia, the study on sustainable tourism 
is growing and it is used in many aspects, 
including destination management, stakeholder 
involvement, environmental studies and the 
use of sustainable tourism in tourism products. 
From the business perspective, studies related 
to sustainable tourism are mainly focused on 
the hotel industry. This highlights the need of 

further studies from other industry players in 
sustainable tourism. 

The involvement in sustainable tourism 
requires participation by all the stakeholders 
in tourism industry (UNWTO & UNEP, 2005). 
Tour operators are the tourism businesses 
that have responsibility towards sustainable 
tourism (Budeanu, 2005; Schwartz et al., 2008; 
Sigala, 2008). They are a pivotal link between 
tourist and destination, thereby representing 
a leverage point for leading the move towards 
sustainability (Fredericks et al., 2008).The 
relationship between tour operators are not only 
between tourists and destinations, but also with 
local communities and suppliers in the tourism 
industry. Even though previous studies have 
indicated the importance of involvement by 
tour operators in sustainable tourism, the study 
and implementation of this type of tourism 
development is relatively minimal.
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Realising the importance of tour operators’ 
involvement in sustainable tourism, this study is 
conducted to explore the adoption of sustainable 
tourism practices related to tour operators in 
Malaysia. Studies related to sustainable tourism 
practices among tour operators in Malaysia from 
business and destination perspectives are still 
limited. Several studies have been conducted 
that focused on tour operator roles at specific 
destination. This highlights the need of studies 
conducted on tour operators’ involvement in 
sustainable tourism from both business and 
destination perspectives. 

Sustainable Tourism 
Sustainable tourism has emerged as an important 
consideration in tourism industry. In Malaysia, 
sustainable tourism has been highlighted since 
the Eighth Malaysia Plan (2001– 2005) until 
now. The focuses of this type of development 
are to achieve sustainable growth and to realise 
potential income at national, state and local 
levels. Between the Eighth Malaysia Plan 
and the Eleventh Malaysia Plan, the focus 
on environment is the priority in tourism 
development. The involvement by government 
on sustainable tourism mainly focuses on 
preservation and conservation of the destination. 
This can also be seen in the existence of national 
ecotourism policies. Therefore, this highlights 
that tourism development in Malaysia is 
focusing on the environmental perspectives at 
ecotourism destinations. 

In Malaysia, studies on sustainable tourism 
have also been conducted by researchers in 
different areas and subjects. Among them are 
on destination (Aminu et al., 2013; Choy, 2015; 
Jaafar et al., 2015; Leman et al.,2016; Bhuiyan 
et al., 2016; Ng et al., 2017), government 
(Khalid et al., 2008; Yusnita et al., 2012),  tourist 
(Marzuki, 2011; Marzuki et al., 2014; Noor et 
al., 2015), and tourism products. Studies related 
to tourism products are among the highlighted 
topics and these include studies on ecotourism 
(Bhuiyan et al., 2012; Yusof et al., 2014; Bhuiyan 
et al., 2016), rural tourism (Tay & Chan, 2014; 
Wen Keat & Musa, 2014; Mura & Sharif, 2015; 

Nair & Hamzah, 2015), urban tourism (Razali 
& Ismail, 2014), accommodation (Kasimu et 
al., 2012; Salehudin et al., 2013; Khalique & 
Mansor, 2016), homestay (Rasid et al., 2012; 
Ramli et al., 2014; Hussin & Kunjuraman, 2014; 
Kayat et al., 2015), food (Leong et al.,2012), 
and MICE Tourism (Hamid et al., 2012; Ahmad 
et al., 2016). 

The focus in this study is related to tour 
operators and sustainable tourism practices. A 
tour operator is a company that specializes in the 
planning and operation of prepaid, pre-planned 
vacations and make these available to the public, 
usually through travel agents (Goeldner & 
Ritchie, 2006). According to Malaysia Tourism 
Industry Act 1992, a tour operating business is a 
business that provides all or any of the following 
services: 

a) arranging for sale or commission of any 
transportation, accommodation, tour 
services, or any other incidental services for 
tourists within or outside Malaysia,

b) organising or conducting for sale or 
commission of inbound or outbound tours,

c) providing conveyances for hire to tourists 
and

d) any other services incidental to any of the 
services enumerated above. 

Studies related to tour operators in Malaysia 
have been conducted by several researchers, 
focusing on sustainable tourism (Tay & Chan, 
2014) and  ICT (Iffah et al., 2015). The limited 
sources on studies related to tour operators 
require further studies conducted on this 
tourism stakeholder’s perspective, especially in 
Malaysia. 

From the tour operator’s perspective, 
several studies have been conducted on the 
relation between sustainable tourism and tour 
operators. In the study by Budeanu (2005), the 
potential that tour operators have in promoting 
sustainable tourism is discussed. The paper 
suggests that tour operators could do much more 
in sustainability by expanding their influence 
onto their suppliers and customers and steering 
them to adopt more responsible attitude towards 
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nature and society. Another paper by Budeanu 
(2009) explores the adoption of Environmental 
Supply Chain Management (ESCM) by tour 
operators. This paper concludes that the tour 
operator’s adoption on this ESCM is slow and it 
involved a lengthy process. It is suggested that 
to increase the adoption of ESCM in tourism, 
the factors of regulatory and institutional 
frameworks need to give consideration in the 
context of sustainable tourism. However, in 
the study by Khairat and Maher (2012), the 
actual experience of tour operators who adopt 
sustainability practices in their business was 
examined. The results showed that although the 
principles of sustainable tourism are beneficial, 
their implementation in tour operator business 
is a difficult task to achieve since there is still a 
major gap between strategy and implementation. 
Therefore, based on the literatures, the 
involvement of tour operators in sustainable 
tourism is still insignificant, especially on the 
implementation of sustainable tourism. This 
highlights the need to strengthen the concept 
as well as to identify factors that may influence 
the implementation of this type of tourism 
development. 

Sustainable tourism practices are mostly 
related to environmental conservation and 
protection for the future survival of the tourism 
industry (Park, 2009). In studies related to 
tour operator business, sustainable tourism 
refers to all types of tourism (conventional or 
alternative forms) that are compatible with or 
contribute to sustainable development (Liu, 
2003). Additionally, Le (2005) added that it 
not only for tourism firms that operate in the 
niche market of green tourism or ecotourism, 
but also suggested to all businesses to adopt 
environmentally friendly practices. Therefore, 
in studies related to tour operators, sustainable 
tourism includes the combination of several 
terms including ecotourism, corporate social 
responsibility, supply chain management 
and green tourism (Hamid & Isa, 2016). 
In sustainable tourism practices, several 
areas have been used in previous research 
including sustainable business management 
and sustainable destination management. Both 

areas are important as they highlight the tour 
operators’ roles in their business sustainability 
and destination sustainability. The study on 
sustainable business management has been 
conducted by several researchers including (Van 
Kleef & Roome, 2007; Seidel et al., 2010). It 
reflects on the internal management capabilities 
that reflect the business sustainability, focusing 
on economic, social, cultural and environment 
perspectives. Another area of sustainable 
destination management has been studied by 
Curtin and Busby, 1999; Fredericks et al., 2008 
and Poudel and Nyaupane, 2013. It highlights the 
extent of company deals with local communities 
at destination and destination management 
during the tours on a sustainability basis.

Methodology 
This study employed qualitative methods to 
explore sustainable tourism practices adopted 
by tour operators in Malaysia. A convenience 
sampling was used to identify the respondents 
for this study. There were ten active and licensed 
tour operator businesses that participated in 
this study. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted, and an interview guide was used 
during the interviews. Each interview took 
between 30 and 45 minutes. The respondents 
for this study were from Terengganu, Selangor, 
Kelantan, Kedah, Penang and Putrajaya. The 
longest establishment was from 1988 and the 
latest was 2016. Six respondents operated with 
full license of inbound, outbound and ticketing, 
three respondents with inbound tour and one 
respondent with inbound and outbound licensed. 

Data analysis method used in this study 
was adopted based on the strategy suggested 
by Braun and Clarke, 2006 that consists of six 
phases. The first was familiarising with the 
data, in which all data were transcribed and 
translated into English. The second step was 
generating initial codes based on clean data 
from the first step. The initial codes consisted 
of all the sustainable practices that exist during 
the interviews. The third step was searching for 
related themes; sustainable business management 
and sustainable destination management. All 
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the coded items were separated into these two 
main themes. Then, the themes and all the coded 
items were reviewed again, and peer checking 
was included during this stage. The next step 
was defining and naming the items to improve 
the sustainable tourism practices. Then, the new 
items were submitted to an expert panel for final 
evaluation. The new improved items consist of 
31 items in sustainable tourism practices for tour 
operators in Malaysia. 

Results and Discussion
The results of this study identified 31 items 
for sustainable tourism practices related 
to sustainable business management and 
sustainable destination management. The 
sustainable business management concerns 
about tour operators’ responsibilities to sustain 
their businesses while the sustainable destination 
management is related to tour operators’ 
responsibilities to sustain the destinations that 
they offered. There were 31 sustainable tourism 
practices highlighted in this study. These 
practices were taken from outputs from the 
interviews and from the literature. 

The first theme is sustainable business 
management. There were 15 items related to 
this theme and it comprised eight subthemes 
related to sustainable practices in the tour 
operators’ businesses. For the first item, the 
tour operators’ business includes the elements 
of local culture in their company and this item 
has been used in Global Sustainable Tourism 
Standard and in a study by Khairat and Maher, 
2012). This practice is related to social impacts 
in sustainable tourism. Six participants already 
implemented this practice, where they included 
the elements of local culture in their company. 
As stated by participant 1: “We searched for art 
pieces from the Malay culture in the east coast 
and turned the ground floor into a museum. It’s 
like a gallery where tourists can come and sit”. 

The second item is the tour operators’ 
business provides specially designed facilities 
for the disabled. This item has been discussed 
in Global Sustainable Tourism Standard and 
in a study by Khairat and Maher (2012). It is 

related to social impacts in sustainable tourism. 
However, none of the participants interviewed 
in this study adopted this practice. 

The third item is the tour operators’ business 
has written standard operating procedure for all 
sustainability activities in business operation. 
This practice has been discussed in Global 
Sustainable Tourism Standard. It is related 
to economic and environmental impact in 
sustainable tourism. Based on the interviews 
conducted, six participants have adopted these 
practices in their businesses. 

The fourth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses follow regulations set by the 
government on tourism activities. This practice 
has been discussed in Global Sustainable 
Tourism Standard. It is related to social impacts 
in sustainable tourism. Based on the interviews, 
all the participants have adopted this practice. 

The fifth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses hires local staff for managerial and 
non-managerial position. This practice has 
been discussed in Global Sustainable Tourism 
Standard and in a study by Le (2005). It is related 
to social impacts in sustainable tourism. Based 
on the interviews conducted, all participants 
have adopted this practice in their businesses. 
As stated by participant 1: “We try to get local 
and we have more local staff.”

The sixth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses offer salary which exceeds the 
minimum wage regulated by government. 
This practice has been discussed in Global 
Sustainable Tourism Standard and in a study by 
Le (2005). It is related to economic and social 
impacts in sustainable tourism. Based on the 
interviews conducted, all the participants have 
adopted this practice in their businesses. 

The seventh item is the tour operators’ 
businesses involved in energy-saving activities. 
This practice has been discussed in Global 
Sustainable Tourism Standard and Green 
Practices standard in Malaysia. It is related to 
environmental impacts in sustainable tourism. 
Based on the interviews conducted, eight 
participants have adopted this practice in their 
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Table 1: The items of sustainable tourism practices 

Theme 1: Sustainable business management

Subtheme  Items Interviews 
participants 

Facility Design
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Khairat & 
Maher, 2012) 

1. Company include elements of local culture 
in office landscape and design 

P1, P6, P7, P8, P9, 
P10

Facility Design
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Khairat & 
Maher, 2012)  

2. Company provides specially designed 
facilities for disable people -

Sustainability System
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013)

3. Company has written standard operating 
procedure for all sustainability activities in 
business operation

P1, P2, P7, P8, P9,
P10

Legal Compliances 
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013)

4. Company follow regulations set by 
government on tourism activities 

P1, P2,P3, P4, P5, 
P6, P7,  P8, P9, 
P10

Employee Development
 (Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Y. Le & 
Hollenhorst, 2005)

5. Company hired local staff for managerial 
and non-managerial position 

P1,P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P6, P7, P8, P9, P10

Employee Development
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Y. Le & 
Hollenhorst, 2005) 

6. Company offers salary which exceeds the 
minimum wages regulated by government 

P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P6, P7, P8, P9,P10

Conserving Resources
(CCM, 2015; Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council, 
2013)

7. Company involved in energy saving 
activities 

P1, P2, P4, P5, P7, 
P8, P9, P10

Conserving Resources
(CCM, 2015; Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council, 
2013) 

8. Company participated in reduce, recycle and 
reused the material in the office 

P1, P2, P7, P8, P9, 
P10

Customer Satisfaction
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Manente, 
Minghetti & Mingotto, 2014) 

9. Company provides briefing and discussion 
with customer on tour packages including 
terms and condition 

P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, 
P7, P8, P9, P10

Customer Satisfaction  
(Thailand) 

10. Company provide insurance coverage for all 
tour package 

P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P7, P8, P9, P10

Customer Satisfaction 11. Company provides tour leader for group 
package that exceed 15 people 

P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P6, P7, P8, P9, P10

Sustainable Marketing
(Y. H. Le, 2005) 

12. Company use nature related tagline for 
marketing purposes. 

P1, P4, P5, P6, P7, 
P9, P10

Purchasing Strategy
(Y. H. Le, 2005; Manente et 
al., 2014) 

13. Company purchase local products and 
services P1, P6, P9, P10

Purchasing Strategy
(CCM, 2015; Young & 
Dhanda, 2012) 

14. Company purchase environmentally friendly 
products P1, P9, P10
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Purchasing strategy 
(CCM, 2015; Young & 
Dhanda, 2012)

15. Company purchase green products for 
corporate gifts P10

Theme 2: Sustainable destination management

Community Development 
(Dodds & Kuehnel, 2010; 
ESRT, 2013; Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council, 
2013)

1. Company develops a win-win business 
relationship with local people

P1, P3, P4, P6, P8, 
P9, P10

Community Development 
(Dodds & Kuehnel, 2010; EA, 
2016)

2. Company involves the local people during 
tours

P1, P2, P3, P4, P5,  
P6, P7, P8, P9, P10

Community Development 
( GSTC, 2011; Mannente, 
2014 ; Dods & Kuhnell, 2010) 

3. Company contributes to local community 
projects including tourism and non-tourism 
activities 

P1,  P3, P4, P6, 
P7, P8, P9, P10

Contribution for 
Conservation
(Ahmad, 2014; EA, 2016) 

4. Company contributes to wildlife conservation 
at the destination that they offer P1, P4, P10

Community Development
 (EA, 2016; Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council, 2013)

5. Company creates social dialogues with local 
communities when developing new tourism 
products/tour packages

P1,  P3, P4, P6, 
P8, P10

Interpretation & Education 
(EA, 2016; Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council, 2013; 
Ministry of Tourism, 2015)

6. Company gives advice to customers on local 
activities at the destination that they offer

P1,  P2, P3,  P4,  
P5,  P6, P7, P8, 
P9, P10

Interpretation & Education 
(EA, 2016; Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council, 2013; Y. H. 
Le, 2005)

7. Company ensures that customers have life 
experiences on nature, culture and heritage 
during the tour

P1, P2, P3, P4, P6, 
P7, P8, P9, P10

Preserve Environment
 (ESRT, 2013; TEATA, 2011)

8. Company develops new packages for places 
that already mess or crowded  P1, P6, P8

Benefits of Cultural Heritage
(TEATA, 2011)

9. Company develops complex and a variety of 
tour packages related to nature, culture and 
heritage

P1,  P2, P3,  P4,  
P5,  P6,  P7, P8, 
P9, P10

Preserve Environment
 (ESRT, 2013; Sigala, 2008; 
Tay & Chan, 2014)

10. Company conducts a thorough evaluation on 
the destination that they offer P3, P7, P10

Contribution for 
Conservation (Budeanu, 
2005b; EA, 2016; ESRT, 2013; 
Y. H. Le, 2005)

11. Company provides financial and in-kind 
assistance for preservation and conservation 
of the ecosystem of the destination

P1, P4, P6, P8, P9, 
P10

Preserve Environment 
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Tepelus, 2005)

12. Company ensures the packages that are 
offered do not interfere with the ecosystem 
of the destination 

P1, P4, P6, P8, P10

Benefits of Cultural Heritage 
(Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2013; Y. H. Le, 2005; 
Ministry of Tourism, 2015; 
TEATA, 2011)

13. Company purchases items that are legally 
allowed only and avoids purchasing items 
from rare or threaten species of animals, 
culture or heritage items

P9, P10
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business. As stated by participant 2: “In the 
manager’s room, we switch the air-conditioner 
off if it is not being used”. 

The eighth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses participates in reducing, recycling 
and reusing materials in the office. This practice 
has been discussed in Global Sustainable 
Tourism Standard and Green Practices Standard 
in Malaysia. It is related to environmental 
impacts in sustainable tourism. Based on the 
interviews conducted, six participants have 
adopted this practice in their business. As stated 
by participant 2: “We do practice recycle. We 
buy items that can be recycled such as boxes.” 

The ninth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses provide briefing and discussion with 
customers on tour packages including terms and 
conditions for the sold packages. This practice 
has been discussed in Global Sustainable 
Tourism Standard and in studies by Le (2005) 
and Manente, Minghetti and Mingotto (2014). 
It is related to social impacts in sustainable 
tourism. Based on the interviews conducted, 
nine participants have adopted this practice in 
their business operation.

The tenth item is tour operators’ business 
provide insurance coverage for all tour packages. 
This practice is used by the Sustainable Tourism 
Standard in India. It is related to social impacts 
in sustainable tourism. Nine participants 
interviewed have adopted this practice while the 
other one makes it optional for the customers. 

The eleventh item is the tour operators’ 
businesses provide a tour leader for group 
packages that exceed 15 people. This item is not 
discussed in literature, but all the participants 

have adopted this practice and it is related to 
their efforts toward customer satisfaction. This 
practice is related to social impacts in sustainable 
tourism. 

The twelfth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses use nature-related tagline for 
marketing purposes. This item has been 
discussed in a study by Le (2005). It is related to 
economic impacts in sustainable tourism. Based 
on the interviews conducted, seven participants 
have adopted this practice in their business. 

The thirteenth item is the tour operators’ 
businesses purchase local products and services. 
This item has been discussed in studies by Le 
(2005) and Manente et al. (2014). It is related 
to economic and social impacts in sustainable 
tourism. Based on the interviews conducted, 
only four participants have adopted this practice 
in their business. 

The fourteenth and fifteenth items are 
related to the purchasing strategy of the 
business; the items are tour operators’ businesses 
purchase environmentally friendly products and 
green products for corporate gifts. These items 
have been discussed in a study by Young and 
Dhanda (2012) and in Green Practices Standard 
in Malaysia. It is related to economic and 
environmental impacts in sustainable tourism. 
Based on the interviews conducted, only three 
participants have adopted the practices related 
to the purchase of environmentally friendly 
products and one participant adopts the purchase 
of green products for corporate gifts. 

The second theme is sustainable destination 
management. There were 16 items related to 
this theme and it consists of 6 subthemes of 

Supply Chain Efforts 
14. Company maintains the contract rate with 

hotels/ accommodation which are certified 
and practice sustainability

P4,  P9, P10

Supply Chain Efforts 
15. Company creates contracts with external 

outbound tour operators that are certified in 
their respective countries

P1, P2, P3, P7, P8, 
P9, P10

Supply Chain Efforts
(Schwartz et al., 2008; 
Tepelus, 2005)

16. Company creates strategic partnership 
with suppliers in implementing sustainable 
tourism

P1,  P3, P9



EXPLORING THE SUSTAINABLE TOURISM PRACTICES AMONG TOUR OPERATORS   75

Journal of Sustainability Science and Management Volume 15 Number 1, January 2020: 68-80

community development, contribution for 
conservation, interpretation and education, 
preservation of the environment, benefits of 
cultural heritage and supply chain efforts. 
The first item for this theme is tour operators’ 
businesses develop a win-win business 
relationship with local people. This item has 
been discussed in Global Sustainable Tourism 
Standard, in Environmentally and Socially 
Responsible Tourism Programme in Vietnam 
and in a study by Dodds and Kuehnel (2010). 
It is related to economic and social impacts 
in sustainable tourism. From the interviews 
conducted, seven participants have implemented 
this practice in their business. Participant 3 
stated that “We are also involved with villagers 
and will bring visitors there. We support the 
local products at destinations that we offer.” 

The second item is tour operators’ businesses 
involve local people during tours. This item has 
been discussed in a study by Dodds and Kuehnel 
(2010) and in Ecotourism Standard in Australia. 
It gives social impacts in sustainable tourism. 
From the interviews conducted, all participants 
stated that they implement this practice in their 
business operation. 

The third item is tour operators’ businesses 
contribute to local community projects including 
tourism and non-tourism activities. This item 
has been discussed in Global Sustainable 
Tourism Standard and in studies by Mannente 
et al.  (2014) and Dods and Kuhnell (2010). 
It is related to social impacts in sustainable 
tourism. From the interviews conducted, eight 
participants have adopted this practice in their 
business. Participant 9 stated that “We have 
our fund called Good Care; we get money from 
this fund through some percentage of our tour 
packages.” 

The fourth item is tour operators’ businesses 
contribute to wildlife conservation at the 
destinations that they offer. This item has been 
discussed in Ecotourism Standard Practices in 
Australia and in a study by Ahmad (2014). It is 
related to environmental impacts in sustainable 
tourism. From the interviews conducted, only 
three participants have adopted this practice.

The fifth item is tour operators’ businesses 
creates social dialogues with local communities 
when developing new tourism products or 
tour packages. This item has been discussed 
in Global Sustainable Tourism Standard and 
Ecotourism Standard in Australia. It is related 
to social impacts in sustainable tourism. From 
the interviews conducted, six participants have 
adopted this practice. Participant 6 stated that 
“The process started with a meeting with the 
Village Head. Then, we decided to choose one 
date for the Village Head to gather the villagers 
for a briefing (of the idea). We explained that 
they don’t have to worry as we will get the 
visitors to come to the market.” 

The sixth item is tour operators’ businesses 
give advice to customers on local activities at 
the destinations that they offer. This item has 
been discussed in Global Sustainable Tourism 
Standard, Ecotourism Standard in Australia 
and Sustainable Tourism Standard in India. 
It is related to social impacts in sustainable 
tourism. Based on the interviews conducted, 
all participants agreed that they have already 
implemented this practice. As stated by 
participant 4: “We will bring groups to local 
attractions, sometimes using rental cars. We 
create packages and advise customers on where 
they can go.” 

The seventh item is tour operators’ 
businesses ensure that customers have life 
experiences on nature, culture and heritage 
during the tour. This item has been discussed 
in Global Sustainable Tourism Standard, 
Ecotourism Standard in Australia and in a study 
by Le (2005) in Vietnam. It is related to social 
impacts in sustainable tourism. Based on the 
interviews conducted, nine participants have 
adopted this practice. As stated by participant 
6: “We provide explanations of a place to 
customers. We also relate with educational 
values to allow our customers to get in touch 
with their surroundings.” 

The eighth item is tour operators’ businesses 
develops new packages for places that are already 
mess or crowded. This item has been discussed 
in ESRT (2013) and TEATA (2011) and it is 
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related to environmental impacts in sustainable 
tourism. From the interviews conducted, three 
participants have adopted this practice. As stated 
by participant 1: “Carrying capacity; we are not 
selling the high group market at destinations 
that are already mess. We bring [the visitors] to 
new places.”

The ninth item is tour operators’ businesses 
develop complex and a variety of tour packages 
related to nature, culture and heritage. This item 
has been discussed in Sustainable Thai Tour 
Operators Standard in Thailand. It is related 
to social impacts in sustainable tourism. All 
the participants interviewed have adopted this 
practice. 

The tenth item is tour operators’ businesses 
conduct a thorough evaluation on the 
destinations that they offer. This item has been 
discussed in Sustainable Tourism Standard in 
Vietnam and in studies by Sigala (2008) and Tay 
and Chan (2014). It is related to environmental 
impacts in sustainable tourism. Based on the 
interviews conducted, only three participants 
have implemented this practice. As stated by 
participant 6: “Usually, we will evaluate a place. 
If it is interesting, we will return with more 
visitors, but if not, we won’t go there anymore.” 

The eleventh item is tour operators’ 
businesses provides financial and in-kind 
assistance for preservation and conservation 
of the ecosystem of the destinations. This item 
has been discussed in Ecotourism Standard 
in Australia, Environmentally and Socially 
Responsible Tourism Programme in Vietnam and 
in studies by Le (2005) and Budeanu (2005). It is 
related to environmental impacts in sustainable 
tourism. Based on the interviews conducted, 
six participants have already implemented this 
practice in their business. 

The twelfth item is tour operators’ businesses 
ensure that the packages offered do not interfere 
with the ecosystem of the destination. This 
item has been discussed in Global Sustainable 
Tourism Standard and in a study by Tepelus 
(2005). It is related to environmental impacts 
in sustainable tourism. From the interviews 

conducted, five participants have implemented 
this practice. 

The thirteenth item is tour operators’ 
businesses only purchase items that are legally 
allowed and avoids purchasing items from rare 
or threatened species of animals and cultural 
or heritage items. This item has been discussed 
in Global Sustainable Tourism Standard, 
Sustainable Thai Tour Operator Standards in 
Thailand, Sustainable Tourism standard in India 
and in a study by Le (2005) in Vietnam. It is 
related to social impacts in sustainable tourism. 
Based on the interviews conducted, only two 
participants have adopted this practice. 

The final three items are related to supply 
chain efforts. The items of (1) tour operators’ 
businesses maintain the contract rate with hotels 
or accommodations which are certified and 
practice sustainability and (2) create contracts 
with external outbound tour operators that are 
certified in their respective countries are not 
highlighted in literature but have response from 
the interviewees. The last item of tour operators’ 
businesses creates strategic partnership with 
suppliers in implementing sustainable tourism 
has been discussed in studies by Tepelus (2005) 
and Schwartz et al. (2008). It is related to 
social impacts in sustainable tourism. From the 
interviews, three participants have adopted this 
practice.

Conclusion and Recommendation
The purpose of this study was to explore 
sustainable tourism practices that have been 
adopted and can be adopted by tour operators 
in Malaysia. This study identified 31 practices 
related to sustainable tourism practices that were 
segmented into sustainable business management 
and sustainable destination management. The 
results of the study indicate that the adoption of 
sustainable business management among tour 
operators in Malaysia is still limited in certain 
areas such as in facility design and purchasing 
strategy. Meanwhile, from sustainable 
destination management, more involvement 
by tour operators is required especially in the 
areas of preservation and conservation and 
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supply chain efforts. The interviews showed 
that limited practices have been implemented 
by tour operators at sustainable destination 
management. Therefore, the practice has to be 
highlighted for tour operators so that they can 
implement sustainability in their business and 
destinations that they offer. 

This research extends the knowledge on 
sustainable tourism practices especially from 
the context of tour operators. It also provides 
practical knowledge for tour operators to 
implement sustainable tourism in their business 
operation and destinations that they offer to the 
customer. It will serve as a base for future studies 
on the level of adoption among tour operators in 
sustainable tourism in Malaysia.
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