
 1  
 

Tourism and Poverty Alleviation in the Global South: Emerging Corporate Social 

Responsibility in the Namibian Nature-based Tourism Industry 

 

Ellen Kimaro* and Jarkko Saarinen** 

*Department of Geography, History and Environment Studies, University of Namibia 

*Geography Research Unit, University of Oulu, and School of Tourism and Hospitality, 

University of Johannesburg 

 

Introduction 

 

The growing tourism industry represents one of the main income sources for local people in 

many countries, especially in the global South. Recently, the tourism industry has been framed 

as a tool for poverty alleviation. In this respect, the declaration by the United Nations of 2017 

as the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development provided a unique 

opportunity to rethink and advance the contribution of the tourism sector to wider development 

(United Nations, 2017; World Bank Group, 2017). Tourism is also seen as a complementing 

activity to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). This connection between the SDGs and 

tourism underlines the responsibility of tourism as one of the world’s biggest industries to 

contribute and make a difference to sustainable development (see Saarinen, 2019).  

 

Sustainability in tourism development is often considered as the target goal for tourism 

planning and management (Frey & George, 2010; Saarinen, Rogerson & Hall, 2017). However, 

implementing sustainable tourism has encountered a fair amount of challenges due to an 

ambiguity of the concept and challenges in its implementation to practices (Sharpley, 2000, 

2009). Recognizing the gaps of sustainable tourism and the need to address these, the Cape 

Town Declaration on Responsible Tourism in Destinations was signed in 2002. Since then 

responsible tourism has become an important element of tourism operations with a focus on 

the responsibility of individuals and businesses (Constanti et al., 2014; Saarinen, 2014). 

According to Bramwell and Lane (2008), the essence of responsible tourism is to alter 

industry’s behaviour towards more sustainble development through the assumption that ethical 

responsibility will supersede self-interest. Thus, responsible tourism aims to ensure that all 
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stakeholders involved in tourism are accountable for their actions and behavior (see Frederick, 

1986).  

 

Currently, one of the key tools to create and practice accountability in tourism is the idea of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Coles, Fenclova & Dinan, 2013). At a general level, the 

CSR principles and practices are referring to the private sector’s interests to respond externally 

and/or internally created pressures and motivations concerning ethical obligations towards their 

operational environment (Holcomb, Upchurch & Okumus, 2007). Related to this, there is an 

emerging evidence of CSR practices in tourism in the global South (Lapeyre, 2011; Novelli & 

Hellwig, 2011). However, relatively little research has been undertaken on the local views on 

the CSR practices, especially in Namibia. Against this backdrop, this chapter attempts to 

discuss and analyse the views of a specific local stakeholder group in the Namibian context: 

the views of local employees’ on the CSR processes and practices in the selected tourism 

businesses they work with and their perceptions of the impact of the CSR initiatives towards 

poverty alleviation in their home communities.  

 

Role of CSR in the tourism sector  

According to Spenceley and Goodwin (2007) the tourism sector’s local engagement needs to 

be carefully considered particularly in relation to community needs, expectations and 

constraints. This is crucial in natural resource management and community livelihoods 

contexts as the tourism sector utilizes the landscapes and resources of a destination to make 

profit in tourism. Hence, the industry should recognize its responsibility to create positive 

impacts to destination communities and their livelihoods (see Timothy & Ioannides, 2002). 

Indeed, according to Bowen’s (1953, p. 6) original thinking the idea of social responsibility 

refers to “the obligations of entrepreneurs to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, or 

to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our 

society.” Davis (1960), however, argued that social responsibility is a nebulous idea that should 

be seen in a specific managerial context. For him the business is and must remain 

fundamentally an economic institution, but it also does have responsibilities to help society 

achieve its basic goals.  

 

A rationale for businesses to have a commitment towards the economic as well as social 

development of surrounding communities and societies where they operate is partly based on 
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the idea of reciprocity. According to Sahlins (1972) there are different forms of reciprocity: 

generalized, balanced and negative (see Svensson, 2015). Shortly, the generalized reciprocity 

refers to solidarity extreme, while the balanced involves direct mutual exchange and the 

negative reciprocity is often one-dimensional utilization of relations and resources. In tourism 

contexts, the negative reciprocity ultimately creates sanctions and other hostile attitudes 

towards the businesses which makes its’ operations and utilization of local natural resources 

difficult in practice. Thus, while we may not be able to expect an unconditional solidarity 

extreme between the industry and communities, the mutual exchange and negative reciprocity 

can explain why the industry would and should be interested in benefitting localities they 

operate in. In addition, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (2001) has 

argued that the business case for poverty alleviation is ultimately a straight forward matter, as 

any business cannot expect to succeed in societies that dysfunction or eventually fail. 

Consequently, a failing society in the tourism context would refer to the economic leakages 

through badly governed and unsustainable development and management of the tourism 

industry (Saarinen, 2017), for example, resulting in social and economic suffering of 

communities where (transnational) tourism businesses thrive. Hence, there is a need to adopt a 

framework, which guides the tourism private sector on voluntary or mandatory compliance to 

CSR practices.  

The involvement of employees in internal and external CSR initiatives 

 

CSR practices may be implemented for employees (internal CSR) and/or by employees 

(external CSR), who in turn influence the image of the accommodation establishments. In many 

respects, the key to successful CSR strategies is the involvement of employees, and these kind 

of strategies have demonstrated to have long term benefits to accommodation establishments, 

for example (Bohdanowicz & Zientara, 2009). Makower (1994) has noted that socially 

responsible businesses are stimulated by employee behavior, and that well-motivated 

employees perform better in terms of productivity and innovation. As a result, a business can 

create valuable and positive changes in an employee’s mindset and behavior (Ho et al., 2010). 

It is within this context that tourism sector employees’ views on the business’s internal and 

external CSR practices become crucial. Internal CSR practices include leadership and human 

resource processes in terms of strategy, management and working conditions. These cover 

areas such as local employee recruitment, training, and career guidance and development.  
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External CSR encompasses philanthropy and community contributions and also reflects the 

way in which the business interacts with the physical environment and its ethical stance 

towards consumers and other external stakeholders (Carroll, 1979). Since CSR is concerned 

with those actions that exceed the legal minimum, business contributions in this field are 

largely discretionary (Carroll, 1979); e.g. involvement in some type of a social project, 

purchase of local products or services, development of partnerships with rural communities, 

marketing of Fair Traded Products (DEAT, 2002; FENATA, 2004).  

 

CSR has shown evidence of benefits such as competitive advantage through added value 

(Weeden, 2002) as well as positive changes among employees in retention and low turnover, 

employee commitment through empowerment (Kazlauskarite, Bucuiniene, & Turauskas, 

2006), increase job satisfaction and employee productivity leading to an overall success of the 

lodge operation (Gurerk, Irlenbusch, & Rockenbach, 2009). Ditlev, Simonsen and Midtun 

(2010) have noted that motivation of employees to participate in CSR projects internally within 

the lodge or externally in the community requires a long term investment. Factors such as 

incentives and rewards, making sure that all employees share in success, and encouraging 

employees to voice their complaints and ideas play a vital role in motivating employees to 

participate.  

 

According to Gartner and Cukier (2012) most tourism lodge owners adhered to labor standards 

of minimum wage, and voluntarily offered fringe benefits such as medical insurance, social 

security, retirement plans, room and board, funeral and education expenses of lodge employees. 

These authors noted that fringe benefits had a positive influence on poverty alleviation because 

they relieve pressure on employees’ income and allows them to cope with stress and shocks of 

daily life. However, despite adherence to labor standards, there is little evidence that lodge 

employees and their households experience an improvement in poverty conditions. Indeed, 

several authors (Grant, 2004; Crosby and Bryson, 2005; Cooper et al., 2009) have argued that 

the lack of coordination acts as a hindrance to successful implementation of CSR practices. 

Hence, there is a need for an integrative system that maximizes results and involves employees 

in decision making and implementation as stakeholders. 

 

CSR and Poverty Alleviation: Theoretical Underpinnings 
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Carroll (1991) has stated that the concept of corporate social responsibility may from time to 

time be superseded by various other focuses, such as social responsiveness, social performance, 

poverty alleviation, climate change, and equity or stakeholder management. In respect to this, 

he has used the idea of the pyramid of corporate social responsibility as a framework for 

understanding the evolving nature of the organization’s economic, legal, ethical, and 

philanthropic practices (Figure 1). These four practices of the framework provide management 

with a skeletal outline of the nature and kinds of their CSR (Carroll, 1991).  

 

INSERT Figure 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

In other words, the framework helps to expand our awareness and understanding of the concept 

and scope of CSR practices and what it can entail, by calling upon businesses to be profitable 

(economic), obey the law (legal), be ethical (ethics), and be a good corporate citizen 

(philanthropic) (See Figure 1). Visser (2006) challenged the accuracy and relevance of 

Carroll’s CSR Pyramid in the African context and suggested that the relative priorities of CSR 

in Africa are likely to be different from the classic, North-American ordering. He also argued 

that Carroll’s CSR Pyramid may not be the best model for understanding CSR in general, and 

CSR in Africa in particular, and suggested the complexity theory to be a much more useful 

model than Carroll’s CSR Pyramid. De Jongh and Prinsloo (2005) concur by emphasising that 

the challenges facing CSR in Africa involve messy, ‘on the edge of chaos’ scenarios.  

 

Despite some of its limitations in conceptual clarity and descriptive accuracy, Carroll’s CSR 

Pyramid thinking has proven to be both a durable and useful model for defining and exploring 

CSR in a specific governance contexts (see Visser, 2006). In this respect, Brejning (2012) has 

identified five CSR discourses emphasising that corporate social responsibility is an idea which 

is perceived and conceptualized differently depending on the national context. Table 1 presents 

the identified five CSR discourses and maps out a continuum of the CSR discourses. Here, this 

paper links with the liberal and social democratic CSR discourse by coming up with a 

framework that will provide a business case for CSR (liberal), while at the same time calling 

for social contracts between business and its stakeholders. Additionally, this study uses the 

stakeholder theory, which is the theoretical foundation of liberal CSR discourse. The 

stakeholder management perspective provides a basis for the coordination of CSR practices 

internally and externally, which can be used for an integrative system that maximizes results 
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and involves employees in decision making and implementation as stakeholders (Carroll, 1991; 

Cooper et al., 2009). 

 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

Carroll’s CSR Pyramid was built towards the notion of an improved ethical organizational 

climate manifested by moral management, which can be defined and described through a 

contrast with immoral/amoral management. In this study the conceptual framework is built 

toward responsible tourism manifested by poverty alleviation by using Zhao and Ritchie’s 

(2007) integrative Framework for Anti-Poverty Tourism (APT). Zhao and Ritchie’s (2007) used 

the APT framework (Figure 2) as a unifying concept to refer to any tourism development in 

which poverty alleviation is set as the central or one of the central objectives. They recognized 

the multidimensional nature of poverty described in the World Bank’s (2001) ‘attacking 

poverty’ framework, which posits that for poverty alleviation to be successful, there is a need 

to create economic and social opportunities first, then facilitate empowerment and finally 

enhance security.  

 

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

In Zhao and Ritchie (2007) framework the determinants of poverty alleviation includes three 

components opportunity, empowerment and security, which collectively reflect the guiding 

principles of contemporary development practices under the leadership of the World Bank 

(2001) on poverty alleviation. Opportunity means the poor must have access to economic 

opportunity of which they can take advantage to change their livelihoods. While, empowerment 

aims to enhance the capacity of the poor to influence the state and social institutions and thus 

strengthen their participation in business processes and local decision making (World Bank, 

2001). Lastly, security is concerned with reducing the vulnerability of the poor to various risks 

such as ill health, economic shocks and natural disasters. Since poor households have fewer 

assets and less diversified sources of income to manage any crisis, they could be easily thrown 

into despair when these adverse impacts happen to them (Dhanani & Islam, 2002). 

 

Zhao and Ritchie (2007) posits that measuring the appropriateness and efficacy of a certain 

poverty alleviation approach can be as straightforward as to determine how it contributes to the 

opportunity, empowerment or/and security of the poor. They believe that this approach reveals 
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valuable information that can help to specify the functioning mechanisms of Anti-Poverty 

Tourism (APT), i.e. poverty alleviation. Additionally, the incorporation of stakeholder 

orientations in both the APT framework and the CSR Pyramid provides potentially a practical 

way of linking moral management to poverty alleviation, and consequently unraveling the 

different categories or types of CSR practices that may be found in tourism businesses and 

other organizations (Carroll, 1991; World Bank, 2001). Thus, moral management provides a 

model leadership perspective that enhances security in the poverty alleviation continuum. 

However, there is limitation on the framework, which Carroll (1991) estimated to result in 

managers thinking that just by rejecting immoral management, they will be providing ethical 

leadership. The multidimensional nature of poverty (World Bank, 2001; Zhao & Ritchie, 2007) 

and the complexity of CSR in Africa (Visser, 2006) can best be addressed through moral 

management focusing on poverty alleviation, responsible tourism and eventually sustainable 

development in tourism. These are the basis of the conceptual framework for poverty 

Alleviation through CSR towards responsible tourism (see Table 2). 

 

Insert Table 2 about here 

 

 

The Namibian Case Study 

 

CSR initiatives by Namibia’s tourism private sector  

 

In overseas markets Namibia is a relatively new destination in southern Africa. In addition to 

regional tourism, the country has received a substantial number of overseas tourists after 

independence in 1990 (MET, 2011). Due to its current relatively favourable macro-economic 

environment and political stability, Namibia has been able to maintain a steady number of 

tourist arrivals. As indicated in the National development plans NDP 1(1995/6 to 1999/2000) 

– NDP 5 (2017/18–2021/2022) (National Planning Commision, 2017) and Vision 2030 

(Republic of Namibia, 2004), the tourism industry is regarded as a priority sector in driving 

sustainable development. The Namibian government considers tourism capable of contributing 

to the creation of employment opportunities leading to poverty alleviation. In addition, the 

sector is seen as having the ability to improve the income distribution and living standards of 

people, and the promotion of small scale enterprises and informal sector economic activities 

can reduce income inequalities (Nicanor, 2001).  
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Recently, the country has faced a number of social problems such as a high unemployment rate 

(34%), mostly among the unskilled and youth (NSA, 2019), and unprecedented poverty 

especially in the rural areas (see Novelli & Hellwig, 2011). In addition, the role of certain ethnic 

groups, such as the Ovahimbas, in tourism may have been marginalised despite their high 

visibility in national and regional tourism promotion (Saarinen & Niskala, 2009; Lapeyre, 

2011; Ndlovu, Nyakunu, & Kavita, 2011). Consequently, at rural community level, the 

government and the NGO’s have spearheaded the development of community based tourism 

in Namibia (Ashley, 2000). Legislation and supporting programmes, such as the National 

Community Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) provide structures that aim for 

sustainable natural resource management, which can result in social development and 

economic growth for rural communities. These aims are envisioned with suitable partnership 

between local communities, government and increasingly private sector (NACSO, 2016).  

 

Indeed, with the initial impetus from the government and NGOs on development of tourism 

within the rural communities, the private sector has gradually participated in Joint Venture 

partnerships in rural communities, offering their expertise in areas such as lodge management 

and tour operating. Within these efforts from the private sector, responsible tourism initiatives 

have evolved. According to Frey and George (2010), responsible tourism emphasizes on 

promoting community involvement with an aim to ensure economic benefits that are gained by 

host communities. It spreads beyond the management of natural resources alone and, thus, 

alludes to the social and moral responsibility of tourism businesses towards host societies and 

environment. Hence, Dodds and Kuehnel (2008) have argued that core to the concept of 

responsible tourism is corporate social responsibility (CSR) as it focuses on the accountability 

of businesses in terms of their impacts on their decisions and actions.  

 

Methods and data 

A questionnaire was used for an explorative case study to assess employees’ views on the 

private sectors’ practices of CSR based on Carroll’s four component practices. Section 1 

covered the demographic profile such as job category, years of employment, level in company 

and level of education. Section 2 had questions structured on the nature of Legal and Economic 

CSR responsibilities, focusing on level of moral management and poverty alleviation as 

outlined in the conceptual framework. Section 3 had questions on Ethical and Philanthropic 
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responsibilities. The close ended questions were constructed with a positivist approach, with 

most of the questionnaire responses using the Likert scale and the others number coded to allow 

the respondents to indicate their attitudes by checking how strongly they agree or disagree with 

carefully constructed statements. The questionnaire responses were designed to allow the 

respondents to choose from multiple response alternatives such as, strongly agree, agree, 

neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree (Zikmund & Babin, 2010).  

 

The scale results reveal the respondent’s attitude ranging from very positive to very negative 

and with a tally total of 32 for each of the four components of CSR responsibilities. These 

scores were then used to analyze the employees’ views or perceptions on the Poverty 

Alleviation CSR practices dominant in their organizations (Table 3). The tool was used to carry 

out comparative analysis of the perceptions and views of 126 employees from two largest 

tourism chain lodges in Namibia, with establishments in the most remote and rural areas of the 

country. The selected companies are geographically spread with branches mainly in the 

northwest, southern and northern parts of the country. They also operate in proximity to the 

main tourist attractions sites in Namibia. They volunteered to participate in this research for 

two reasons. First, they realized that they have emerged as the leaders in the tourism industry 

concerning CSR and poverty alleviation initiatives. Thus, there is a certain level of 

responsibility and need to be transparent in their operations and how they have worked with 

their employees and adjacent communities. Secondly, both companies are convinced that CSR 

is a fundamental pillar sustaining any business lifecycle in the social and economic sense.  

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

CSR towards poverty alleviation 

The data collection focused on two privately owned tourism businesses, which represent 

Namibian (company A, n= 75) and South African (company B, n=51) operators. A combination 

of stratified and purposive sampling was used to select representative sample of the employees. 

The employees represented are from different departments such as the food and beverage, front 

office, housekeeping and the back office. The years of employment indicate relatively low 

employees’ retention percentages which varied from seventeen percent with company A for 

five to ten years while company B had ten percent. Literature indicates that employee retention 

can be improved through well implemented CSR initiatives (Kazlauskarite, Bucuiniene & 

Turauskas, 2006). Most respondents (73%) from Company A and (74 %) from company B had 
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not acquired an educational level higher than Grade 12 (Secondary school exit level), this is 

reflected in the level (within the hierarchy of the company) that the majority of the employees 

occupied. (see Table 6).  

 

Table 4 shows that the dominant CSR practices by responsibilities in Company A are: 

Promotional CSR (Economic), Defensive CSR (Legal), Charitable CSR (Philanthropic) and 

Voluntary CSR (Ethical). This implies Company A has a relatively good capacity and 

understanding of and embraces the liberal CSR. The company facilitates empowerment of its 

employees in addressing its Economic and Legal responsibilities. However, some of the 

employees still view the company’s CSR practices as only creating opportunities.  

 

The overall finding shows a company A that is inclined to the liberal CSR practices. They are 

likely exercising amoral management, where there is no universal CSR model and the company 

matches its CSR efforts with its business profile. Their ethical neutrality tends to facilitate the 

empowerment of a few employees in the poverty continuum, who are then paraded for 

promotional purposes. This might bring successes in the short term but it may not be 

sustainable in a longer term. 

 

INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 

 

Table 5 shows that the dominant CSR practices by responsibilities in Company B, are 

Promotional CSR (Economic), Defensive CSR (Legal), Charitable CSR (Philanthropic) and 

Voluntary CSR (Ethical). Company B, though using the same CSR practices as Company A, 

its score card seems to suggest lean toward the social contract CSR, were the immoral 

management is being rejected. The company scores also show a growing focus on sustainability 

and is capitalizing on Competitive CSR opportunities, which will lead to successful CSR 

practices, where employees feel involvement and initiatives involving employees’ personal 

participation have long term and sustainable benefits (Bohdanowicz & Zientara, 2009). 

 

INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE 

 

It was noted that the employees did not have clarity on management’s decision and policy on 

CSR. However, when questioned about their relationship with the company (legal CSR) as a 

means of empowerment, 82% from the Company A and 76% from the Company B indicated 
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that their form of participation in decision making was through dialogue with managers 

conducted mainly through both informal and formal meetings to address employment related 

matters and not external CSR initiatives. Open forums with senior managers based in the 

capital city of Windhoek and the use of trade unions was rare. Although it was felt that the 

salaries were low, the companies main economic CSR initiative leading to poverty alleviation 

in society was viewed to be employment creation (Company A - 72% and Company B – 

70%) compared to only 4% who viewed that their respective company contributed to overall 

benefits created in their home communities around them. This was mostly viewed to be in the 

form of involvement in local community projects, donation of gift aids during natural 

disasters e.g. old company blankets, donations to schools etc. (Company A 21% and 

Company B, 29 % respectively). In addition to the limited awareness and direct involvement 

in the above mentioned CSR process and practices, none of the employees were aware of any 

funds set aside for poverty alleviation through CSR community projects or wider livelihood 

development initiatives. Only 17% in Company A and 11% in Company B strongly agreed 

that they felt their employment was secure in the long term. The majority felt vulnerable 

through lack of security (medical insurance, retirement plan, limited to none coverage of 

educational expenses) and perceived this as an impediment to poverty alleviation through 

CSR.  

 

The employees were requested to provide suggestions for their needs towards poverty 

alleviation through CSR. Their suggestions ranged from sustainable salary increments, more 

training, that awards nationally recognized certification that would enable them to further 

their education should they desire to do so. Job rotation and job promotion were mentioned as 

a means for empowerment, motivation and job satisfaction that could lead to opportunities to 

explore other potential departments of choice for career development. Employees expressed 

the need for retirement plan as a means for future security as well as the need for the 

company to support the community with a clinic and school for their children to avoid being 

separated from them because of their employment with the company. They were also 

interested in increased awareness on CSR policy and initiatives.   

 

INSERT TABLE 6 HERE 

 

5. Discussion and conclusions 
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The paper reviewed the idea of CSR and how it has been conceptualized and implemented in 

tourism development policies and discussion. In general, the idea of CSR is understood as a 

highly contested idea with several existing ‘competing discourses’, which were identified in 

the paper. Special focus was given to the social contract discourses surrounding the idea and 

thoughts of CSR within the context of tourism development, anti-poverty tourism, poverty 

alleviation, moral management and recently initiated UN SDGs. The paper sought to increase 

level of awareness and understanding of the concept and scope of CSR practices and what they 

entail, by developing a conceptual model for private tourism business in the global south. 

 

A conceptual framework for poverty alleviation through CSR towards responsible tourism was 

developed and tested on 126 employees from two largest tourism chain lodges in Namibia. The 

framework presented an improvement to the previous CSR pyramid approach, which has a 

better capacity to deal with the complexity of CSR system in practice. The framework is 

expected to adequately address the problem of what should happen when two or more CSR 

responsibilities are in conflict. CSR in the global south is highly complex and often chaotic and 

it is hoped that the Poverty Alleviation through CSR framework can provide moral compass 

for CSR practitioners in their endeavor to help the companies toward responsible tourism.  

 

Based on the results of an explorative case study, philanthropic CSR remains a contested area 

in CSR in Namibia. Companies tend to use a reactionary approach towards disaster and 

calamity around their communities rather than safeguarding funds proactively. Thus, 

philanthropic efforts on poverty alleviation still remain relatively elusive.  

 

In order to achieve poverty alleviation through legal CSR, it is noted that empowerment of 

employees in the participation of company CSR processes, practices and decision making is 

crucial, as it can create a positive mindset and behavior towards CSR (Ho et al., 2010; see 

Ditlev et al., 2010). As stated by Visser, (2006) the CSR pyramid in Namibia has a major 

leaning towards the economic CSR, prioritizing the provision of employment creation of which 

majority of the interviewed employees could also identify with. Notwithstanding there is a need 

for the companies to be more inclusive in the transformational processes towards poverty 

alleviation. These inclusive measures could include a creation of economic opportunities for 

employees to access natural and financial resources that enhance and sustain community 

livelihoods. Although voluntary codes of governance were vague to employees, some elements 

of ethical CSR were perceived and noted. In this respect, concerted communicative efforts by 
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senior and middle management are required to inform and involve employees. By doing so the 

poverty alleviation through CSR framework could offer companies a better direction towards 

an effective CSR implementation with its employees that would activate local community 

development and sustainable natural resource utilization.  
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