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Abstract 

This project report presents a comprehensive literature review on the role and evolution of 

tourism in Kenya. The review creates existing academic and institutional research to explore 

the multi-layered nature of the Kenyan tourism industry. It begins by examining the profound 

economic significance of tourism, highlighting its contribution to national GDP, foreign 

exchange earnings, and employment. The literature then traces the evolution of Kenya's 

tourism product from its foundational basis in wildlife safari tourism to the emerging and 

critical sectors of ecotourism and cultural tourism. Finally, the review critically analyzes the 

persistent and emerging challenges facing the industry, including security concerns, the 

impacts of climate change, and infrastructural deficits. The review concludes by identifying a 

gap in literature concerning the integrated application of sustainable business models and 

financial management within Kenyan tourism enterprises. To address this, the second part of 

the report outlines a methodology for a potential primary research study, detailing specific 

research questions and objectives focused on the link between sustainable practices and 

business performance. It further describes the proposed use of a mixed-methods data 

collection approach, combining structured surveys with in-depth interviews, and justifies this 

choice for achieving a general understanding of the industry's dynamics. 
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1. Introduction 

Tourism stands as a cornerstone of the Kenyan economy, consistently ranking as one of the 

country's top foreign exchange earners alongside sectors like agriculture and diaspora 

remittances. Its significance extends beyond macro-economic indicators, permeating local 

communities, fostering infrastructure development, and projecting Kenya's global image as a 

premier travel destination. The industry's foundation rests upon a rich tapestry of natural and 

cultural assets, including world-renowned national parks and reserves, a diverse range of 

nature, pristine coastal beaches, and a vibrant variety of indigenous cultures. 

However, the path of Kenya's tourism industry has not been without its turbulence. It has 

weathered numerous shocks, from global economic downturns and regional security threats 

to the profound and ongoing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the sector 

faces long-term, structural challenges such as climate change, sustainability pressures, and 

intensifying global competition. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for policymakers, 

business owners, and stakeholders to formulate strategies that ensure the industry's resilience 

and sustainable growth. 

This project report aims to synthesize the existing body of knowledge on tourism in Kenya 

through a detailed literature review. It explores three core themes: the established economic 

role of tourism, the evolution of its primary tourism products, and the critical challenges it 

confronts. Following the review, the report outlines a research methodology designed to 

investigate the underexplored relationship between sustainable tourism practices and business 

performance, providing a framework for future primary research. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 The Economic Significance of Tourism in Kenya 

The economic importance of tourism to Kenya is a well-documented theme in academic and 

policy literature. The sector is a major contributor to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 

a significant source of foreign exchange. According to the World Travel and Tourism Council 

(WTCC, 2023), the travel and tourism sector's total contribution to Kenya's GDP was 

approximately 8.8% in 2022, demonstrating a strong recovery post-pandemic and 

underscoring its critical role in the national economy. This economic injection is not limited 

to large hotel chains and tour operators; it trickles down through a complex value chain that 

includes agriculture (food supply), transport, handicrafts, and various other local services 

(Akama & Kieti, 2020). 

Furthermore, tourism is a notable engine for employment. The labour-intensive nature of the 

hospitality and service industries means that the sector provides direct and indirect jobs for a 

substantial portion of the Kenyan workforce. From game rangers and hotel staff to tour 

guides and curio sellers, the livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of Kenyans are directly tied 

to the health of the tourism industry (Manyara & Jones, 2021). This employment generation 

is particularly vital in rural areas surrounding national parks and reserves, where alternative 

economic opportunities may be limited. The foreign exchange earnings from international 

visitors also contribute significantly to the national balance of payments, providing the 

government with the revenue needed to fund public services and infrastructure projects 

(Odhiambo, 2019). 
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2.2 The Evolution of Tourism Products: From Safari to Sustainable and Cultural 

Tourism 

Historically, Kenya's tourism product has been synonymous with wildlife safaris. The 

country's iconic national parks, such as the Maasai Mara, Amboseli, and Tsavo, have long 

been the primary draw for international tourists, offering unparalleled opportunities to view 

the "Big Five" and the spectacular annual wildebeest migration (Sindiga, 2016). This model, 

while successful, has often been characterized by a high-volume, low-impact approach that 

has raised concerns about environmental degradation and the equitable distribution of 

benefits. 

In response to these concerns and changing global traveller preferences, the literature points 

to a significant shift towards more sustainable and community-based models. Ecotourism 

has emerged as a key growth area, emphasizing responsible travel to natural areas that 

conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people (Honey, 2008). In 

Kenya, this has manifested in the growth of private and community-owned conservancies, 

particularly in the Laikipia-Samburu region. These conservancies not only expand wildlife 

habitat but also generate direct income for local communities through tourism revenue and 

employment, thereby creating powerful incentives for conservation (Mwangi, 2022). 

At the same time, there is a growing recognition of the potential of cultural tourism. Kenya's 

rich cultural diversity, encompassing over 40 ethnic communities, presents a unique tourism 

asset. Travelers are increasingly seeking authentic experiences that allow them to interact 

with and learn from local cultures. This includes visits to Maasai villages, engagement with 

Swahili culture along the coast, and participation in community-based tourism initiatives 

(Kibara, 2020). By diversifying the tourism product beyond wildlife, Kenya can attract a 
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broader spectrum of tourists, promote cultural preservation, and distribute tourism benefits 

more widely across different ethnic groups and regions. 

 

2.3 Challenges and Threats to the Kenyan Tourism Industry 

Despite its immense potential and historical successes, the Kenyan tourism industry is 

continuously navigating a complex landscape of challenges. A predominant theme in recent 

literature is the sector's vulnerability to security concerns. High-profile terrorist attacks, such 

as the Westgate Mall siege in 2013 and the Garissa University attack in 2015, protests against 

the government ‘Maandamano’ in 2025, coupled with travel advisories issued by key source 

markets, have led to sharp and sudden declines in tourist arrivals (Novelli, 2017). The 

perception of insecurity, whether accurate or not, can have a devastating and immediate 

impact on an industry built on perception and confidence. 

Another profound and growing challenge is the impact of climate change. The region's 

renowned wildlife and ecosystems are highly sensitive to climatic variations. Prolonged and 

more severe droughts, such as those experienced in recent years, lead to increased human-

wildlife conflict, wildlife mortality, and habitat degradation, which directly diminishes the 

quality of the safari experience (IPCC, 2022). Coastal tourism is threatened by sea-level rise 

and the bleaching of coral reefs, which are vital for marine biodiversity and the attractiveness 

of the coastline. 

Finally, infrastructure deficits and high operating costs continue to impede the sector's 

competitiveness. While Kenya has made strides with investments in its international airport 

and road networks, challenges remain. The high cost of energy, inconsistent water supply in 

some tourist hubs, and the expense of maintaining facilities in remote areas eat into profit 

margins, making Kenyan tourism products relatively expensive compared to some regional 
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competitors (Government of Kenya, 2023). Furthermore, an over-reliance on a few key 

source markets (e.g., the UK, USA) leaves the industry exposed to economic fluctuations in 

those specific countries. 

 

3. Methodology (Part 2) 

3.1 Research Questions and Objectives 

Based on the gaps identified in the literature review—particularly the need for empirical 

research on the financial viability and management of sustainable tourism enterprises—the 

following research questions and objectives are anticipated for a primary research study. 

Research Questions: 

1.  What is the perceived impact of adopting sustainable tourism practices (e.g., community 

engagement, environmental conservation) on the financial performance and operational 

efficiency of tourism enterprises in Kenya? 

2.  What are the key financial management challenges and opportunities faced by small and 

medium-sized tourism enterprises (SMTEs) in Kenya when integrating sustainability into 

their business models?  

Research Objectives: 

1.  To assess the relationship between the implementation of recognized sustainable tourism 

practices and key financial indicators (e.g., profitability, cost savings, revenue growth) among 

a sample of Kenyan tourism enterprises. 

2.  To identify the primary financial barriers (e.g., access to capital, high initial investment 

costs) that hinder SMTEs from adopting more sustainable practices. 
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3.  To explore the accounting and financial management strategies used by successful 

sustainable tourism enterprises to balance ecological and social goals with profitability. 

4.  To provide recommendations for policymakers and financial institutions on how to better 

support the financial sustainability of eco-friendly and community-based tourism businesses. 

3.2 Data Collection: Type, How, and Why 

To adequately address the research questions, a mixed-methods approach to data collection 

is proposed. This approach combines quantitative and qualitative data to provide a more 

complete and nuanced understanding of the research problem. 

 

Type of Data: Both primary quantitative and primary qualitative data will be collected. 

How Data Will Be Collected: 

1.  Quantitative Data (Surveys): A structured questionnaire will be designed and 

administered to a sample of managers or owners of tourism enterprises. The sample will 

include a mix of large hotels, eco-lodges, tour operators, and community-based conservancies 

in key tourist regions like Maasai Mara, Diani, and Laikipia. The survey will use Likert 

scales and closed-ended questions to gather data on: 

    - The types of sustainable practices adopted. 

    - Perceived changes in profitability, customer numbers, and operational costs. 

    - Access to and use of green financing. 

    - Key financial challenges. 
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2.  Qualitative Data (Semi-Structured Interviews): In-depth, semi-structured interviews 

will be conducted with a smaller, purposively selected sub-sample of survey respondents. 

This will include, for example, the financial controllers of 5 large eco-lodges and the owners 

of 5 successful community-based tourism enterprises. The interviews will explore the "how" 

and "why" behind the quantitative data, delving into topics such as: 

    - The specific financial strategies used to fund and manage sustainability initiatives. 

    - The challenges of balancing short-term financial pressures with long-term sustainability 

goals. 

    - The perceived role of accounting information in monitoring and communicating the value 

of their sustainable practices. 

Why This Approach is Appropriate: 

This mixed-methods design is chosen for several compelling reasons: 

- Triangulation: It allows for the triangulation of findings. The qualitative data from 

interviews can help explain and validate the patterns and connections found in the 

quantitative survey data, enhancing the credibility of the conclusions. 

- Completeness: The quantitative survey can provide a broad overview of trends and patterns 

across the industry (the "what"), while the qualitative interviews can provide deep, contextual 

insights into the experiences, motivations, and challenges of individual business owners and 

managers (the "why" and "how"). 

- Addressing Complex Questions: The research questions are complex, involving both 

measurable financial data and nuanced human perspectives on strategy and challenges. A 

purely quantitative approach might miss the subtle reasons behind financial decisions, while a 

purely qualitative approach would not allow for generalization across the sector. The mixed-
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methods approach bridges this gap, offering a holistic understanding of the interplay between 

sustainability and business performance in Kenya's tourism industry. 
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