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Purpose: This study investigates the acceptability of wildlife tourism joint

ventures (JVs) among rural communities in northern Tanzania’s Wildlife

Management Areas (WMAs). These partnerships between communities and

external investors aim to conserve biodiversity and deliver sustainable

socioeconomic benefits. Guided by the Cognitive Hierarch Model (CHM), the

research examines how values, beliefs and contextual experiences shape

community judgements of JVs.

Methods: We employed a mixed-methods approach, including household

surveys with 548 respondents across nine villages (three from each of the

Burunge, Enduimet and Randilen WMAs) and 20 Key Informant Interviews. The

surveys captured respondents’ perceptions of JV benefits, conservation-related

factors and demographic information, while key informant interviews provided

deeper contextual perspectives on wildlife tourism partnerships. We analyzed the

quantitative data using an ordinal cumulative link mixed model and applied

thematic analysis to the qualitative data to determine the acceptability of JVs

in WMAs.

Results:We found that community acceptability of JVs is positively influenced by

perceived socio-economic benefits, including financial opportunities, support

for public infrastructure, access to employment in tourism facilities and support

for local microenterprises. However, limited recognition or awareness of investor

contributions to wildlife protection can reduce community willingness to accept

and support JVs. Education and positive expectations of tourism growth further

enhance acceptability, while negative experiences related to conservation foster

skepticism. Observed variations across WMAs and among households highlight

the need for place-based governance and locally tailored approaches to ensure

that JV outcomes align with community priorities.

Discussion/originality: This study offers a novel application of CHM to the

context of wildlife tourism, moving beyond socioeconomic impact

assessments to explore psychological and contextual drivers of community

acceptability of JVs. Our findings inform policy, conservation and investment
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strategies aimed at fostering household-level engagement strategies that can

ensure equitable access to benefits, strengthen trust and sustainable wildlife

tourism JVs, with implications for enhancing rural community participation,

economic growth and conservation outcomes.
KEYWORDS

community involvement, joint ventures, microenterprises, rural communities, wildlife
conservation, benefit sharing
1 Introduction

Wildlife tourism is increasingly recognized as a mechanism for

achieving sustainable conservation and rural development goals,

particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (Naidoo et al., 2019; Akayezu

et al., 2022; Mmbaga et al., 2024). It includes both non-consumptive

activities, such as wildlife viewing, photography and birdwatching

and consumptive practices like trophy hunting and recreational

fishing (Rizzolo, 2023; United Republic of Tanzania (URT), 2018).

In countries like Tanzania, where tourism is predominantly

wildlife-based and primarily occurs within Protected and

Conserved Areas (PCAs), the industry plays a crucial role in the

national economy (Kideghesho et al., 2021). For instance, in 2019,

tourism accounted for 10.7% of the national Gross Domestic

Product (GDP) and supported more than 1.5 million jobs (Kyara

et al., 2021).

Despite its economic significance, wildlife tourism in Tanzania

continues to face persistent challenges, particularly regarding

equitable, sustainable benefit sharing and community participation

(Kideghesho et al., 2021). Many communities living adjacent to PCAs

remain marginalized, with limited involvement in tourism

governance and restricted access to natural resources (Moyo et al.,

2016; Kicheleri et al., 2021). These dynamics not only foster local

resentment but also undermine the long-term legitimacy and

sustainability of conservation initiatives (Minja et al., 2023).

In response, Joint ventures (JVs) between rural communities

and private investors have emerged as a potential solution to

address these imbalances (Bricker and Snyman, 2023). JVs are

formal partnerships designed to promote long-term local

participation in wildlife tourism enterprises and ensure a more

equitable distribution of economic and social benefits (Boer and

Djik, 2016; Rylance and Spenceley, 2017; Ren et al., 2021). These

partnerships may include revenue-sharing agreements, lease

agreements or community-owned lodges and are often facilitated

withinWildlife Management Areas (WMAs) (Spenceley et al., 2019;

Shoo et al., 2021; Mgonja, 2023). WMAs are zones of village land set

aside for wildlife conservation and recreational activities involving

wildlife (URT, 2023).

In theory, wildlife tourism JVs can offer a dual benefit: enhancing

sustainable conservation outcomes while simultaneously supporting
02
rural livelihoods through employment, income generation, and

improved social services (Snyman, 2014; Kegamba et al., 2023).

Investors contribute capital, technical expertise and capacity building,

thereby strengthening the viability of community-based conservation

models (Akayezu et al., 2022; Manda et al., 2023; Synman et al., 2023).

Evidence from Namibia (Torra conservancy), Kenya (Laikipia),

Botswana (Okavango Community Trust), Nigeria (Obudu

Mountain) and Tanzania (Mwiba Ranch and Kilimanjaro National

Park) show that such partnerships can sustainably deliver tangible local

benefits (Spenceley and Snyman, 2017; Ngilangwa et al., 2018; Idowu,

2021; Kitole and Sesabo, 2024). Yet, the implementation of JVs in

wildlife tourism is not without contention. Issues such as insecure

tenure, limited transparency, displacement of people and the erosion of

traditional livelihoods raise concerns about power asymmetries and the

level of inclusion, ultimately diminishing local support for wildlife

tourism initiatives (Bartels, 2016; Minja et al., 2023). For JVs to succeed

in the long-term, they must be perceived as fair, legitimate and aligned

with community incentives (Ngilangwa et al., 2018).

This illustrates the centrality of acceptability, defined as the level

of community support and perceived legitimacy of an initiative,

shaped by how well it aligns with local needs, rights and

expectations (Engel et al., 2017). Acceptability is not static; it

evolves through lived experience, shifting socio-economic

conditions and changing perceptions of benefits (Alexandre et al.,

2018). Understanding the factors that predict rural communities’

acceptability of JVs is therefore vital, as acceptability plays a central

role in determining the sustainability of wildlife conservation and

partnerships (Manfredo et al., 2021). This is particularly important

and challenging for wildlife tourism management, as increasing

demand for JVs on communal lands raises concerns about equitable

benefit sharing, participation and natural resource use among local

communities (Minja et al., 2023; Lugalla et al., 2024). Acceptability

is therefore considered a predictor of individuals’ willingness to

support or engage with wildlife tourism ventures and support

conservation initiatives (Brenner and Metcalf, 2020; Heneghan

and Morse, 2019; Metcalf et al., 2024). Individuals can engage in

informal local microenterprises to provide goods and services to

tourists, such as handicrafts, security guards in lodges, local

guidance on cultural activities, and perform traditional dances to

entertain tourists (Shoo et al., 2021; Kitole and Sesabo, 2024). While
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previous studies have examined socioeconomic impacts of wildlife

tourism across multiple contexts and demographic groups

(Lwankomezi et al., 2021; Mgonja and Uswege, 2022; Mgonja,

2023; Mmbaga et al., 2024), relatively few have explicitly focused

on the factors shaping community acceptability of wildlife tourism

JVs. This study therefore addresses a specific knowledge gap by

investigating how socio-demographic variables (e.g., gender, age,

education level, WMA and residence time), wildlife related benefit

factors (e.g., employment, financial opportunities, support on

public infrastructure) and conservation related factors (e.g.,

wildlife protection, mitigation of human wildlife conflicts and

perceived increase in wildlife tourism activities) may predict

acceptability of wildlife tourism JVs among rural communities in

northern Tanzania, a region marked by diverse land-uses, complex

governance structures and rich biodiversity (Bluwstein et al., 2016;

Moyo et al., 2017; Kicheleri et al., 2021; Minja et al., 2023). By

assessing community perceptions across multiple WMAs, the study

contributes empirical evidence to inform policy and guide more

inclusive, equitable and sustainable investment in wildlife tourism.

To achieve this, the study is guided by the following questions:

RQ1: How do rural communities’ perceptions of wildlife

tourism benefits and conservation-related factors influence the

acceptability of wildlife tourism JVs?

RQ2: How do demographic characteristics shape rural

communities’ acceptability of wildlife tourism JVs?
2 Theoretical framework

Community support is essential for the success of wildlife

tourism JVs, particularly in rural areas where they impact both

conservation and livelihoods (Spenceley and Snyman, 2017). This

study adopts the Cognitive Hierarchy Model (CHM; Figure 1)

adapted from Manfredo et al. (2021) and Straka et al. (2020) to

conceptualize acceptability as a cognitive process influenced by

individual values, beliefs, perceptions and attitudes. According to

CHM, core values such as equity and economic security shape

beliefs, which in turn influence perceptions of benefit distributions.

These perceptions inform attitudes toward JVs and guiding

behavioural responses such as acceptance, participation or

resistance. Acceptability thus emerges as a psychological and

social outcome of this progression (Metcalf et al., 2024).

Demographic factors (e.g., age, gender, education, residency time)

and livelihood conditions moderate belief formation, while feedback

from lived experiences can reinforce or reshape perceptions and

attitudes (Jama et al., 2023; Eriksson et al., 2024).

For instance, individuals may view JV as acceptable if they

believe benefits are equitably distributed and contribute to local

development (Kegamba et al., 2023; Mgonja, 2023). Perceptions,

shaped by personal or community experience, play a key role in

forming attitudes toward wildlife tourism initiatives or

management action (Heneghan and Morse, 2019; Metcalf et al.,

2024). Positive experiences foster favourable attitudes, higher

acceptability and long-term commitment (Manfredo et al., 2021),

while perception of elite capture or external favouritism can erode
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trust and reduce community willingness to participate or support

an initiative (Minja et al., 2023; Metcalf et al., 2024). The CHM has

been widely applied in conservation contexts (Straka et al., 2020;

Metcalf et al., 2024; Martell and Rodewald, 2025), providing

insights into how rural communities interpret and respond to

wildlife tourism. Demographic factors such as gender, age,

education level, length of residency and past or potential

engagement with wildlife tourism JVs can shape expectations, for

example, more educated individuals may seek transparency and

accountability, while long-term residents may be skeptical due to

unmet past promises or bad experiences with the investor or effort

to deal with dangerous wild animals (Stronza et al., 2019; Eriksson

et al., 2024). Ultimately, acceptability is shaped by alignment

between community values and perceived JV outcomes, including

perceived socio-economic and conservation-related benefits (Straka

et al., 2020; Jama et al., 2023).
3 Materials and methods

3.1 Study area and context

This study was conducted in the semi-arid ecosystem of

northern Tanzania, within three WMAs: Burunge (617 km²),

Randilen (312 km²) and Enduimet (751.4 km²), all characterized

by Acacia-Commiphora woodlands and grasslands (Figure 2).

Located in Arusha and Manyara regions, these WMAs support

both consumptive (e.g., trophy hunting) and non-consumptive

(e.g., photographic safaris) forms of wildlife tourism. Burunge

WMA, with ten member villages, borders Lake Manyara and

Tarangire National Parks. Randilen WMA, consisting of six

villages, shares a boundary with Tarangire, while Enduimet

WMA, encompassing nine villages, lies adjacent to Kilimanjaro

National Park in Tanzania and Amboseli National Park in Kenya.

These WMAs form a critical ecological zone for regional tourism

and conservation.

Between 2012 and 2022, population density increased from

approximately 32 to 51 people per km² in Manyara, and from 42 to

62 people per km² in Arusha (National Bureau of Statistics [NBS],

2012; National Bureau of Statistics [NBS], 2022). This demographic

growth intensifies pressure on natural resources, particularly land

and water, reinforcing the role of wildlife tourism in balancing

economic development and conservation (Moyo et al., 2017). In the

study area, the Maasai are central to the region’s agropastoral

lifestyle, enriching wildlife tourism through traditional practices,

attire and ceremonies. Although other ethnic groups, such as the

Mbugwe, Iraqwi, Chagga, Pare, Barbaig, Nyaturu, Hehe, Rangi,

Nyamwezi and Meru are present, they constitute a smaller

proportion of the population. Within the study sample, 70% of

respondents were Maasai, followed by Mbugwe (16%), Iraqwi (7%),

Chagga (5%) and Pare (3%), with the remaining groups collectively

representing less than 2% of respondents. Rural communities

depend on woodlands for resources like herbs, fruits, game meat,

firewood and forage (Mariki, 2016; Moyo et al., 2017). Community

involvement through WMAs began in 2003 for Burunge and
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Enduimet, and in 2011 for Randilen (Supplementary Table S1).

Ecologically, these WMAs are key wildlife dispersal areas and

migratory corridors that maintain landscape connectivity and

biodiversity (Sanare et al., 2022). They facilitate seasonal

migrations of elephants, wildebeests and zebras through corridors

such as Kwakuchinja and Kitendeni, linking major PCAs such as

Arusha, Kilimanjaro, Manyara and Tarangire national parks in

Tanzania, and Amboseli national park in Kenya. These WMAs

support some of the largest elephant populations in northern

Tanzania (Kiffner et al., 2015, 2020). Northern Tanzania is a well-

established wildlife tourism hub, renowned for its biodiversity and

scenic landscapes (Sumba et al., 2021). The success of wildlife

tourism within WMAs is influenced by location, accessibility,

proximity to national parks and infrastructure such as roads and

accommodations (Mmbaga et al., 2024).

At the Institutional level, WMAs are managed by Authorized

Associations (AAs), community-based organizations responsible
Frontiers in Conservation Science 04
for wildlife conservation, tourism management and protecting

community interests (URT, 2018, 2023). These AAs enter into JV

agreements with private investors to operate lodges, conduct guided

tours and manage hunting blocks, typically under benefit-sharing

mechanisms (Lwankomezi et al., 2021). According to WMA

regulations (URT, 2018), JV agreements must include provisions

for: (i) training and employing residents, with at least 60% of staff

drawn from WMA member villages; (ii) supporting community

infrastructure projects, such as education, healthcare and water

services; and (iii) permitting community access for traditional, non-

disruptive rites. In return, the AA is obligated to ensure that at least

50% of gross revenue benefits the communities, prevents

encroachment into the WMA, and provides investors with stable

access and a conducive operating environment. EachWMA also has

a JV management committee composed of community

representatives. These committees oversee implementation,

monitor compliance, and ensure JV operations align with
FIGURE 1

Theoretical framework modified from Manfredo et al., 2021 and Straka et al., 2020. Circles represent the study variables as input to the model, and
boxes show the cognitive process.
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conservation goals and local governance frameworks (URT, 2018).

Community participation in these committees aims to empower

local stakeholders to influence decisions and protect their interests.
3.2 Study design and sampling procedure

The study employed a mixed-methods approach to strengthen

both the depth and reliability of findings and to establish a robust

link between research methods and observed socioeconomic

outcomes. From November 2022 to January 2023, a household

survey was conducted across nine-member villages, three from each

of the selected WMAs. Villages were purposively selected based on

their primary livelihood strategies, particularly agropastoralism and

proximity to the WMA boundary. The selected villages included:

Olasiti, Mwada, and Sangaiwe in Burunge WMA; Mswakini Chini,

Mswakini Juu and Naitolia in Randilen WMA; and Tingatinga,

Ngereyani and Ilidonyo in Enduimet WMA.

A systematic sampling technique was applied using the 1st, 3rd

and 5th household sequence as recommended by (Kothari, 2019).

Sampling began at the household of the village chairperson, a

respected community leader whose participation helped build

trust and facilitate cooperation. Subsequent households were

selected to ensure spatial coverage across the village, capturing

diverse perspectives on JV acceptability, benefit-sharing experiences
Frontiers in Conservation Science
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and the broader socio-economic impacts of wildlife tourism. Each

household was assigned a unique identification number, and

responses were recorded electronically using Kobo Collect

(www.humanitarianresponse.info). On average, six adults aged 18

years and above were selected per household, depending on their

availability during the visit. This approach helped to capture a wide

range of intra-household perspectives on participation in wildlife

tourism and the distribution of benefits.

Prior to data collection, research clearance was obtained from

the Tanzanian Commission for Science and Technology

(COSTECH), under Permit No. 2022-818-NA-2022-344, along

with introductory letters from Babati, Monduli and Longido

District Councils. The lead researcher, a Tanzanian employee of

the Tanzania Wildlife Management Authority (TAWA), trained in

natural resources governance and community-based conservation,

brought contextual insight into WMAs and local governance. To

minimize potential interview bias and enhance cultural sensitivity,

six native speakers were recruited and trained as research assistants.

Their fluency in local languages and familiarity with cultural norms

helped in building rapport and trust, particularly in WMAs where

perceptions of wildlife tourism ventures are often varied and

contested. Regular reflections and debriefing sessions were used to

examine power dynamics, positional advantages and interpretation

of respondents’ perceptions, thereby strengthening the credibility

and ethical integrity of the research process.
FIGURE 2

Location of the study area in northern Tanzania, showing the three wildlife management areas and study villages.
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3.3 Data collection

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire

administered to adult household members aged 18 years and

above. The questionnaire was initially developed in English and

translated into Kiswahili to ensure linguistic clarity and consistency.

A forward and back translation process was used to validate content

and maintain consistency (Hawkins et al., 2020). Prior to each

interview, participants were briefed about the study and asked to

provide informed consent. Respondents were assured of the

voluntary nature of participation, the right to withdraw at any

time, and the anonymity of their responses.

The questionnaire was piloted with 10 participants in Olasiti

Village (Burunge WMA) to assess clarity and reliability. Based on

the pilot feedback, adjustments were made such as rewording items,

changing response options and improving the overall flow of

questions. The final version used five-point Likert-type scales,

each corresponding to a single statement with standardized

response categories, allowing consistent responses across

participants and quantitative analysis. As Bernard (2011, p. 245)

notes, a Likert-type scale measures a single statement, whereas a

true Likert scale combines multiple related items into a composite

index. In this study, each perception question was measured with a

single scale, capturing attitudes toward specific statements rather

than broader multidimensional constructs. Each interview lasted

approximately 20 to 30 minutes.

We collected data from 548 respondents, of which 214 (39%)

were from Burunge WMA, 159 (32%) from Randilen WMA and

175 (29%) from Enduimet WMA. The questionnaire collected

demographic attributes, including gender, age, education level,

residence time in the village, income levels and WMA of

residence. To examine the acceptability of wildlife tourism JVs

participants were asked to respond to items in the following areas;

(i) employment opportunities (e.g., jobs in lodges and photographic

tourism); (ii) support for public infrastructure (e.g., schools,

boreholes, village offices and healthcare facilities); (iii) support for

local microenterprises (e.g., income-generating projects); (iv)

investors contributions to wildlife protection; (v) investors’ effort

to support mitigation of human-wildlife conflicts in the villages; and

(vi) access to financial opportunities (e.g., sale of crafts and diary or

farm products to tourists’ lodges or camps). Respondents also rated

the overall acceptability of their WMAs to attract more JVs in

wildlife tourism, assessed the level of community involvement in

tourism activities and their willingness to engage with future

investors in the villages.

Ratings for each item were recorded on a five-point Likert-type

scale: Very Unacceptable, Unacceptable, Neutral, Acceptable, Very

Acceptable. Responses marked as “I don’t know” were treated as

missing data. The term “accept” was used to capture respondents’

acknowledgement that these contributions or activities occur and

provide benefits, rather than simply their willingness to

receive them.

In addition to the survey, 20 key informant interviews were

conducted with purposively selected individuals knowledgeable in
Frontiers in Conservation Science 06
WMA governance, wildlife tourism and rural development. Key

informants included WMA leaders (3), village game scouts (5),

village leaders (2), elders (5), district wildlife officers (2), and tour

guides (3). The key informant interviews followed a semi-structured

checklist aligned with the study objectives but allowed for open-

ended discussion. Topics explored included: types of wildlife

tourism benefits such as employment, provision of social services

and livelihood support, including awareness on the role and

responsibility of wildlife tourism investors; community

participation in decision-making processes; and distribution of

benefits and socioeconomic impacts. Of the 20 key informants,

six (30%) were female, reflecting the male-dominated composition

of leadership and technical roles in WMAs and WBT, which may

influence the representation of women’s perspectives. To strengthen

validity, WMA financial records were reviewed to track benefit

flows and support qualitative findings (see Supplementary

Table S2).
3.4 Data analysis

We used an ordinal cumulative link mixed model (CLMM) in R

(version 4.2.3) to examine factors influencing the acceptability of

JVs within WMAs. We measured JV acceptability using five-point

Likert-type scales, with participants rating responses from “Very

unacceptable” to “Very acceptable”. A full model was initially fitted

using a comprehensive set of predictors grouped into three

categories: (i) socio-demographic variables: age, gender, education

level, WMA of residence and residence time in the village; (ii)

wildlife related benefit factors: employment, financial opportunities,

public infrastructure, support for local microenterprises; and (iii)

perceived conservation-related acceptability factors: community

involvement, mitigation of HWC, wildlife protection and

perceived increase in tourism activities in the village.

To enhance model parsimony and interpretability, a simplified

model was created by removing statistically insignificant variables

from the full model. The final model included the following key

predictors: WMA of residence, education level, perceived increase

in tourism activities in the villages, HWC mitigation, financial

opportunities, public infrastructure, support for local

microenterprises, and wildlife protection. We incorporated a

random household-level intercept to account for intra-household

correlation. Household income was excluded as a predictor because

income data were incomplete and potentially unreliable, with many

respondents unable or unwilling to report exact amounts. Future

research might consider alternative methods to obtain a more

accurate measure of household economic status.

We also performed Likelihood Ratio Tests (LRTs) to determine

whether the excluded predictors significantly improved model fit,

which they did not. Models were fitted using the “ordinal” package

(Christensen, 2022), and marginal predictions were obtained with

the “emmeans” package (Hervé and Hervé, 2020). Descriptive

summaries and visualizations were created using “Likert” and

“ggplot2” packages.
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In addition to quantitative modelling, qualitative data from key

informant interviews were analyzed using thematic content

analysis. This method organized responses into themes and

concepts aligned with the study’s objectives. A hybrid coding

approach was adopted, combining deductive coding based on

predefined themes (benefit sharing, community involvement, and

socio-economic outcomes) and inductive coding to identify

emerging issues and local perspectives. This approach facilitated a

deeper contextual understanding of the survey findings and enabled

us to gain deeper insights into both quantitative and qualitative

data, enhancing the reliability and richness of the overall analysis

through narratives from local leaders and experts.
Frontiers in Conservation Science 07
4 Results

The study sample included 59% males and 41% females. The

majority were middle-aged, between 30 and 40 years old, with an

average age of 40 years (median = 39 years). Most respondents (72.3%)

had lived in the area for over ten years, and 61.5% had attained primary

level education. Livelihoods were primarily agriculture and livestock

keeping. Household sizes ranged from 2 to 17 people, with a mean and

median of 6 people per household. Reported monthly household

incomes generally ranged between USD $300 and $500, with a mean

income of $320 (Table 1). Table 2 provides a summary of the

descriptive statistics for all key study variables.
TABLE 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents (n=548).

Characteristic Burunge Enduimet Randilen Respondents

Sample size = 548

214 (39.0%) 159 (29.0%) 175 (32%) 548

Gender

Male 91 (16.6%) 77 (14.0) 58 (10.6%) 226 (59.1%)

Female 123 (22.4%) 82 (14.9%) 117 (21.3%) 322 (40.8%)

Age category: How older are you?

18-30 52 (9.4%) 43 (7.8%) 59 (10.7%) 154 (28.1%)

31-40 65 (11.8%) 39 (7.1%) 56 (19.2%) 160 (29.1%)

41-50 62 (11.3%) 46 (8.4%) 36 (6.5%) 144 (26.3%)

51-60 23 (4.2%) 24 (4.4%) 17 (3.1%) 64 (11.7%)

61-70 8 (1.4%) 4 (0.7%) 5 (0.9%) 17 (3.1%)

Over 70 4 (0.7%) 3 (0.5%) 2 (0.4%) 9 (1.6%)

Household size: What is the number of people in your household?

1-5 67 (12.2%) 27 (4.9%) 42 (7.6%) 136 (24.8%)

6-10 116 (21.2%) 94 (17.1%) 105 (19.2%) 315 (57.5%)

11-15 29 (5.2%) 31 (5.6%) 21 (3.8%) 81 (14.7%)

over 15 2 (0.3%) 7 (1.2%) 7 (1.2%) 16 (2.9%)

Education level: What is the highest level of formal education you have completed?

No formal education 20 (3.6%) 44 (8.0%) 46 (8.4%) 110 (20.1%)

Primary school 155 (28.3%) 95 (17.3%) 97 (17.7%) 337 (61.5%)

Secondary school 31 (5.6%) 17 (3.1%) 28 (5.1%) 76 (13.8%)

College or University 8 (1.4%) 2 (0.4%) 5 (0.9%) 15 (2.7%)

Residence time: How long have you lived in this village?

Short stay (less than 5 years) 25 (4.5%) 26 (4.7%) 37 (6.5%) 88 (16.0%)

Medium stay (between 5 and 10years) 16 (2.9%) 41 (7.4%) 7 (1.2%) 64 (11.6%)

Long stay (over 10years) 173 (31.5%) 92 (16.8%) 131 (23.9%) 396 (72.3%)

Livelihood: What is your main source of livelihood?

Agriculture 58 (10.6%) 11 (2.0%) 5 (0.9%) 74 (13.5%)

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 Continued

Characteristic Burunge Enduimet Randilen Respondents

Livelihood: What is your main source of livelihood?

Formal employment 9 (1.6%) 5 (0.5%) 2 (0.4%) 16 (2.9%)

Livestock keeping 8 (1.4%) 66 (12.0%) 7 (1.2%) 81 (14.8%)

Livestock keeping and Agriculture 103 (18.7%) 67 (12.2%) 159 (29.0%) 329 (60.0%)

Petty business and artwork 36 (6.5%) 10 (1.8%) 2 (0.4) 48 (8.7%)

Income: What is your approximate annual income?

Low income (less than $300 monthly) 77 (14.0%) 62 (11.3%) 57 (10.4%) 196 (35.8%)

Medium income ($300-500) 130 (23.7%) 54 (9.8%) 116 (21.2%) 300 (54.7%)

High income (over $500) 7 (1.2%) 43 (7.8%) 2 (0.4%) 52 (9.5%)
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TABLE 2 Community responses on the extent to which Wildlife tourism joint venture activities occur or provide local benefits (n=548).

Study variable Burunge Enduimet Randilen Respondents

Sample size (n=548)

214 (39.0%) 159 (29.0%) 175 (32%) 548 (100%)

Joint ventures: To what extent do you accept that WMAs that already have JVs with WT investors attract more JVs?

Very unacceptable 15 (2.7%) 5 (0.9%) 26 (4.7%) 46 (8.4%)

Un acceptable 23 (4.2%) 10 (1.8%) 26 (4.7%) 59 (10.8%)

Neutral 3 (0.5%) 0 (0%) 3 (0.5%) 6 (1.1%)

Acceptable 124 (22.6%) 85 (15.5%) 79 (14.4%) 288 (52.5%)

Very acceptable 41 (11.1%) 59 (10.8%) 41 (7.5%) 141 (25.7%)

I don’t know 8 (1.4%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 8 (1.4%)

Community involvement: To what extent do you accept that local communities participate in decision-making processes related to
WT investments?

Very unacceptable 12 (2.2%) 1 (0.2%) 14 (2.5%) 27 (4.9%)

Un acceptable 6 (1.1%) 5 (0.9%) 3 (0.5%) 14 (2.5%)

Neutral 7 (1.3%) 9 (0%) 6 (1.1%) 22 (4.0%)

Acceptable 96 (17.5%) 75 (13.0%) 89 (16.2%) 260 (47.4%)

Very acceptable 93 (16.9%) 42 (7.7%) 62 (11.3%) 197 (35.9%)

I don’t know 0 (0%) 27 (4.9%) 1 (0.2%) 28 (5.1%)

Tourism in the villages: To what extent do you accept seeing more tourism activities happening in your villages?

Very unacceptable 13 (2.4%) 1 (0.2%) 16 (2.9%) 30 (5.5%)

Un acceptable 17 (3.1%) 6 (1.1%) 11 (2.0%) 34 (6.2%)

Neutral 1 (0.2%) 0 (0%) 7 (1.3%) 8 (1.5%)

Acceptable 91 (16.6%) 65 (11.9%) 82 (14.9%) 238 (43.4%)

Very acceptable 92 (16.8%) 56 (10.2%) 53 (9.7%) 201 (36.7%)

I don’t know 0 (0%) 31 (5.6%) 6 (1.1%) 37 (6.7%)

Financial opportunities: To what extent do you accept that WT provides access to financial opportunities?

Very unacceptable 27 (4.9%) 14 (2.5%) 32 (5.8%) 73 (13.3%)

(Continued)
frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fcosc.2025.1708398
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/conservation-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Kulunge et al. 10.3389/fcosc.2025.1708398
TABLE 2 Continued

Study variable Burunge Enduimet Randilen Respondents

Financial opportunities: To what extent do you accept that WT provides access to financial opportunities?

Un acceptable 24 (4.4%) 19 (3.5%) 29 (5.3%) 72 (13.1%)

Neutral 1 (0.2%) 3 (0.5%) 7 (1.3%) 11 (2.0%)

Acceptable 122 (22.3%) 55 (10.0%) 84 (15.3%) 261 (47.6%)

Very acceptable 33 (6.0%) 46 (8.4%) 22 (4.0%) 101 (18.4%)

I don’t know 7 (1.3%) 22 (4.0%) 1 (0.2%) 30 (5.5%)

Support microenterprises: To what extent do you accept that WT supports local microenterprises, like curio shops and women’s
groups?

Very unacceptable 8 (1.4%) 7 (1.3%) 19 (3.5%) 34 (6.2%)

Un acceptable 14 (2.5%) 29 (5.3%) 13 (2.4%) 56 (10.2%)

Neutral 0 (0%) 2 (0.4%) 8 (1.5%) 10 (1.8%)

Acceptable 135 (24.6%) 69 (12.6%) 91 (16.6%) 295 (53.8%)

Very acceptable 57 (10.4%) 49 (8.9%) 44 (8.0%) 150 (27.4%)

I don’t know 0 (0%) 3 (0.5%) 0 (0%) 3 (0.5%)

Public infrastructure: To what extent do you accept that WT JVs support public infrastructure development projects like schools or
roads?

Very unacceptable 20 (3.6%) 4 (0.7%) 19 (3.5%) 43 (7.8%)

Un acceptable 34 (6.2%) 29 (5.3%) 13 (2.4%) 76 (13.9%)

Neutral 0 (0% 7 (1.3%) 8 (1.4%) 15 (2.7%)

Acceptable 113 (20.6%) 71 (12.9%) 91 (16.6%) 275 (50.2%)

Very acceptable 47 (8.6%) 48 (8.7%) 44 (8.0%) 139 (25.4%)

I don’t know 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Lodges buying local products: To what extent do you accept that tourist lodges purchase local products from nearby villages.

Very unacceptable 19 (3.5%) 8 (1.4%) 12 (2.2%) 39 (7.1%)

Un acceptable 65 (11.8%) 40 (7.2%) 60 (10.9%) 165 (30.1%)

Neutral 94 (17.2%) 23 (4.2%) 64 (11.7%) 181 (33.0%)

Acceptable 30 (5.5%) 53 (9.7%) 22 (4.0%) 105 (19.2%)

Very acceptable 6 (1.1%) 35 (6.4.0%) 16 (2.9%) 57 (10.4%)

I don’t know 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 65 (11.8%) 65 (11.8%)

Mitigating HWC: To what extent do you accept that WT investors contribute to mitigating human-wildlife conflicts in your village?

Very unacceptable 24 (4.4%) 9 (1.6%) 13 (2.4%) 46 (8.4%)

Unacceptable 11 (2.0%) 43 (7.8%) 75 (13.7%) 229 (23.5%)

Neutral 109 (19.9%) 27 (4.9) 30 (5.5%) 166 (30.3%)

Acceptable 38 (6.9%) 15 (2.7%) 36 (6.6%) 89 (16.2%)

Very acceptable 17 (3.1%) 14 (2.5% 20 (3.6%) 51 (34.6%)

I don’t know 15 (2.7%) 9 (1.6%) 0 (0%) 24 (4.4%)

Employment opportunities: To what extent do you accept that photo tourism contributes to local employment o opportunities?

Very unacceptable 3 (0.5%) 2 (0.4%) 0 (0.0%) 5 (0.9%)

Unacceptable 28 (5.1%) 21 (3.6%) 48 (8.7%) 97 (17.7%)

(Continued)
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The majority of the respondents, Randilen (79%), Burunge

(80%) and Enduimet (93%) agreed on the acceptability of JVs in

increasing future wildlife tourism activities within the villages. Over

two-thirds of respondents: Enduimet (69%), Randilen (77%) and

Burunge (80%) accepted the support for public infrastructure

projects in the villages from JVs. The least acceptable was

Burunge (20%), Enduimet (23%) and Randilen (32%) on JVs’

support for efforts to mitigate human wildlife conflicts caused by

dangerous and problematic wild animals (Figure 3). At the other

end of the scale, however, Randilen (45%), Burunge (51%) and

Enduimet (69%) communities were somewhat divided on the

acceptability of JVs in enhancing wildlife protection in the areas.

The ordinal Cumulative Link Mixed Model (CLMM; Table 3)

revealed that the acceptability of JVs was significantly predicted by

the effects of perceived financial opportunities, contributions to

public infrastructure, support for local microenterprises, and

mitigation of human-wildlife conflicts. Respondents’ WMA of

residence and education level also significantly predicted JV

acceptability. Specifically, respondents who rated JVs as

unacceptable (estimate = 1.52; p < 0.001); neutral (estimate 2.27;

p < 0.004), or acceptable (estimate =1.98; p<0.001) associated their

ratings with perceived financial opportunities. Respondents rated

JVs as very acceptable for increasing future tourism activities in the

villages (estimate = 2.88, p<0.001) and as neutral for support to

mitigate human-wildlife conflicts (estimate = 1.12, p <0.001). Also,

respondents evaluated JVs positively for contributions to public

infrastructure, rating JVs as acceptable (estimate = 1.44, p < 0.033)

or very acceptable (estimate 2.43, p <0.001) and for support to local

microenterprises as neutral (estimate =2.52, p< 0.046) or very

acceptable (estimate = 2.13, p <0.003). Although respondents who

perceived investors’ contribution to wildlife protection as neutral

(estimate = -1.27, p<0.005) were associated with reduced

acceptability of JVs, those who rated it very acceptable (estimate =

0.71, p <0.001) showed a strong positive association (see Table 4 &

Figure 4). Regionally, respondents from Burunge WMA rated JVs

lower (estimate = -0.68, p < 0.015) than those in Enduimet and

Randilen. Finally, respondents with primary education rated JVs

higher (estimate 0.49, p < 0.048) than those with no formal

education (Figure 5). The LRT revealed that the reduced model

provided a significantly better fit compared to the full model (c² =
38.91, df = 20, p < 0.003). The random intercept showed that

household-level factors strongly shaped respondents’ perceptions of

JVs (s² = 2.35, Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) = 0.41).

Variables such as gender, residence time, employment
Frontiers in Conservation Science 10
opportunities, and community involvement did not significantly

predict JV acceptability (Table 1).

The key informant interviews revealed mixed acceptability of

benefit sharing, insufficient community involvement and persistent

human-wildlife conflicts. While wildlife tourism is broadly accepted

as a potential driver of socioeconomic development, many key

informants emphasized that the uneven distribution of benefits,

limited transparency could undermine the acceptability of

JVs (Table 4).
5 Discussion

Community acceptability of JVs in WMAs can be understood

through their perceived alignment with local development priorities

that influence both livelihoods and conservation outcomes.

Consistent with the Cognitive Hierarch Model (CHM),

acceptability is generally higher when JVs are perceived as

delivering socioeconomic benefits, such as increased wildlife

tourism activities in the villages, enhanced financial opportunities,

improved public infrastructure and support for local

microenterprises. However, limited recognition or awareness of

investors’ contributions to wildlife protection and efforts to

mitigate human-wildlife conflicts may undermine community

willingness to accept and support JVs. These findings align with

previous research emphasizing that the provision of tangible and

equitable benefits is essential for gaining and maintaining local

support for conservation-oriented wildlife tourism initiatives

(Lwankomezi et al., 2021; Kegamba et al., 2023; Snyman

et al., 2023).

Moreover, it is important to recognize the highly politicized

nature of aligning JV models with local community development

and conservation outcomes (Shoo et al., 2021; Sumba et al., 2021).

To address these challenges, future policies should focus on

strengthening contractual frameworks and ensuring equitable and

transparent benefit-sharing mechanisms to enhance and sustain

community engagement in wildlife tourism.

The growing perceived acceptability of WMAs as attractive sites

for JVs in wildlife tourism reflects rural communities’ increasing

demand for tourism activities that enhance the economic viability of

partnerships. The basic premise is that rural communities are actively

seeking to participate in tourism-related enterprises and capitalize on

the economic opportunities provided by the wildlife tourism value

chain. This is consistent with previous research highlighting how
TABLE 2 Continued

Study variable Burunge Enduimet Randilen Respondents

Employment opportunities: To what extent do you accept that photo tourism contributes to local employment o opportunities?

Neutral 26 (4.7%) 28 (4.4%) 37 (6.7%) 91 (16.6%)

Acceptable 150 (27.4%) 65 (11.9%) 85 (15.5%) 300 (54.7%)

Very acceptable 7 (0.9%) 32 (5.8%) 5 (0.9%) 44 (8.0%)

I don’t know 0 (0%) 11 (2.0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
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wildlife tourism positively influences rural livelihoods and shapes

communities’ perceptions of JVs (Spenceley et al., 2019; Akayezu

et al., 2022; Mgonja, 2023). Wildlife tourism JVs provide entry points

for rural economic development by creating employment

opportunities and supporting income-generating microenterprises

(Jani, 2018; Shoo et al., 2021; Kitole and Sesabo, 2024). However,
Frontiers in Conservation Science 11
community members engaged in wildlife tourism, either as

employees or micro-entrepreneurs, continue to face persistent

challenges such as inadequate skills, limited access to markets and

low-income potentials (Lugalla et al., 2024). These challenges can be

mitigated through the formal, contractual structure of JVs, which

may ensure transparent, predictable and enforceable benefit-sharing
FIGURE 3

Distribution of factors affecting the acceptability of joint ventures. Bars represent the respondents’ acceptability of the factors, and colours represent
responses. Percentages represent the combined proportion of respondents.
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mechanisms for rural communities (URT, 2018). This formalization

distinguishes JVs from less structured tourism models by providing

stability and accountability in benefit distribution. The structured

nature of JVs can further guarantee reliable income streams in

WMAs through concession fees and wildlife tourism activity fees.

Such financial predictability enhances community trust and

reinforces long-term conservation commitments (Spenceley and

Snyman, 2017; Kideghesho et al., 2021). This is consistent with

findings by Shoo et al. (2021), who note that wildlife tourism

contributes to local employment in lodges, supports the sale of

agricultural products and promotes wildlife protection in WMAs.

Revenue generated through WMAs is often reinvested in public
Frontiers in Conservation Science 12
infrastructure, including roads, schools, water and dispensaries,

thereby improving community welfare. To sustain these positive

outcomes, it is essential to promote fair benefit-sharing, transparent

decision-making and inclusive planning processes (Sumba et al.,

2021). Strengthening these governance mechanisms will not only

maintain community support for wildlife tourism ventures but also

enhance the overall effectiveness and sustainability of community-

based conservation initiatives.

Beyond the socio-economic benefits, JVs have also assisted in

wildlife protection. Although only a small proportion of

respondents expressed low acceptability of JVs, this group

remains important, as even a small number of people opposing
TABLE 3 Ordinal cumulative link mixed model results for factors predicting acceptability of joint ventures (n=548; p<0.05).

Variable Estimate Std. error Z value Pr (>|z|)

WMA (Randilen) -0.299 0.292 -1.022 0.307

WMA (Burunge) -0.679 0.280 -2.427 0.015*

Education level (Primary school) 0.498 0.251 1.979 0.048*

Education level (Secondary school) 0.329 0.312 1.054 0.292

Education level (College or university) 0.273 0.613 0.446 0.655

Tourism in the villages (Unacceptable) 0.120 0.743 0.162 0.872

Tourism in the villages (Neutral) -0.231 1.065 -0.217 0.828

Tourism in the villages (Acceptable) 0.946 0.686 1.378 0.168

Tourism in the villages (Very acceptable) 2.881 0.719 4.010 0.001*

Mitigate HWC (Unacceptable) 0.314 0.342 0.919 0.358

Mitigate HWC (Neutral) 1.122 0.410 2.736 0.001*

Mitigate HWC Acceptable 0.523 0.392 1.332 0.183

Mitigate HWC (Very Acceptable) 0.935 0.501 1.867 0.062

Financial opportunities (Unacceptable) 1.518 0.416 3.645 0.001*

Financial opportunities (Neutral) 2.268 0.798 2.843 0.004*

Financial opportunities (Acceptable) 1.981 0.417 4.752 0.001*

Financial opportunities (Very acceptable) 0.965 0.538 1.794 0.073

Public infrastructure (Unacceptable) 0.886 0.701 1.263 0.207

Public infrastructure (Neutral) 1.733 1.017 1.705 0.088

Public infrastructure (Acceptable) 1.444 0.678 2.129 0.033*

Public infrastructure (Very acceptable) 2.427 0.747 3.249 0.001*

Local microenterprises (Unacceptable) 1.095 0.648 1.689 0.091

Local microenterprises (Neutral) 2.516 1.261 1.995 0.046*

Local microenterprises (Acceptable) 1.090 0.661 1.648 0.099

Local microenterprises (Very acceptable) 2.134 0.709 3.007 0.003*

Protect wildlife (Unacceptable) 0.687 0.440 1.561 0.118

Protect wildlife (Neutral) -1.268 0.451 -2.814 0.005*

Protect wildlife (Acceptable) -0.231 0.375 -0.618 0.537

Protect wildlife (Very acceptable) 0.718 0.256 2.807 0.001*
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wildlife tourism initiatives can substantially undermine

conservation efforts by engaging in illegal activities that threaten

wildlife species. Key informants’ interviews revealed that JVs

actively participate in anti-poaching operations, provide patrol

equipment for village game scouts and promote environmental

conservation awareness in the surrounding communities. However,

research in these areas indicates that illegal activities, including
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poaching and habitat destruction, remain prevalent, posing a major

challenge to many species, including those targeted by wildlife

tourism for trophy hunting and photographic tourism (Rija,

2022). These ongoing threats can negatively impact wildlife

populations central to tourism ventures. Therefore, the

effectiveness of JVs in contributing to wildlife protection

ultimately depends on the extent to which they represent and
TABLE 4 Key informant insights on the acceptability of JVs in wildlife tourism.

Theme Summary of insights Illustrative quote Implication for acceptability
of JVs

Perceived benefits of
wildlife tourism such as
income generation,
improved infrastructure
like schools, water
facilities, clinics, village
offices

Wildlife tourism is seen as potential source of
income and infrastructure development such
as construction of village offices, but benefits
are unevenly distributed, with some areas
benefiting more than others

“The tourism money helps build schools and
village government offices, but not everyone
sees the benefits.” WMA leader, Burunge
WMA

Perceived inequities in benefit-sharing
such as infrastructure development in the
villages can reduce trust and the overall
acceptability of JVs.

Benefit sharing Fairness is a key concern; many informants
expressed dissatisfaction with current
distribution of benefits, particularly regarding
villages annual income share from the WMA

“Our leaders are the ones who know about the
distribution of benefits.”
- Elder, Enduimet WMA

Lack of perceived fairness diminishes
support for JVs and can hinder long-term
community cooperation

Community
engagement and
decision-making

Many felt that local communities are excluded
from decision-making process regarding the
allocation of JVs

“We have no voice in decisions; it’s the
government and WMA leaders who make the
choices.”
- Village Leader, Randilen WM

Exclusion from decision-making fosters
resistance and weakens the sense of
ownership.

Vulnerability to wildlife
damages

Most informants confirmed that human-
wildlife conflicts, particularly with elephants
and hyenas, damage crops and livestock

“We lose our crops to elephants every year, and
yet we never receive any compensation. It feels
like no one cares about what we go through.”-
Elder, Randilen

Unmet expectations regarding
compensation for wildlife damages
contribute to poverty, frustration and
opposition to JVs.

Inclusion and
transparency

Transparency in how revenues are used and
who benefits is seen as essential. The
informants highlighted the need for clearer,
more inclusive communication through village
meetings or representatives about financial
benefits.

“Tourism gives us some jobs, but we still
depend on farming and pastoralism.” -Village
Leader, Enduimet

Inclusion and transparency could help to
address economic concerns and continued
community support for JVs.

Economic security and
livelihoods

Despite the potential for increased income
through wildlife tourism, many informants
expressed concerns about the long-term
sustainability of tourism driven economy.

“Tourism brings only short-term jobs to to a
few of us, and even those come and go. In the
end, we’re still left struggling with farming and
livestock to make a living.”- Village Leader,
Burunge WMA

Long-term economic concerns must be
addressed to ensure continued community
support for JVs.

Support for widlife
protection (provision of
patrol gear and
awareness)

Communities and wildlife rangers emphasized
that effective protection of wildlife depends on
access to adequate patrol gear and sustained
awareness programs. Participant felt that
without proper equipment and education,
conservation efforts remain limited and
unsafe.

We want to protect the animals, but our
rangers lack basic gear like boots and radios. If
we had the right tools and more training, we
could do so much more _ WMA leader
Enduimet WMA

JVs that include tangible support such as
providing petrol equipment and
community awareness initiatives are likely
to gain higher acceptance, as they
demonstrate real commitment to local
needs and shared responsibility to wildlife
conservation.

Support for local
enterprises

Informants generally are supportive of local
microenterprises and tourism related business
(e.g handcrafts and curio shops) but expressed
concern over lack of capital and market
access.

“We put effort into making crafts, but tourists
barely buy them. Honestly, even the hotels here
hardly support us; they buy so little, it feels like
we’re just left out.”- Village Leader, Burunge
WMA

Support for local enterprises could
strengthen community buy-in, but market
access and support structures need
improvement.

Sustainability and long-
term outcomes

Stressed the importance of sustainable tourism
practices, worried about the depletion of
natural resources including pastureland
Community support wildlife conservation
efforts in the WMA

“Tourism shouldn’t just take from us or
damage our environment, our wildlife, or
pasture lands, our livestock depend on. These
are the very resources we rely on to survive, to
raise our animals, send our children to school,
and provide for our families.”- Elder, Randilen
WMA

Sustainable wildlife tourism practices are
necessary for maintaining community
support and biodiversity.
Depletion of natural resources like
pastureland affect livestock productivity in
the area
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balance the interests of all stakeholders involved in wildlife

tourism enterprises.

Persistent Human-wildlife conflicts in the villages continue to

reduce community acceptability of JVs. Rural communities often

suffer from wildlife damage such as livestock predation and crop

destruction (Sanare et al., 2022; Hariohay et al., 2024). Past

experiences with ineffective HWC interventions have further

fueled community skepticism toward wildlife conservation

initiatives. In many cases, the incentives provided through JVs fail

to compensate for the actual costs of coexisting with wildlife

(Hariohay et al., 2024; Mbise and Røskaft, 2021). These

challenges underscore the need for integrated approaches that

simultaneously address conservation and livelihood concerns.

Variations in community acceptability of JVs across WMAs

illustrate the importance of local context in shaping perceptions.

Respondents from Burunge WMA expressed lower acceptability of

JVs compared to those in Enduimet and Randilen, which may

reflect limited community involvement in benefit-sharing and

decision-making processes (Bluwstein et al., 2016; Kicheleri et al.,

2019). Research suggests that even modest benefits are more likely

to be perceived as fair when distributed transparently and equitably

(Kegamba et al., 2022, 2023). Furthermore, communities tend to

view benefit-sharing arrangements as just when they recognize that

investors also receive relatively low returns. These findings indicate

the need for WMA governance models that are context-specific and
Frontiers in Conservation Science 14
designed to enhance transparency, accountability and community

participation (Moyo et al., 2017; Kicheleri et al., 2019).

In addition to regional differences, household-level factors also

play a key role in shaping the perceived acceptability of JVs.

Variations in household priorities, exposure to wildlife tourism

opportunities and social networks can influence how community

members evaluate the costs and benefits of participating in JVs or

other conservation initiatives within WMAs (Bluwstein et al., 2016;

Kicheleri et al., 2019). While engagement in local microenterprises,

such as handicraft production or the sale of farm-based products to

tourists, may not provide the same stability and protection at the

household level, these activities remain vital for supporting rural

livelihoods. Recognizing intra-household differences highlights the

need for engagement strategies that are sensitive to household

circumstances, ensuring equitable access to benefits and fostering

inclusive participation in decision-making processes (Kegamba

et al., 2022, 2023).

Education can shape how communities engage with JVs in

wildlife tourism by supporting understanding of benefit sharing,

access to information, and participation in local governance (Biru

et al., 2017; Mgonja and Uswege, 2022; Pascual et al., 2025).

However, our analysis found limited evidence for higher levels of

formal education (Figure 5), suggesting that local knowledge,

experience, and direct involvement may be equally or more

important in shaping perceptions and engagement.
FIGURE 4

Perceived acceptability of joint ventures, panelled by specific perceived benefits. (A) Employment, (B) Microenterprises, (C) Infrastructure, and
(D) Financial opportunities. Points represent model-predicted effects with 95% Confidence Intervals.
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6 Conclusions

This study advances the understanding of JV acceptability in

wildlife tourism by examining the interplay between perceived

benefits, socio-economic conditions and local context, using the

Cognitive Hierarchy Model (CHM) as its theoretical foundation.

The model conceptualizes acceptability as a dynamic cognitive

process shaped by perception of benefits, community experiences

with JVs and the local realities of human wildlife interactions. The

findings reveal that the success of JVs in WMAs depends not only

on the delivery of benefits, such as financial opportunities,

improved infrastructure and stimulation of microenterprises or

small-scale businesses that enhance community participation in

the wildlife tourism value chain, but also on how these benefits are

perceived and aligned with rural community priorities.

While previous studies have acknowledged the role of wildlife

tourism in generating income and employment opportunities for

marginalized groups such as women and youth (Mariki, 2016;

Kitole and Sesabo, 2024; Lugalla et al., 2024), this study offers a

more nuanced understanding of how the acceptability of wildlife

tourism JVs can contribute to both socioeconomic development

and conservation in rural areas. Furthermore, the study suggests a

need for a more holistic and inclusive approach to wildlife tourism

planning, one that is responsive to local household needs and

recognizes the contribution of JVs to both livelihoods and

conservation initiatives. Such an approach can foster a stronger

sense of ownership and local stewardship. Empowering rural

communities to participate in wildlife tourism microenterprises is

crucial for enhancing perceived benefits (Kaaya and Chapman,

2017; Shoo et al., 2021). Providing education in entrepreneurship,

hospitality and small-business management, together with the

necessary facilities and resources to support microenterprise

development, constitutes a critical condition for achieving this goal.

This study offers a novel examination of rural communities’

acceptability of wildlife tourism JVs in WMAs in northern
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Tanzania. However, as with any research, it is subject to certain

limitations. First, the study did not include Focus Group

Discussions to capture collective or group-based perspectives on

JVs; instead, it relied on individual experiences and perceptions at

the household level. Second, the study did not assess potential

negative impacts of JVs, such as land-use restrictions or costs

associated with JV implementation in rural areas. Third, the use

of a single-item five-point Likert-type scale to assess JV acceptability

may limit the depth and reliability of understanding, as it does not

capture multiple dimensions of respondents’ attitudes and

perceptions. This omission may limit the ability to fully

understand the spectrum of JV acceptability and the mitigation

measures that have been applied. Therefore, caution should be

exercised when generalizing the findings to other regions, as

geographical variations and differing social contexts may

influence outcomes. Future research should consider multi-item

scales and additional qualitative approaches to provide a more

comprehensive understanding of community trade-offs and the

multifaceted implications of wildlife tourism initiatives.
7 Policy and empirical implications

The findings of this study provide valuable insights for

policymakers and practitioners aiming to leverage wildlife

tourism JVs as a means of enhancing rural livelihoods and

promoting conservation. The results indicate that socioeconomic

benefits such as support for local microenterprises, financial

opportunities, public infrastructure development and the

perceived growth of wildlife tourism activities within the villages

are key determinants of individuals’ acceptability of JVs. The study

further suggests that JVs play a vital role in enabling rural

communities to engage in microenterprises and small businesses,

allowing them to benefit from wildlife tourism, even in the absence

of formal support or substantial resources. Therefore, policymakers
FIGURE 5

Model-based predicted acceptability of joint ventures by (A) age and (B) education level. Points represent model-derived predicted effects with 95%
Confidence Intervals.
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should design and implement policies and programs that provide

targeted incentives and support for local microenterprises,

including entrepreneurial training, capacity building initiatives,

access to credit and the establishment of market linkages.

Moreover, policy efforts should aim to reduce regulatory barriers

and reinforce local governance structures to enhance community

participation in small-scale enterprises. This includes improving

access to legal services, enforcing minimum wage standards and

expanding social protection schemes that safeguard the well-being

of those engaged in wildlife tourism-related activities.

Furthermore, policymakers should prioritize investments in

rural infrastructure and basic services to create an enabling

environment for long-term wildlife tourism development and

improved livelihoods in rural areas. Evidence suggests that

inadequate infrastructure and low education levels hinder rural

communities’ engagement in wildlife tourism activities and their

ability to benefit from JVs (URT, 2023). Therefore, establishing a

secure and supportive environment that encourages private-sector

investment and business growth within WMAs is essential for

ensuring that both rural communities and wildlife conservation

efforts derive sustainable benefits.

This study emphasizes that the variations in the acceptability of

JVs among rural communities across WMAs, and even between

households, can provide substantial evidence that local context

matters. Recognizing socio-spatial diversity is therefore essential

for tailoring JVs’ benefits to community needs, enhancing local

support and sustaining conservation efforts. For instance, WMA

authorities could organize regular conservation education programs

and workshops to equip rural communities with the skills and

knowledge necessary to participate effectively in wildlife tourism, as

well as to share their experiences, challenges and solutions. Through

these initiatives, WMA managers should also promote

collaboration among communities, local entrepreneurs and

investors to foster a sense of collective identity and shared

purpose. This can be further strengthened by encouraging rural

communities to initiate or engage in cooperative projects such as

village savings and loan groups, which enhance social cohesion and

financial resilience.
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