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Abstract: Community-based ecotourism (CBET) has been increasingly promoted as a strategy to reconcile biodiversity
conservation with livelihood improvement in protected areas, particularly in climate-vulnerable coastal wetlands. This study
examines the potential of CBET as a driver of sustainable local livelihoods in Xuan Thuy National Park, Vietham—a Ramsar-
listed coastal wetland of international ecological importance. Using a mixed-methods approach, the study integrates household
perception analysis with econometric modeling to assess community readiness for CBET development. Primary data were
collected from a structured survey of 320 households in buffer-zone communes surrounding the park. A Sustainability Perception
Index was constructed to capture community perceptions across environmental, socio-cultural, economic, and institutional
dimensions, while a binary logistic regression model was employed to identify key determinants of household willingness to
participate in CBET. The results reveal strong environmental and socio-cultural support for ecotourism, moderate economic
expectations, and notably weak institutional confidence. Livelihood diversification emerges as the most robust determinant of
participation willingness, followed by prior tourism experience, highlighting the importance of economic resilience and experiential
capacity. In contrast, environmental awareness and institutional trust alone are insufficient to motivate participation. The findings
underscore the need for livelihood-integrated, capacity-building, and governance-oriented CBET strategies to enhance
community engagement and align conservation objectives with sustainable development in coastal wetland protected areas.
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* * * * * *

INTRODUCTION

Ecotourism has increasingly been recognized as a development pathway capable of reconciling biodiversity
conservation with socio-economic improvement, particularly in environmentally sensitive and protected areas. As a
form of tourism that emphasizes minimal ecological impact, environmental education, and meaningful local
participation, ecotourism has been widely documented to generate employment, diversify rural livelihoods, and
contribute to conservation outcomes when appropriately designed and governed (Weaver & Lawton, 2007; Fennell,
2025; Buckley, 2012). Within this framework, community-based ecotourism (CBET) has emerged as a distinctive model
that prioritizes local ownership, participatory decision-making, and equitable benefit-sharing, thereby aligning
conservation objectives with community development goals (Scheyvens, 1999; Stronza & Gordillo, 2008).

In coastal wetland regions, ecotourism also serves as a potential climate adaptation strategy by reducing reliance on
climate-sensitive livelihoods such as aquaculture, capture fisheries, and salt production. These livelihood systems are
increasingly threatened by sea-level rise, saline intrusion, coastal erosion, and extreme weather events associated with
climate change (Adger, 2000; IPCC, 2022). By promoting diversified income sources and conservation-compatible
activities, CBET can enhance household resilience while simultaneously supporting ecosystem-based adaptation,
particularly in mangrove-dominated landscapes that provide critical climate-regulating services, including coastal
protection and carbon sequestration (Alongi, 2008; Barbier et al., 2011).

Vietnam hosts a dense and ecologically diverse network of protected areas, yet many remain weakly integrated into
local development processes and livelihood strategies. Xuan Thuy National Park (XTNP), located in the Red River Delta
of Nam Dinh Province, exemplifies this challenge. As Vietnam’s first Ramsar site, XTNP supports internationally
significant mangrove ecosystems and serves as a vital stopover for migratory waterbirds along the East Asian—Australasian
Flyway. At the same time, communities in the surrounding buffer zone remain highly dependent on climate-sensitive and
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resource-based livelihoods, rendering them particularly vulnerable to environmental and economic shocks. This duality
highlights the need for development approaches that simultaneously support biodiversity conservation and strengthen
community resilience. Consistent with this need, Tuan et al. (2025) identified XTNP as having high potential for
community-based ecotourism through an Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) assessment. However, their study focused
on evaluating development potential and did not examine household willingness to participate or the socio-economic
determinants of CBET participation, leaving these important issues largely unexplored.

In recent years, research on community-based ecotourism (CBET) has increasingly emphasized its role in linking
biodiversity conservation with sustainable livelihood development in protected areas. Empirical studies across Asia and
Africa indicate that CBET can generate local income, strengthen conservation incentives, and improve community
resilience to environmental change (Benu et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2021; Jin et al., 2024; Gayo et al., 2025). However, the
success of CBET initiatives varies widely depending on governance structures, community empowerment, and benefit-
sharing mechanisms. For example, Luc et al. (2026) found that community participation significantly enhances tourism
sustainability outcomes in rural Vietnam, while Stone & Stone (2022) highlight that weak institutional capacity and
unequal benefit distribution remain major barriers to CBET success in protected areas. Similarly, Desalegn & Javed (2024)
demonstrate that residents’ empowerment and perceived economic benefits are key drivers of community support for
tourism development. Despite these advances, recent reviews note that many CBET projects continue to struggle with
governance fragmentation, limited financial sustainability, and inadequate integration of community perspectives into
tourism planning (Botero et al., 2025; Casimiro et al., 2023; Paulus et al., 2023).

Recent scholarship increasingly emphasizes that the success of ecotourism initiatives depends not only on natural
resource endowments or spatial suitability, but also on community perceptions, institutional readiness, and willingness to
participate (Kiss, 2004; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2011). Sustainable tourism theory conceptualizes tourism as a long-term
process that must maintain ecological integrity while delivering enduring socio-economic benefits (Butler, 1999). Within
CBET research, empowerment—across economic, social, psychological, and political dimensions—has been identified as a
central criterion for evaluating success and sustainability (Scheyvens, 1999). Empirical studies consistently demonstrate
that local support and participation are critical determinants of ecotourism outcomes, and that high environmental
awareness alone is insufficient if communities lack trust in institutions or meaningful opportunities to influence governance
and benefit-sharing arrangements (Stronza & Gordillo, 2008; Bennett & Dearden, 2014).

Several recent studies have examined community participation and livelihood outcomes associated with ecotourism
in protected areas. In China, Xu & Hu (2021) demonstrated that community participation strengthens residents' support
for tourism while encouraging environmentally responsible behavior. Qin et al. (2021) further showed that perceived
economic benefits and positive tourism impacts are important determinants of residents' support for tourism
development. In Nepal, Khatiwada (2022) found that community-based ecotourism enhances local participation,
equitable benefit sharing, and rural livelihoods through homestay tourism. More recently, research from the Annapurna
Sanctuary Trail indicated that ecotourism promotes livelihood diversification, social equity, and community
participation, although challenges related to income inequality and governance remain (Tiwari & Nguyen, 2024).
Nevertheless, empirical evidence from Ramsar wetland protected areas remains scarce, particularly in Vietnam, where
the socioeconomic and governance contexts differ substantially from those reported in existing studies.

In developing-country contexts, CBET initiatives often face persistent challenges related to weak governance,
externally driven project design, unequal benefit distribution, and limited inclusion of women and vulnerable groups
(Kiss, 2004; Tosun, 2006). In Vietnam, CBET has expanded in both mountainous and coastal regions, yet
implementation remains uneven due to institutional fragmentation and limited integration of community perspectives
into tourism planning. In the case of Xuan Thuy National Park, existing research has largely focused on biodiversity
conservation and climate vulnerability, with comparatively limited attention to community willingness, perceived
benefits and concerns, and the institutional feasibility of CBET development.

Although the existing literature provides important insights into the relationship between ecotourism development
and local livelihoods, several limitations remain. First, many studies focus primarily on environmental or economic
outcomes while paying limited attention to the institutional conditions that influence community participation. Second,
previous research frequently relies on qualitative case studies or descriptive approaches, which may limit the ability to
quantitatively identify determinants of household participation in ecotourism activities. Third, relatively few studies
examine CBET in coastal wetland protected areas, where communities face unique climate risks and livelihood
vulnerabilities associated with sea-level rise, salinity intrusion, and extreme weather events. These gaps highlight the
need for empirical studies that combine perception analysis with econometric modelling to better understand the socio-
economic drivers of community participation in CBET initiatives.

Against this background, the primary objective of this study is to evaluate the potential of community-based ecotourism
(CBET) to support sustainable local livelihoods in a coastal wetland protected area, using Xuan Thuy National Park in
Vietnam as a case study. Specifically, the study aims to (1) assess community perceptions of ecotourism sustainability
across environmental, socio-cultural, economic, and institutional dimensions; (2) examine perceived benefits and concerns
related to CBET development; and (3) identify key socio-economic determinants influencing household willingness to
participate in CBET using a binary logistic regression model. By integrating perception analysis with econometric
modelling, the study contributes to the growing literature on sustainable tourism governance and provides policy-relevant
insights for promoting inclusive ecotourism development in climate-vulnerable coastal wetland protected areas.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Area

Xuan Thuy National Park, also known as the Xuan Thuy Ramsar Site, is in Nam Dinh province. It was the first
wetland in Southeast Asia designated under the Ramsar Convention in 1989. In 2003, it was officially upgraded to a
national park, and in 2004, UNESCO recognized it as the core zone of the Red River Delta Biosphere Reserve.
Recently, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment proposed its nomination as an ASEAN Heritage Park,
aiming to enhance protection and regional significance. Covering approximately 7,100 hectares, the park includes core
protection areas, buffer zones, and transition zones. The ecosystem consists of estuarine mudflats, mangrove forests,
tidal creeks, and coastal sandbars, providing habitat for over 200 bird species. Figure 1 illustrates the location of Xuan
Thuy National Park together with representative landscapes of its mangrove ecosystems and intertidal wetlands that
support numerous migratory waterbirds.Communities in the buffer zone rely primarily on aquaculture (clam and shrimp
farming), capture fisheries, salt production, and small-scale agriculture. These livelihoods are highly exposed to climatic
and market risks, creating strong incentives for diversification through non-extractive activities such as ecotourism.

8- ! .‘ _.: Jc a

P ! A’Namdinh province

Giao Thuy district

Xuanthuy National Park

Le Phu Tuen, 2025

Le Phu Tuan | XTNP | 17 Aug 2025

(b)
Figure 1. Some pictures from the study area (a) Location of Xuan Thuy National Park (Tuan et al., 2025); (b) Mangrove
ecosystems in Xuan Thuy National Park(c) Intertidal wetland habitat supporting migratory waterbirds in Xuan Thuy National Park

Household Survey

A structured household survey was conducted between August and October 2025 in the buffer-zone communes
surrounding Xuan Thuy National Park. A total of 320 households were selected using a stratified random sampling
approach to ensure adequate representation across communes and key socio-economic groups.

The questionnaire comprised three main components: (i) 20 Likert-scale items assessing household perceptions of
ecotourism sustainability across multiple dimensions; (ii) binary and ordinal questions capturing household willingness to
participate in community-based ecotourism (CBET); and (iii) a set of questions examining perceived benefits and concerns
associated with ecotourism development.
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Sustainability Perception Index

To quantify household perceptions of ecotourism sustainability, a Sustainability Perception Index (SPI) was constructed
for each sustainability dimension following established practices in perception-based tourism and sustainability research
(Likert, 1932; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2011; Bennett & Dearden, 2014). For each dimension d, the index was calculated as

the arithmetic mean of the corresponding perception items:
nq

1
SPI —Z i 1
dnd Xi ( )

i=1
Where: SPl4 denotes the sustainability perception index for dimension d, x; represents the score of item i, and nq is the
total number of items used to measure that dimension. All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale, with higher
values indicating stronger agreement and more positive perceptions of ecotourism sustainability.
This aggregation approach allows for a standardized and comparable assessment of household perceptions across
environmental, socio-cultural, economic, and institutional dimensions, and has been widely applied in studies examining
residents’ attitudes toward tourism development and protected area management (Butler, 1999; Stronza & Gordillo, 2008).

Binary Logistic Regression Analysis

To identify the determinants of household willingness to participate in community-based ecotourism (CBET), a
binary logistic regression model was estimated. The dependent variable, Willingness to participate, was coded as 1 =
willing and 0 = not willing or conditionally willing. Independent variables were selected based on the literature on
community-based tourism and preliminary descriptive analysis and include gender, education, household income,
livelihood diversification, environmental awareness, prior tourism experience, and institutional trust (Table 1).

The binary logistic regression model can be expressed in its basic form as (Hosmer et al., 2013):

P,
Ln (1 —LP-) = [y + f1Female; + B,Education; + f3Income; + f,Diversified_Livelihood; + fsEnvi_Awareness;
i

+ BsTourism_Experience; + f,Instututional_Trust; 2
where P; is the probability that household i is willing to participate in CBET, By is the intercept, and By (k=1,...,7) are
the corresponding coefficients. Exponentiating the coefficients yields odds ratios (ORs), which indicate the change in
the odds of women’s leadership participation associated with a one-unit change in each predictor, holding other
variables constant (Long & Freese, 2014).

Table 1. Definition and measurement of variables used in the binary logistic regression model

Variable name Type Definition Measurement / Coding
Household’s expressed willingness to
participate in community-based ecotourism

Willingness to participate in Binary variable: 1 = willing to

CBET (willing_cbet) Dependent activities (e.g., homestay, guiding, food particip at.e.; 0= not Wl.lhng or
— . . conditionally willing
services, conservation support)
Female respondent Independent Gender of the main survey respondent Binary variable: 1 = female; 0 =
(female) P representing the household male
Education (years) Human capital of the respondent measured Continuous variable: number of
. Independent . .

(education) by formal schooling completed years of education

Income . . Continuous variable: monthly
(income) Independent Economic capacity of the household household income (million VND)

Whether the household engages in more
Independent | than one income-generating activity (e.g.,
aquaculture + farming + services)

Diversified livelihood
(diversified_livelihood)

Binary variable: 1 = diversified
livelihood; 0 = single livelihood

. . Household awareness of environmental Composite index (Likert scale 1—
Environmental awareness index ..
. Independent values, conservation importance, and 5), calculated as the mean score of
(environmental awareness) . . .
ecosystem services of XTNP environmental awareness items
Prior tourism experience Independent Household’s previous involvement in Binary variable: 1 = has tourism
(tourism_experience) p tourism-related activities experience; 0 = no experience
. . Level of trust in local authorities, park Composite index (Likert scale 1—
Institutional trust index .
S Independent management, and tourism-related 5), calculated as the mean score of
(institutional _trust) L. AR .
- nstitutions institutional trust items

RESULTS

Community Perceptions of Ecotourism Sustainability

Figure 2 presents the mean scores of community perceptions of ecotourism sustainability across four key dimensions—
environmental, socio-cultural, economic, and institutional—based on responses from 320 surveyed households. Among
these dimensions, environmental sustainability received the highest mean score (4.28), indicating a strong level of
environmental awareness and widespread recognition of the ecological importance of mangrove ecosystems and migratory
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bird habitats within Xuan Thuy National Park. This finding reflects a high degree of local sensitivity to conservation values
and the perceived role of ecotourism in supporting environmental protection. Socio-cultural sustainability also scored
highly (mean = 4.01), suggesting strong social cohesion, well-established traditions of collective action, and a generally
positive perception of community-based engagement in ecotourism activities. These social attributes constitute an
important foundation for the successful implementation of community-based ecotourism initiatives. In contrast, perceptions
of economic sustainability were more moderate (mean = 3.34). This indicates cautious expectations regarding income
generation and livelihood benefits from ecotourism, possibly reflecting uncertainty about market access, revenue stability, or
the distribution of economic gains among households. The institutional dimension recorded the lowest mean score (2.39),
highlighting limited trust in governance structures, institutional support, and management effectiveness related to ecotourism
development. This comparatively weak institutional confidence underscores a critical challenge for the long-term
sustainability of ecotourism initiatives, as effective governance and transparent coordination mechanisms are essential for
translating positive environmental and social perceptions into sustained economic outcomes. Overall, the results reveal a clear
hierarchy of sustainability perceptions, with strong environmental and socio-cultural foundations, moderate economic
expectations, and persistent institutional constraints shaping community views on ecotourism development.

Environmental

Institutional Socio-cultural

Economic
Figure 2. Sustainability perception scores across four dimensions

Perceived Benefits and Concerns Related to Ecotourism

Survey respondents identified a range of perceived benefits and concerns associated with the development of
community-based ecotourism (CBET) in Xuan Thuy National Park. As shown in Figure 3, economic benefits were most
frequently cited, with income diversification reported by 72.4% of households and local job creation by 64.8%.

These findings indicate strong expectations that ecotourism could contribute to livelihood enhancement and reduce
dependence on climate-sensitive economic activities. Beyond economic considerations, a substantial proportion of respondents
acknowledged environmental benefits, with 61.0% recognizing the role of ecotourism in supporting biodiversity conservation
and ecosystem protection. Nearly half of the surveyed households (49.5%) also perceived cultural preservation as a potential
benefit, suggesting that ecotourism is viewed not only as an economic opportunity but also as a means of sustaining local
traditions and community identity. Despite these positive perceptions, significant concerns were also expressed, particularly
with respect to equity and governance. Almost half of the respondents (46.2%) were concerned about the unequal distribution
of benefits, reflecting apprehension that ecotourism revenues may be captured by a limited number of actors.

Share of respondents (%)

Income diversification

Local job creation

Environmental conservation —
T
T

Cultural preservation

Concern: unequal benefit distribution

Concern: increased regulations
Figure 3. Perceived benefits and concerns of ecotourism development
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Additionally, 38.6% of households expressed concern over increased regulations, which may impose constraints on
traditional livelihood activities or exacerbate existing institutional burdens.

Overall, the results reveal a nuanced perception of ecotourism development: while communities recognize its potential
economic, environmental, and cultural benefits, they remain cautious about governance arrangements and the fairness of
benefit-sharing mechanisms. These concerns underscore the importance of inclusive planning, transparent management,
and equitable distribution strategies in the design and implementation of CBET initiatives.

Determinants of Household Willingness to Participate in Community-Based Ecotourism

Table 2 reports the results of the binary logistic regression analysis examining the determinants of household
willingness to participate in community-based ecotourism (CBET) in Xuan Thuy National Park. The overall model is
statistically significant based on the likelihood ratio ¥? test (Prob > ¥ = 0.0050), indicating that the included explanatory
variables jointly explain variations in household participation decisions. The McFadden Pseudo R2 value is 0.1462,
suggesting a modest yet acceptable level of explanatory power. In social and environmental studies, pseudo R2 values in the
range of 0.10-0.20 are commonly reported and reflect the complex nature of human behavior, particularly in household-
level participation decisions shaped by multiple unobserved social and contextual factors (Menard, 2000).

Table 2. Binary logistic regression results for willingness to participate in CBET

Variable B =In(OR) Odds Ratio SE p-value
(female) 0.784 2.191 1.162 0.139
(education) 0.108 1.114 0.097 0.217
(income) 0.189 1.208 0.171 0.180
(diversified_livelihood) 1.870 6.487 4.258 0.004
(environmental awareness) 0.495 1.641 0.941 0.388
(tourism_experience) 1.242 3.462 2.306 0.062
(institutional trust) -0.072 0.931 0.428 0.875
Constant —2.645 0.071 0.212 0.374

e Prob>chi2=0.0050 e Pseudo R*=0.1462

Among the explanatory variables, livelihood diversification emerges as the strongest and most robust determinant of
willingness to participate in CBET. Households with diversified income sources are significantly more likely to express
willingness to engage in ecotourism activities, with an odds ratio of 6.49 (p < 0.01). This finding suggests that
households already engaged in multiple livelihood strategies perceive CBET as a complementary opportunity rather than
a risky or uncertain economic shift. Tourism experience also exhibits a positive effect on participation willingness, with
households possessing prior tourism-related experience being more than three times as likely to participate compared to
those without such experience (OR = 3.46). Although this effect is only marginally significant (p < 0.10), it highlights
the importance of experiential learning and familiarity with tourism operations in shaping engagement decisions.

The coefficients for female respondents, education, and household income are positive, indicating that gender and
human and financial capital may facilitate participation in CBET. However, these effects are not statistically significant
at conventional levels in the current model, suggesting that their influence may operate indirectly or in interaction with
other socio-institutional factors. Similarly, environmental awareness shows a positive association with willingness to
participate, implying that conservation values and ecological understanding may encourage engagement in ecotourism.
Nevertheless, the effect is not statistically significant, indicating that pro-environmental attitudes alone are insufficient
to translate into active participation without supportive economic and institutional conditions.

In contrast, institutional trust does not exhibit a meaningful effect on household willingness to participate in CBET,
as reflected by its small and statistically insignificant coefficient. This result suggests that limited confidence in local
institutions does not necessarily discourage initial participation, although it may have implications for the long-term
sustainability and governance of CBET initiatives.

The estimated logistic regression model can be expressed as (Hosmer et al., 2013):

P
Ln (1 —lP) = —2.645 + 0.784Female; + 0.108Education; + 0.189Income; + 1.870Diversified_Livelihood;
i

+ 0.495Envi_Awareness; + 1.242Tourism_Experience; — 0.072Instututional_Trust;  (3)

Overall, the results underscore the central role of economic resilience and prior tourism exposure in shaping
household willingness to participate in community-based ecotourism, while highlighting the more limited direct
influence of demographic and attitudinal factors in the study context.

DISCUSSION

This study provides a comprehensive assessment of community perceptions, perceived benefits and concerns, and
econometric determinants of household willingness to participate in community-based ecotourism (CBET) in Xuan
Thuy National Park. By integrating descriptive and inferential analyses, the results offer a nuanced understanding of
both the opportunities and constraints shaping CBET development in a climate-vulnerable coastal wetland protected
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area, while also illuminating how CBET may contribute to multiple Sustainable Development Goals (SDGSs),
particularly SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), and SDG 13 (Climate Action).

The perception-based findings reveal a clear hierarchy across sustainability dimensions, with strong environmental
and socio-cultural foundations, more cautious economic expectations, and persistently weak institutional confidence.
High environmental sustainability scores reflect a widespread recognition of the ecological value of mangrove
ecosystems and migratory bird habitats, indicating strong local alignment with conservation objectives.

From an SDG 13 perspective, this environmental awareness represents a critical enabling condition for climate
action, as mangroves play a vital role in climate adaptation through coastal protection, carbon sequestration, and
ecosystem resilience. Ecotourism, when properly designed, can reinforce these functions by creating incentives for
conservation-oriented behavior and reducing pressure on climate-sensitive livelihoods.

Similarly, the high socio-cultural sustainability scores point to strong community cohesion, collective traditions, and
social capital. These attributes are central to the participatory ethos of CBET and resonate with SDG 5, particularly in its
emphasis on inclusive participation, empowerment, and social equity. Although gender does not emerge as a statistically
significant determinant in the regression model, the positive coefficient suggests that women’s participation may operate
through indirect pathways, such as involvement in household decision-making, informal economic activities, and
community networks—areas that are often undercaptured in quantitative models but critical to CBET implementation.

In contrast, perceptions of economic sustainability are more moderate, reflecting cautious expectations regarding
income generation and livelihood security. This finding is reinforced by the perceived benefits and concerns analysis,
where income diversification and job creation are widely acknowledged, yet concerns over unequal benefit distribution
and increased regulatory burdens remain prominent. These patterns underscore the relevance of SDG 8, as they highlight
both the potential of CBET to contribute to decent work and inclusive economic growth and the risks associated with
poorly designed benefit-sharing mechanisms. Without transparent and equitable economic arrangements, CBET may fail
to deliver on its promise of inclusive growth, thereby undermining community support.

The econometric results further refine these insights by identifying livelihood diversification as the most robust
determinant of household willingness to participate in CBET. Households with diversified income sources are
significantly more likely to engage in ecotourism, suggesting that economic resilience enables households to absorb risk
and view CBET as a complementary livelihood strategy. This finding directly links CBET to SDG 8, as it emphasizes
the role of diversified and resilient livelihood systems in fostering sustainable economic participation, particularly in
environments exposed to climate and market uncertainties. Prior tourism experience also plays a positive role,
highlighting the importance of skills, knowledge, and experiential learning in shaping participation decisions.

From a policy perspective, this suggests that targeted capacity-building and training programs could enhance CBET
participation by lowering entry barriers, especially for households with limited prior exposure. Such interventions can
simultaneously support SDG 8 by improving employment quality and SDG 5 by creating opportunities for women and
marginalized groups to access tourism-related skills. While environmental awareness is positively associated with
participation willingness, its lack of statistical significance indicates that conservation values alone are insufficient to
motivate active engagement. This finding underscores a critical insight for SDG 13: climate awareness must be coupled
with tangible livelihood benefits and supportive institutional arrangements to translate environmental concern into
sustained climate action at the community level. The non-significant role of institutional trust is particularly revealing.
Despite being the weakest sustainability dimension, low institutional confidence does not directly suppress willingness
to participate in CBET. This suggests that communities may be willing to engage in ecotourism even in the absence of
strong institutional support, creating a short-term opportunity for CBET development.

However, from a governance and equity perspective, this also signals a structural risk. Without improvements in
participatory governance, transparency, and benefit-sharing, initial willingness may not lead to durable engagement or
socially equitable outcomes—an outcome that would undermine progress toward all three SDGs. Taken together, the
findings indicate that CBET readiness in Xuan Thuy National Park is primarily shaped by households’ economic
resilience and experiential capacity, rather than by demographic or attitudinal factors alone. The coexistence of strong
environmental and socio-cultural support with weak institutional confidence creates both a strategic opportunity and a
long-term challenge. On the one hand, there is clear potential to leverage CBET as an integrated pathway for advancing
SDG 13 through conservation, SDG 8 through livelihood diversification, and SDG 5 through inclusive participation. On
the other hand, failure to address governance and equity concerns may limit the sustainability and transformative
potential of CBET initiatives. Overall, this study underscores the importance of livelihood-integrated, capacity-oriented,
and institutionally strengthened CBET strategies. Policies that support livelihood diversification, provide targeted
tourism training, and promote transparent and inclusive governance are more likely to align ecotourism development
with the interconnected objectives of SDG 5, SDG 8, and SDG 13. In coastal wetland contexts such as Xuan Thuy
National Park, aligning ecological conservation with socio-economic resilience is essential for translating community
willingness into durable, equitable, and climate-resilient ecotourism outcomes.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the potential of community-based ecotourism (CBET) as a pathway for promoting sustainable
local livelihoods in a climate-vulnerable coastal wetland protected area, using Xuan Thuy National Park, Vietnam, as a
case study. By integrating community perception analysis with econometric modeling, the research provides a
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comprehensive assessment of both the social readiness and structural conditions shaping CBET development in a
Ramsar-listed ecosystem of high conservation value. The findings reveal strong environmental and socio-cultural support
for ecotourism among local communities, reflecting high awareness of mangrove ecosystem services and a solid foundation
of social cohesion and collective action. In contrast, perceptions of economic sustainability are more cautious, and
institutional confidence remains notably weak. This imbalance underscores a critical challenge for CBET development:
while communities recognize the ecological and social merits of ecotourism, concerns related to governance capacity,
transparency, and equitable benefit-sharing persist. The binary logistic regression analysis further demonstrates that
household willingness to participate in CBET is primarily driven by livelihood diversification and prior tourism experience,
highlighting the importance of economic resilience and experiential capacity in shaping participation decisions.
Demographic characteristics and environmental awareness alone are insufficient to motivate engagement, emphasizing that
conservation-oriented attitudes must be complemented by tangible livelihood benefits and enabling institutional
conditions. Although institutional trust does not emerge as a statistically significant determinant of initial willingness, its
low perception scores signal potential risks to the long-term sustainability and equity of CBET initiatives.

From a policy perspective, the results suggest that CBET strategies in coastal wetland protected areas should prioritize
livelihood-integrated approaches, targeted capacity-building, and governance strengthening. Supporting diversified
livelihood portfolios, providing tourism-related training, and fostering inclusive and transparent institutional arrangements
are essential for translating community willingness into sustained participation. More broadly, the study highlights CBET’s
potential to contribute simultaneously to climate adaptation, conservation, and inclusive development, aligning with the
objectives of SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), and SDG 13 (Climate Action).

Despite its contributions, this study is subject to certain limitations. The cross-sectional nature of the survey restricts
causal inference, and future research could benefit from longitudinal designs to capture dynamic changes in perceptions
and participation over time. In addition, qualitative approaches and gender-disaggregated analyses could further illuminate
power relations, institutional dynamics, and intra-household decision-making processes that influence CBET outcomes.

Overall, this research underscores that the success of community-based ecotourism in coastal wetland protected areas
depends not only on ecological assets or market potential, but fundamentally on the integration of livelihood resilience,
experiential capacity, and inclusive governance. Addressing these dimensions is essential for ensuring that CBET
evolves from a promising concept into a durable and equitable development pathway in Xuan Thuy National Park and
similar protected areas. Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations.

First, the analysis is based on cross-sectional survey data collected at a single point in time, which limits the ability
to capture dynamic changes in community perceptions and participation over time.

Second, the study focuses on households in the buffer-zone communes of Xuan Thuy National Park, and therefore the
findings may not be fully generalizable to other protected areas with different socio-economic and ecological contexts.

Third, while the logistic regression model identifies key determinants of participation willingness, it does not fully
capture complex institutional dynamics or power relations that may influence ecotourism governance. Future research
could employ longitudinal data, comparative case studies, and mixed qualitative—quantitative approaches to better
understand long-term community engagement and institutional effectiveness in CBET development.
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