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ABSTRACT

Circular economy discussions have increasingly moved beyond
materials efficiency and environmental management. However,
more attention should be paid to the social factors that support
circular and sustainable development in community-based tourism.
This conceptual paper examines Kinabalu UNESCO Global
Geopark in Sabah, Malaysia, as a rural geopark context for
advancing social circularity in sustainable tourism. Drawing on
Social Exchange Theory, Stakeholder Theory, and Social
Representations Theory, this paper develops a conceptual
framework to explain residents' support for sustainable tourism.
The framework proposes that residents’ sustainable tourism
attitudes influence their support for tourism. These attitudes
include perceived economic benefits, environmental sustainability,
perceived social costs, cultural sustainability, and visitor
satisfaction. The framework also proposes that these attitudes
influence residents’ support for tourism both directly and indirectly
through place image. Furthermore, community participation is
included as a moderating variable that may strengthen the
relationship between residents’ attitudes and support for tourism.
The paper contributes to circular economy and sustainable tourism
literature by introducing social circularity as a conceptual lens.
This lens focuses on residents’ attitudes, place-based perceptions,
participation, and support as social feedback mechanisms that help
sustain tourism development. The paper also positions geoparks as
community-based living laboratories where higher education
institutions can support campus-to-globe knowledge transfer,
participatory governance, and local value retention. Finally, the
proposed framework provides a basis for future empirical testing
using quantitative methods such as Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM).
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INTRODUCTION

Sustainability  challenges extend beyond environmental
degradation to include important social and economic concerns.
Addressing these interconnected issues requires a more integrated
approach to sustainable develipment (Velenturf and Purnell 2021;
Korhonen et al. 2018; Geissdoerfer et al. 2017).

In response, the circular economy has gained increasing attention
as an alternative to the traditional linear model of resource
extraction, production, consumption, and disposal (Mendoza et al.
2019; Korhonen et al. 2018; Geissdoerfer et al. 2017; MacArthur
2013). The circular economy is commonly defined as “a
regenerative system in which resource input and waste, emission,
and energy leakage are minimized by slowing, closing, and
narrowing material and energy loops” (Geissdoerfer et al. 2017).
Strategies such as maintenance, reuse, remanufacturing,
refurbishing, and recycling can be adopted to achieve this
(Geissdoerfer et al. 2017).

Circular economy principles are widely associated with the pursuit
of sustainable development (Kirchherr et al. 2017; Murray et al.
2017). However, the adoption of circular practices alone does not
guarantee sustainability. These practices must be integrated within
the broader environmental, social, and economic priorities
(Velenturf and Purnell 2021; Geissdoerfer et al. 2017).

Within this broader sustainability discussion, higher education
institutions have become important in supporting the transition
toward the circular economy (de la Torre et al. 2021). Their role is
not limited to teaching and research. They also contribute to
sustainability  through campus operations, infrastructure
development, curriculum design, sustainability-focused research
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partnerships, and community engagement 2024;

Giannoccaro et al. 2021; Mendoza et al. 2019).

(Renfors

Furthermore, higher education institutions are important because
they create knowledge and influence society. Through knowledge
creation and societal influence, they can support sustainability
transitions at local, regional, and global levels (Ferrer-Balas et al.
2008). From this perspective, the “campus-to-globe” approach
highlights that sustainability efforts within higher education
institutions should not remain only on campus. Instead, these
efforts should also benefit wider society through knowledge
transfer, innovation, and collaboration with communities
(Mendoza et al. 2019).

Community-based rural tourism destinations are useful settings for
applying circular economy principles beyond campus boundaries.
These destinations allow sustainability ideas to be applied in real-
life contexts where economic development, environmental
protection, and sociocultural wellbeing are closely linked.

However, achieving sustainability in rural tourism is not simple.
Rural destinations often need to balance economic, environmental,
and sociocultural challenges related to tourism development
(Godovykh et al. 2024; Celik and Rasoolimanesh 2023; Mason
2003). In these contexts, sustainability cannot depend only on
technical or environmental solutions. It also requires stakeholder
support, local governance, community participation, and residents’
continued support for tourism (Dapp 2019; Geissdoerfer et al.
2017).

Geoparks provide a particularly suitable context for examining
these issues. As protected landscapes, geoparks support sustainable
development by combining conservation, education, tourism, and
community involvement (UNESCO 2025). Kinabalu UNESCO
Global Geopark in Sabah, Malaysia, is a relevant case because it
brings together biodiversity conservation, cultural heritage,
geotourism, and indigenous community livelihoods within one
protected landscape (Sabah Parks 2025a). Therefore, Kinabalu
UNESCO Global Geopark can be viewed as a community-based
living laboratory where sustainability frameworks can be
understood in relation to both ecosystem protection and community
wellbeing.

Although circular economy and sustainable tourism have received
increasing attention, most studies have focused on the material,
technical, and environmental aspects of circularity. Less attention
has been given to the social factors that support circular and
sustainable development in rural tourism contexts.

In particular, there is limited understanding of how residents’
sustainable tourism attitudes, place-based perceptions, and
participation shape their support for tourism. This gap is important
because local communities are key stakeholders. Their support can
influence whether tourism development is sustained, resisted, or
contested over time (Marzo-Navarro et al. 2020; Cheng et al. 2019;
Shani and Pizam 2011).

To address this gap, this paper proposes a conceptual framework
that can be tested to explain residents’ support for sustainable rural
tourism in Kinabalu UNESCO Global Geopark. The framework
brings together residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes, place
image, community participation, and support for tourism.

Specifically, the framework proposes that residents’ sustainable
tourism attitudes influence their support for tourism both directly
and indirectly through residents’ place image. It also proposes that
community participation moderates these relationships by

strengthening residents’ involvement
decision-making and benefit-sharing.

in tourism planning,

By linking residents’ attitudes, perceptions, and participation, the
study advances the concept of social circularity and shows how
social feedback mechanisms can contribute to sustainable and
circular tourism systems.

Overall, this study contributes to circular economy, campus-to-
globe sustainability, and sustainable tourism literature by
extending the circular economy thinking beyond material flows to
include residents’ social and perceptual mechanisms. It also
positions geoparks as community-based living laboratories where
higher education institutions can support campus-to-globe
knowledge transfer, participatory governance, and local value
retention. In doing so, the study provides a conceptual basis for
future empirical research on socially inclusive circular tourism
development in rural and protected-area destinations.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Design

This study uses a conceptual research design with a theory-driven
approach. Its purpose is to develop a conceptual framework that
explains residents’ support for tourism in rural communities within
Kinabalu UNESCO Global Geopark. To achieve this, the study
reviews academic works about sustainable tourism, circular
economy, residents’ support for tourism, different dimensions of
sustainable tourism attitudes, place image, and community
participation. This literature is used to support the proposed model
and hypotheses.

This paper does not report primary data analysis. Instead, it
develops conceptual relationships among the constructs based on
established theories and previous empirical findings. The proposed
framework lays the foundation for future empirical testing using a
quantitative, cross-sectional survey design and multivariate data
analysis methods such as Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM). This method is suitable for examining
complex relationships involving multiple predictors, mediation,
and moderation (Hair et al. 2022).

Context and Scope of the Study

Kinabalu UNESCO Global Geopark (KUGG), Sabah, Malaysia
provides the context for this study. KUGG officially became a
UNESCO Global Geopark in 2023. It covers approximately 4,750
square kilometers and includes three districts, namely Ranau, Kota
Belud, and Kota Marudu (Sabah Parks 2025a; UNESCO 2023). At
the center of KUGG is Mount Kinabalu, an important geological
landmark and a culturally significant landscape for indigenous
communities, especially the Dusun people (Sabah Parks 2025a;
UNESCO 2023; Bidder et al. 2014). KUGG also includes Kinabalu
Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site known for its rich
biodiversity (Sabah Parks 2025b). The geopark is home to
approximately 291,300 residents across many rural villages and
indigenous communities. Their livelihoods are commonly linked to
agriculture, animal husbandry, and increasingly tourism (Sabah
Parks 2025a).

Within this wider geopark context, eight villages are officially
listed by Sabah Parks as indigenous villages, which represent the
ancestral homelands and living cultural landscapes of local
communities. Among these, the study focuses on Kampung Kiau
Nuluh, Kampung Togudon, and Kampung Marak Parak, which are
predominantly inhabited by the Dusun people. Furthermore, these
selected villages differ in their levels of tourism exposure,
community involvement, and development intensity. These
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differences are interpreted through Butler’s (1980) Tourism Area
Life Cycle framework. This village-based scope allows the study
to examine residents’ support for tourism in communities with
different stages and levels of tourism development within the same
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Figure 1: Location of KUGG and the elght |nd|genous villages (Source: Sabah Parks 2025a)

The target population of this study is limited to permanent residents
aged 18 years and above who live in the selected villages. Both
tourism-involved and non-tourism-involved residents are included.
This allows the study to capture the views of residents who may
benefit directly from tourism, as well as those who may experience
tourism indirectly or feel excluded from its benefits. Temporary
residents, seasonal migrants, and individuals below 18 years old
are excluded.

geopark setting. Figure 1 shows the location of KUGG on a map of
Sabah and the eight indigenous villages, of which three are selected
for this study.

To guide the future empirical validation phase, an a priori power
analysis was conducted in GPower to calculate the minimum
required sample size. As shown in Figure 2, the required minimum
sample size is 178 respondents, based on a medium effect size of
0.15, 95% statistical power, 5% significance level, and 11
predictors. Although the minimum required sample size is 178
respondents, the study targets 300 participants, with approximately
100 participants to be recruited from each of the three selected
villages. This target accounts for an estimated 40% non-response

or incomplete response rate.

#% G*Power3.1.9.7 x
File Edit View Tests Calculator Help
Central and noncentral distributions Protocol of power analyses
critical F = 1.84672
7
Test family Statistical test
F tests ~ Linear multiple regression: Fixed model, R deviation from zero ~
Type of power analysis
A priori: Compute required sample size - given o, power, and effect size ~
Input Parameters Output Parameters ;
Determine => Effect size f2 0.15 Noncentrality parameter A 26.7000000
o err prob 0.05 Critical F 1.8467229
Power (1-B err prob) 0.95 Numerator df mn
Number of predictors mn Denominator df 166
Total sample size 178
Actual power 0.9504223
X-Y plot for a range of values

Figure 2: Sample size determination using G*Power (Source: Authors)
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Conceptual Model Development

Building on the research design, this study develops a conceptual
framework to explain residents’ support for tourism in Kinabalu
UNESCO Global Geopark. The model is developed by reviewing
established theories and previous studies on residents’ attitudes
toward sustainable tourism, place image, community participation,
and support for tourism. Because this study aims to propose a
conceptual framework for future empirical testing, a theory-driven
literature review approach is appropriate and is therefore adopted.

Three complementary theories underpin the conceptual model,
namely Social Exchange Theory, Stakeholder Theory, and Social
Representations Theory. Social Exchange Theory suggests that
residents evaluate tourism by considering its perceived benefits and
costs (Ap 1992). They are more likely to support tourism when the
perceived advantages outweigh the associated disadvantages (Hu
et al. 2024; Nunkoo and Ramkissoon 2011; Wang and Pfister
2008). Stakeholder Theory supports this view by positioning
residents as key stakeholders in tourism development, rather than
passive recipients of tourism impacts (Shani and Pizam 2011).
From this perspective, sustainable tourism requires residents to be
included in tourism planning, decision-making, and benefit-sharing
processes (Stylidis 2020; Hsu et al. 2019; Jaafar et al. 2017). Social
Representations Theory further supports the role of place image. It
explains how shared meanings and perceptions of a place are
shaped through community experience and interaction (Kim and
Park 2023; Stylidis and Quintero 2022).

Based on these theories, residents’ support for sustainable tourism
is positioned as the dependent variable. It refers to residents’
willingness to support and sustain tourism development in their
community (Celik and Rasoolimanesh 2023; Nunkoo and So
2016). The independent variables are five dimensions of residents’
sustainable tourism attitudes: perceived economic benefits,
environmental sustainability, perceived social costs, cultural
sustainability, and visitor satisfaction. These dimensions reflect

how residents evaluate tourism impacts in economic,
Step 1: Construct Step 2: Construct
Identification Categorization
Sustainable tourism Independent

attitudinal variables: five
dimensions;

Residents’

for tourism; Place attitudes; Mediator:

image; Community place image;

participation. Moderator:
community
participation;

Dependent variable:
support for tourism.

dimensions of Stakeholder Theory, conceptual model.
support sustainable tourism Social

environmental, social, cultural, and visitor-related domains (Hsu et
al. 2019; Ribeiro et al. 2018; Choi and Sirakaya 2005).

Residents’ place image is included as the mediating variable. It
refers to residents’ cognitive and affective evaluations of their
community as both a tourism destination and a place to live
(Stylidis et al. 2017; Baloglu and Brinberg 1997; Crompton 1979).
Cognitive image refers to beliefs and evaluations of tangible
attributes of a place (Stylidis et al. 2017; Schroeder 1996).
Affective image refers to a person’s emotions and feelings toward
a place (Stylidis 2020; Baloglu and Brinberg 1997). Finally,
community participation is included as the moderating variable. It
reflects residents’ involvement in tourism planning, decision-
making, and benefit-sharing processes (Gannon et al. 2021; Hsu et
al. 2019; Rasoolimanesh et al. 2017b; Tosun 2006).

The conceptual model is developed through four steps. First,
academic and professional works on sustainable tourism
development, residents’ support for tourism, place image, and
community participation are reviewed to identify the relevant
constructs. Second, the constructs are assigned their roles in the
model, with residents’ sustainable tourism attitude dimensions
positioned as independent variables, place image as the mediator,
community participation as the moderator, and residents’ support
for tourism as the dependent outcome. Third, the relationships
among the constructs are developed based on the three theories and
previous empirical findings. Finally, these relationships are
translated into proposed hypotheses and presented in the
conceptual model.

Overall, the framework lays the foundation for future empirical
validation using quantitative survey data and structural equation
modeling. Figure 3 shows the four-step conceptual model
development process, while Figure 4 illustrates the conceptual
model of the study.

Step 4: Framework
Output

Step 3: Relationship
Formulation

Research hypotheses
proposed

Guided by Social
Exchange  Theory, and

Representations
Theory, and previous
empirical studies.

Figure 3: Four-step conceptual model development process (Source: Authors)
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Perceived Economic
Benefits

Environmental
Sustainability

[ Perceived Social Costs

[ Cultural Sustainability ]

[ Ensuring Visitor Satisfaction

Residents’ Place

[ Community Participation ]

Support for Tourism
Image

Figure 4: Proposed conceptual model of the study (Source: Authors)

Proposed Hypotheses

Building on the proposed conceptual framework, this paper
proposes five sets of hypotheses. The direction of these hypotheses
is grounded in the study’s theoretical foundations and supported by
empirical findings from previous studies.

The first set of hypotheses (Hla—e) proposes that residents’ support
for sustainable rural tourism is directly influenced by the five
dimensions of residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes. Perceived
economic benefits, environmental sustainability, cultural
sustainability, and visitor satisfaction are expected to positively
influence support for tourism, whereas perceived social costs are
expected to negatively influence support.

The second set of hypotheses (H2a—e) proposes that residents’
place image is directly influenced by the five dimensions of
residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes. Positive attitudinal
dimensions are expected to enhance residents’ place image, while
perceived social costs are expected to reduce it.

The third hypothesis (H3) proposes that residents’ place image
positively influences support for tourism. Residents who hold a
more favorable image of their community both as a tourism
destination and a place to live are expected to express greater
support for tourism development.

The fourth set of hypotheses (H4a—¢) proposes that residents’ place
image mediates the relationships between the five attitudinal
dimensions and support for tourism. In the proposed framework,
residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes are expected to shape their
image of the community, which subsequently influences the degree
to which they are willing to support tourism development.

Finally, the fifth set of hypotheses (HS5a—e) proposes that
community participation moderates the relationships between
residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes and support for tourism.

Higher levels of community participation are expected to
strengthen the positive relationships between perceived economic
benefits, environmental sustainability, cultural sustainability,
visitor satisfaction, and support for tourism. In contrast, community
participation is expected to weaken the negative relationship
between perceived social costs and support for tourism by
providing residents with greater voice, involvement, and influence
in tourism planning and decision-making.

DISCUSSION OF THE PROPOSED FRAMEWORK

Conceptual Insights from the Proposed Framework

This section presents theory-driven insights from the proposed
model rather than empirical findings. Applied to Kinabalu
UNESCO Global Geopark, the model integrates Social Exchange
Theory, Stakeholder Theory, and Socia Representations Theory to
explain residents’ support for sustainable rural tourism through
their tourism-related evaluations, perceptions of place, and
participation in tourism development.

Within the model, place image provides a possible pathway
through which residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes may shape
their support. Community participation is treated as a contextual
factor that may alter the strength of these relationships.

A key insight from the framework is that sustainable tourism in
geopark destinations cannot depend only on technical circular
economy practices. In tourism, circular economy approaches are
often applied through material and efficiency-based strategies.
These include zoning and land use planning (e.g., Yiu and Cheung
2021; Mason 2012), infrastructure planning (e.g., Mandic et al.
2018; Boers and Cottrell 2007), environmental impact assessments
(e.g., Pegler et al. 2025; Pope et al. 2019), conservation plans (e.g.,
Le et al. 2019; Nasser 2003), and waste management systems
(Obersteiner et al. 2021; Zorpas et al. 2015). These strategies are
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important. However, the proposed framework suggests that they
should be supported by social mechanisms that build trust, foster
community engagement, and ensure meaningful local involvement.

In this regard, the study introduces social circularity as a conceptual
extension of circular economy thinking in sustainable rural
tourism. Social circularity focuses on the social feedback
mechanisms through which residents’ attitudes, place image,
participation, and support help sustain tourism systems over time.
This responds to a limitation in circular economy literature, where
social equity and community agency are often given less attention
despite their importance in achieving holistic sustainability
(Korhonen et al. 2018; Kirchherr et al. 2017).

Community Participation as a Circularity Enabler

Within the proposed framework, community participation is
viewed as a circularity enabler. Participation can support more
inclusive tourism development by ensuring tourism planning and
decision-making take local voices into account. It can also help
ensure that the distribution of tourism benefits occurs in ways that
reflect community needs and sustainability goals (Huo et al. 2023;
Nugroho and Numata 2022; Gannon et al. 2021; Hsu et al. 2019).
In geopark contexts such as KUGG, conservation objectives must
be balanced with local livelihoods and cultural preservation.
Therefore, community participation may help strengthen trust and
long-term support for tourism (UNESCO 2025).

The proposed framework also highlights the issue of tourism
leakage. Tourism leakage occurs when economic benefits are
captured by external actors rather than retained within local
communities (e.g., Chaitanya and Swain 2024; Mahar et al. 2024;
Mtapuri et al. 2022; Lacher and Nepal 2010). Tourism leakage
reflects a linear economic pattern in which value flows out of the
destination. From a social circularity perspective, community
participation may help transform linear leakages into locally
embedded value chains. This can be done by strengthening local
ownership, increasing community involvement, and supporting the
retention of tourism benefits within the destination (Jeelani et al.
2023; Huo et al. 2023; Hsu et al. 2019; Rasoolimanesh et al. 2017b;
Tosun 2006).

Moreover, the proposed model highlights the roles that residents’
sustainable tourism attitudes and perceptions play in shaping
residents’ support for tourism. Consistent with Social Exchange
Theory, residents are expected to weigh tourism based on several
sustainability dimensions, including economic, environmental,
social, cultural, and visitor-related factors. These evaluations may
influence support for tourism directly. They may also influence
support indirectly through the image that residents have of their
community as a tourism destination, which acts as a perceptual
bridge between residents’ tourism-related attitudes and their
support for tourism (Uslu et al. 2023; Stylidis and Quintero 2022;
Ganyji et al. 2021; Tournois and Djeric 2019).

Theoretical Contributions

The proposed framework offers several theoretical contributions.
First, it extends circular economy research by introducing social
circularity as a concept that focuses on residents’ attitudes,
perceptions, participation, and support. These social mechanisms
are important for achieving sustainable outcomes (Korhonen et al.
2018; Kirchherr et al. 2017).

Second, this study contributes to sustainable tourism literature by
bringing together residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes, place
image, community participation, and support for tourism into one

to provide a more comprehensive explanation of residents’ support
for tourism.

Third, by including residents’ place image as a mediating variable,
the proposed framework provides a conceptual basis for
understanding the way residents evaluate tourism and how this
evaluation may lead to supportive behavior toward tourism
development. Fourth, the inclusion of community participation as
a moderating variable provides a basis for examining whether the
relationship between tourism-related attitudes and support may be
strengthened by residents’ involvement in tourism planning and
decision-making.

Finally, the proposed framework contributes to discussions on
tourism value retention. It conceptualizes community participation
as a mechanism that may help transform linear economic flows into
more locally embedded circular systems.

Practical Implications

The proposed framework also offers practical implications for
policymakers, tourism planners, and higher education institutions.
Because the present study is conceptual, these implications should
be interpreted as theory-informed recommendations rather than
evidence from primary data. Policymakers and tourism planners
may use the framework to design participatory governance
systems, strengthen local value retention, support community-
based tourism enterprises, and develop monitoring tools such as
resident perception surveys and visitor impact assessments. In
addition, higher education institutions may support geopark
communities through capacity building, stakeholder workshops,
research support, and knowledge transfer initiatives aligned with
sustainable tourism and circular economy principles.

CONCLUSION

This study extends circular economy and sustainable tourism
discussions by emphasizing the social processes that contribute to
long-term sustainability in rural tourism destinations. In the context
of Kinabalu UNESCO Global Geopark, it brings together
residents’ sustainable tourism attitudes, place image, community
participation, and support for tourism within an integrated
conceptual framework.

The proposed framework suggests that residents’ support for
tourism can be shaped by multiple factors. First, the perceived
economic or environmental outcomes of tourism can influence
whether residents accept and support tourism. Second, the way
residents evaluate the social, cultural, and visitor-related
dimensions of tourism can shape their support for tourism.
Furthermore, how residents perceive their community as both a
tourism destination and a place to live, and how meaningfully they
are included in tourism planning, decision-making, and benefit-
sharing, can also influence their support for tourism. In this way,
the study addresses the limited understanding of how residents’
attitudes, perceptions, and participation influence sustainability
initiatives in rural tourism contexts.

This study makes a significant contribution by introducing social
circularity as a conceptual extension of circular economy thinking.
Social circularity highlights that sustainability depends not only on
efficient resource use, waste reduction, and environmental
protection, but also on community participation, local value
retention, place-based perceptions, trust, and sustained resident
support. By positioning community participation as a circularity

framework. Previous studies have examined these constructs enabler, the proposed framework explains how tourism
separately. However, the present framework brings them together
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development can move beyond linear value extraction toward more
inclusive and locally embedded sustainability outcomes.

This study also contributes to the campus-to-globe sustainability
discussion by positioning geoparks as community-based living
laboratories. In these settings, higher education institutions can
support knowledge transfer, capacity building, participatory
governance, and evidence-based tourism planning. In this respect,
Kinabalu UNESCO Global Geopark provides a relevant context for
connecting institutional sustainability initiatives with rural
community development, conservation, and support for sustainable
tourism development.

As a conceptual study, this paper does not provide empirical
evidence from primary data. Instead, it offers a conceptual
framework that can guide future empirical validation. Future
studies may test the proposed relationships using quantitative
survey data and structural equation modeling, beginning with
Kinabalu UNESCO Global Geopark and extending to other rural
or protected-area tourism contexts. Comparative studies across
different geoparks and rural destinations may also help assess the
generalizability of the proposed social circularity framework.
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