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Introduction
The formation of collaborative partnerships can contribute
to the solution to societal problems (Stone, 2015). Specifically,
collaborative partnerships between universities, communities,
and tourism businesses can be used to enhance workforce
development and meet human capacity needs in rural and
remote communities. In 2019, Vancouver Island University’s
Ghana Research and Study Tour (VIU GRST), partnered with
Jolinaiko Eco Tours and the Village of Atsiekpoe, to assess and
improve existing tourism products.
The VIU GRST is an international field school aimed at
contributing to sustainable tourism development in Ghana,
West Africa, using tourism as a tool for community
development. Offered through the VIU World Leisure Centre
of Excellence, participants in the VIU GRST have been
travelling to Ghana since 2011.
Atsiekpoe is located on the banks of
the Volta River in the Volta Region of
south eastern Ghana. This small
community of 400 people is only
accessible by boat, after a three hour
drive from the capital of Ghana, Accra.
The village leaders have a long-term
relationship with Jolinaiko Eco Tours,
owners of the only tourists’ lodge
Figure 1. A welcoming sign
for Atsiekpoe Village
(Cashew Lodge) in the area. Visitors
can participate in a number of community lead tours.
Atsiekpoe leaders identified tourism as a means of
improving community wellbeing. As such they were seeking
assistance to improve tourism services and increase the
number of visitors to the community. The reliance on Jolinaiko
Eco Tours was identified as a possible limitation to growth in
tourism; therefore, one of the goals of this research project
was to identify new mediums for tourism promotion.
The goal of this action research project was to assess
existing tours using an experiential lens. Pine and Gilmore
(1998) identified that there are two main characteristics that
turn products into experiences; a) customer participation, and
b) connection to the activity or environment. For this research
project, the three primary tours offered by Atsiekpoe were
evaluated, using Pine and Gilmore's experiential product
design framework (Gilmore & Pine, 1998).

Methods
This project used a participatory
action research approach to tourism
product evaluation. More specifically,
local tour guides, community members,
and VIUGRST team members were
actively engaged in the delivery and
Figure 4. Members of the 2019 VIUGRST meet
evaluation of tourism experiences.
with the Chief of Atsiekpoe and his advisors
Three experiences were chosen as they
were identified as the most commonly participated in and/or they had
the greatest potential to be experiential.
Data used for product analysis included experience reflections from
the VIU GRST team members, tour guide comments, interview notes,
and photographs of the experiences. Interviews were conducted with
members of the community, who were selected because of their
involvement in the tours. The interviews focused on the residents’
view on tourism and what they wanted to achieve through the further
implementation of tourism products and experiences.
Data related to the promotion of tourism in Atsiekpoe was collected
from web pages, Instagram posts (i.e., related hashtags), and Facebook
posts. This data was collected through the use of hashtag searches and
through interviewing the Cashew Lodge manager.
Qualitative product analysis was conducted in order to attain the
results. When analysing the experiences, the four elements of Pine and
Gilmore’s experiential product model were used to develop products
into experiences (Engen & Mehmetoglu, 2011).

Results
Researcher’s participated in three signature experiences to assess
and evaluate the delivery of the following products: a) basket
weaving, b) fishing on the Volta river, c) Cashew Village tour.

Figure 3. 2019 VIU GRST Team
& Atsiekpoe Guides

Figure 6. 2019 VIUGRST team members on fishing tour

Fishing on the Volta River: This tour consisted of preparing to go on
the water, with a quick orientation of how to get into the boat
safely, and putting on a life jacket. Once in the middle of the river
the guide set a gill-net in the river, to be collected at a later time.
Next, the group paddled to a previously set-net and participated in
retrieving the net and removing fish.
Overall this experience was already experiential. Throughout the
tour there were points where the guides were prompted by the
visitors to be more involved. One suggestion that came out of the
analysis is that there be more interpretation about the environment
and activities throughout the tour.

“Collaboration is a key principle in community-based
tourism approaches in most developing countries” (Stone,
2015, p.166). This was essential when conducting an
evaluation of Atsiekpoe’s existing tourism products. It was
realized that the existing tourism products were both authentic
and culturally sustainable, as they were not fabricated to
appeal to visitors, and were part of the resident’s daily lives.
However, the connection between the activities and
authenticity was not being expressed to the visitors. The
facilitators of the tourism products need to take time to explain
the activities and how they relate to Ghanaian tradition and
culture. By expressing the cultural relevance of the activities
through experiential tourism products, it can act as a catalyst
for cultural preservation, as well as passing on the methods
and ancestral traditions of the activities to newer generations
(Sotomayor et al., 2019).
The current design of the tourism products offered by
Atsiekpoe are predominantly based off an observation
model, with small adjustments, the activities could become
more experiential in nature. The tourism providers could
incorporate the key characteristics of an experience; customer
participation and connection to the activity/environment. With
minor design alterations to allow for more active participation
that engage all five senses, the participants overall experience
could be enhanced (Gilmore & Pine, 1998).
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Figure 5. 2019 VIUGRST team members works with tour guides to make a basket
Figure 2. 2019 VIU GRST Team

Conclusions

Basket weaving: This tour was facilitated by youth, and involved
learning to make a basket from palm fronds. While participants
made baskets local children prepared the materials and made
baskets of their own. Preparation for the activity is completed by
guides before visitors arrive (i.e., fronds were collected and cut;
baskets were started by guides.
The 10 member VIUGRST team worked together to create two
small baskets (travel sized). The activity was finished when the
baskets were completed, there was no formal conclusion.

Figure 7. 2019 VIUGRST team member on the Village Tour

The Cashew Village Tour: This tour allows visitors to see the
community and meet the people, listen to the stories and
experience the traditions that are present within the community.
The activities included in this tour were dependant on who was
in the community at the time of the tour. The tour showed the
authentic lifestyle of the village, as the activities were not
fabricated to entertain participants. The guide stated that there are
locations that they visit on every tour, but the tour is also flexible to
meet the needs of the community.
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