Tinsley, R. and Lynch, P. A. 2007. Small hospitality and tourism businesses in Pushkar, India: Destination development through communication networks, World Journal of Tourism Small Business Management, 1, pp.83-94.
SMALL TOURISM BUSINESSES IN PUSHKAR, INDIA: DESTINATION DEVELOPMENT THROUGH COMMUNICATION NETWORKS 

Dr Ross Tinsley 

Queen Margaret University, 

School of Business and Enterprise, Clerwood Terrace, 

Edinburgh, EH12 8TS, Scotland

E-mail: rosstinsley@excite.com

Dr Paul A. Lynch*

Department of Hospitality and Tourism Management, 

University of Strathclyde,
Curran Building, Glasgow G4 0LG
Tel: 00 44 (0)141 548 3940
Fax: 00 44 (0)141 552 2870
E-mail: paul.lynch@strath.ac.uk

Biographical notes:

Ross Tinsley is interested in small tourism businesses, destination development within developing country contexts and qualitative methodology. His PhD investigated networking between small tourism businesses and its contribution to destination development.

Paul Lynch is Director of Research, with interests in commercial homes, small enterprises, networks and networking, and qualitative research methods in the hospitality and tourism industry. His PhD investigated conceptual relationships between hospitality and space in the homestay sector.

SMALL HOSPITALITY AND TOURISM BUSINESSES IN INDIA: DESTINATION DEVELOPMENT THROUGH COMMUNICATION NETWORKS 

Abstract

This paper uses the ‘communication network’ perspective (Szarka 1990) to identify how small hospitality and tourism businesses in Pushkar, India, cope with a lack of support agency assistance in skills learning and knowledge transfer. The methodological process involves participant observation and in-depth interviews. The findings reveal the role of the employee and the visitor as primary influencers in the communication networks of the businesses. However, the visitor role has decreased since the early days of tourism, with employees being the main learning network for businesses, transferring knowledge throughout the destination by employment rotation and poaching. The paper calls for holistic small tourism business studies, which seek to understand the interconnectedness of network contributions within a locality.
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Introduction

Networking has been the focus of much small business research. Recently, it has also been applied to small tourism businesses (Michael 2007; Petrillo and Swarbrooke 2005; Tinsley and Lynch 2001). In relation to destination development, its contribution is poorly understood. The exact manner in which networks are utilised within a locality, why, and how they may contribute towards the building of a tourism destination is currently unclear. However, their understanding is critical to the success of business support and tourism destination policies. 

This study is part of wider research which seeks to investigate the nature of networking as a cultural phenomenon; to evaluate effects of network use within a chosen locality; and to determine how it contributes to the overall tourist destination. This paper considers how small Indian tourism businesses make use of communication networks for organisational development purposes and, simultaneously, contribute to wider destination development. The communication network relates to advisory information flow between actors and from hierarchical sources. The aims of this paper are to examine the particular networks of key owners, groups, organisations or events, and their contribution to small business success and tourism destination development.

Network definitions and typology

Lynch and Morrison (2007, p. 43) define networks as “social structures that enable the operators of small firms to build the level of trust necessary for them to share in the development of the local tourism product”. Networking is “the process used by members of the network to mobilise relationships and learn from each other” (p. 43). One should note the organic nature of inter-relationships within a network, and that in informal networks, actors may not see themselves as part of a network. Recognition should be given to the non-spatially bound nature of some networks. Another dynamic dimension to networks is time; networks may come together for, say, a specific period of time per annum, or for a period and then break-up.

Using a sociological framework Szarka (1990) develops a typology based on three network links in the context of the small firm: exchange network – companies/organisations with which the small firm has commercial transactions, especially trading partners; communication network – organisations with non-trading links which inform its business activities, including the sharing of information between firms; and the social network – family, friends and acquaintances of the owner and his employees, and the wider cultural dimension in which actors are immersed. This paper focuses on the communication network within a tourism destination context.

Networks and tourism destination development - a small business context

Research into small tourism firms identifies familiar problems of limited resources, and limited marketing and management skills (Morrison and Thomas 1999). Furthermore, the development of these firms is restricted by inadequate understanding of other businesses in the sector and of how to work with them (Andriotis 2002; Page et al. 1999). The capacity to work with other actors is identified by Van Laere and Heene (2003) as a core competence of organisations in recognition of the fact that many of the skills and resources leading to a small firm’s success exist outside of the firm. The desirability of small tourism firms working together in a form of ‘co-opetition’ (Brandenburger and Nalebuff 1997) is seen in a number of studies as well as in tourism economic policy initiatives. For example, Michael (2003) explores the concept of businesses in a region co-operating together to deliver an overall niche tourism product. The author uses micro-market clustering theory, which implies that clustering of symbiotic businesses causes accelerated growth. He observes that business and community development are intertwined. However, Michael has difficulty in explaining the mechanism for co-operation and the role of support organisations. Against this background, tourism business networks are identified as a mechanism to overcome such weaknesses (Copp and Ivy 2001; Michael 2007), through the creation of a value chain at the level of the tourism destination composed of vertical and/or horizontal networks (OECD 1999; Tourism Scotland Network Project 2006). 

The tourism destination, itself, is an important construct for the exploration of tourism networks. It provides a geographically bounded locality, whether at a national, regional or local level, in which economic and social interactions take place and which embraces the idea of ‘community’, however defined. From a tourism perspective, the activities of small businesses within such tourism destinations is of research interest in terms of their contributions towards sustainable economic and community development of the destination (Tinsley and Lynch 2001; Petrillo and Swarbrooke 2005). Michael (2007, p. 36) complements this perspective by suggesting the concept of micro-clusters as a development model. He applies the concept to “a concentration of firms in close geographic proximity: where, in sociological terms, they are bounded by a single community of social and economic interests”. Although their number and size may be small, the co-operative and complementary nature of tourism firms is developed through the community’s own needs and values. This interaction “enhances their specialisation, improves their market potential and generates opportunities for others” (p. 37). This encourages new growth but at a level which the community can understand and control. Whilst the paper is focussed on small communities, it does not necessarily provide answers for those which are most deprived i.e. there needs to be an existing base of potential.

Drawing from wider small business literature, Morrison (2000) also argues the case for clustering. Small firm learning is a ‘connected affair’ and can be conceptualised through networks based on various conditions. ‘Clusters’ of firms in the same/similar industry within a geographic region enhance learning and competitive advantage. However, individual learning is still dependent on the owner’s personal value system. Saxena (2005) notes the difficulty in serving the needs of these types of micro-clusters (small businesses, often family run) in terms of wider development policy, and in specific education and training. Morrison, Lynch and Johns (2004) establish the core of a network as inter-organisational learning and knowledge exchange, with a sense of community and purpose giving cohesion. They refer to this as a ‘learning community’, similar to Frisk’s (2001) concept of learning destinations. An important element of these learning communities is that they “have been historically shaped by different socio-political and economic interactions amongst actors in a bid to sustain the competitive advantage of the destination” (Saxena 2005, p. 287). Saxena (2005, p. 286) stresses the main characteristic of tourism destinations and learning is “the localised nature of relationships, which contributes to the innovation milieus therein”. ‘Collective learning’ is achieved through the intense interaction of the broad group of actors and their redefining of the network to serve their individual purpose. One example of this is Tucker and Keen’s (2002) study which finds that bed and breakfast owners’ networking interactions with guests have an influential role in local and regional development as they mediate and manage guest experiences not just within the home setting but the region as a whole. Overall, there seems to be broad agreement of the embeddedness of tourism firms within the local community and the importance of interactions between local non-economic and economic community members (Lazaretti and Capone 2005). 

Grängsjö (2003) highlights the individual tensions of entrepreneurs within these community-bound networks. Entrepreneurs may struggle to see the co-existing norms and values as they fear losing control of their own business or being dependent on others. Grängsjö’s findings on tensions identified within networks suggest two principal norms and values; the company serves the destination’s interests and the destination serves the company’s interests. The former emphasises emotional attachments whilst the latter emphasises a more business-orientated approach. Gibson, Lynch and Morrison’s (2005) study of a destination network in Leith, Edinburgh corroborates this. The network has these mixed values with its community-commercial interests. This in itself is a functional challenge due to the underlying tensions of such an arrangement. However, it plays an important role as a bridge between private, public and voluntary organisations. The network’s life cycle revealed pragmatic compromises for continued survival in the shape of loss of inclusivity and compromised community values as a more commercial direction was pursued.  The authors suggest financial support is required from an early stage although continuing support needs to be based on specific tangible performance measures. However, Braun, McRae-Williams and Lowe (2005) stress the difficulty in measuring often-intangible outcomes of collaboration and learning in a regional context.

Saxena (2005) identifies key variables conducive to collective learning and knowledge exchange within these destination-bound micro-clusters/networks: an emphasis on relational rather than transactional exchange; trust and commitment that reinforce social relationships established through ongoing business interactions; information exchange based on honesty and open communication; and an emphasis shift from product and business to people, organisation and social processes. Komppula (2000) recommends greater clarity in the structure of the regional tourism network, and in actors’ positions, creating a less fragmented industry, which better carries out co-ordinated development.

The Indian small firm 

So far this paper has looked at broader research and theoretical underpinnings in a tourism context. As this paper has an Indian focus, country-specific research is now considered. There is a shortage of Asian business studies within their native countries (Gopalkrishnan 1999), especially in the context of the small firm, and the street-level, Indian small business (Srinivas 1998). Tourism research on India is limited and tends to take a top-down approach (for example, Raguraman 1998) and whilst this literature is informative and useful, it is limited in perspective. When specific literature from a small tourism business perspective in general (never mind networking) is searched for, there is a dearth. Therefore, this section also uses information from indirect sources; studies of businesses in general, which are not always small firm focussed nor tourism-based.

A major obstacle to the Indian small firm, is the lack of governmental assistance. Kumar (1998) criticises weak support agency assistance for small businesses, the former in terms of banking support, the latter in terms of marketing. Gopakumar (1998) argues that poor entrepreneurial performance cannot be attributed to their psyche, ethical values and socialisation practices. Instead, they are related to structural factors: regulatory policies, lack of commitment from government officials, and inter- and intra-sector competition. O’Sullivan et al (1998) adds political upheavals, ethnic tensions, spiralling inflation, ad hoc government policy and widespread nepotism to the aforementioned list. Certainly, much of this has hampered tourism development. In contrast to Gopakumar (1998), Echtner (1994) highlights socialisation practices which create barriers to entrepreneurship, with dominant ethnic groups having the economic, social and political advantage to exploit any new business opportunities.

Khan (1998), studying technological innovation in small- and medium-sized enterprises in neighbouring Pakistan, stresses the role of networks, particularly personal contacts, as a substitute to weak formal support agencies. However, dissemination of knowledge was very restricted which reduced innovation imitation. Gopakumar (1998) indicates how small rural businesses cope with this environment. Innovation diffusing is highlighted, including labour development through staff ‘poaching’, splitting off into new enterprises and on-the-job-training.

Shackley’s (1996) study of Jaisalmer’s camel safari sector is insightful due to its location in Rajasthan and similar popularity as a tourism destination. She recommends greater networking, the formation of co-operatives and improved industrial organisation for the sector. Michaud’s (1991) study of tourism in Ladakh divides entrepreneurship into two categories: informal and formal. The former consists of guesthouses, traditional restaurants and open-air Tibetan souvenir stalls. They do not have any organised groupings nor functional economic links outside the family network. The formal enterprises are the hotels, souvenir boutiques and travel agencies. The first two are owned by the endogenous aristocracy and bourgeoisie. However, these are rented out to exogenous tenants (from Kashmir, Punjab and Delhi), who have the necessary management skills, with landlords taking a percentage of the annual profits. In a study based in the same research destination as this paper, Joseph and Kavoori (2001) focus upon the relationship between tourism and the host community in Pushkar, in particular rhetorical strategies of mediated resistance. They suggest a rhetorical resistance by the dominant brahmin (priest caste; the highest Hindu caste) community to processes of commodification and acculturation with Western tourism. In this rhetorical discourse, the ‘government’ is criticised for encouraging tourism, and also ‘outsiders’ participating in tourism commerce.

Research destination and method

In order to explain the cultural context affecting the networking, a brief background to the study destination is given.

Research destination

Pushkar is a small town with a population of 13000 in the Rajasthan state, India. It is historically significant as a pilgrimage destination and this makes up the majority of domestic tourism to the destination. However, the ever-growing Indian middle-class are beginning to come here under the banner of ‘leisure’ rather than religion. The destination has also been increasingly popular with international visitors, particularly during the 1990s, with rapid development of the tourism industry. There are over 200 hotels and retail units are similarly widespread. Restaurants are also plentiful, especially when taking into account hotel-based operations. The amount of official travel agents is five but most hotels and many other business offer similar services.

A particular social feature of Pushkar is the high percentage of the brahmin caste, which is a reflection of both the historical and current religious importance of the destination; Pushkar is the only place with a temple dedicated to Brahma (the creator of life – also Vishnu (sustainer) and Shiva (destroyer)). However, there are also sizeable vaishya (business or trading caste) and Jain communities, as well as minority Kashmiri Muslims and Nepalese.

Regarding visitor influence, the main concern of this research is the international tourist, as opposed to domestic, and any reference to the visitor should be taken in this context. Due to research limitations it was not possible for the authors to investigate both types. Whilst domestic tourism is more significant in terms of number and year-round input, the presence of international tourism has had a major economic and socio-cultural impact on the destination. The role of networks within this dynamic change is of particular interest. The international visitor is mainly European and North American, but with substantial visitors from Israel too. More recently, Japanese and Koreans have also been visiting in significant numbers. 

Research approach

The literature review highlighted a lack of research on small tourism business networks and destination development, especially within the Indian context. Accordingly, this issue used a qualitative framework, as described by others, such as Denzin and Lincoln (2000). Within the small business literature Curran, Jarvis, Blackburn, and Black (1993, p. 13) argue that “networks are best seen as primarily cultural phenomena, that is, as sets of meanings, norms and expectations”. For example, feelings of trust, respect or friendship (Buoncore and Metallo, 2005). The research approach followed in this study is akin to Geertz’s (1973) interpretative anthropology, which sees culture as an irreducibly interactive, hermeneutical phenomenon that needs to be interpreted through “thick description”, not causally explained. The end result is a text with an interpretation (theory) of what ‘meaning particular social actions have for the actors whose actions they are….[and what this] demonstrates about the society in which it is found and, beyond that, about social life as such’ (Geertz, 1973: 25). Here, this theory (interpretation) is grounded and local, not speculative and abstract.

Regarding data collection, the approach adopted is similar to Wilson’s (1996) Goan study of tourism impact paradoxes, as it uses participant observation combined with in-depth interviews. When using a qualitative approach, it is necessary to consider the consistency and accuracy of the method, as well as the applicability of the data. Therefore, it was important to ensure the data was gathered in as honest and accurate a manner as possible. The purpose of the research was to shed more light on an aspect of networking and to do this by the researcher interpreting the ‘stories’ of the world as viewed by the respondents. To obtain a sufficiently rich picture, the researcher was immersed in the field for two months.

That there are over 200 hotels – and many more for the retail sector – made purposive sampling an, initially, daunting task. This resulted in much greater selectivity across all the tourism sectors. It included geographical spread but also relied on snowball sampling – “an approach for locating information-rich key informants or critical cases” (Patton, 2002: 237). Respondents were asked about other key people within the different sectors. This additionally led to the discovery of spokespersons for different associations, for example, the hotel association. However, the sample also represented smaller players.

A semi-structured interview schedule was divided into four main themes: owner and business background, individual business specifics, relations with other businesses internal and external to the destination, and interaction with the visitor. The interviews varied in length from forty-five minutes to ninety minutes. The interview sample consisted of seventeen owner/managers encompassing a range of sectors from within the tourism industry (hotels, restaurants, retail and travel agencies). The sample included key actors (for example the hotel association president), as well as ‘minor’ business owners in order to gain as rich a range of data as possible. 

The additional keeping of a field journal were used to supplement understanding from the interviews, as well as finding further ‘information-rich’ actors. Notes were either taken informally during discussion, or immediately after to ensure recollection accuracy. In all instances, notes were rewritten in the main journal at the end of each day. The journal was also an important tool for recording researcher self-reflection and methodological issues. By the end of the two-month period, a substantial volume of data was gathered in this manner. This was subsequently coded and added to the interview data for extended analysis. Table 1 provides key characteristics for each respondent interviewed.
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The applicability and consistency of the data takes on an added dimension in the cross-cultural context of the researcher and the respondents. The principal field researcher was non-Indian, which has both advantages and disadvantages. The former allows relative freedom to interview and interact with all Indians without the worry of social norms of caste, class and religion, which may encumber an Indian researcher. The researcher’s initial contact with respondents as a tourist, conducting a student project, was a ‘soft’ approach, which avoided issues of being a formal, ‘academic researcher’. Both of these benefits allowed for a relatively open relationship without reluctance to speak. This also helped in providing a ground-level picture, which was unencumbered by government perspectives and ideology.

In terms of disadvantages, finer points of Indian culture and habit may have been lost, resulting in a culturally less rich understanding and interpretation of the data. The researcher’s ‘tourist’ aura may also have impacted on the type of information disclosed. On the whole, the researcher found that respondent willingness was less a reflection of cross-cultural issues, and more a general problem of qualitative research, whereby some respondents are more forthcoming than others. Whilst the view of the foreign researcher as ‘more objective’ has rightly been discredited and the value of researchers from a similar or same culture acknowledged (Graburn 2002), within an interpretivist paradigm the understanding of one situation is always multifarious. The purpose of this research is to illustrate significant insights gained from this external perspective, yet acknowledging that all interpretation – whether internal/external or local/foreign derived – will have inherent advantages and disadvantages of perspective.

The interviews were conducted in English, which is not the respondents’ native language. However, India in general has a history of English speaking, due to British colonial rule and the many different indigenous languages. The official language of the law courts and of business is English. Additionally, the researcher was only interviewing business owners (most likely to be educated) and the international tourism context means that English is essential for those working in the industry. So, there was a greater familiarity for the owner/manager regarding English. The tourism focus of this research meant that many of the issues to do with language were significantly lessened. However, there were still some respondents for whom language presented difficulties and affected the richness of data. This, together with the small size of the sample, is recognised as a limitation of the study. 

Due to the overall richness of the data collected it was possible to undertake network depth analysis i.e. a focus upon meanings, norms and expectations rather than frequency of networking. This method is possible through understanding networks as cultural phenomena (Curran et al. 1993). By thematically coding the data (Flick 1998) and developing individual templates (Crabtree and Miller 1992), the research revealed an underlying current between each small firm which, when studied holistically, revealed how the networks contribute to tourism destination development. It is possible to view an individual business’s network within the destination, whilst comparative analysis reveals a collective understanding of how the tourism businesses’ networks operate at a destination level.

Findings

In the context of a lack of support agency assistance for small Indian businesses (Kumar 1998), the following findings illustrate how small tourism businesses adjust and cope with this situation through the use of communication networks. First, the focus is on the visitor as a learning medium and the importance they have had as a key part in small business networks and destination development. Then the influence of employees is examined. This section concludes by considering other ethnic minority employees/ers and the skills they have brought to the destination, particularly the Nepalese.

Visitor network

Where the visitor network appears most dynamic, is in the early stages of tourism development. One interviewee started his hotel business in the early 1980s and reveals some interesting insights into the workings of this relationship, its influence on other businesses and, as a consequence, its results on destination development, not just locally, but throughout the state and beyond. 

Conditions outwith the destination’s control, in this case visa regulations, have benefited this dynamic relationship in the early days:

There was no visa for Commonwealth countries at that time. They can stay a long time, no problem. One visitor from England I think and he says, ‘I can stay with you’. I give him one room and he cooks here and he provided for all my visitors (H3).

With longer stays, more meaningful relationships were developed to the point of actually assisting in the business running. The respondent also learnt European cuisine from other Europeans (French and Italians).

One such result of this relationship was an innovation through chance circumstances: 

People also like my roof because of the lake and that is the main reason they say, ‘can you serve us here?’…So I was the first person to start, in Rajasthan, a rooftop restaurant (H3).

The rooftop restaurant is now a regular feature and selling point of hotel/restaurants, throughout the state and beyond (also observed by the researcher).
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As a method of deciding on other businesses to co-operate with, five of the respondents mentioned using visitor experience and opinion – “travellers telling me, ‘oh I go with this travel agency, this is the best’. So it’s according to them” (H7). This is used in addition to the owner’s own knowledge and impressions. One hotel owner used the visitor as a way of deciding which hotels to refer to in other destinations – “They recommend to others, ‘I was here and here, very good people, good view, and good restaurant’. Then when I hear four or five places like this so I contact one” (H3). The visitor network is used in addition to domestic sources to ascertain a potential business owner’s character (see figure 1).

The visitor network is also used, subtly, to gather competitor information:

They [the tourists] meet together themselves and the hotel owner is also there and he hears what they are talking about…It is proud for me also that they be together and they talk, ‘good food is there’ (H3). 

In this instance, the hotel owner gets satisfaction from having an excellent reputation, which other hotel owners hear about. It does not bother him that they may use this information for employee poaching purposes (see below).

Employee network

Employee retention is an issue which came up frequently amongst those eleven businesses employing staff. Seven of them suggest some type of poaching, which they have either benefited from:

The camel person is working before in another place. I see everyday a good person and I make an offer to him...Since four years the person is with me (S7).

Or lost out on:

They are training one year with me and then going to another place. It’s no good, two or three servants I trained. All are going to another place (H1).

There is competition for trained employees, as there are so many hotels, and whilst there are many unemployed, it is easier to poach those already skilled. There may be a need to pay out more to retain but, often, there is little negotiation in the matter because of a lack of loyalty. Trained chefs, or cooks, are also commonly poached.

What this poaching does instigate is learning throughout the destination, as skills are acquired and then passed on to various businesses. This skills transferral is clearly demonstrated by the following restaurateur:

The first time I had a partnership business with a cook, I don’t know how to cook food. But he was a drinker. He always sleeps and drinks and I enjoy the cooking. Then slowly, slowly I know how to cook (R2).

In this instance, the respondent used the common scenario of the owner/cook partnership to understand how to cook for himself and make international food. It was achieved through informal, unofficial ways which are passed round the destination and beyond, through horizontal support networks.

One respondent, with much previous experience in hotels and restaurants (including his own), is another excellent example of employee mobility and the dissemination of skills throughout the destination (although he was not poached). In this case, a hotel has benefited:

They had only five or six rooms and didn’t even think about having a restaurant. I gave them the knowledge…Then in one year they made more rooms. And then the second year they made the dining hall and again in the third year more rooms (H6).

This respondent was instrumental, with his experience, in turning the business into a successful venture.

One hotel owner is also active in employee training – “so many cooks I trained and many also make partnerships and get good business. Here, I only pay them a salary” (H3). In this relationship, the role of the visitor becomes apparent as a link in the contribution to tourism destination development – “I teach them European food, then I send them as a partner to another place” (H3). The skills, which he has acquired from the visitor, are then passed on to the cooks he trains.

His reputation, as a trainer, has spread through word-of-mouth and, as a result, the hotelier directly experiences poaching phenomena:

Automatically they go to the cook and say, ‘I can pay more than him’. So if they are a good cook and honest then they ask me, ‘can we make an agreement?’. Then I suggest to them go by partnership; you get more business and he needs you (H3).

The owner is bypassed/not consulted, as the employee is contacted directly. Again, the visitor plays an important role in this disclosure of excellent reputation – “if you talk with your friend and I am there then I can hear what you like and why you like it” (H3). However, his attitude to training and subsequent poaching is different to other respondents:

No problem, baba
. In India, there’s a lot of unemployment. So I can find another one and I can teach them. When they visit Pushkar, they say, ‘oh you are a very good man’. Now they respect me; I am proud of that (H3).

He does not view poaching as a loss; he knows he has helped them in their career and, in the process, gained their respect and admiration.

Whilst there does appear to be a local business culture of employee poaching, this should not imply that there is no staff loyalty. Five (of the eleven employing businesses) mention, specifically, some aspect of long-term loyalty amongst their employees. One respondent, who has worked in several places and ran his own hotel, explains the importance of his own loyalty and reputation:

I just say, ‘three years I am already busy. I don’t want to talk with you ((poachers))’… I don’t want to cheat on people because if I cheat and get to the top I can come down very quickly. I want to keep my reputation (H6).

This respondent values his reputation above an improved financial situation. He only changes when the conditions are right, with individual contracts fulfilled.

As well as this internal, horizontal tourism development, there are external elements contributing to this horizontal learning. 

The Nepalese connection

A very small but successful business community, within the destination, are the Nepalese. A group of them emigrate, seasonally, to the research destination, bringing skills and experience from the long-established tourism industry in Nepal. Some work independently for different restaurant businesses:

I have in season time a Nepali member of staff. He is a cook from Nepal and one boy from Darjeeling. Different staff each year…I have one Nepali friend and I ask him, ‘you bring me a good cook’ (R2).

As can be seen, their involvement goes further than just labour, they are also used as recruitment contacts. These contacts can provide skilled and experienced cooks from Nepal. By recruiting from their own country, they are helping to employ their own people. This nexus is proactive and mobile, by coming to India to find work and taking entrepreneurial advantage of booming tourism destinations.

Another result of this particular network is skills transferral and development when working in local restaurants – “I learnt last year with a Nepali” (R2, 446). This Nepalese cook was taken on as a member of staff for the main season time. So, the Nepalese introduce skills to the destination, as well as assisting in recruitment.

Other Nepalese run their own restaurants, sometimes leased from hotel owners as was the case with one respondent (H5) and, at least, two restaurants in the destination are their own. One respondent claims that the Nepalese are “all friends, from the same village” (R2). There is evidence from one respondent of many more restaurants owned by the Nepalese, and that it is part of a wider Indian sub-continent network:

A Nepal man owns the bakery…He came before here, starting in Pushkar many, many restaurants; so he also came to me – ‘Can I use your restaurant? I will give you money for rent’. He has other restaurants in Delhi, Nepal (H5).

Another minority group, with a presence in the destination, are the Kashmiris. In comparison to the Nepalese, the Kashmiris are more isolated within the local community. Like the Nepalese, they bring employees from their homeland – “they were not my relatives, they were just working for me…All of them were from Kashmir. I didn’t employ anybody from Pushkar” (S2). Currently, S2 (a shop owner selling Kashmiri products) employs his nephew from Kashmir. Another Kashmiri (not formally interviewed) was similarly reliant on people from home, which is a considerable distance away. However, there is not the same interaction with the local community as the Nepalese: “they’re not interested in helping me. They have other peoples here to do business with. Even now they don’t like, particularly Kashmiris” (S2).

Table 2 provides a summary of the visitor and employee network characteristics presented.
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Discussion

Pushkar displays many characteristics of a learning destination as discussed earlier. The clustering of tourism business within the community (Michael 2007) has led to much development and learning both within the industry and the community as a whole. The findings have revealed some specific issues regarding communication networks to be discussed further.

An important feature of the destination is the active role which visitors have had in assisting the small tourism businesses, and the holistic benefits this brings regarding destination development. A major reason for this less passive, more active visitor is the many cultural differences. Whilst these are still apparent in the destination today, it has been heavily influenced by the last twenty years of tourism. The findings show the destination is, socially, quite different to the Indian norm, with its high percentage of brahmins and the booming tourism industry only increasing the destination’s uniqueness. The destination is a far cry from the average small town/village, unaffected by tourism. The visitor has played a crucial role in this change. 

Where the visitor network appears to be most important and dynamic is in the early stages of tourism destination development; development is small and informal, and the main market is still the Indian pilgrim. At that time, the visitor had the greatest impact on businesses and destination development. In particular, they took on the role of a surrogate support agency, supplying skills and ideas to the few niche market hospitality and tourism businesses in existence.

The findings show a variety of factors which have made this possible. Relations between Commonwealth visitors and hosts were heightened in the 1980s, with no visa/maximum stay requirements. Additionally, there is the common occurrence of visitors in the early stages of tourism development building up longer, more personal relations (Holloway 2002, p. 374). In the early development stages, there is a close, family relationship between the owner and visitor which is similar to Lowe’s (1998) classic study. Wider industry isolation may be the link between those two findings.

The visitor is a key instigator of Pushkar’s tourism development as owners disseminated learnt knowledge, via employees, throughout the destination. In Pushkar, there were no formal training courses for Western cookery, so there was reliance on the informal visitor network. This lack of support agency assistance, resulting in greater horizontal networking, was also seen in Khan’s (1998) study of small- and medium-sized businesses in Pakistan. The level of embeddedness within the business community (Lazaretti and Capone 2005) is emphasised further because of this lack of external support.

The main sectors to benefit are the hotels and restaurants, which make up the majority of businesses in the destination. Out of all the business sectors, it is these two where the visitor has the greatest amount of contact. Therefore, it is more likely for visitors to build up meaningful relations, which extend to involvement in business operation. Once this basic knowledge was learnt from the visitor, the business networks were then the main source of knowledge transfer, as tourism development continues. The role of key owners/influencers and employees is crucial. It is the original tourism businesses which have learnt the initial skills from the visitor and, in turn, this knowledge is transferred to their employees. 

The crucial links in knowledge transfer are employees and a business community norm of poaching skilled workers from other businesses, which replaces skills transfer from the visitor. This is an exception to Saxena’s (2005) notion of trust and commitment as a key variable within learning communities. With Indian society divided by caste, and loyalty being to one’s own caste community, it is unsurprising that low caste workers from the surrounding villages, trained in the local tourism industry, are not loyal to their predominantly high caste employers. This confirms O’Sullivan et al.’s (1994) findings regarding organisational divisions between management and employees, which revolved around caste.

Poaching instigates learning throughout the destination, as skills are taught and then passed on to various businesses (a multiplier effect). Currently, the communication network is still effective in a holistic manner but unlike in the earlier days, individuals are less aware of the wider development of the tourism destination. So, whilst poaching is not to the benefit of individual businesses whose employees are poached, it does benefit the wider tourism destination as skills are passed on through trained employees. Gopakumar’s (1998) study highlighted a similar pattern of innovation and skills dispersal through employee poaching.

This workforce communication network is particularly important when there is a lack of support agencies providing necessary training, as is the case here. Morrison’s (2000) conceptualisation of network learning as a ‘connected affair’, overcoming internal and external limitations, is especially applicable to Pushkar’s low level of tourism infrastructure development. Knowledge transfer is horizontally structured rather than vertical and hierarchical, as is typical of the support agency system.

This high level of networking for innovation purposes, due to weak support agency assistance, is similar to Khan’s (1998) study of technological innovation. However, in Pushkar, there is a greater dissemination of innovative knowledge whether voluntary or involuntary. Whilst support agency input would be positive, it will reduce network usage and reliance at a horizontal level. Currently, there are no alternatives resulting in businesses being more reliant on the skills available within the business community. Other business communities also play a role in this horizontal learning. The key is to achieve equilibrium between vertical and horizontal network support, rather than a transition from informal to formal.

The findings illustrated an interesting Nepalese connection, which is an important example of a different business community (external to the destination) having an influence on the destination’s business community. There are no restrictions for travel on either side of the Indian/Nepalese borders for either country’s citizens, resulting in a long-distance, international network. Entrepreneurial Nepalese are seeking to take advantage of other tourism markets in the Indian sub-continent and bringing with them skills and knowledge from Nepal’s own, longer running tourism industry. Whilst a major element of this Nepalese network is the establishment of their own restaurants, they also act as an intermediary in terms of supplying skilled employees from their own villages in Nepal to businesses in Pushkar. The renting out of restaurant premises to skilled, exogenous people is similar to Michaud’s (1991) study in Ladakh.

In contrast, another minority community, the Kashmiris – who have similarly sought to take advantage of other tourism markets in the sub-continent – have a closed communication network. This is because of their isolation as a religious minority, and a preference to support their own people. Initially, this appears to be a similar scenario to the Nepalese, who are also a minority bringing labour from their own country. Shackley (1996) also found little employment for locals in these in-migrant businesses. This is similar to the Kashmiris and the Nepalese when they run their own businesses. However, the latter also work for others. It is only when the owner is an in-migrant that the workforce is exclusively in-migrant. As these groups have a smaller presence, the impact on local labour is minimal. In Michaud’s (1991) study, family networks based on tourism, and extending from Srinigar to Ladakh, are similar to the Kashmiri and Nepalese networks in Pushkar.

Where the Kashmiris differ from the Nepalese is the lack of skills and employee dispersal. This is a reflection of their more specialised nature. It is Kashmiri goods rather than the general restaurant food of the Nepalese. The Nepalese do not emphasise their culture and goods, unlike the Kashmiris. There is a greater amount of unfamiliarity from the local business community regarding the Kashmiri businesses and, subsequently, they stand out more. At a social level, there are also greater cultural/religious differences. The Kashmiris are Muslims whilst the Nepalese religion is an inextricable blend of Hinduism and Buddhism. 

This closed communication works both ways. The Kashmiri respondent mentioned that the local community is not interested in assisting them either. The destination is predominantly Hindu. So, locals seeking employment will opt for familiar culture and people. Wilson (1996) also referred to in-migrants filling occupational niches in Goan tourism, with mixed local acceptance.

As the tourism destination formalises and moves towards saturation, learning from the visitor is more indirect. This is a result of two factors: the above mentioned foundation of workforce skills and visitor contact, which is shorter and less meaningful (Holloway 2002, p. 374). There is still a high level of visitor involvement in Pushkar but not to the same direct level as the early stages of tourism development. Now, the visitor’s network importance is as an information source on competitors and potential business partners, whether covertly or overtly. This is particularly useful for setting up co-operative networks with businesses internal and external to the destination, and for monitoring them. The owners use the visitor network in conjunction with their own personal observations and judgements. Parallels can be drawn with Tucker and Keen’s (2002) study and how the visitor is ‘mediated’ by owners resulting local and regional learning and development.

Conclusions

This paper has contributed to understanding the importance of communication networks within an Indian cultural context. The study was based on one locality and should not be seen as representative of all India. The interpretation generated is grounded and local in nature. 

The visitor was identified as a crucial network in the business community’s development, by providing knowledge and training which was otherwise unavailable. Although they still have a dynamic role today, it was in the early stages of tourism where their contribution to destination development was most important. Once a certain amount of locals learnt the necessary skills, they were then disseminated to others, either voluntarily or through employee poaching and idea replication, thus helping to formalise the tourism destination. Their horizontal nature was a prominent feature of the communication network and this was attributed to a lack of government support agency assistance.

With its limited vertical support, the destination was much more reliant on its own business community, the visitor, and other destination businesses for development. These networks should be further encouraged but also represent a gateway to allow integration and development via more formal measures which the Indian tourism authorities need to address. This paper’s focus upon networking of small tourism business owners in an Indian context makes an original contribution to the literature. The visitor and employee contributing to learning networks is worthy of further investigation and adds to the concepts of the learning destinations and communities (Frisk 2001; Morrison, Lynch and Johns 2004; Saxena 2005). The changing contribution of the visitor network could be usefully understood through a longitudinal study. This would capture a much richer perspective of visitor network importance through early to late stages of destination development. Additional understanding of migrants, and their role as skill and knowledge providers, is needed. In the Indian context, the Nepalese and Kashmiri are two prominent example of migrant networks. This needs further attention within the destination and in exploring links to their origin setting, including research there.

Further, holistic studies of small tourism businesses within a locality are needed, focusing on their interconnectedness through networks and the wider benefits this brings to the industry as a whole. This has important policy implications regarding small business development, by considering what is best for the industry as a whole, as well as the individual firm. In addition to these areas, further research is needed on the main conclusions mentioned above. Thus, developing the principles further and assessing their transferability to other tourism destination contexts. Destination networks are a gateway to the internal business community and successful access by support agencies can bring significant change to the business community, at the same time gaining their approval and co-operation.
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Table 1. Pushkar – Background Information

	Code/Caste
	Tourism Sector
	Business Type
	Started
	Rooms

	H1 Vaishya
	Accommodation
	Hotel
	1996
	15

	H2 Vaishya
	Accommodation
	Hotel
	1997
	14

	H3 Brahmin
	Accommodation
	Guesthouse
	1980
	5

	H4 Brahmin
	Accommodation
	Guesthouse
	1996
	5

	H5 Brahmin
	Accommodation
	Hotel
	1987
	20

	H6 ???
	Accommodation
	Hotel
	1994
	20

	H7 Brahmin
	Accommodation
	2x Hotel
	1981, 1996
	14, 13

	H8 Sudra
	Accommodation
	Hotel
	1998 (1991)
	11 (2)

	R1 Brahmin
	Food
	Restaurant
	1988
	

	R2 Brahmin
	Food
	Restaurant (chai shop)
	1996 (1992)
	

	S1 Sudra
	Retail
	Clothes
	1989
	

	S2 Kashmiri
	Retail
	Kashmiri products
	1997
	

	S3 Jain
	Retail
	Clothes/ fabric
	1986
	

	S4 Brahmin
	Retail
	Art & crafts
	1997
	

	S5 Vaishya
	Retail
	Internet café
	1998
	

	S6 Kshatriya
	Retail
	Clothes (late brother)
	2001 (1983)
	

	S7 Brahmin
	Retail
	Travel agency
	1988
	


Table 2.  Summary of Visitor and Employee Network Functions.

	Network
	Function

	Visitor
	Assist in running business; contributing to innovation; recommending businesses; employee recruitment/poaching based on visitor approval; competitor monitoring; business marketing; visitor learning local customs.

	Employee
	Poached recruitment; poaching as knowledge exchange vehicle; learning vehicle; passing on visitor-acquired knowledge; horizontal tourism development: up-skilling; external communities contribute to horizontal learning; skills transferral and development.


Fig. 1.  Visitor as a Medium in Business Co-operation.
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