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Affirming Identity: Exploring Black Travelers Perceptions of Inclusive Tourism  

Introduction  

The relatively silent exploration of race and tourism moved to the forefront in 2020 

amidst global discussions around systemic racism and inclusion (Dillette et al., 2024). While this 

discussion began in the United States (U.S.), similar conversations took place in destinations 

around the world including majority Black countries. For example, in Jamaica, protests 

highlighting similar conversations of Black deaths and police emerged while also emphasizing 

intersectional issues of colourism and socioeconomic status (Altink, 2020). Black Lives Matter 

messaging also resonated with residents in African countries like Ghana where protestors risked 

their safety to protest racial injustice. These respective fights for justice rests in the persistent 

dissolution of the colonial legacy that has existed for generations. Such global instances of 

support remind us that there continues to be a strong linkage among Black citizens across the 

globe and their desire for liberation remains central to social justice initiatives (Kagumire, 2020).  

From a tourism perspective, the experiences of Black travelers come with complex 

interactions with others and the environments in which they engage. In some locations, travelers 

may experience discrimination and exclusion, while others may find their identities are 

celebrated and affirmed (Dillette et al., 2019; Dillette et al., 2024). At the height of the Black 

Lives Matter movement, as narratives of unsatisfied Black travelers were shared on social and 

mainstream media, tourism organizations vowed to better understand the reputation of their own 

destination as well as the disconnect between the industry and the Black travel market. These 

responses were met with both positive and negative feedback thereby indicating that their efforts 

would require more in-depth approaches to bridging this gap (Tucker et al., 2023).  

A part of this gap lies not only in the lack of industry attention placed on understanding 

the experiences of Black travelers, but from the academic side as well. A small, but growing 

group of scholars have engaged in this work highlighting the resilience and transformation of this 

market over time (Benjamin & Dillette, 2021; Dillette et al., 2019; Lee & Scott, 2017; Tucker et 

al., 2023). While understanding the historical connection between race and tourism is important, 

focusing on the affective dimensions of Black travel is just as critical. This research follows that 

of Tucker et al. (2023) whose work on relational legitimacy, how individuals evaluate an 

organization and its actions as identity affirming (Tost, 2011), was the first to broach this topic. 

Tucker et al. (2023) developed the Black Traveler DMO Legitimacy Scale (BTDLS) which 

found that Black American travelers placed importance on feelings of affirmation when they 

were appreciated, recognized/valued, seen, and felt important. Additionally, Black travelers 

indicated feelings of affirmation when they were represented in tourism related products and 

services. While the items included on the scale highlight key elements associated with relational 

legitimacy, they only scratch the surface of what truly resonates with Black travelers. 

Additionally, like others before it, this work focuses solely on the experiences of U.S. travelers. 

Thus, the real need lies in understanding the affective similarities and differences that exist 

across cultures of Black travelers and how these insights can create actionable strategies within 

the industry.  



In the spirit of “Discovering Narratives and Positioning Stories”, this qualitative study 

will draw on relational legitimacy theory to examine the ways in which Black travelers from the 

U.S., Jamaica, and Ghana feel the tourism industry affirms their identity. Thus, this study is 

guided by the research question: How and in what ways do Black travelers perceive and 

experience the affirmation of their racial and cultural identities within the tourism industry? The 

cross-cultural narratives of participants from the identified destinations will certainly contribute 

to a broader conversation of how tourism can foster a more inclusive and identity affirming space 

for all travelers.  

 

Literature Review  

Global Black Travel  

 The global Black travel experience is rooted in shared histories dating back to the 

transatlantic slave trade connecting Black people in the U.S. Caribbean, and Africa (Dillette, 

2021). Of particular interest in this work are the connections between the U.S., Jamaica, and 

Ghana as each location has particular significance within the transatlantic. For example, the 

transmigration patterns of the slave trade position the Caribbean, specifically Jamaica, as an ideal 

spot to bridge the flow of tourism activities between the U.S. and Africa (Bartlett, 2023). The 

U.S./Africa connection has perhaps never been more evident than during Ghana’s 2019 Year of 

Return initiative which commemorated 400 years since the first ship landed in America. This 

journey “home” emphasized a growing trend in heritage or roots tourism wherein Black 

American travelers sought to reconnect with their African ancestry (Dillette, 2021; Adu-Ampong 

& Dillette, 2024). Now, five years since this historic event stakeholders including but not limited 

to academics, tourism leaders and government officials are focusing on life “Beyond the Return”, 

a comprehensive plan designed to continue travel to and among the region (Awal, 2023).   

U.S. Black Travel  

 Much of the existing research on Black travel centers the experiences of Black U.S. 

travelers (Benjamin & Dillette, 2021; Carter, 2008; Dillette et al., 2019). Common discussions 

on Black travel typically include the period in U.S. history known as Jim Crow which was 

marked by legislation designed to segregate Black Americans from White Americans. Excluded 

from or segregated in most mainstream travel spaces, Black travelers began to develop their own 

unique ways to engage in the industry. For example, resources like the Green Book were 

developed to as a guide for Black travelers who needed to locate tourism-related businesses (e.g., 

hotels, restaurants, gas stations) within segregated spaces (Tucker et al., 2023). While these 

experiences seem like memories of a time that once was, contemporary travelers have revealed 

continued hardships while traveling. However, like those who came before them, they have 

developed digital networks and safe spaces to ensure engagement within the travel industry 

(Dillette et al., 2019). These longstanding hardships matched with justice seeking efforts 

demonstrate the resilience of this travel segment and underscores the intersections between race 

and tourism (Dillette & Benjamin, 2022).  

 



Relational Legitimacy  

 Legitimacy is prominent theory often used in business management research and is 

defined as a “generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 

proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, and beliefs, and 

definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). Commonly studied dimensions of legitimacy include 

cognitive legitimacy (e.g., a natural fit within a societal frame), pragmatic legitimacy (e.g., focus 

on an organization’s ability to meet a stakeholder’s needs), and moral legitimacy (e.g., alignment 

with morality or ethical behavior) (Deephouse et al., 2017). Relational legitimacy is a less 

commonly studied dimension of legitimacy but offers a promising theoretical lens to examine 

how Black travelers from various cultures, feel the actions of the tourism industry affirm their 

identity (Tost, 2011). According to Tucker et al. (2023), Black travelers will evaluate relational 

legitimacy based on feeling appreciated, recognized/valued, important seen. They will also base 

their evaluations on feelings of belonging. This study will explore specific ways in which the 

racial and cultural identities of Black travelers were affirmed.  

Methodology  

A common method for gathering data on public perceptions is through self-reported 

surveys (Ryan et. al, 2012; Neuert et al., 2024). Surveys are particularly useful because responses 

can be collected in a rather time efficient manner yielding large amounts of data from a wide 

range of participants. Second, surveys offer the capability to generalize findings. Lastly, surveys 

offer the relative affordability compared to other forms of data collection (Desimone & la Floch, 

2004). Despite the benefits, there are critiques; namely, surveys generally do not allow for deeper 

probing into what respondents are thinking or feeling. As a result, cognitive interviews were 

developed as an ideal method to explore how respondents comprehend survey information, a 

method commonly used in experimental psychology (Ryan et al., 2012; Willis & Artino, 2013; 

Meadows, 2021).  

The descriptive cognitive interview is a qualitative approach used to gather in-depth 

information about how participants interpret and respond based on their experiences with a given 

topic. Commonly this process involves the use of think aloud protocols or probing techniques to 

encourage participants to verbalize their thoughts. This iterative approach focuses on how 

participants understand the survey question, retrieve the information needed to respond, and how 

they communicate their response (Meadows, 2021; Ridolfo & Schoua-Glasberg, 2011). This 

approach has been retooled to incorporate the importance of the social context associated with 

the experiences of participants. Descriptive cognitive interviews have been found to be quite 

valuable in understanding how intersecting identities such as race, gender, and cultural 

background shape the experiences and perceptions of research participants. By uncovering these 

diverse perspectives, researchers ensure their survey instruments are inclusive and culturally 

relevant (Ridolfo & Schoua-Glasberg, 2011).  

 Before launching the full study, the first part of this research (presented here) involves a 

small pilot study designed to test the clarity and effectiveness of the desired probing questions 

thereby ensuring they elicit meaningful and relevant responses. Participants for the pilot study 



were recruited from the online crowdsourcing platform, Prolific. The use of this platform 

allowed for quick access to ideal participants from the U.S., Jamaica, and Ghana. This pilot study 

is also used to gauge the feasibility of this platform for conducting online qualitative research. As 

a result, it should be noted that a second, more comprehensive phase will take place December 

2024 -February 2025 wherein participants will take part in the full cognitive interview process 

including responding to items on the BTDLS.  

Pilot Study Results 

The pilot group consisted of 16 individuals representing all three countries. Most of the 

participants were from the U.S. (n=10), followed by Ghana (n=5), and Jamaica (n=1). 

Participants were between the ages of 18-24 (n=2), 25-34 (n=9), 35-44 (n=4), and 45-54 (n=1). 

 Data from the probing questions was analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) steps for 

thematic analysis. The first step involves familiarizing oneself with the data. During this phase, 

the researcher read the interview transcripts, noting initial thoughts. The second phase involved 

the generation of specific codes that illustrated the participants’ interpretations of relational 

legitimacy thematic items (e.g., recognition, belonging, and representation). Next the codes were 

grouped into themes based on patterns across the data set. Lastly the themes were defined and 

named. Within the relational legitimacy themes of recognition/valued, belonging, and 

representation 2 subthemes emerged (see Fig. 1). 

Recognition/Valued 

Recognition and being valued was associated with cultural connections as well as safety 

and comfort. One participant stated that during a trip to Yellowstone National Park, they felt 

valued due to the inclusive programming options “such as tours highlighting Indigenous 

history”.   

Belonging 

 Community engagement and inclusive environments were central to the theme of 

belonging as both foster connections and provide meaningful opportunities for engagement with 

local communities ensuring a safe, welcoming environment. One participant said she felt a sense 

of belonging when “they treat you like family”. Others noted specifics like “not receiving funny 

looks” or not being “followed around the store” as actions that increased their comfort level in 

certain destinations.  

Representation  

 Under representation, specific themes associated with racial and cultural visibility and 

pride were noted. This theme is defined by the visible representations that broaden the scope of 

what is “normal” or “acceptable” in the tourism industry. Participants noted the importance of 

seeing “a familiar face” with whom they could connect as an important element of 

representation.  

 



  

 

Discussion and Conclusion  

 The results highlight the continued importance for tourism destinations to understand the 

nuances associated with the ways in which Black travelers feel recognized, a sense of belonging, 

and are represented. Seeing their lived experiences reflected in the places they visit affirms their 

existence at home and in the host community. Increasing diversity among staff, practicing 

foundational customer service skills, and offering opportunities for feedback are useful 

recommendations for tourism-related businesses. These efforts go a long way in challenging 

harmful stereotypes thereby fostering more inclusive environments.  

 Interestingly, this small pilot group did not yield large variations in their responses. It 

should be noted that although participants indicated being ethnically Jamaican or Ghanaian, they 

currently reside in the United States. It is unclear as to how strongly this added dimension 

impacts cross-cultural understandings of relational legitimacy. As a result, the researcher has 

developed relationships with in-country contacts who will aid in the identification of potential 

research participants currently residing in the countries of interest.   

 On the topic of Prolific as a sufficient platform for this research, it offered both positive 

and negative elements. The ease of set up, cross platform integrations, and assurance of equitable 

pay for participants is quite beneficial. However, this type of study would be difficult to 

implement without face-to-face interactions. Without this option, there is no way to probe deeper 

if participants offer short answers. Additionally, there is a concern about participant’s use of AI 

despite encouragement to provide authentic responses based on their personal experiences. 

Fortunately, Prolific offers interfaces that enable the researcher and the participant to use video 

platforms such as Zoom to engage in real time discussions. This option will be implemented for 

the comprehensive study.  
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