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Chapter Profile  

 

The pivotal role of the tour guide in the tourism industry has been recognised and the recent increase in 

nature-based and ecotourism has highlighted the vital role the guide plays in these sectors. Evidence 

suggests that some ecotour guides may not be adequately performing all their roles. To assist in improving 

guide performance and raising guiding standards a number of quality assurance mechanisms can be used, 

including professional certification, the focus of this chapter. In Australia two professional certification 

programs for ecotour and nature guides have been developed and implemented over the past fifteen years, 

the first was Savannah Guides and more recently the EcoGuide Australia Certification Program. 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines ecotour guides and the application of professional certification as one mechanism to 

enhance tour guide performance and then looks at two Australian professional certification programs that 

have been developed for ecotour and nature-based guides. The first part of the chapter looks at some 
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empirical studies of ecotour guides, the key roles of the guide in ecotourism, and a range of quality 

assurance mechanisms for achieving high ecotour guide standards.  The second part of the chapter focuses 

on two professional certification programs for nature and ecotour guides that have been developed in 

Australia, Savannah Guides and the EcoGuide Australia Certification Program (EGACP). These two 

programs were selected because they have been developed specifically for nature and ecotour guides, they 

represent two of the most developed and well-established programs and are also the most well documented. 

 

The ecotour guide has been described as the ‘heart and soul of the ecotourism industry,’ Epler Wood 

(1998), a position supported by others (Weiler and Ham, 2001; Page and Dowling, 2002). The ecotour 

guide can play a vital role in protecting the natural and cultural environment by performing a number of 

roles such as interpreter of the environment, motivator of environmentally responsible behaviour and 

conservation values, and specialist information giver (Weiler and Davis, 1993). 

 

The term ‘ecotourism guide’ was probably first mentioned by Manidis Roberts Consultants in their 

investigation of ecotourism accreditation for the Australian government (Manidis Roberts Consultants, 

1994). This term was then shortened to ‘ecotour guide’ in the National Ecotourism Education Strategy 

(Social Change Media, 1995) and has been adopted for this chapter (Weiler and Crabtree, 1998). An 

ecotour guide is defined as a ‘nature-based guide who is working for an ecotour operator and is therefore 

expected to guide in a manner consistent with the principles of ecotourism. This includes interpretation of 

the natural and cultural environment, using minimal impact practices, and ensuring sustainability of the 

natural and cultural environment’. In contrast a nature-based guide is ‘a person who guides tours which are 

primarily oriented toward providing an experience that is dependent upon the natural (but may include 

cultural) environment’. 

 

As the term implies, ‘ecotour guides’ may be employed in the ecotourism industry, whether it is the 

public or private sector. It is a relatively new term and has derived from the term ‘ecotourism’. Although 

the term ‘ecotour guide’ is not widely used in the industry, the advent of the EGACP in Australia , a 

professional certification program for nature and ecotour guides is likely to increase its exposure and usage.  
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Ecotour guiding – some empirical studies based on specific tours and 

geographic areas 

 

With the increasing interest in ecotourism and nature-based tourism during the 1990s, a 

number of studies have been undertaken which focus on nature and ecotour guides either 

on specific tours or within certain geographic areas.  

 

A study undertaken by Weiler, Johnson and Davies (1992) involved analysing secondary 

data and collecting primary data from a sample of nature tour operators. Based on the 

findings of this study they adapted Cohen’s model of the principal components of the tour 

guide’s role to explain the role of the nature guide in providing and achieving 

environmentally responsible tourism. This involved adding a third dimension, resource 

management, to Cohen’s model (see Figure 1).  

 

 OUTER-DIRECTED 

(Resourced from outside the 

group) 

INNER-DIRECTED  

(Resourced from inside the 

group) 

TOUR MANAGEMENT 

(Focus on group) 

‘Organiser’ ‘Entertainer’ 

EXPERIENCE MANAGEMENT 

(Focus on individual) 

‘Group leader’ ‘Teacher’ 
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RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

(Focus on environment) 

‘Motivator’ ‘Environmental interpreter’ 

Figure 1 Roles played by the tour guide/leader in nature-based tourism 

Source: Weiler, B., Johnson, T., Davis, D. (1992)  

 

 

Their study is based on content analysis of the Australian Tourism Industry Association, Code of 

Environmental Practice (Australian Tourism Industry Association, 1990), advertising brochures from 

nature-based tour operators, as well as university and non-profit tour operators, and was supplemented with 

data from a mail survey of tour operators. The inclusion of resource management in the model requires the 

tour guide to focus on the environment, and involves two roles. The first is the motivator, which involves 

influencing the tourists’ behaviour and impacts on the site, and the second is that of environmental 

interpreter, which involves increasing the tourist’s appreciation and understanding of the environment to 

facilitate responsible tourist behaviour in the long term.  

 

The inclusion of the tour management, experience management and resource management dimensions 

are useful additions to the literature to help explain the roles of the guide in the nature-based tourism 

industry. Weiler et al.’s (1992) study fills an important gap in the literature, reflecting the current growth 

and focus on ecotourism and nature-based tourism and the role of the guide in these experiences. Weiler et 

al. (1992) suggest that further research should examine the relative importance of the six roles and the 

implications for tour promotion, tour guide recruitment and training. 

 

As Weiler and Ham (2001) noted, there has been almost no published research that tests and applies 

the theoretical frameworks developed by Holloway (1981), Cohen (1985) and Weiler et al. (1992), with the 

exception of Haig (1997). Haig explores the role of the guide in the ecotourism experience and in the 

developing concern among tourists for the environment. His study investigates the tourists’ perception of 

the guides’ importance and the skills needed in an ecotourism experience. He surveyed ecotourists from 

two commercially operated eco-travel organisations, one resort-based and the other tour-based. He found 
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that ecotourists as a group rated the role of organiser as the most important role for a guide, followed by 

interpreter, teacher, and motivator for environmentally responsible behaviour. The least important role was 

entertainer. The two groups of ecotourists differed in their rating of roles, with the resort-based group 

placing greater importance on the roles of entertainer (and possibility social facilitator) and interpreter. 

These two roles fit with Cohen’s argument that the social component of the guide’s role is more likely to be 

important in facilities that offer group activities. The roles of entertainer and interpreter relate to the ‘inner-

directed’ sphere of Weiler et al.’s (1992) nature-based tour guide model. In contrast Haig’s tour-based 

group placed importance on Cohen’s instrumental leadership roles such as access to non-public areas, 

physical orientation of the experience, and responsibility for safety and comfort of the group. These roles 

are associated with Cohen’s original guide and are more group-focused. Haig (1997) finds that the group 

which considered the guide to be ‘extremely important’ rated the guide’s role in order of importance from 

organiser, to motivator (of environmentally responsible behavior) and interpreter. This supports Weiler et 

al.’s (1992) proposition that the motivator and interpreter roles of a guide are important in achieving the 

goals of environmentally responsible tourism.  

The key roles of the guide in ecotourism  

To date much of the literature has strongly focused on identifying and analysing the various roles of the 

guide in mass tourism and many studies acknowledge the multifaceted nature of guiding (Holloway, 1981; 

Cohen, 1985; Pond, 1993; Weiler et al., 1992). 

 

The roles that a guide plays in tourism depends on a number of factors, including the setting and purpose of 

the tour, the motivations and experience of the tourists, the characteristics and motivations of the guides 

themselves, and the expectations of the tour operators. However, there are times when the roles may be in 

conflict (Holloway, 1981; Cohen, 1985) and roles may often be performed simultaneously (Pond, 1993). In 

a small survey of guides, tour operators and visitors Pond (1993) found that while the respondent groups 

placed different emphasis on the roles of a guide, all agreed that one of the features of professional guides 

is their ability to perform a wide range of duties and functions simultaneously. The roles of the guide that 
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have been identified in a number of key empirical studies based on guides working in both the mass 

tourism and nature-based/ecotourism environments.  However, particular focus will be given to the key 

roles of the ecotour guide.  

 

As previously outlined in Chapter 1, indicators suggest that ecotourism and nature-based tourism is 

increasing (Hawkins and Lamoureux, 2001; Derrett, 2001). As more people visit natural areas as part of an 

ecotourism or nature experience, the demand for travel professionals such as ecotour guides also increases. 

Hawkins and Lamoureux (2001) suggest that over the last few years there has indeed been an increase in 

the number of tourism professionals such as travel agents, tour operators and tour guides that specialise in 

the ecotourism and/or nature tourism markets. 

 

A number of studies focusing on tour guiding have identified a range of roles that the guide can play in 

tourism (Holloway, 1981; Cohen, 1985; Pond, 1993), such as leader, information giver, interpreter, 

organiser and mediator. More recent studies indicate that the guide has more specialist roles to play in 

ecotourism and nature-based tourism (Weiler and Davis, 1993; Haig, 1997; Black, 1999; Weiler and Ham, 

2001), requiring skills in interpretation, motivating visitors to modify their behaviour to minimise impacts 

on the resource and instilling conservation values, and providing associated underpinning 

knowledge/expertise.  

 

A number of studies have investigated and acknowledged the role of the guide in ecotourism and 

nature-based tourism (Weiler et al., 1992; Roggenbuck and Williams, 1993; Black, 1999, Weiler and Ham, 

2001). Weiler et al. (1992: 233) note that ‘Tour leaders as role models for visitors must exhibit 

environmentally responsible behaviour, must hold environmentally responsible attitudes, and most 

importantly, must have the skills and abilities to promote these attitudes in visitors’. They argue that only 

guides who have appropriate skills, knowledge and attitudes should be allowed to take on the important 

role of ecotour guides. They consider that this can be guaranteed through mechanisms such as training or 

professional certification of individual tour guides. 
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A guide in the ecotourism industry needs to be aware of the environmental and socio-cultural impacts 

caused by ecotourism. This awareness may enable the guide to assist in the management of protected areas 

by promoting minimal impact behaviour and assisting in enforcing national park regulations. High quality 

guides may also encourage conservation action among both tourists and the local community. However, 

long-term follow-up with tourists and trained guides is needed to identify whether this is occurring and 

what the mechanisms might be to strengthen it (Black, Ham and Weiler, 2001). 

 

Black and Weiler (2005) reviewed a number of studies that focused on the roles of general and ecotour 

guides that aimed to identify guide roles that have been highlighted in the literature and, in particular, 

focused on the roles of the ecotour guide. Their analysis identified ten main roles, including leader, 

interpreter, social catalyst, cultural broker and tour manager. Six of the studies identify the role of 

information giver, while all of the studies reviewed identify the role of interpreter, suggesting that this is a 

role that is widely acknowledged as a key role of a guide, irrespective of the tour setting. Few of the studies 

that focus on the guide in mass tourism identify the role of motivator of environmentally responsible 

behaviour and conservation values (see Schmidt, 1979; Holloway, 1981; Cohen, 1985; Pond, 1993). 

However, a number of more recent studies focusing on nature-based and ecotourism tours and ecotour 

guides identify this role (Weiler and Davis, 1993; Haig, 1997). Interestingly, given the remote location of 

many ecotours none of the studies identified the role of risk manager or provider of safety and first aid, yet 

in Australia first aid certification is a national standard and is a widely accepted and utilised form of quality 

assurance and professional certification. 

 

As well as illustrating the more generic roles of a general guide, such as leader and tour manager, their 

analysis shows that the ecotour guide also performs a number of roles more specifically related to 

ecotourism, such as specialist information giver, interpreter, and motivator of environmentally responsible 

behaviour and conservation values.  However, their review of the literature found that guides are under-

performing in some areas.  
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Mechanisms for achieving high ecotour guide standards 

 

To ensure that guides can competently fulfil all these demanding roles, many see a need for the 

development and enforcement of guiding standards (Weiler and Davis, 1993; Weiler and Ham, 2001; Black 

and Weiler, 2005). Improved guiding standards can potentially be achieved through a number of different 

mechanisms, including support from professional associations, codes of conduct, awards for excellence, 

formal training programs, licensing and professional certification (Black, 2002). Professional certification 

is distinct from ecotourism accreditation and certification that is generally applied to programs or products 

or services. Professional certification is a term that is used consistently across many professions to describe 

‘the formal recognition of professional or technical competence’ (Lysaght and Altschuld, 2000). It is 

generally a voluntary process, depending on the profession and level of responsibility and legal 

requirements. Professional certification of tour guides is found in Australia (for example the EcoGuide 

Australia Certification Program and Savannah Guides), some developing countries, and in North America 

with the exception of a few major US cities (Pond, 1993). The definition used in this chapter refers to an 

individual’s ability to perform professional duties (Altschuld, 1999). Professional certification indicates 

that the individual has attained a certain level of competence (e.g. knowledge and skill) in the field, usually 

determined through an examination or series of assessments. To be certified, the individual’s level of skill 

and proficiency must be ascertained.  

 

In a recent paper Black and Weiler (2005) examined a range of quality assurance and regulatory 

mechanisms that have the potential to enhance the performance of tour guides with respect to the key roles 

they are expected to perform. A range of mechanisms can be used to improve guide performance, including 

the implementation of codes of conduct, professional associations, awards of excellence, training, 

professional certification, and licensing.  Black and Weiler (2005) assessed each of these mechanisms in 
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relation to its usefulness in delivering outcomes that may help guides perform their various roles, together 

with an overview of the advantages and disadvantages of implementing that mechanism.  The six 

mechanisms reviewed were: 

• Codes of conduct 

• Professional associations 

• Awards of excellence 

• Training 

• Professional certification 

• Licensing 

 

Each of the mechanisms is discussed in relation to its characteristics and outcomes and its advantages and 

disadvantages. Specifically, they looked at whether the mechanism is compulsory or voluntary for guides, 

helps achieve or raise guiding standards, rewards excellence, raises awareness among guides, and improves 

guiding credibility in the industry.  As they note “Many of these initiatives are used by other sectors of the 

tourism industry to improve professionalism, standards, training and an enhanced tourist experience 

(Manidis Roberts Consultants, 1994; Issaverdis, 1998; Honey and Rome, 2001; Harris and Jago, 2001)”.  

They concluded that there is a need to develop, implement and monitor the effectiveness of a range of 

quality assurance and regulatory mechanisms to assist guides in fulfilling the full range of roles required of 

a guide, and to enhance their performance. In particular they proposed that a multi-mechanism approach 

has the greatest potential to raise guiding standards and enhance performance across all roles, but requires 

significant financial and human resources. However, they suggest that the development of a professional 

association whose core business is to support guides in performing their various roles could be the most 

cost-effective short-term strategy, with a longer-term goal of developing an integrated strategy that 

incorporates training, certification and/or licensing and an award-of-excellence program.  
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In Australia in response to the fragmented, uncoordinated and unregulated nature of the tour guiding 

industry Guiding Organisations Australia (GOA) (see www.goa.org.au) was formed in 2003 as a not-for-

profit organisation to bring some consistency and unity to the eight tour guide and related associations 

across Australia, and attempt to find some common ground for a national tour guide certification 

framework. To date GOA has been developing its own corporate processes and networks, and has not 

commenced certification, although it is anticipated that the framework will link to the National Tourism 

Training Package (see www.ntis.gov.au).  

 

Earlier chapters in this book have mentioned other quality contol mechanisms to asssit in raising tour 

guiding standards and professionalism. Peter Mason’s chapter (Chapter 4) covered codes of conduct and 

briefly mentioned the role of codes of conduct for guides and Chapter 3 by Stuart Toplis on awards of 

excellence mentioned the value of awards for individual professionals like guides.  

 

The focus of this chapter is professional certification using the case studies Savannah Guides and the 

Australian EcoGuide Certification Program as one quality assurance mechanism that has the potential to 

improve or raise guiding standards. 

 

Savannah Guides 

 

Earlier in the chapter we have seen guides have an important role to play in the ecotourism and nature 

tourism experience – such as providing specialist information, interpreting sites, and encouraging and 

motivating environmentally responsible behaviour and conservation values. High guiding standards can 

assist in serving this wide range of interests and can benefit the visitor, operator and the environment.  
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As outlined in Chapter 2 the recent growth, particularly in Australia, of quality assurance measures, 

including certification and professional certification in the tourism industry, were discussed. The growth of 

certification and professional certification is attributed to the tourism industry’s recognition that 

consumers’ expectations are higher, and that consumers have a heightened awareness of service quality, 

improved safety and sustainable environmental issues (Toplis, 2000). A number of quality assurance 

mechanisms are available to raise guide standards and performance. One of these mechanisms is 

professional certification that can be used to improve professionalism, standards, training and quality in 

their service sector. Savannah Guides and the EGACP are examples of a professional certification 

programs aimed specifically at ecotour and nature guides.  

 

Savannah Guides Ltd was really the first effective program to certify tour guides in Australia and link 

to the national competency standards. Established in 1988, Savannah Guides is a regionally and ecosystem-

based professional certification program established to certify guides and operators based in the tropical 

savannahs of northern Australia. The Gulf Local Authorities Development Association established 

Savannah Guides as a non-profit company. Its original purpose was to provide access for tourists into 

natural environments on private, leased or public land, and in a way that would ensure the protection of the 

region’s assets. The mission of Savannah Guides is ‘to be an economically sound, community-based, 

professional body, maintaining high standards of: 

• Interpretation and public education 

• Training and leadership 

• Natural and cultural resource management. 

Through the promotion of ecologically sustainable tourism principles, Savannah Guides will enhance 

regional lifestyles and encourages the protection and conservation of the natural and cultural resources of 

the Tropical Savannahs of Northern Australia’ (Savannah Guides 2000: 1). It aims, through ecologically 

sustainable tourism principles, to enhance regional lifestyles, while protecting and conserving natural and 

cultural resources in the tropical savannahs of northern Australia. Initially, members came from local 

communities within the Queensland Gulf Savannah but the network has since expanded to include the 
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tropical savannahs of northern Australia. Members are drawn from the tropical savannahs of northern 

Australia, a region including Queensland, Northern Territory and Western Australia. Savannah Guides is 

currently managed by a six-member board of management and employs a part-time coordinator. 

 

The process of becoming a member of Savannah Guides involves satisfying a number of criteria including:  

• A commitment to the mission of Savannah Guides 

• Formal accreditations, licences and qualifications 

• Participation in Savannah Guide Schools 

• Assessment of guiding or management skills by peers 

• Acceptance of the nomination by the Board of Directors (Savannah Guides, 2004) 

 

Guides are carefully selected for the program to ensure that individuals have good communication skills, a 

reasonable knowledge of technical matters and a strong commitment to Savannah Guides philosophy. The 

natural ability of individual guides has been a critical factor with much of the learning process involving 

experienced guides acting as mentors and instilling an ethos of self-learning, self-improvement and a strong 

desire to elevate the profession of guides. 

 

Savannah Guides have a number of membership categories. Enterprise Membership is where existing 

tour operators are linked to the Savannah Guides network and are endorsed as tour operations of a high 

standard. The benefits to these members are staff development, site management, corporate imagery, visitor 

referral, tour packaging, buying networks and industry networking. 

 

Members may progress from entry level to master level enterprise that allows for a higher participation 

level in marketing activities, and a generally higher level of involvement in the organisation. Enterprise 

membership levels are: Savannah Guide Site (eg. a nature based tourist attraction), Savannah Guide 

Operator (eg. a safari company), Savannah Guide Station and Savannah Guide Master Operator. Individual 
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membership levels are; Site Interpreter (guide at stationary enterprises), Roving Interpreter (guide with 

mobile operators), Savannah Guide (senior guide/supervisor at enterprise) and Special Member (non-

guiding senior representative of enterprise). 

 

Currently there are two Savannah Guide Stations, three Savannah Guide Master Operators, seven 

Savannah Guide Sites and five Savannah Guides Operators (Savannah Guides, 2004). All of those involved 

in the program must demonstrate a commitment to conservation values, meet strict standards of operation, 

and abide by professional codes of conduct. Knowledge and professionalism is fundamental to Savannah 

Guides’ operating philosophy. To gain certification all guides must attend two Savannah Guide training 

schools. This ensures an extended training and induction period at the enterprise and in terms of Savannah 

Guides (Savannah Guides 2002). The content of the program reflects the regional basis of this program. 

Peer group assessment underpins the training methodology. At least two training schools are conducted 

each year, at varying locations across the savannahs and feature experts in related fields including 

Aboriginal culture, ecology, land management and tourism. All Savannah Guides must demonstrate a 

commitment to conservation values, meet strict standards of operation and abide by professional Code of 

Conduct.  

 

Guides are required to attend one Savannah Guides School every two years to maintain and improve 

their knowledge and skills. Peer group assessment is the primary form of assessment and this process is 

benchmarked against the Tourism Training Package. In addition, optional formal assessments of units from 

the Tourism Training Package allow guides to work towards formal qualifications. These assessments 

occur during the training schools. A number of Savannah Guides members have completed the national 

Certificate IV in Assessment and Workplace Training course, thus providing guides the opportunity to 

access formal tour guiding qualifications. Peer support, assessment and mentoring are important features in 

the internal training of Savannah Guides. Ongoing contact with other guides and enterprises provides 

training environments at Savannah Guides Schools, familiarisation tours, locum employment and social 

visits. The interaction at the Schools with the enterprise level membership also facilitates communication 

and cooperation between guides especially in areas such as resource and information sharing.  
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Savannah Guides has been recognised nationally and internationally with several tourism awards 

including the prestigious the Best Tourism Organisation (World) in the British Airways Tourism for 

Tomorrow Awards(Savannah Guides 2000). Further information on Savannah Guides can be found at their 

web site (www.savannah-guides.com.au). In contrast to Savannah Guides which is a regionally-based 

certification program the EcoGuide Australia Certification Program is a national ecotour guide certification 

program that has recently been developed and implemented.  

 

The EcoGuide Australia Certification Program 

 

The EGACP represents one initiative that has been developed to assist in raising the standard of ecotour 

guiding in Australia. The following sections outline the background to the initiation of the project to 

develop the EGACP, the basic components of the program development process and the program’s current 

status. 

 

Background to the development of the EcoGuide Australia Certification 

Program 

 

It was The National Ecotourism Strategy (Commonwealth of Australia, 1994) that first raised the issue and 

possibility of a certification system for guides employed in the ecotourism industry. The report indicated 

that certification of guides would ‘encourage the delivery of high-quality, sustainable tourism products and 

the provision of accurate interpretive services’ and ‘to allow natural resource managers to monitor 

ecotourism operators and guides working within their region’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1994: 39). In 

particular, the report highlighted the need for skilled and knowledgeable guides in the ecotourism industry: 
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Well-trained operators and guides who can deliver accurate information and informative materials 

and presentations. Tour leaders and operators should have a good knowledge of ecology, cultural issues, 

conservation and minimal impact practices and be skilful in interpretation (Commonwealth of Australia : 

41). 

 

The concept of an ecotour guide certification program was later followed up in a report by Manidis Roberts 

Consultants (Manidis Roberts Consultants, 1994), which examined the concept of a broader national 

ecotourism accreditation scheme. The findings of the Manidis Roberts report suggest that from early on in 

the discussions on ecotourism accreditation there has been a recognition that the guide contributes to a high 

quality ecotourism experience. The report states that: ‘A national ecotourism guide training and 

certification system should be prepared and introduced in parallel with the proposed National Ecotourism 

Accreditation Scheme’ (Manidis Roberts Consultants: 31). Broadly, the report recommends that the 

proposed scheme requires ‘qualified ecotourism guides’ and recommends that recognised ecotourism guide 

training programs be established in parallel with the further development and implementation of the 

proposed certification scheme. The report further suggests that the proposed National Ecotourism 

Accreditation Scheme and ecotourism guide certification system should build on existing areas of expertise 

and develop specific competencies for ecotourism guiding. The recommendations, together with more 

detailed information provided in the report, provide some initial guidance to the development and 

implementation of an ecotourism guide certification scheme.  

 

The National Ecotourism Education Strategy (Social Change Media, 1995) also endorsed the concept 

of ecotour guide certification. The report indicated that any national ecotour guide certification scheme 

should be developed in tandem with the proposed ecotourism accreditation scheme, to ensure that operators 

are ‘qualified’ to meet specific ecotourism competencies’ (Social Change Media, 1995: 70). The report 

stated that much of the groundwork for the development of a national ecotourism training program already 
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existed, and that any ecotour guide certification system should build on existing national competency 

standards. A specific recommendation of the report was that ‘the development of an ecotourism 

accreditation scheme should look closely at the work done by Inbound Tourism Organisation of Australia 

(ITOA) to see if their system is suitable for modification, to produce an ecotourism specific stream’ (Social 

Change Media, 1995: 70).  

 

In line with the recommendations of the Manindis Roberts report it was decided to pursue the concept 

of a national ecotourism accreditation program, which would accredit ecotourism products in the 

accommodation, tours and attractions sectors. Although the concept of ecotourism guide certification was 

not officially pursued at that time, the seed had been planted. In 1996 the National Ecotourism 

Accreditation Program, known as NEAP, was launched and was jointly administered by EA (Ecotourism 

Australia) (then the Ecotourism Association of Australia) and the Australian Tourism Operators Network 

(ATON) (Ecotourism Association of Australia, 2000). The program, now called the Eco Certification 

Program is currently administered solely by EA. 

 

At the same time, research was being conducted in the area of ecotour guiding mainly by Alice 

Crabtree and Betty Weiler. In 1994 they were involved in producing the National Ecotourism Education 

Strategy (Social Change Media, 1995). This was the first of several projects that included a focus on 

ecotour guides. Following extensive industry and community consultation, the report found that the guides 

who were surveyed thought that guide training was important and that further training opportunities were 

needed. However the study also noted that the demands on tour guides and the lack of adequate rewards 

were issues that needed to be addressed at the same time as training issues. The report recommended the 

revision of existing national tour guide competency standards, more specific ecotourism-related 

competency standards be developed, and that a specialty ecotour guide category be added to the tour guide 

competencies. Due to a change in the Federal Government, the National Ecotourism Education Strategy 

was never formally released, so many of its recommendations have never been implemented. 
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Following the recommendations of the Manidis Roberts report and the National Ecotourism Education 

Strategy (Social Change Media, 1995), Tourism Training Australia, the national tourism training 

organisation began developing specific national competency standards for ecotour guiding, interpretation 

and ecotourism operations. These ecotour guide competencies acknowledged the specialised roles of the 

guides working in the nature-based and ecotourism industries. 

 

As part of the National Ecotourism Education Strategy (Social Change Media, 1995), a Directory of 

Ecotourism Education in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 1996) was also produced. This directory 

listed all the training courses and curricula relating to ecotourism education, including ecotour and nature-

based guiding, and highlighted the lack of training in non-urban areas, and the over abundance of degree-

level and full-time courses of study.  

 

The National Ecotourism Education Strategy and the Directory of Ecotourism Education provided the 

lead into another project called ‘Developing Competent Ecotour Guides’. The project was funded by the 

Australian National Training Authority (Research Advisory Council) (ANTARAC) and subsequently 

managed by the NCVER (Weiler and Crabtree, 1998). This research study aimed to assess the performance 

of nature-based/ecotour guides on-the-job. The research involved using a number of data collection 

methods to assess guides’ performance on-the-job, using a set of criteria that had been developed from 

previous research and the literature. These criteria assessed the guides’ competencies in five specific areas: 

group management, leadership, communication/interpretation, minimal impact and cultural awareness.  

 

The outcomes of this study (Weiler and Crabtree, 1998) represent an important milestone towards the 

development of a national ecotour guide certification program. First, a set of potential instruments for on-

the-job assessment of selected components of guide competencies had been developed and piloted and 

second, a national nature/ecotour guide database had been established for EA as a communication and 

recruitment tool for guides. A key finding of the report (Weiler and Crabtree, 1998) was that although 

guides performed well on most of the performance criteria dealing with site knowledge, tour management 
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and interpersonal communication skills, they performed poorly on indicators relating to interpretation 

methods and conservation themes. Based on these and other findings, the researchers suggested that 

ecotour guides might not be fulfilling their potential to deliver a quality visitor experience and impart 

strong conservation messages. 

 

All of the research and industry developments described previously laid the foundations for the 

initiation and development of a national ecotour guide certification program in Australia. A number of 

papers (Black and Weiler, 2001; Black and Weiler, 2005) emanating from Black’s doctoral thesis have 

already described aspects of the EGACP. The thesis critically analysed the development of the EGACP, 

and based on the study findings and lessons learnt presented a general model for tour guide certification. 

This model has the potential for application and use for other countries, sites and would be particularly 

useful for planners and managers of existing and future tour guide certification programs. A more detailed 

account of the background to and description of the development of this certification program using the 

analogy of the human life cycle was subsequently completed by Black and Weiler (2001). Their 

chronological review of the EGACP reflects the successes and challenges of developing an ecotour guide 

certification. They take the development process of the EGACP through the stages of birth, growth and 

maturation. Initially the idea for a tour guide certification program fertilised over a seven year period from 

1991-1997. From 1997-2001 the EGACP was conceived, born and matured into a fully-fledged program 

and was launched in November 2000.   

 

The funding application to the Australian Federal Government to develop the EGACP argued the 

pivotal role of the guide in tourist satisfaction and in protecting Australia’s natural and cultural heritage. 

The main benefits identified in the proposal were raising the standards of ecotour guides, improving the 

working conditions and benefits for guides, increasing professionalism of ecotour guides, assisting 

employers in recruitment, identifying training gaps, and providing ecotour guides with a national portable 

qualification and professional recognition.  
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The proposal involved the development of a National Ecotour Guide Certification Program, later called 

the EcoGuide Australia Certification Program, including a pilot period and an implementation strategy. As 

part of the project it was proposed that a guide workbook and preliminary assessor’s manual would be 

produced. The proposal recommended that a steering committee of industry representatives be established 

to ensure that effective cooperation and coordination occurred between the relevant agencies and 

organisations.  

 

The project to develop the EGACP began in May 1998. The anticipated outcomes of the project were to 

have a professionally produced certification program, a web page and an implementation strategy. The 

performance indicators were: 

• Portable qualifications, which are recognised by employers All States and Territories involved in 

the process  

• Protected area managers, NGO and commercial tour operations conducting joint training and 

exploring assessment programs  

• Cost-effective and easy availability of industry-based assessors available in all States/Territories  

• Links between ecotourism operators, mainstream tourism and specialist industry sectors, natural 

resource managers and NGO groups involved in tourism/guiding  

• A national database of ecotour guide assessors and certified guides  

 

The program was developed by managed by a project manager (Alice Crabtree) who worked 

collaboratively with a project team and an industry steering committee. This committee aimed to represent 

a range of industry stakeholders from tourism, ecotourism, guiding, heritage interpretation, tourism 

training, and protected area management agencies and state-wide representation. In addition a national 

telephone survey of nature-based tour operators, ecotour/ nature guides, and protected area managers was 

undertaken (Black, 2002). The aim of the survey was to assess ecotour/nature guides’, nature-based 

operators’ and protected area managers’ views towards the proposed EGACP, tour guide certification, their 
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willingness to pay for such certification, the benefits and services they deemed essential in return for 

certification fees, and awareness of the EGACP. 

 

When the EGACP was launched in November 2000 the program consisted of an EcoGuide Workbook that 

has since been revised, available as a hard copy book and as a web-based document on EA’s web site 

(www.ecotourism.org.au); a preliminary EcoGuide assessor’s manual that has since been finalized; a 

fledgling network of EcoGuide assessors; a marketing brochure; a business plan and a program logo.  

 

The EcoGuide Australia Certification Program 

 

The EGACP is a professional certification program that awards an industry ‘qualification’ that recognises 

guides that achieve certain competencies and specified industry standards. The program is voluntary and 

designed to recognise and reward best practice nature and ecotour guiding. All types of guides are 

encouraged to become certified including interpretive rangers, commercial guides and volunteers. In 

contrast to training programs the EGACP aims to assess guide’s skills, knowledge, attitudes and actions. 

The program is designed to be equally relevant and accessible to guides who have gained their skills and 

experience (competence) through life experience and on-the-job training as to those who have gained 

competencies through formal training.  

 

To make the program more relevant and appealing to guides, the program incorporates a pathway for 

certified guides if they wish to gain formal, nationally recognised qualifications. This process involves the 

certified guide approaching a registered training organisation (such as a Technical and Further Education 

institution) that offers tour guide training to be recognised for the competencies they have been awarded 

through the EGACP. Although this option was built into the development of the program the administrative 

arrangements have not been established to allow guides to easily gain these formal qualifications.  
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In terms of assessment the program aims to be as user-friendly as possible and provides flexibility , a 

range of assessment options and progressive assessment so that guides can proceed through the program at 

their own pace. An assessor mentors each applicant through the program. The program developers sought 

to ensure assessors were of high caliber and to this end they must have workplace assessor qualifications 

and experience as a tour guide and supervisor. 

 

A significant achievement of the program developers was the linkage between the EGACP and the Eco 

Certification Program (then called the Nature and Ecotourism Accreditation Program) that certifies nature 

and ecotourism product. The two programs work in tandem to provide standards for nature and ecotourism 

that ensure quality and continual improvement in the Australian industry. The latter program emphasises 

the importance of having guides and other key staff in contact with customers who are able to provide 

accurate information having been adequately trained in ecotourism and interpretive techniques. To achieve 

advanced certification or bonus points ???? CHECK Lead or Head Guides that operate in protected areas 

must be formally qualified as nature/ecotour guides or can demonstrate competence in the criteria used for 

nature/ecoguide certification programs such as EcoGuide Australia Program, IATG/ITOA Guide 

Qualification Program or Savannah Guides.  

 

According to Black and Crabtree (2000) the EGACP is designed to provide a range of benefits to a 

variety of nature and ecotourism stakeholders (see Box 1). 
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BOX 1 BENEFITS OF THE ECOGUIDE AUSTRALIA CERTIFICATION PROGRAM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benefits to nature and ecotour guides 

• A recognised industry qualification 

• Baseline benchmark to determine the degree to which their services meet the 
standards of best practice nature and/or ecotour guiding 

• An opportunity to promote guiding services as genuine nature/ecotourism 

• A defined competitive edge rewarded through factors such as better job opportunities 

• Access to relevant, appropriate and reduced cost training materials and networking 
opportunities 

• Pathway to nationally recognised and portable formal qualifications within the 
Australian Qualification Framework (Certificate III Tourism (Guiding) also beginning of 
the pathway for Certificate VI in Tourism (Guiding) and Certificate VI in Tourism 
(Natural and Cultural Heritage) 

 
Benefits to nature and ecotourism operators 

• A simple method of recognising and recruiting quality guides 

• A standard or benchmark within which guide performance can be continually 
improved to a standard recognised as best practice 

• An opportunity to promote guided products as best practice nature and/or ecotour 
guiding giving greater product appeal and a marketing advantage 

• Improved guiding practices that lead to fewer negative environmental and cultural 
impacts and increased client satisfaction 

 
Benefits to nature and ecotourism consumers 

• An assurance of guides that are committed to providing quality nature or ecotourism 
experiences in a safe, culturally sensitive and environmentally sustainable manner 

 
Benefits to protected area managers 

• Improved guiding practices that lead to fewer negative environmental impacts 

• Guides who role model and ensure good environmental and culturally appropriate behaviour 

• Guides committed to a partnership in providing a front-line of defence in environmentally 
sensitive or fragile areas 

• Ability to identify operators who employ staff with appropriate training and qualifications for 
reviewing permit applications in sensitive areas 

• A framework of standards applicable to interpretive rangers 
 

Benefits to the environment 
• Guides providing relevant and appropriate interpretation that inspires clients and workplace 

employees and encourages minimal impact actions and a conservation ethic. This is reinforced 
by the Guide practicing and modelling behaviour in support of minimal impact principles. 
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Source: Crabtree, A. and Black, R. S. (2000) EcoGuide Program Guide Workbook, Ecotourism Association of Australia, 

Brisbane, Queensland. 

 

To enter the program guides need to prove their eligibility which is that they have at least 12 months 

relevant work experience as a tour guide or they have a recognised and approved formal guiding or 

ecotourism qualification and a minimum of three months work experience as a tour guide. Once guides 

have proved their eligibility they may apply for certification. The certification assessment process involves 

three stages: 

Stage 1 – Application by Candidate 

Stage 2 – Assessment Preparation 

Stage 3 – Assessment 

Stage 4 – Assessment Report, EcoGuide Panel review and Certification. 

 

Part of the certification process involves the guides signing off on a Code of Ethics (see Box 2). In signing 

the code guides are declaring their intent to provide high quality nature and ecotourism experiences in a 

safe, culturally sensitive and an environmentally sustainable manner (Crabtree and Black, 2000). 

 

BOX 2 EcoGuide Australia Certification Program code of ethics 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

The certified nature or ecotour guide: 

• Adopts best practice standards in relation to safety, interpretation, customer service, product 
promotion and their own leadership and presentation. 

• I s committed to implementing minimal impact principles and practices. 

• Endeavours to maximise the positive and minimise the negative economic, social, cultural and 
experiential impacts of the tours they conduct. 

• Is committed to ecoefficient resource use. 

• Respects and, where appropriate, seeks to build good relationships with local people, colleagues, 
customers and any other visitors to an area. 

• Is committed to ongoing professional development. 
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Source: Crabtree, A. and Black, R. S. (2000) EcoGuide Program Guide Workbook, Ecotourism Association of Australia, 

Brisbane, Queensland. 

 

The certification criteria for assessing guides is based on the basic skills, knowledge, attitudes and actions 

nature and ecotour guides are expected to demonstrate in their work. Specifically, the criteria are based on 

work experience as a guide, a commitment to the code of ethics combined with a specified set of industry 

standards. These industry standards are the national competencies from the Australian Tourism Training 

Package previously referred to. Competencies are the skills and knowledge an individual needs to perform 

their job to the required industry standard. The competencies were selected after extensive consultation 

with the steering committee and other relevant industry organisations and include 13 competencies. There 

are 9 core competencies that are generic tour guiding competencies such as occupational health and safety, 

tourism industry knowledge, working with colleagues and in a socially diverse workplace, working as a 

guide and preparing and presenting tour commentaries. In addition there are 4 additional ecotourism-

specific competencies such as plan and develop interpretive activities, minimal impact practices, basic 

knowledge and protocols with respect to Indigenous people and culture, and appropriate content and 

specialist interpretive content. 

 

2000 to the present 

 

It has been four years since the launch of the program and during that time the program has experienced 

highs and lows. Between 2000 and 2002 there was considerable exposure of the program through the 

EGACP marketing brochure, a regular Guiding insert in the quarterly Ecotourism Australia newsletter and 

the establishment of the National EcoGuide Award for Excellence. The program is currently managed and 

administered by EA with the assistance and input from an EcoGuide Australia Committee comprising 
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members of the EA board, a network of independent Assessors and a Program Manager with EA. Since 

early 2003 the Committee has achieved some significant successes including holding an EcoGuide 

Assessors workshop to provide input into the EcoGuide Assessor’s manual and EA policy, finalization of 

the EcoGuide assessor’s manual, revision of the EcoGuide Workbook to ensure consistency with the 

assessor’s manual , new logos and cloth badges and a business plan for the program. Despite all these 

initiatives the program has not been as successful as anticipated with limited uptake of the program by 

guides. In 2003 the Committee set a target of 100 new EcoGuide assessments and during that year guide 

assessments were held in South Australia, Fraser Island and other regional locations around Australia. 

 

In 2000 there were about 50 guides certified under the program and there are currently X certified 

guides, demonstrating the low uptake of the program by guides. Although there is no accurate figure on the 

number of ecotour/nature guides in Australia, there were 250 ecotour/nature guides listed on the EAA 

Nature and Ecotour Guide Database in 1999 which suggests there is potentially many more ecotour/nature 

guides that could become certified. There may be a number of reasons for this poor uptake including 

insufficient promotion of the program to the ecotourism industry and guides in particular, lack of perceived 

benefits for the guides and the industry and lack of recertfication of certified guides. 

 

 

 

Challenges and the future 

 

The experience of the EGACP has many lessons for other organisations planning to develop and introduce 

a certification program for tour guides. First, Ecotourism Australia has limited staff and financial resources 

to support the program and this may have influenced the manner in which the program was promoted and 

supported administratively. In addition to gaining funding to develop a program it is imperative that 
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funding be secured to program implementation as programs are particularly vulnerable at the early stages of 

implementation when there is likely to be little or no income. Funding is necessary to cover the initial gap 

and for the ongoing operation of the program. The financial viability of a program may be strengthened 

through sponsorship, subsidization or developing some form of industry-wide scheme that has a ‘core’ 

component common across all programs and a number of criteria specific to particular areas (Black, 2002).  

 

Second, when the program was launched in 2000 there were a number of program components that 

were not fully functional and in place. These were the EcoGuide Assessor’s Manual that has subsequently 

been finalized and a fledging network of qualified assessors.  Sufficient time and resources must be 

allocated during the development phase to ensure that all program components are fully functional once the 

program is launched. The lack of qualified assessors and a draft assessors’ manual probably meant fewer 

guide assessments were carried out and there were insufficient assessors promoting the program.  

 

Third, a vital component of any new program is its promotion and selling the benefits of the program 

to potential guides and tour operators. These groups must be convinced of the program’s benefits and in 

particular its tangible benefits. The program marketing brochure highlighted the benefits of the program to 

a range of stakeholders including guides, operators, visitors and training providers. For guides the stated 

advantage of certification was to gain an industry qualification and a pathway to nationally recognised 

formal qualifications that will provide a defined competitive advantage. Although this opportunity still 

exists EA has not established a formal link with an registered training organisation nor facilitated a 

pathway for guides to formal qualifications. 

 

It would appear that any of the promised benefits have not materialized and it is likely that some 

guides have failed to recertify because their expectations of the program have not been met. This is a major 

issue given that guides surveyed in the national survey (Black, 2002) who had previously been certified 

under the now disbandoned ITOA Australian Guide Qualification Program were disillusioned and had 

received no tangible benefits under that program. It is essential that if the program is sold on the basis of 
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providing benefits then these must be forthcoming otherwise guides will not recertify and the credibility of 

the program and the sponsor organisation is affected.  

 

Further information on the EcoGuide Australia Certification Program may be found at: 

http://www.ecotourism.org.au 

 

Conclusion  

The pivotal role of the tour guide in the tourism industry has been recognised and the recent increase in 

nature-based and ecotourism has highlighted the vital role the guide plays in these sectors. To assist in 

improving guide performance and raising guide standards a number of mechanisms can be implemented, 

including professional certification. Australia is a world leader in ecotourism policy and programs and this 

chapter has highlighted two Australian professional certification programs that aim to improve tour guide 

performance and ensure high professional standards in ecotour and nature guiding. This chapter has 

presented the role of the tour guide in ecotourism, the history of tour guide certification in Australia and 

described some of the recent industry initiatives in Australian ecotour guiding in particular the development 

of Savannah Guides and the EGACP. It has summarised the industry and research developments that laid 

the foundations for, and led to, the development of the EGACP and highlighted some of the challenges of 

implementing such a program.  

 

 

References 

 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

29

Altschuld, J. W. (1999) The certification of evaluators: Highlights from a report submitted to the Board of Directors of 

the American Evaluation Association. American Journal of Evaluation  20, (3), 481-493. 

 

Australian Tourism Industry Association (1990) Code of Environmental Practice for Australian Tourism Industry, 

Australian Tourism Industry Association, Sydney, NSW. 

 

Black, R. S. (1999) Ecotour guides: performing a vital role in the ecotourism experience. In: Conference Proceedings 

of the World Ecotourism Conference, Kota Kinabalu, Malaysia. 

 

Black, R. S. and Weiler, B. (2002) Tour guide certification in the Australian ecotourism industry: Conception to 

adulthood. In: CAUTHE Conference Proceedings. CAUTHE, Fremantle, Western Australia, part 2. 

 

Black (2002) Towards a model for tour guide certification: An analysis of the Australian EcoGuide Program. Doctoral 

thesis, Department of Management, Monash University, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia. 

 

Black, R. S., Ham, S. H. and Weiler, B. (2001) Ecotour guide training in less developed countries: Some preliminary 

research findings. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 9, 1-10. 

 

Black, R.S and Weiler, B. (2005) Quality assurance and regulatory mechanisms in the tour guiding industry: A 

systematic review. Journal of Tourism Studies 16 (1), pp.24-37.  

 

Cohen, E. (1985) The tourist guide: The origins, structure and dynamics of a role. Annals of Tourism Research, 12, 5-

29. 

 

Commonwealth of Australia (1994) National Ecotourism Strategy, Australian Government Printing Service, Canberra, 

ACT. 

 

Commonwealth Department of Tourism (1996) Directory of Ecotourism Education, Commonwealth Department of 

Tourism, Canberra, ACT. 

 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

30

Crabtree, A. and Black, R. S. (2000) EcoGuide Program Guide Workbook, Ecotourism Association of Australia, 

Brisbane, Queensland. 

 

 

Derrett, R. (2001) Special interest tourism: starting with the individual. In: Douglas, N., Douglas, N., and Derrett, R. 

Special Interest Tourism, John Wiley & Sons Australia Ltd, Milton, Queensland. 

 

Ecotourism Association of Australia (2000) The EcoGuide Program, Ecotourism Association of Australia, Brisbane, 

Queensland. 

 

Epler Wood, M. (1998) New directions in the ecotourism industry. In: Lindberg, K. Epler Wood, M. and Engeldrum, 

D. (eds.) Ecotourism: A guide for Planners and Managers, The Ecotourism Society, North Bennington, Vermont, 

pp. 45-62. 

 

Haig, I. (1997) Viewing nature: Can a guide make a difference?. Masters of Arts thesis in Outdoor Education, 

Department of Outdoor Education, Griffith University, Brisbane, Queensland. 

 

Harris, R. and Jago, L. (2001) Professional accreditation in the Australian tourism industry: An uncertain future. 

Tourism Management, 22, 383-390. 

 

 

Hawkins, D. E. and Lamoureux, K. (2001) Global growth and magnitude of ecotourism. In: Weaver, D. (ed.) The 

Encyclopaedia of Ecotourism, CABI Publishing, Wallingford, Oxon, UK, pp. 63-72. 

 

Holloway, J. C. (1981) The guided tour: A sociological approach. Annals of Tourism Research, 8, (3), 377-401. 

 

Honey, M. and Rome, A. (2001) Protecting Paradise: Certification Programs for Sustainable Tourism and 

Ecotourism, Institute of Policy Studies, New York. 

 

Issaverdis, J. P. (1998) Tourism Industry Accreditation - A Comparative Critique of Developments in Australia, Master 

of Business in Tourism Development, Victoria University, Melbourne, Victoria. 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

31

 

Lysaght, R. M. and Altschuld, J. W. (2000) Beyond initial certification: The assessment and maintenance of 

competency in professions. Evaluation and Program Planning, 23, 95-104. 

 

Manidis Roberts Consultants (1994) An Investigation into a National Ecotourism Accreditation Scheme, 

Commonwealth Department of Tourism, Canberra, ACT. 

 

Page, S. P. and Dowling, R. K. (2002) Ecotourism, Pearson Education Ltd, Harlow, UK. 

 

Pond, K. L. (1993) The Professional Guide, Van Nostrand Reinhold, New York. 

 

Roggenbuck, J. and Williams, D. R. (1993) Commercial tour guides' effectiveness as nature educators. In: Leisure and 

Tourism: Social and Environmental Change. World Leisure and Recreation Association Congress, Sydney, 

Australia, 651-655. 

 

Savannah Guides (2004) Savannah Guides: Protectors of the Outback (brochure), Savannah Guides Ltd., Cairns, 

Queensland. 

 

Savannah Guides (2004)  Savannah Guides Homepage, published on-line at http://www.savannah-guides.com.au. Date 

accessed 14 July. 

 

Schmidt, C. J. (1979) The guided tour. Urban Life, 7, (4),. 441-467. 

 

Social Change Media (1995), A National Ecotourism Education Strategy, unpublished report, Newcastle, NSW. 

 

Weiler, B., Johnson, T. and Davis, D. (1992) Roles of the tour leader in environmentally responsible tourism. In: 

Ecotourism Incorporating The Global Classroom, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, pp. 228-233. 

 

Weiler, B. and Davis, D. (1993) An exploratory investigation into the roles of the nature-based tour leader. Tourism 

Management, April, 91-98. 

 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

32

Weiler, B. and Crabtree, A. (1998) Developing Competent Ecotour Guides, National Centre for Vocational Education 

Research, Adelaide. 

 

Weiler, B. and Ham, S. H. (2001) Tour guides and interpretation. In: Weaver, D. (ed.), Encyclopaedia of Ecotourism, 

CABI Publishing, Wallingford, Oxon, UK, pp. 549-563. 

 

 

 


