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            Abstract
          
        

        
          The aim of the paper is to understand how women tour guides in Sri Lanka survive and what motivates them to thrive in the highly male-dominated travel and tourism industry in Sri Lanka. It employed a qualitative approach, using thematic analysis as its analytical strategy. The research identified, using Self-Determination Theory, how the survival of women tour guides is influenced by their motivations and the fulfillment of psychological needs that guide their work behaviors. Intrinsic aspirations were found to be the primary factors influencing their career choices. These tour guides strive to satisfy psychological needs such as autonomy and competence through various work behaviors. This study suggests the importance of societal awareness of the national tour guide occupation, reform the purposes of education in line with the travel and tourism industry requirements, and encourage government bodies to provide equal opportunities.
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      Introduction
      The tourism industry has become a cornerstone of the global economy (Aynalem et al., 2016), contributing significantly to gross domestic product (GDP) and creating numerous job opportunities (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2022). Globally, the industry accounts for 1 in 11 jobs, with women comprising 54% of the workforce (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2022). In Asia and the Pacific regions, women make up 52% of tour guides (World Travel and Tourism Council Regional Report, 2022), while this rate is considerably low in some countries including Turkey (Alrawadieh & Alrawadieh, 2020), Jordan (Masaden et al., 2018), Sri Lanka (Mudalige, 2021), and Egypt (Mousa et al., 2023). Even though women employees constitute more in the tourism industry worldwide, gender inequalities of their participation are common. Women in the tourism industry face many challenges due to seasonality, job rotation, part time work and precarious contracts (Araújo-Vila, Otegui-Carles & Fraiz-Brea, 2021). These women are commonly placed on low paid and low skilled fields to that of males in the same (Nguyen; 2022).

      The tourism sector remains crucial to Sri Lanka’s economy, contributing 6.1% of the national GDP and serving as a major source of employment and foreign exchange (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2022). Renowned for its adventure offerings, Sri Lanka has become a must-visit destination (McGraw, 2023). Regardless of the importance of tourism industry to the Sri Lankan context, female seems to be underrepresented in the Sri Lanka’s hotel industry and the affiliated field of tour guiding due to socio cultural barriers in country (Perera, Wasantha, Lakshan, & Bandara, 2024; Kodagoda & Jayawardana, 2022; Silva & Mendis, 2017). For example, out of 1425 licensed National Tour Guides (NTGs) in Sri Lanka, only 64 are women, representing approximately 6% of all registered NTGs, with just ten currently active (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, 2018).

      Although women dominate the world tourism industry (World Travel and Tourism Council Regional Report, 2022), surprisingly the tour guide statistics in Sri Lanka show women are underrepresented whereas males dominate the tour guide job (Mudalige, 2021). Hence, it is questionable how just 6% of women NTGs survive and exist in the Sri Lankan context. Therefore, this study aims to explore how existing women NTGs in Sri Lanka navigate the challenges of a male-dominated industry and what strategies they employ for their survival. Section 2 discusses theoretical concepts related to women’s behavior in the travel and tourism industry. Drawing on Self-Determination Theory (SDT), we look into how women tour guides' intrinsic and extrinsic motivations blend with their three psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness to decide their behavior in the tour guide occupation. Section 3 outlines the study’s methodology, while Section 4 presents insights from key respondents to address the research questions. Finally, Section 5 offers conclusions, discussion, and practical implications. This paper also contributes significantly to the literature by shedding light on the experiences and practices of women NTGs in Asia and specially for Sri Lanka, filling the gap of the empirical research on their motivations and coping strategies within a male-dominated industry in Sri Lanka. Accordingly, the paper broadens the geographical scope of existing literature and raises awareness of the socio-economic empowerment of women in developing nations. Finally, it provides practical recommendations for stakeholders in Sri Lanka’s tourism sector.

    

    

  
    
      Literature Review
      Traditionally, women’s roles in society were primarily confined to the domestic sphere, providing comfort to family members (Rimkute & Sugiharti, 2024; Schrems, 1987) and supporting their husbands’ occupations (Salmi & Sonck-Rautio, 2018). Many women were occupied in low-value occupations, extending their daily household responsibilities (Schrems, 1987). However, rapid labor force participation among women began during the mid-twentieth century alongside industrialization. Currently, approximately half of working-age women globally participate in the labor force, significantly contributing to economic development (Kim & Lee, 2024; World Bank, 2022). Along with the increased representation in the paid labor force, women face substantial employment challenges. The International Labor Organization (2015) reports that women’s opportunities in the labor market lag behind men’s, with a global gender gap in employment averaging 31.4% that needs narrowing (World Economic Forum, 2021).

      There seems to be many gender-based inequalities in the tourism sector transforming this industry into a highly gendered industry (Jackman, 2022). According to UNWTO (n.d), women perform most of the unpaid work in family tourism businesses while they also concentrate in lowest paid and lowest status occupations in tourism (Kodagoda & Jayawardana, 2022). Women are supposed to be engaged in more care work in the industry which needs more of interpersonal skills but they are excluded from key managerial positions (Ramchurjee, & Paktin; 2011). The socio-cultural formation of women’s roles in society plays a significant role in setting up challenges for women tour guides. The long working hours and intensive job duties contradict the socially expected roles of women (Mousa et al., 2023; Masaden et al., 2018). The nature of the occupation, with its long and irregular working hours, has caused women tour guides to experience sexual harassment, leading to lower job satisfaction, decreased psychological well-being, and, ultimately, burnout (Mousa et al., 2023; Alrawadieh & Alrawadieh, 2020). Religious beliefs in society also influence women’s career behavior in the travel and tourism industry (Koburtay et al., 2020). Mobility restrictions imposed on some women have become a significant challenge (Al-Asfour et al., 2017).

      Along with these challenges, women are increasingly taking up tour guide positions. Tourism related occupations have fostered economic growth by reducing poverty and gender inequalities (Scheyvens, & Hughes, 2021). In addition, women have become integral to the travel and tourism industry (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2022). ‘Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls’ has become one of the main 2030 agenda for sustainable development (United Nations, n.d) and this has shed light on sustainable tourism practices too (Pu, Cheng, Samarathunga, & Wall, 2023). A survey showed a growing number of women entering the tour guide occupation. The results highlighted senior women tour guides acting as role models for newcomers, encouraging them to deviate from traditional gender understandings of women in society (Issuu, 2023). Research has acknowledged that women strategize their femaleness to prosper and survive in tourism as tour guides (Vandegrift, 2008).

      Studies on the success stories of women tour guides highlight that they use self-inspiration and self-determination to survive and thrive. This is evident in how East African women in the territories of Rwanda, Kenya, Tanzania, Burundi, and South Sudan seized job opportunities when they arose, receiving the necessary training, skills, support, and mentorship (Mutesi, 2022). Another compelling example is the first woman tour guide in Afghanistan, who succeeded in making her dream job a reality (Euronews.travel, 2022). She explained how she used strategies to change her career by being a refugee instead of a victim of society. Her story reveals how she effectively used self-determination to achieve personal development and fulfill her inner motives. Despite the male-dominated nature of the tour guiding occupation, women tour guides are reported to have unique gendered experiences that contribute to their well-being (Alrawadieh & Alrawadieh, 2020; Cheung et al., 2018). For instance, various adventure-related activities have been shown to enhance women’s well-being and meet their basic psychological needs (Lloyd & Little, 2010). Hall’s (2018) research findings revealed that self-esteem, confidence, and a sense of accomplishment were enhanced among women in tour guide jobs.

      Number of studies used Self Determination Theory (SDT) to explain how individual differences, such as aspirations or goals, are mediated by motivation and the fulfillment of psychological needs to determine work behaviors and well-being (Deci et al., 2017; Mackenzie et al., 2020). According to Deci et al. (2017), people can have several intrinsic aspirations, such as community contributions (generativity), personal development, meaningful relationships, physical fitness, and extrinsic aspirations. These aspirations shape an individual’s motivation and satisfaction with basic psychological needs. An individual’s autonomous motivation, central to SDT, involves engagement with willingness, volition, and choice, leading to intrinsic motivation for high-quality performance and wellness (Deci et al., 2017). Accordingly, autonomous motivation is supported by an individual’s understanding of the purpose and worth of their jobs, feeling ownership and autonomy in carrying them out, and receiving clear feedback and support. When autonomous motivation drives a person, that person is likely to be autonomous and self-directed (Ryan & Deci, 2008). SDT suggests that intrinsic motivation assists in meeting the individual’s three fundamental psychological needs for human flourishing: Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2008). According to their explanations, autonomy is an individual’s feeling of control over their own life and choices, competence is their feeling of capability and effectiveness in their actions, and relatedness is their feeling of connection and care from others in society (Deci & Ryan, 2008).

      Self-determination theory is used as a theoretical framework to understand many aspects in tourism field; motivation, wellbeing, experiences, satisfaction, employment aspiration, behavioural intentions (Ciki, Kizanlikli, Tanriverdi, 2024, Hsu, 2013; Buzinde, 2020). It has found out that autonomy, competence and relatedness decide the experiences of tourists (Scannell & Gifford, 2017). Ciki, Kizanlikli , Tanriverdi (2024) identified the need for autonomy as tourists desire to explore new destinations, their need for competence is reflected in learning of new culture or skill while relatedness is interaction with others including locals. Tour guides have the responsibility to develop their knowledge, intercultural communication skills and personality to give positive impressions for tourists (Sari & Yüzbaşioğlu, 2024). Competency of tour guides have identified important in deciding satisfaction and revisit intention of tourists (Kul, Dedeoğlu, Küçükergin, De Martino, & Okumus; 2024; Harara, Al Najdawi, Rababah, & Haniyi, 2024). Studies have found out female tourist frontliners have highest English language competence compared to males (Tubang-Delgado, 2024). In addition to the competence, tour guides try to maintain sustainable tourism practices through harmonious host–guest relationships integrating their knowledge and experiences (Pu, Cheng, Samarathunga, & Wall, 2023).

      Women’s determination has been identified as a main driving force in choosing their occupation as tour guides in the travel sector (Tourism Tiger, n.d.). Mackenzie et al. (2020), in their study using Self-Determination Theory (SDT), identified how women tour guides behave and how they form self-determination to enhance their performance and psychological well-being. These women tour guides’ narrations reveal how their perceptions are linked to their basic psychological needs, and enhance or hinder their well-being. Furthermore, the research identified women adventure tour guides’ proactively created strategies to meet basic psychological needs to enhance their well-being. As there is a lack of understanding of women tour guides in Sri Lanka, it is interesting to find out using dimensions in SDT how women tour guides in Sri Lanka motivate themselves and what strategies existing women NTGs use for survival.

    

    

  
    
      Methods
      Qualitative approach has been taken to obtain in-depth insights from women tour guides to understand how the existing women NTGs survive and what strategies they use in a highly male-dominated industry (Kodagoda, 2013). The study sample consisted of seven NTGs who are currently active as tour guides in Sri Lanka. Finding NTGs was a challenging task for the researcher because only ten women NTGs are active, although the registered NTG number is 64. Therefore, the snowball sampling method used to reach the required number of samples (Kodagoda, 2022). These women tour guides have obtained the license from Sri Lanka Institute of Tourism and Hotel Management to work as National Tour guides in Sri Lanka. However, currently all the women NTGs in the sample work independently without attaching to any hotel, agency or an institute in Sri Lanka (Please see Table 1 below’). They tend to find their customers with the help of the customer relationships they maintain and the network they have built with the other tour guides (women or men) in Sri Lanka. Since all the women tour guides are self-employed, it was not practical or possible to obtain any institutional approval, but throughout, researchers were very keen on ethical considerations of human, especially women participation. We have adhered to the American Psychological Association’s (APA) Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct to protect the human subjects involved in the research (American Psychological Association, 2017). We have also used several methods to guarantee the confidentiality and anonymity of the results being reported.

      
        Table 1 
				
        

        
          Sample Demographics
        
        

      

      
        
          
            	Respondent
            	Civil status
            	Age
            	Number of children
            	Level of education
            	Work experience
          

        
        
          	NTG 01
          	Married
          	45
          	02
          	Graduate
          	15 years
        

        
          	NTG 02
          	Married
          	42
          	02
          	Graduate
          	10 years
        

        
          	NTG 03
          	Single
          	37
          	0
          	Graduate
          	08 years
        

        
          	NTG 04
          	Single
          	35
          	0
          	Graduate
          	05 years
        

        
          	NTG 05
          	Single
          	40
          	0
          	Graduate
          	13 years
        

        
          	NTG 06
          	Single
          	30
          	0
          	Graduate
          	09 years
        

        
          	NTG 07
          	Single
          	33
          	0
          	Graduate
          	07 years
        

      

      
        
          (Source: Based on interview information, 2023)
        

      

      

      Access to these women NTGs was gained by arranging appointments over the phone. All the women NTGs provided a convenient time slot for the interviews just after they had completed their tours. This arrangement made the NTGs feel relaxed and comfortable, allowing them to spend quality time in the interviews. The interviews with all participants began with some warm-up questions and asked about a series of structured questions: age, civil status, educational level, and number of years work as a tour guide. The interview guide mainly covered open-ended questions. Participants were asked to describe how they feel about their job, who inspired them to be in this profession and how they rely on their ways to continue the job. Some questions were changed as to the participant’s responses to the interview questions. Once the interviews were completed, their real names were removed, and collected information was transcribed and at the coding process themes were identified. Data transcribing was done in a private room using earphones to keep all the information in interviews confidential. Research findings were discussed using pseudo-names to ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the data obtained during the interviews. Data saturation was reached when seven women tour guides were interviewed, and no new themes were generated after that point.

      The data was analyzed manually using the thematic analysis method. We followed the five stages as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). Those stages are; familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, refining the themes, defining and naming themes and finally finding appropriate labels which convey the essence of the theme. We identified this analysis method as a convenient and flexible method for this study. To become familiar with the transcribed datasets (Mason, 2002), all the interview information was read a number of times. In addition, the analysis involved careful reading the textual data, for example field notes. Similar statements were highlighted to identify the key information of participants’ accounts. Among different patterns of data sets, emerging themes were chosen to address the research problem identified. Finally, the two main themes identified were framed around the women in the tour guides occupation. Finally, the two main themes identified were framed around the women in the tour guides occupation. Participants discussed mainly the dimensions of the SDT using their own words. For example, a female tour guide in the sample explained how the beauty of the land motivated her to become a tour guide through intrinsic and extrinsic motivations to get job satisfaction and wellbeing. This was themed as reflections on aspirations of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. In addition, participants highlighted the different strategies to achieve their basic psychological needs, autonomy, competence and relatedness to strengthen their presence in the industry (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Cıkı & Tanrıverdi, 2023). Thus, we named this theme as strategies to fulfill psychological needs. Accordingly, the two main themes derived are reflections on aspirations and strategies to fulfill psychological needs (Please see Figure 1 below).

      
        
        

        Figure 1. 
				
        

        
          Illustration of Core and Sub-supportive Themes.
        
        

        

      

    

    

  
    
      Findings
      This section explains the results obtained from the interviews with women NTGs. Research findings are categorized under two main themes: reflections on aspirations, strategies to fulfill psychological needs. Firstly, the intrinsic aspirations section elaborates on the women tour guides’ desire for their occupation and what drives their life goals. Secondly, the unique strategies used to achieve psychological needs are discussed. Two key themes stem from the inner motives of women tour guides to select the tour guide occupation as their career. These inner motives form the self-determination to become a tour guide, making it the core theme of the study.

    

    

  
    
      Reflections on Aspirations: Intrinsic and Extrinsic
      All the women NTGs interviewed expressed a strong desire to select their current occupation as tour guides. This desire was evident at the beginning of their career choice and was one of the reasons for their enthusiastic engagement in their careers. These aspirations are intrinsically driven by the women tour guides themselves, while extrinsic aspirations also play a role. Firstly, the intrinsic aspirations or life goals of NTGs are mainly associated with their desire for generativity and personal development. Their willingness to contribute to the community reflects their generativity, while their development that supports occupational performance is identified as personal development (Deci et al., 2017). Meaningful relationships and physical fitness are also connected to their occupational roles, forming their intrinsic aspirations. Additionally, some women tour guides expressed how their extrinsic aspirations, such as an attractive image, persuaded them to become self-determined tour guides in the field.

      
        Generativity
        Accompanied by the strong desire of women tour guides to take up their occupation, their choice is linked to a strong bond with their native land, Sri Lanka. These women tour guides expressed how they are mesmerized by the beauty and ample natural resources available in the country. NTG 04 shared how the beauty of this land motivated her to become a tour guide. Her narration reveals how she sees Sri Lanka as naturally blessed. Further, her roots in becoming a tour guide were linked to fulfilling her psychological need for generativity. She expressed her motivation for promoting the country’s beauty and traditional medicine and healing methods. She explained her view:

        
I had a crazy feeling towards this country. This is a resourceful country, and we could do a lot for this country. There are no seasonal changes if a country is closer to the equator. More than 50% of this land is hidden because the archaeological sites are still unexplored. Many traditional healing methods exist, but no market is open for them. We can create a good market if we focus on medical tourism.

        NTG 03 revealed a similar idea about the country and its nature. Her inner feelings reflected how she values and admires the nature of Sri Lanka as a woman tour guide. It was observed that she was serious when she shared her thoughts about her performance in this role. She stated that she is committed to her occupation and takes on all kinds of tours without being as selective as some other women tour guides. This reflects her need for generativity, as she wants to deliver maximum value to the tourists regardless of the complexity of the tour.

        
Everyone cannot do this job. There should be a concern about the country and the environment. This job is not as easy as a job we do in the office environment. Some people don't like to be exposed to the sunlight. Some people skip adventures. You cannot give up. I manage to do all kinds of tours, ranging from simple one-day expeditions to adventure guides in forests.

      

      
        Personal Development
        The life goals of these women tour guides have compelled them to establish their backgrounds as an ideal fit for their dream jobs. They have completed several educational qualifications and mastered one or more foreign languages. Many have invested considerable effort in mastering their preferred languages and obtaining relevant educational qualifications. This dedication reveals how these women tour guides exert effort for their career development in their chosen field. NTG 01 shared her interest in studying the language she preferred.

        
My brother wanted me to study German since he is a guide who mastered the German language. But my interest was in the Japanese language, so I did it. I had to go to Japan on several occasions to learn the language. 

        NTG 05 revealed how she was determined to be the best fit for her desired job and how her passion for learning made her a strong character in tourism. Her narration highlights her wide range of expertise and career development as follows:

        
I have completed a Bachelor of Arts degree. Tourism and travel management is included in that course. I have a postgraduate diploma in airline ticketing. In addition, I have completed Japanese language tests up to level 04. Even though I have got a scholarship to Japan, I decided to select India for my further studies. I have studied Archeology. I get a holiday after every tour and get used to doing something new in each session. Being a tour executive with a small salary, I reached the position of tour director, which is the highest-level position.

      

      
        Meaningful Relationships
        As the women tour guides provide direct and frontline service to their clients, they can create meaningful relationships. The ability of these tour guides to form such relationships intrinsically motivates them to perform their job roles. NTG 01 explained how she developed a long-lasting relationship with a Dutch family. She revealed how she helped recover two drug-abusing daughters in this family through her in-depth teachings about Buddhism and the cultural values of Sri Lanka. She further explained how she enjoyed the lifelong satisfaction of rescuing two valuable lives because of her intervention as a woman tour guide. She described the relationship she built with that family:

        
The parents thanked me a lot for the help I gave for their two daughters to overcome their drug-abuse behavior. They were surprised by my service because they have attempted several times to change their behavior, which unfortunately failed all the times. They gave me valuable presents before leaving the country, and, even today, they invite me to visit them.

        When tour guides provide exceptional service to their clients, those clients often return to their countries and recommend the local tour guide to their friends. Many women tour guides receive such recommended tours due to the meaningful relationships they cultivate with their clients through their service delivery. This opportunity not only brings satisfaction but also intrinsically motivates them to continue their occupation. NTG 07 explained how she thrives in this industry because of the meaningful relationships she maintains, as follows:

        
Most of the time, my clients recommend me, give good reviews to their friends, and have a tour with me in Sri Lanka. As my name is specifically mentioned to the tour guide agency here, they can’t omit their request.

      

      
        Physical Fitness
        The active nature of tour guides enables them to provide exceptional service to their clients. Being capable of supporting needy clients and staying active during the tour are identified as primary personal characteristics that are essential for fulfilling the tour guide’s occupational role. NTG 06 explained the physical fitness requirements of a tour guide as follows:

        
We should be alert to needy people and stretch our helping hand whenever they need our assistance. For example, getting off the bus may be difficult for older people. That is the level of courtesy we must build up when doing this occupation.

        In addition to their intrinsic aspirations, extrinsic aspirations for an attractive image have influenced these women tour guides in choosing their occupation. NTG 06 explained how the idea of being a tour guide has been on her mind since childhood. Her thoughts reflected her admiration for the image of a tour guide, as follows:

        
My brother is a tourist guide, mastering the German language. Our family had a strong background in tourism. When foreigners used to visit our homes frequently, I had a strong desire to be a tour guide one day.

        NTG 02 also revealed, with a strong attitude, how her long-lasting desire to be a tour guide paved the way towards a reality. She enthusiastically revealed her pride in having an occupation with an attractive image. Her current attitude about the occupation is as follows;

        
This is my dream career. I always wanted to be a tour guide. So, I am now. I was the youngest woman tour guide in this field when I was selected. This is my first job, and I don’t think I will change it for any reason.

      

    

    

  
    
      Strategies to Fulfill Psychological Needs
      Currently active women tour guides in Sri Lanka demonstrate a strong passion for their chosen field. Their aspiration to become NTGs in Sri Lanka is driven by intrinsic goals such as generativity, personal development, meaningful relationships, and physical fitness. Generativity and personal development are particularly significant intrinsic aspirations for these women tour guides. Additionally, it is evident that extrinsic aspirations also contribute to their strong desire for their chosen occupation. Fulfilling their lifelong career ambitions satisfies their basic psychological needs. The presence of extrinsic aspirations, intrinsic motivations primarily propel them towards autonomous motivation. This autonomous motivation, identified as intrinsic motivation, empowers these women tour guides to fulfill their basic psychological needs.

      While these women tour guides are intrinsically motivated by their aspirations, the study has identified that they employ various strategies to fulfill their basic psychological needs. Deci & Ryan (2008) posit that autonomy and competence are fundamental psychological needs for individuals. These NTGs employ diverse strategies to satisfy these basic psychological needs and achieve their life goals. Instead of being preoccupied with barriers or societal stereotypes, these women tour guides have developed these basic psychological needs as strategies to strengthen their presence in the industry. These innovative approaches have created numerous opportunities for them in their field, leading to greater job satisfaction and wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Cıkı & Tanrıverdi, 2023).

      
        Competence
        NTG 03's narrations revealed how she has developed her own approach to the tour guide occupation. By effectively delivering her services in her unique way, she has gained a sense of capability and effectiveness in her role. She explained how she achieved competence as a woman tour guide through her strategies, as follows:

        
I used to keep a diary to get feedback during each of my tours. Even today, the comments I have received from my clients bring tears to my eyes. If someone asks about my experience, I don't talk much. I show the diaries I have maintained.

        Additionally, NTG 03 has shared how she developed competence in her role and effectively caters to her clients. Her narration highlights her capability in delivering services to a diverse range of clients, as follows:

        
People have different capacities to understand things. I have developed my presentation skills to cater to the clients. People also have differences in their interests and tastes, so they question us from multiple angles. We need to handle all those clients without making them dissatisfied.

        NTG01's story exemplifies her proficiency in the chosen field, having been selected to cater to an affluent group of tourists in Japan. Her skills in service delivery were recognized by Japanese representatives, resulting in her being chosen as the sole woman tour guide among the group serving affluent Japanese tourists. She describes her experience with pride in her voice, stating:

        
Once, our company got a chance to cater to 275 tourists, including famous singers and actresses in Japan. There were some buses and tour guides to cater to that group. Japanese representatives who came to Sri Lanka to assess the suitability of tour guides were impressed when I performed, and I was selected for the VIP bus. The VIP bus contained the affluent, including famous actors, singers, and dancers from Japan. I was the only woman guide selected for this tour.

      

      
        Autonomy
        In addition to achieving competence in the tour guide occupation, these women tour guides have also found autonomy through self-determined strategies. NTG 01 revealed her desire to take control of her career, despite prevailing societal stereotypes. Her story illustrates how she made her career choice and achieved autonomy, as follows:

        
Even though I wanted to become a tour guide, I was limited by my family. We were not allowed to leave home until we got married. So, I shrank all my desires until I got married. However, I started doing my dream job after getting married and having kids.

        Women tour guides tend to carry out their jobs in a principled manner, adhering to a set of principles that encourage them to excel in their roles. Working according to principles has helped them achieve autonomy in their field. NTG 05 shared her thoughts on how her principles have benefited her career. By adhering to a principle of working exclusively with leading companies, she has established autonomy in her job role.

        
I have worked with the top companies in Sri Lanka and have never met any difficulty because of that. I have been to many 5-star hotels with good facilities. I have handled many luxury tours in my life. I don't accept a tour if I am not provided accommodation. I think about my safety. I have never experienced someone knocking on my room door in a hotel room.

        NTG 01 also explained how she has formed autonomy over her career and what will happen if someone fails to create control over her career. Her narration reveals how she strategizes to gain control over her career;

        
Foreigners usually question the role of women in society. They question whether we smoke or drink. Then I said no to all these questions. If my answer is no, then the reality should also be no. When we stay according to our policy, they will respect us.

        Further, she revealed the consequences of not behaving in a well-mannered way. According to her views, if women over utilize the freedom they have, there were many incidents where women guides ruined their whole careers.

        
There are new women tour guides who have just graduated from university. They are not aware of the field. You can earn well. And freedom, too. If you do not utilize freedom properly, there is no survival in this field.

        NTG 07 added her thoughts as to how self-discipline helps to enhance the satisfaction of doing the job, although there are societal stereotypes;

        
In any field, if the person behaves well, no matter what others say about you. Suppose I know what I am doing.

        While women tour guides effectively utilize autonomy and competence as self-determined strategies, there is little evidence about how they fulfill their relatedness needs. Nevertheless, these women tour guides have expressed a strong desire to connect with society. Their sentiments reflect a keen eagerness to gain societal acceptance, which they believe is essential for fulfilling one of the fundamental psychological needs for human flourishing: relatedness.

      

      
        Relatedness
        Despite achieving their autonomy and competence needs through their strategies, women tour guides strongly desire acceptance and belonging within their society. They advocate for correcting negative stereotypes associated with the occupation of National Tour Guide in Sri Lanka. NTG 05 expressed concern over how this profession is perceived as marginalized rather than valued by society. She emphasized the importance of raising awareness about this national occupation and promoting social acceptance for women succeeding in this field. As she explained:

        
Many women work for airlines, comparatively not in this field. That is because people are not aware of this. Again, it is their unawareness that this field is not that good. I am not a person from a Colombo school. Initially, I could not speak English properly, but I am doing well now. Women should be allowed to travel so that they can explore the world.

        NTG 02 expressed concern over society’s lack of awareness regarding their occupation and the role they fulfill. She highlighted this as a significant barrier for women tour guides, emphasizing the importance of correcting societal perceptions. Her words underscored the urgency to elevate the social status of their occupation to fulfill their need for relatedness.

        
I think the first barrier for women tour guides comes from “unawareness.” Even though my family has a tourism background, they refused to let me do this job. So, one without a strong tourism background will never accept this as a valued job.

        Key insights from the interviews are basically identified under two main themes; Reflections on aspirations and strategies to fulfill psychological needs. First theme, reflections on aspirations identified as the strong desire of interviewees to work as tour guides. Strong desire is again identified as intrinsic aspirations and extrinsic aspirations. Intrinsic aspiration of women tour guides are identified mainly in the forms of generativity, personal development, meaningful relationships and physical fitness. Generativity explains women tour guides willingness to contribute to the community. They mainly explain how their greater bond with the native land turned them to be as tour guides. Personal development reveals how these women tour guides developed their knowledge and other skills to better perform their chosen occupation. Hence, completion of educational qualifications or learning new foreign languages come under this category. Meaningful relationships explain how they value the long lasting and strong relationships they keep with their clients. Lastly the physical fitness explains how the active nature of women tour guides make it easy to perform the tour guide occupation. In addition to the intrinsic aspirations, the extrinsic aspiration of tour guides has motivated these women to be in the occupation. Both the intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations have flourished the motivation of these tour guides. In addition to intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations of women tour guides, they use strategies to fulfill their main psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness. Autonomy of women tour guides explain how they use strategies to continue and thrive their career. Competence explained how they developed their own approaches to be in the tour guide occupation. Relatedness showed how women tour guides willingly to be connected to society. Finally, this study identified how these women tour guides have developed basic psychological needs as strategies to strengthen their presence in the male dominated industry.

      

    

    

  
    
      Discussion
      In this section, we explain how we used Self-Determination Theory as a theoretical lens to explore how women NTGs’ self-determination is driven by their intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations, their fulfillment of psychological needs (Autonomy, Competence, Relatedness), and the diverse behavioral strategies they employ to thrive in the industry. Firstly, women NTGs exhibit strong intrinsic aspirations related to generativity, personal development, meaningful relationships, and physical fitness. These aspirations fuel their pursuit of becoming tour guides. This aligns with previous research findings and parallels the journeys of women tour guides, such as those in Afghanistan, who overcome barriers to achieve their dreams (Euronews. travel, 2022). Senior women tour guides also play a transformative role in challenging traditional gender roles within their communities (Issuu, 2023). Establishing meaningful client relationships is another key strategy these women employ, leveraging their femininity to deliver exceptional service and maintain long-term connections (Vandegrift, 2008). Furthermore, alongside intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations, these women NTGs employ strategies to fulfill their psychological needs, particularly autonomy and competence, using self-determined methods. Tour guides competence has become a main determinant in tourists satisfaction and intentions to visit again (Kul, Dedeoğlu, Küçükergin, De Martino, & Okumus, 2024; Harara, Al Najdawi, Rababah, & Haniyi, 2024). Research studies have also found out the harmonious host guest relationships and English language competency developed by tour guides (Tubang-Delgado, 2024; Pu, Cheng, Samarathunga, & Wall, 2023). Gendered interactions also play a crucial role in supporting their fulfillment of psychological needs in a male-dominated industry, as highlighted by Mackenzie et al. (2020). Lastly, an intriguing finding is these women NTGs’ desire to fulfill their need for relatedness by raising awareness of their occupation, which is classified as a national-level occupation. Ciki, Kizanlikli & Tanriverdi (2024) has identified the concept relatedness in tourism as one’s willingness to connect with others. Their strong inner drive reflects their endeavor to gain societal recognition for their valued occupation. However, there is a lack of literature addressing women tour guides’ need for relatedness, indicating a potential area for future research.

    

    

  
    
      Practical Implications
      This study emphasizes several practical implications for policymakers to consider when making decisions. Firstly, there is a need to raise awareness about tourism-related national occupations across various educational levels and through mass media. Educating the public about the nature of these job roles and their benefits can help shift societal attitudes and encourage more individuals to consider careers in this field, thus breaking stereotypes. Secondly, reforms in the Sri Lankan education system are necessary to instill in children a deeper appreciation for their country’s environment and cultural heritage. This includes fostering attitudes of love and respect towards their motherland, which is rich in natural beauty and cultural significance. Additionally, teaching multiple foreign languages that are economically valuable to Sri Lanka should be prioritized. Finally, the Sri Lanka Tourist Board, as the primary governing body of tourism in the country, should enhance opportunities for women to enter the national tour guide occupation. It is crucial for this institution to provide supportive and respectful environments for women seeking to join this industry.

    

    

  
    
      Conclusions
      Despite the travel and tourism industry’s importance to Sri Lankan society, there are few active women tour guides as NTGs. This study aims to understand how these women navigate and survive in a predominantly male-dominated occupational category in Sri Lanka, exploring their strategies for industry resilience. The findings are interpreted through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) to comprehend the motivations driving these women tour guides to thrive in their profession. The study reveals that strong intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations intrinsically motivate these women tour guides and enable them to meet their basic psychological needs. Among the intrinsic aspirations of women NTGs in Sri Lanka, the desire for generativity and personal development prominently influences their career choices. Additionally, aspirations for creating meaningful relationships, maintaining physical fitness, and projecting an attractive image through their occupational role are identified as significant. Furthermore, the study highlights how these women tour guides employ self-derived strategies to fulfill their psychological needs. The implications of these findings suggest practical measures for Sri Lankan policymakers.

    

    

  
    
      Limitations
      Regardless of the scarcity of currently active women tour guides in Sri Lankan society available for selection, future research could benefit from employing triangulation or extensive research methods. Based on the findings of this study, future research could examine specific career barriers that women tour guides encounter, which could provide valuable insights for practitioners. Finally, additional exploration and research are warranted into the relatedness needs of women tour guides, as there is currently a paucity of studies focusing on this aspect.
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