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BREAKING BARRIERS FOR BANGLADESHI FEMALE SOLO TRAVELERS

ABSTRACT

Asian Muslim women’s travel habits are sorely under-researched. In response to various
calls for research in this area, this study utilizes Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions to
determine how Bangladeshi cultural values inhibit and/or enhance travel constraints for solo
Muslim female travelers and the subsequent effects on solo travel behavior. We propose solo
travel as a strategic tourism development tool to achieve mobility rights and gender equality
particularly for destinations that are highly populated with more women than men.
Introducing an interpretivist qualitative approach, the study extracted both survey and open-
ended responses from 307 frequent Bangladeshi solo travelers that were recruited from a
women-only English-speaking Facebook Bangladeshi travel group. The findings reveal that
this group is constrained by a unique combination of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
structural factors. Power-distance, masculinity, and uncertainty-avoidance also play key
roles. Sustainable and practical applications are outlined for destination management
organizations, travel planners, policy makers, non-governmental organizations, and for-
profit tour companies that benefit both Bangladeshi solo female travelers and those with
whom they interact.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Although recent studies emphasize the importance of solo travel for Asian women to build
their courage and confidence (Yang, Khoo-Lattimore, & Arcodia, 2018) and breakthrough social
gender systems (Xu & Liu, 2018), most research to date has focused on Western solo female
travelers from countries that typically enjoy strong economic success and are rooted in Christian or
secular cultures (Khoo-Lattimore & Prayag, 2018). There is a growing base of work regarding
women traveling with a family or group from Eastern/Asian world regions, focusing on Chinese
(Guo, 2014; Li, Wen, & Leung, 2011; Zhang & Hitchcock, 2017), Taiwanese (Tseng & Li, 2004),
Korean (Bui, Wilkins, & Lee, 2013; Kim, Lee, & Chung, 2013) Japanese (Fan & Zheng, 2007,
Okazaki & Hirose, 2009), and Southeast Asia (Asbollah, Lade, & Michael, 2013; Othman, 2006;
Tran & Walter, 2014). However, very little research has focused on Asian solo women travelers.

Particularly, work examining female solo travelers from Muslim societies is scarce (Nikjoo,
Markwell, & Nikbin, 2021). Chang (2015) suggested that to better understand the Asian tourism
market, the research lens should be more inclusive. Yang, Khoo-Lattimore, and Arcodia’s (2017)
review of research on Asian travelers found only one study that discussed the constraints of
Muslim female travelers from Southeast Asia (Asbollah et al., 2013). This work found that
women’s travel behavior was constrained by a ‘culture bubble’ characterized by domesticated
gender roles and religious rituals that required women to comply with Islamic dress codes, choose
specific destinations to access halal food, and seek prayer room spaces. Despite the distinct
challenges and travel patterns of solo women travelers in Muslim countries, particularly in Asia,
travel constraint research in countries such as Bangladesh has not been explored.

Approximately 88% of the Bengali population is Islamic (nationsonline.org). Although half
of the population is female (Asaduzzaman, Kabir, & Radovic-Markovic, 2015) and the country
has had two female prime ministers at various times since 1991, the general opportunities for
women in Bangladeshi society are perceived as limited. In particular, the status of women in
Bangladesh has been ranked as the lowest in the world based on metrics related to education,
health, children, employment, marriage, and social equity (Gocio & Kulkarni, 2016). Entrenched
patriarchal Muslim norms have left some women with little control over their resources (Yount,
et al., 2018). Although rapid migration from rural to urban locations (e.g., the city of Dhaka) for
better education and employment has been found to increase women’s financial independence,
communal rather than individualistic ties to home villages, family, and customs remain deeply
rooted and limiting (Hossain, Khan, & Ahmed, 2016). These cultural contradictions highlight the
unique background of the emerging Bangladeshi solo female traveler and reflect similar changes
and trends in many predominantly Muslim countries in Asia and the Middle East.

Understanding these contradictions and complexities has potential for both applied and
theoretical contributions. Practically, the importance of examining constraints to international
travel for women in developing countries is crucial in order to broaden this group’s experiences
and provide exposure to new and varied ideas, but equally importantly, to create opportunities to
educate the world regarding the ideas, capabilities, intellects, and importance of women in these
countries. Acknowledging women placed-based identity as linked to development and livelihood
opportunities reduces tendencies to glamourize customs that reinforces traditional gender roles
(Jim enez-Esquinas, 2017). Accordingly, traveling impacts women empowerment in several
ways; for example, several studies of female tourists in western societies affirmed that they
became more confident and independent after engaging in adventure travel (Wilson & Harris,
2006; Doran, 2016). Movements induce socio-cultural change and can disrupt and transform



gender norms and roles (Eger, Munas, & Hsu, 2021). For example, Nikjoo et al.’s (2022) study
that examined experiences of Iranian middle-aged women who participated in all women tours
reported how this kind of tourism made women feel happy due to a sense of freedom from their
daily responsibilities. The women noted that being away from Muslim impose rules provided an
“exciting sense of emancipation” (p. 6) and a forum where they can engage in deep
communications with women of similar age on a wide range of issues related to life challenges.
Also, Nepali women felt empowered when they challenged the patriarchy systems in tourism by
engaging in entrepreneurial activities, trekking and tour guiding (Hillman & Radel, 2022). This
research provides evidence that tourism, when developed correctly and equitably, has potential to
empower women. Women traveling solo can be seen as an indicator of women’s empowerment
and progress towards achieving gender equality (Cornwall, 2016). Accomplishing gender
equality and empowering women features are among the most important sustainable
development goals (SDGSs) set forth by the United Nations and is key to achieving social
sustainability (Alarcon & Cole, 2019). Yet the sustainable tourism paradigm has resisted
incorporating gender equality and gender analysis as core principles (Ferguson & Alarcon,
2015).

When solo female travelers from countries like Bangladesh are constrained from travel, there
are also disadvantages to the larger society. Lack of travel exposure can play a role in
perpetuating the cycle of imposed social norms that leaves women with limited control over their
self-identity (Bosangit et al., 2015), and resources (Yount, et al., 2018). Conversely, when
women travel, individual and collective benefits can be realized. Prior studies suggest that travel
experiences can be transformational for women, thus leading to self-actualization (McClinchey,
2015). Solo travel provides a space for women to resist perceived social and sexualized
surveillance, self-reflect, self-develop and educate themselves about the world by overcoming
travel barriers imposed on by family and society (Jordan & Gibson, 2005). These attributes
produce a sense of confidence that permeates from their traveling endeavors to their day-to-day
life. Also, the tourism industry can benefit from the development of policies, products, and
promotions aimed at this growing group in order to enhance and encourage their solo travel
experiences as they gain economic independence and engage with destinations around the globe.
The findings could provide a more innovative approach in how destination marketing
organizations, travel planners, tour operators, regional and national policy makers, non-
governmental organizations, and for-profit tour companies can recognize the benefits, lower
barriers and create experiences for this niche of travelers, facilitating cultural interaction.

Although there is a growing interest in studies on the social development of tourism, the
emphasis has been on the enabling or disabling effects of tourism on hosts’ residents and
communities (e.g., Nunkoo, Smith & Ramkissoon, 2013). However, tourism activities that
engage women from host communities (e.g., solo travel) to enhance their confidence and quality
of life have been overlooked (King et al., 1993; Qiu Zhang et al., 2017). Empowering women,
especially those living in vulnerable societies, can reduce barriers that prevent them from
realizing their full potential. Empowerment is defined as “an active, multi-dimensional process
which enables women to realize their full identity and powers in all spheres of life” (Sahay,
1998). It involves the successful pursuit of livelihoods and opportunity to enjoy their human
rights as meaningful participants, actors, and leaders in their communities (Esquivel, 2016). For
example, Nassani et al. (2019) discovered that financial empowerment policies act as a catalyst
to empower women through tourism development. These changes resulted from implementing
Standard and Poor’s global equity indices, that specifically target gender disparities in primary



and secondary school enrolment and increase women’s employment opportunities across various
tourism sectors including transportation, food and beverage, and handicraft. Accordingly, these
opportunities give women autonomy to make decisions pertaining to travel, education, and
household size (Nassani et al., 2019).

Therefore, the research is timely, responding to Ferguson’s call for more studies that offer
“alternative ways of understanding the relationship between gender and tourism development
and provide inspiration for creative and progressive ways of harnessing tourism to meet this
goal.” (Ferguson, 2011, p.246). While a great deal of work has focused on theories surrounding
constraints to travel (Crawford, Jackson, & Godbey; 1991; Hung & Petrick, 2010; Lai, Li, &
Harril, 2013; Han et al., 2019; Ratthinan & Selamat., 2019), very little has examined how theory
holds up in the context of Muslim female travelers, particularly in terms of cultural identity
(Asbollah et al., 2013; Aichison, Hopkins, & Kwan, 2007). Applying a theoretical framework
such as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on constraints to travel can illuminate the challenges for
Bangladeshi solo women travelers and further refine the theory. Specifically, although
Hofstede’s theory has been used in previous cross-cultural research contexts, there are few
studies in which researchers have assessed in-group cultural orientation at the individual level
(Yoo, Donthu, & Lenartowicz, 2011). In response to various calls for research in this area (e.g.,
Ferguson, 2011; Godbey et al., 2010; Khoo-Lattimore et al., 2019) this study utilizes Hofstede’s
five cultural dimensions to determine how Bangladeshi cultural values inhibit and/or enhance
travel for solo Muslim female travelers and the subsequent effects on solo travel behavior from a
south-central Asia perspective. The three research questions explored are:

1. What are the travel constraints of Bangladeshi solo female travelers?

2. How do cultural identity dimensions influence travel constraints for Bangladeshi solo
female travelers?

3. How do travel constraints influence current solo travel behavior and future solo travel
intentions for Bangladeshi solo female travelers?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Travel constraints for women: the case of Bangladeshi Muslim women

Through steady economic growth, poverty levels in Bangladesh have reduced from 44% in
1991 to 14.8% in 2017 (World Bank, 2020). While this economic boon has raised the standard of
living for most Bangladeshis, social norms continue to impede women’s progress compared to
men’s (Asaduzzaman & Radovi¢-Markovié, 2015). For example, Bangladeshi women
experience safety-related issues, abuse, and exploitation in the labor market, are often dependent
on relatives for economic support, face patriarchal attitudes and deep-rooted negative
stereotypes, and in some cases may not be educated (Refworld, 2014). In general, Bangladeshi
women are treated as subordinate to men both within the home and in public society
(Chowdhury, 2016). Despite these limitations, some women who migrate to urban areas have
increased access to savings, manage their household expenses, and are able to travel freely
(Kabeer, 2017), thus defying their societies’ gender limitations. These factors contribute to the
liberation of urban Bangladeshi working women to pursue their travel desires. In Bangladesh,
access to transportation is pertinent to the ability to travel; however, the mobility of women is
constrained by the lack of affordability and safety of both domestic and international public



transport (Rahman, 2010). In particular, 94% of Bangladeshi women who use public
transportation have experienced physical and verbal abuse along with other forms of sexual
harassment (Daily Star, 2018). These barriers may motivate women to alter arrangements to
travel, when possible, but the majority must continue to negotiate these constraints since public
transport is the only way to fulfill their desire to travel for leisure purposes.

Although a few studies have explored the barriers and constraints for Bangladeshi women
specific to mobility (Kabeer, 2017; Kotikula & Raza, 2020), there is limited work exploring
certain power dynamics constraining Asian Muslim women’s travel experiences (Tavakoli &
Mura, 2021). It may be presumed that Muslim women prefer to travel to other Muslim countries,
or that they are averse to travel altogether, when in reality, the Qur’an encourages Muslims to
travel for cultural, historical, and social engagement with others in order to disseminate God’s
word (Falk, Ballantyne, & Packer 2012), relieve stress, and improve travelers’ faith in Allah
(Battour et al., 2011; Yusof & Muhammad, 2013; Zamani-Farahani & Henderson, 2010). Like
other tourist groups, Muslims are connected by their religion, culture and gender (Asbollah et al.,
2013). As a result, these components must be examined when determining the travel constraints
of Muslim women. While travel constraints may vary across national borders, Tavakoli and
Mura’s (2021) critical review of Muslim women travelers’ constraints suggests that constraints
are recurringly experienced at both the micro (individual and family) and macro (national and
international) levels. At the micro level, solo female travelers are concerned about their safety
due to high incidents of sexual harassment and may perceive wearing a hijab as a risk because of
the rise in Islamophobia following the 9/11 terrorist attacks (Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). Others
are deterred by guilt, as thoughts of leaving their family and day to day duties behind causes
mental stress (Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). This is because many solo female travelers are
financially dependent on family and seeks to preserve a loving relationship with them (Tavakoli
& Mura, 2021). In fact, it is quite normal for Muslim women to seek approval from other family
members prior to traveling (Tavakoli & Mura, 2017), which requires their prioritization of work
and family obligation, leaving limited time for travel (Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). For example,
the social and cultural norms of Malay Muslim women expect them to be subservient wives,
caring mothers, and obedient daughters (Abdullah et al., cited in Ratthinan & Selmat, 2019).
Travel becomes even more restricted for women engaged in professional careers, who would
prioritize their cultural responsibilities above opportunities to travel for self- fulfilment (Tavakoli
& Mura, 2021)

At the national level, Islamic cultural practices and socio-religious norms are also identified
as constraints to women travel (Tavakoli & Mura, 2021). For example, unless solo women
travelers book hotels in Iran through the authorities or travel agencies, they are not permitted to
stay (Tavakoli & Mura, 2017). For women desiring to travel overseas, they would have to go
through the process of acquiring a visa, which is particularly difficult if applying from Muslim
majority countries (Tavakoli & Mura, 2021). Consequently, these cultural and social norms
affect women’s mobility decisions, especially those pertaining to travel. Therefore, there if travel
is positioned as a viable and vibrant tourist activity for solo women travelers from a Muslim-
majority country like Bangladesh, it could potentially improve diplomacy locally and
internationally (Nye, 2004) and enhance empowerment for a wide variety of marginalized
groups. In addition to constraints Muslim women experience in general, this research also seeks
to examine how specific cultural dimensions influence travel constraints for solo female travelers
from Bangladesh, and its subsequent effect on solo travel intentions.



2.2. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions in travel research

The effect of culture on consumer behavior has well been established across various service
sectors including travel and tourism (Manrai & Manrai, 2011). Hofstede et al. (1980) defines
culture as complex, comprising of individuals’ attitudes, values, preferences, and behaviors
(Warner & Joynt, 2002). Hofstede (1980) identified five cultural value dimensions that is
generally accepted as the most prominent approach when studying differences in human
behavior (Manrai & Manrai, 2011). These include power-distance, individualism-collectivism,
uncertainty-avoidance, long-term vs. short-term, and masculinity-femininity (Hofstede, 1994)
(Fig. 1). Power-distance refers to power inequality between superiors and subordinates.
Individualism-collectivism describes family ties where value is ascribed to self (individualism)
vs. extended family (collectivism). Members of collectivism-oriented societies are expected to be
loyal to their immediate and extended family without question. Uncertainty-avoidance describes
people’s tolerance for ambiguity. Societies with high uncertainty avoidance embrace rituals and
written rules. Long-term vs. short-term relates to orientation toward the future, and masculinity-
femininity dictates the gender roles in society.

Power
/ distance \
Individualism Uncertainty
collectivism avoidance
Masculinity/ Long-term

feminity Short-term

Fig. 1. Hofstede’s (1980) five cultural dimensions

Travel and tourism research combining Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to tourist behavior
finds that tourist behaviors in the before-travel, during-travel, and after-travel stages differ
significantly in terms of the applicability and process through which Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions operate (Manrai & Manrai, 2011). In the before-travel phase, various
motivations/benefits influence travel decision (Prebensen, 2005; Prebensen et al., 2003; Litvin &
Kar, 2003). For example, Hofstede’s individualism dimension was found to increase tourist
satisfaction when there is alignment between destination image and the tourist’s self-image
(Litvin & Kar, 2004). When the collectivity-driven life cycle concept was compared across
western and eastern cultures (March, 2000), consumer behavior was further segmented based on
travel duration, experiences and activities sought and travel companion. More relevant to the
present study, extensive trip planning (Money & Crotts, 2003), perceptions of travel risk, safety
concerns, and travel anxiety were found to influence tourist travel decisions (Ressinger &
Mavondo, 2005). Cultures with high uncertainty avoidance tend to have a low threshold for risk



and uncertainty and are less likely to engage in risk reducing behavior prior to and during travel
stages (Money & Crotts, 2003, Manraj & Manraj, 2011). Also, significant relationships were
found between socio-cultural risks, anxiety, and intention to travel internationally (Ressinger &
Mavondo, 2005). These studies suggest that the effect of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on
tourists’ behavior vary depending on culture and group identity. Although several travel and
tourism studies have successfully combined Hofstede’s cultural dimensions with tourists travel
behavior, they predominantly focus on travel motivations (Kotler & Keller, 2009; Chick et al.,
2015) and rarely on travel constraints.

Exploring travel constraints are equally significant in that it increases awareness of culture-
specific constraints that can potentially impede travel behavior and offer solutions to mitigate
these issues. According to Hofstede’s (2001) national culture features, Bangladesh is a collective
and masculine society with high uncertainty-avoidance and power-distance and a short-term
orientation toward the future (Thompson, Ellis, & Wildavsky, 1990), accordingly, these values
may further impede women’s freedom to achieve gender equality and engage in solo travel
experiences that may improve their quality of life. Considering these gaps in literature, the
present study extends previous studies by combining travel constraints as experienced by
Bangladeshi women to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and travel intention.

2.3 Applying the hierarchical constraints model as a link between Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions and travel intention

Previous studies have built on Crawford and Godbey’s (1987) and Chick and Dong’s (2003)
hierarchical constraints model (HCM) to propose interpersonal, intrapersonal, and structural
constraints to travel (Fig 2). Intrapersonal barriers refer to people’s psychological states and
attributes including stress, attitudes, anxiety and perceived self-skill that may prevent one from
participating in leisure activities (Fredman & Henberlein, 2005). Interpersonal barriers refer to
social interactions with family and friends, and include anxiety, stress, and perceived self-skill,
while structural barriers include inaccessibility and lack of time and money (Fredman &
Henberlein, 2005). Hung and Petrick (2010) suggested that these defined categories not only
have capabilities to prevent the act of travel, but also the quality of travel.

Culture
Intrapersonal Interpersonal Structural
« Safety * Roles & * Time & money
« Religious responsibilities * Lack of
requirements » (Gaining support information

Fig. 2. Source: Ratthinan & Selamat (2019), refined from Crawford & Godbey
(1987) and Chick & Dong (2003)



After 20 years of evaluating the HCM, Godbey et al. (2010) made an appeal for contributions
aimed at reforming impressions of the negotiation and constraint processes, particularly for
women in developing countries in order to increase their leisure opportunities that will ultimately
contribute to gender equality. Negotiation is defined as strategies and measures implemented to
overcome travel constraints and rejecting related socio-cultural norms (Masika & Bailur, 2015;
Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). This was relevant to the present study because social behaviors are
governed by norms and rules that align with national values in several Muslim-majority
countries (Shakeela & Cooper, 2009), including Bangladesh. If these rules are not negotiated, a
traveler may become disempowered (Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019), thus reversing the quest for
mobility rights and gender equality. Additionally, previous research has indicated that since
cultures perceive constraints differently (Chick & Dong, 2003), examining the ethos of people
sharing a common culture could further the understanding of constraints (Shinew, Floyd, &
Parry, 2004).

While prior studies validated the effect of culture as a significant constraint in relation to the
HCM (Chick & Dong, 2003; Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019), few established a link between
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and travel constraints in a cross-cultural context. Furthermore, in
these cases, few dimensions were used as a proxy of culture. Particularly, individualism-
collectivism was the most widely studied of Hofstede’s five dimensions to show various
psychological differences across cultures in a leisure constraint context (Walker, Jackson, &
Deng 2007; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995) or to assess cross-cultural differences in
relation to travel and destination image (Chen, Chen, & Okumus, 2013; Chick et al., 2015; Dong
& Chick, 2012). The literature has not applied HCM as a link between Hofstede’s five cultural
dimensions and travel intention. Considering the need to unmask the cultural contradictions and
complexities of travel for women in Muslim-majority destinations, this study responded to
Godbey et al.’s (2010) appeal for contributions aimed at reforming impressions of negotiation
and constraints processes, particularly for women in developing countries, to increase their
leisure travel opportunities. Therefore, a new link between Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions,
HCM, and current and future travel intentions was established, thus extending the literature on
solo travel, cultural identity values, and travel constraints (Fig. 3).

Hofstede’s (1980) Bangladeshi Women’s
Cultural Dimensions Travel Constraints Behavior Intentions
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Fig. 3. Proposed conceptual model connecting Bangladeshi women travel constraints
to Hofstede cultural dimensions and solo travel intentions

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Critique of Hofstede’s dimensions and scale

Prior studies aimed at understanding the effect of culture on tourism preferences have
proposed ad-hoc cultural measures such as indigenous community (Fourie & Santana-Gellego,
2013), cultural vicinity (Gil-Pareja et al., 2007), or assigning a numeric value to citizenship
cross-culturally (Reisinger & Crotts, 2010). This is arguably a reductionist approach to the multi-
dimensional nature of culture as a construct (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). Hofstede et
al. (1980) defined culture as complex, comprised of individuals’ attitudes, values, preferences,
and behaviors (Warner & Joynt, 2002). Many scholars have recommended more comprehensive
measures, including the World Value Survey (Inglehart, 2004), Berry’s model of acculturation
(Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008), and Hofstede’s index (Hofstede et al., 2010), which originated
from Hofstede’s (1980) five-dimensional measure of culture.

As with any theoretical framework, there are several critiques regarding Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions, as well as compelling counterarguments. Yoo et al. (2011) insisted that Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions could not add value to the literature without including the contradictions and
subtleties that are often found within cultural groups. However, an emic approach assessing
within-group variations to provide culture-rich information remains elusive (Ahn & Mckercher,
2018). Other scholars have challenged the current relevance of the dimensions (Yang, Liu, & Li,
2019) but Ng and Lim’s (2019) work confirmed the validity of Hofstede’s original cultural
dimensions in assessing consumer behavior. Scholars have also critiqued Hofstede’s
oversimplification of cultural dimensions (McSweeney, 2009), particularly across national
cultures (Taras, Steel, & Kirkman, 2012; Venaik & Brewer, 2016); others have argued that
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are not applicable at the individual level, thereby excluding
subculture variations (Eckhardt, 2002). In response to these weaknesses, Yoo et al. (2011)
developed a 26-point cultural value scale (CVSCALE) that allows researchers to assess
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Hofstede’s cultural dimensions at the individual level “for a more general context while
achieving satisfactory psychometric properties” (Yoo et al., 2011, p. 197). While there is great
potential for this adaptation in hospitality and tourism research, of the 596 studies that cited Yoo
et al.’s (2011) CVSCALE, only four have been published in hospitality journals (Crotts &
Mazanec, 2018; Litvin, 2019; Mariani & Predvoditeleva, 2019; Manosuthi, Lee, & Han 2020),
and ten in tourism journals (Alcantara-Pilar et al., 2017; Mazanec et al., 2015; Mufioz-Leiva et
al., 2018; Sunny, Patrick, & Rob, 2019; Pezzuti et al., 2018; Seri¢, 2018; Yu & Ngan, 2019;
Wen, Hu, & Kim, 2018; Wu, Chen, & Cheng, 2019), with none assessing within-group
variations in a solo travel context. Ahn and McKercher (2018) examined within-group variations
of the CVSCALE using a sample of Korean tourists to assess the relationship between cultural
values and international tourism but found no significant differences among respondents when
Hofstede’s scale was applied. As a direct effort to address the research gap, the present study
applied the Yoo et al. (2011) CVSCALE to assess within-group differences among Bangladeshi
solo female travelers and analyze the subsequent influence these differences may have on travel
constraints.

3.2 Sampling parameters and recruitment process

We are fortunate to live in a time where social media is developing in a way that provides a
source of empowerment for many. It is also a living laboratory of sorts, one that researchers can
freely access. In a recent study, technology was revealed as a negotiating tool among Muslim
female solo travelers (Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). Technology was found to empower travelers
due to its ability to provide a virtual space for people to interact and inform (Yu et al., 2014). An
earlier study by Hashim et al. (2011) found that some women use virtual spaces as means to be
heard. A baseline internet search revealed that Bangladeshi women use some of these technology
tools including travel-support groups on social media platforms, travel blogs, and videography
content including vlogs and online interviews. Using social media platform as an example, there
are currently over 10 English-speaking travel groups on Facebook and Instagram featuring
Bangladeshi women traveling solo and sharing their experiences. In a word press article, one
traveler from desperatetraveller.com shared her experience of the stereotypical questions she was
barraged with while traveling globally and the astonishment from travelers when they learnt of a
female who travels alone from a Muslim majority country. These strategies are commonly used
by women in restrictive societies to eliminate barriers. It is for these reasons that we are studying
women who take advantage of online travel interest groups that focus on Muslim women from
Bangladesh.

Data for this study were collected between September 2019 and December 2019 via social
media sites using Qualtrics. Participants were recruited from women-only English-speaking
Facebook and Instagram Bangladeshi travel groups. The focus on English-language groups was
deliberate for several reasons: English is commonly taught as the primary second language in
Bangladesh (Din & Akhlag, 2019); fluency in the English language is linked to occupational and
social upward mobility among Asian travelers (Gao 2012); and this form of stratification enabled
us to target Bangladeshi women with the means to travel solo. Targeting English-speaking travel
groups also was beneficial because English was a language shared among the researchers: One
researcher is also Bangladeshi and therefore could interpret the cultural uses and subtleties
unique to Bangladeshi English. The three groups targeted were Solo Women Travelers of
Bangladesh, Desperate Travellers, and Lady Travelers Bangladesh. The administrators for these
groups were contacted via Facebook and Instagram direct messaging to request permission to
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distribute the survey link on the travel groups’ profile pages. To encourage participation and
recognize the value of participants’ time and reflection, the researchers provided incentives to
both the group administrator/s and the target sample. Group administrators were offered payment
to source and distribute gift card vouchers. Participants were offered gift vouchers valued at
USD 5-10 that could be redeemed at local Bangladeshi retail and service stores. Of the three
solo travel groups contacted, only one group Desperate Travellers (DT) agreed to distribute the
survey. DT has approximately 5,318 members and provides users with a wide range of outbound
travel attractions, food, and lodging for Bangladeshi female travelers. Since some of the
members of DT were mere subscribers, not avid travelers, they were subsequently filtered out of
the sample population, leaving 307 useable responses. To capture the contextual nature of the
findings, go beyond item-scale reliability, and introduce an interpretivist qualitative component
to the study, one of the DT administrators, who is also a frequent Bangladeshi solo traveler, was
engaged in the data analysis. Collecting a second wave of data from all participants was not
feasible due to funding constraints. Instead, the researcher sent a follow up email to the DT
administrator with a request to assist with the interpretation of the findings from the first research
question, “what are the travel constraints of solo female travelers from Bangladesh?”. In the
email, the respondents were asked to share what they thought could be the reasons behind the
results based on their experiences and observations as experts in this area. This process added
considerably to the richness and interpretation of the data, reduced the potential for cultural bias
and enabled researchers to maintain objectivity. According to Xiao (1997), applying
complementary open-ended ended questions to questionnaire survey enables researchers to
capture a more holistic comprehension of the research problem.

3.3 Measurement of constructs

The survey consisted of four parts, with the foundation adopted from Yoo et al.’s (2011)
CVSCALE, an improved version of Hofstede’s (1980) individual cultural dimensions scale.
Next, an exhaustive list of travel barriers developed by Chen and Wu (2009) as adapted from
Crawford and Godbey (1987) and Chick and Dong’s (2003) HCM were also included. The final
section of the survey captured demographic information about participants, including age,
income, education, marital status, frequency of travel, and living arrangements. Current solo
travel intention and the likelihood to continue future solo travel were also incorporated in the
survey (see Appendix I). All items except demographic variables were measured using a five-
point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Of the 408 responses
collected, 307 were useable. The excluded responses were due to participants failing attention
check questions or did not currently reside in Bangladesh. Reliability analysis, descriptive
analysis, and correlational analyses were undertaken using SPSS, Amos Version 26.

4. RESULTS

4.1 Descriptive stats

Table 1 presents the correlation coefficients of the summative measures and their
corresponding means and standard deviations. Data were also successfully checked for
normality, skewness, kurtosis, and outliers.
Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients.
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Measre BP BR BT BF CP CC CA CL CM CS FS

B_P 1 13 .09 18 .30 .00 .02 .00 14 .00 01
B_R 36** 1 .08 .07 .07 .01 .00 .01 .05 .05 .02
B_T 30** 20 1 .08 .00 .00 .00 .00 .01 .07 .02
B_F A2** 26%*%  .28* 1 .08 .00 .00 .00 .03 .04 01
CP S5** 27 .07 28%* 1 .02 .00 .03 .26 .00 .00
C_C .02 .08 -.07 .04 A5+ 1 14 .04 .04 .00 .01
C_A -15%* .07 .03 .00 -.02 38** 1 19 .01 .00 01
CL .04 A1 .03 .05 A7x* 21%* A44%> 1 .02 .01 .00
CM S7**F22%*%  12* A8**  51** 21%* .08 4% 1 .01 .00
C_solo -.03 -23*%*  -26%*  -19** .07 .02 -.02 .09 2% 1 .26
F_solo -11 -15* -14* -12* -01 .08 -09  -04 .01 S1F* 1

Means 2.08 2.78 3.00 2.66 2.21 3.61 402 371 262 3.38 4.02
SD .67 .84 .80 .86 N .56 41 44 73 .96 .76

Note: Values above the diagonal are squared correlations and values below the diagonal are
correlations; **p<.01, *p<.05; B_P — personal barrier, B_R — perceived risk barrier, B_T — time
barrier, B_F — family barrier, C_P — power-distance, C_C — individualism-collectivism, C_A —
uncertainty-avoidance, C_L — long-term vs. short-term, C_M — masculinity-femininity, C_Solo —
Current solo travel intention, F_Solo — future solo travel intention.

4.2 Profile of respondents

On average, participants took approximately three solo trips per year. Participants’ ages
ranged from 19-29 (54.8%), 3039 (42.1%), and above 40 years (8.6%). Over one-third (35%)
had a master’s degree, 44% had a bachelor’s degree, 8% had an associate’s degree, and fewer
identified as high school graduates (6%). Converting total household income to US currency,
most participants earned less than $20,000 per year (38%), 20% earned $20,000 to $39,000 per
year, and 10% earned $40,000 to $59,000 per year. With respect to relationship status, a little
more than half were single (56%), and fewer were married (35%), divorced (7%), or separated
(1%). Also, 36% had recently undergone a divorce or serious breakup. Most of the participants
did not have children (72%), still lived with other family members (79%), and currently had a
job or ran a business (77%).

4.3 Assessment of measurement model

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was employed to determine the adequacy of the cultural
dimensions’ measurement model in AMOS Version 26. The CFA resulted in elimination of two
items from the collectivism-individualism dimension: “Individuals should only pursue their goals
after considering the welfare of the group” and “Group loyalty should be encouraged even if
individual goals suffer;” two items from the uncertainty-avoidance dimension: “It is important to
have instructions spelled out in detail so that I always know what I’m expected to do” and “Rules
and regulations are important because they inform me of what is expected of me;” and two items
from long-term vs. short-term orientation: “I am persistent in spite of opposition” and “I value
personal steadiness and stability.” Multiple fit indices indicated that the revised measurement fit
the data well (y2 (131) =291.8, p<.001, CFI: .95; TLI: .93, IFI: .96, NFI: .90, RMSEA: .05).
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Both Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) of the constructs were used to measure the
latent variable’s internal consistency. The results indicated that both measures exceeded the
minimum requirements. Convergent validity suggests that items representing a latent factor
should share a high proportion of variance (Hair et al., 2010). Convergent validity was tested and
considered to represent adequate convergent validity (see Table 2). Discriminant validity is the
“extent to which a construct is truly distinct from other constructs” and is determined by
comparing the squared pair-wise correlations between constructs and the AVE for each construct
(Hair et al., 2010, p. 687). As shown in Table 2, each construct’s square root of AVE was
between (.66 and .72) and was greater than their correlations with the other constructs. As such,
discriminant validity was achieved, showing that each construct was statistically different from
the other.

Table 2

Confirmatory factor analysis results for Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.
Measure Mean Path Reliability AVE CR SR of

coefficient  coefficient AVE

Power-distance 87 52 .84 72
People in higher positions should make 239 .64
decisions without consulting people in
lower positions.
People in higher positions should not ask 239 .65
the opinions of people in lower positions
too frequently.
People in higher positions should avoid 192 .80
social interaction with people in lower
positions.
People in lower positions should not 217 .73
disagree with decisions by people in higher
positions.
People in higher positions should not 216 .73
delegate important tasks to people in lower
positions.
Collectivism-individualism 75 53 .82 73
Individuals should sacrifice self-interest for 3.48 .52
the group.
Individuals should stick with the group 357 74
even through difficulties.
Group welfare is more important than 3.88 .87
individual rewards.
Group success is more important than 3.79 .75
individual success.
Uncertainty-avoidance .70 .50 73 .69

It is important to closely follow instructions 4.01 .66
and procedures.

Standardized work procedures are helpful.  3.98 .78
Instructions for operations are important. 412 .65
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Long term vs. short term .70 .80 71 .66

| carefully manage my money. 3.74 76

| give up today’s fun for success in the 3.25 .68

future.

I work hard for success in the future. 402 .69

| plan for the long-term. 325 71

Masculine-feminine .79 51 .79 71
It is more important for men to have a 232 .80

professional career than it is for women.

Men usually solve problems with logical 2.58 .68
analysis; women usually solve problems

with intuition.

Solving difficult problems usually 248 .80
requires an active, forcible approach,

which is typical of men.

There are some jobs that a man can 3.09 .53
always do better than a woman.

Note: 2 (187) = 360.53, p<.001); CFI: .95; TLI: .93, IFIL: .96, NFI: .90, RMSEA: .05

To generate the factors underlying travel constraints from a Bangladeshi solo female travel
context, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with a varimax rotation was used. Factors with
eigenvalues above 1 were chosen. After multiple iterations, six items were removed that cross
loaded or were below the .50 factor loading as proposed by Nunally (1978). The final EFA
results suggested a four-factor solution with 11 items explaining 70.9% of the total variance.
These factors were aligned with Crawford and Godbey’s (1987) three-dimension HCM, to show
that the intrapersonal travel domain is constrained by both personal and risk perception factors.
The Bartlett’s test of sphericity 1120.41 (df = 55, p <.001) and Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO)
measure of sampling adequacy was .80, indicating good predictive power for the dimensions
(Hair et al., 2010). Cronbach’s alpha of the travel barrier constructs ranged from .64 to .83.
According to Nunally and Bernstein (1994), Cronbach’s alpha tends to underestimate internal
consistency; therefore, composite reliability (CR) values were also calculated. The CR values
ranged from .60 to .81, which are acceptable in exploratory research (Nunally & Bernstein,
1994) (See Table 3).

Table 3
Exploratory factor analysis results for travel constraints.
Measure Mean Path Eigen- % of Reliability CR
coefficient  value variance coefficient
Personal constraint 4.13 37.55 .83 81
I do not travel due to physical 218 .76
activity.

| do not travel due to age problems. 1.83 .72
| do not travel because of my foreign 2.13 .65
language skill in communication.
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I do not travel due to fear of feeling
uneasy from home.

I do not travel because of my
significant other.

Risk constraint

I do not travel because of the
perceived risk.

I do not travel because of perceived
safety about destination.

Family constraints

I do not travel due to lack of family
support.

I do not travel due to family
commitments.

Time constraints

I do not travel due to lack of time.

I do not travel because of time
commitments.

2.05

2.22

2.65

291

2.68

2.64

3.10
291

.62

.61

.89

.63

.79

.68

.70
.61

1.40

1.20

1.07

12.78 .79 74
10.95 15 .70
9.72 .64 .60

The conceptual model as shown in Fig. 3 was estimated through SPSS Amos version 26
using Maximum Likelihood (ML). Table 4 shows the results from the standardized paths linking
Bangladeshi women travel constraints to Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions and current and

future solo female travel intention.

Table 4
Regression path results.

Path

Coefficient p

Power Distance—Personal Barrier

Power Distance—Risk Barrier
Power Distance—Time Barrier
Power Distance—Family Barrier
Long-term—Personal Barrier
Long-term—Risk Barrier
Long-term—Time Barrier
Long-term—Family Barrier
Masculine—Personal Barrier
Masculine—Risk Barrier
Masculine—Time Barrier
Masculine—Family Barrier
Collectivism—Personal Barrier
Collectivism—Risk Barrier

15

A7
22
.00
27
01
.04
.03
-01
14
10
14
.04
-.03
-.00

*k*k
*k*k
.96
*kk
.89
.53
.59
.88

*

14
*

.53
.56
.98



Collectivism—Time Barrier -.10 A2

Collectivism—Family Barrier -.01 .82
Uncertainty Avoidance—Personal Barrier -.15 *
Uncertainty Avoidance—Risk Barrier .05 40
Uncertainty Avoidance—Time Barrier -.02 .80
Uncertainty Avoidance—Family Barrier 01 .84
Personal Barrier—Current Solo .16 *
Family Barrier—Current Solo -.15 *
Risk Barrier—Current Solo -.19 **
Time Barrier—Current Solo -21 Fkx
Time Barrier—Future Solo -.09 13
Risk Barrier—Future Solo -.10 12
Personal Barrier—Future Solo -.02 .79
Family Barrier—Future Solo -.06 31

Note: ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05
5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
5.1 Travel constraints of Bangladeshi women

The travel constraints identified by Bangladeshi solo female travelers were spread across the
three dimensions of Crawford and Godbey’s (1987) HCM to show that Bangladeshi women were
constrained by a combination of intrapersonal (personal and perceived risk), interpersonal
(family support) and structural (time) factors. Particularly, the findings suggested that
Bangladeshi female solo travelers were constrained by personal barriers such as their inability to
communicate effectively in a foreign language, fear or feeling uneasy from home, age and
physical activity, and restrictions from their significant other. Although English is an alternative
language in Bangladesh, 99% of the population speaks Bengali as their primary language (Din &
Akhlag, 2019). Since there are cultural differences and norms in various travel destinations,
language barriers can limit tourist interaction with the locals, as well as their ability to adhere to
local customs and belief systems (Ramnani, 2012). When this finding was shared with the DT
administrator, she verified that accents from different English-speaking nationalities created an
obstacle to communicate. The findings showing constraints pertaining to fear or feeling of
uneasiness from home could be due to participants’ allegiance to family, who may have
dissuaded them from traveling solo, particularly since up to 77% of respondents lived with their
extended families. As noted by the DT administrator:

Traveling solo is an alien concept in Bangladesh society that gives a sense of
discomfort and takes a lot of courage to leave home alone for an unknown land,
unseen culture, unheard language, and unmet people. But, that’s the beauty of
exploration, that one gets out of their comfort zone. Being a woman ten-folds the
obstacles to get out of this comfort zone. Bangladesh has a large scale of middle-class
families who hold conservative mindsets and a negative perception of women
traveling alone. Solo travel itself is a taboo in the society and if the traveler is a
woman and moreover, if it is for leisure purposes, the questions are raised and/or at
least there would be frowns. Although things are changing nowadays, especially in
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the big cities, people are getting accustomed with more females traveling solo, but still
they have to face some uncomfortable questions such as, Who are you going with?
Why are you alone? How would you be able to stay alone in a foreign land? What if
something bad happens to you? Or even to some extent something more offensive
which might sound like invading personal space.

These comments highlight Bangladeshi social values that were also perceived as travel
constraints. This quote also highlights the resilience required of the female Bangladeshi solo
traveler who not only had to navigate family members’ conservative views to travel solo but also
endure questions from others in society regarding why they choose to participate in this
“forbidden” activity. Participants’ limitations due to age and physical activity could have been
related to their state of dependence on family for social or moral support. For example, most
participants were single (56%) and between the ages of 19 and 29 (54.1%), which implies that
their travel decisions were likely influenced by their parents. Married participant (36%) may
have sought permission from their husbands to travel. As observed by the DT administrator:

Travelers’ age is a matter of fact in the case of solo travel...In Bangladesh, the
trend of solo traveling for leisure is limited to the upper-middle class to higher-
income class. In most cases they are self-dependent, well- educated, and in the
service earning their own money. That is in the age range of 25-40 on average. The
female students neither can afford nor can manage their parents to get permission
to travel on their own. There is a growing number of women in service or in
different professions who need to travel abroad, and they combine their work trip
with a pleasure one. Also, marital status plays a role here, too. Usually,
single/unmarried women are able to travel more conveniently than married ones...

The obstacles not only come from the in-laws’ family but also their defined
responsibilities in maintaining conjugal life as a wife or mother...Good news
is, the trend is slightly but positively changing in the younger generation.
There are also some cases of older women traveling alone but only to meet
their family or relatives abroad.

The study also found that perceived risk and safety were constraints to solo female travel.
This is not surprising given women’s limited access and reports of sexual harassment when using
public transportation (Daily Star, 2018). However, women are fighting back, using social media
to ‘name and shame’ their victims via social media sites. The documentation and visualization of
violence against women in transportation and other environments have made it an irrefutable
reality (Amar, 2011). While social media platforms can be used to bring awareness to these
issues, practical security measures are needed to reduce these travel barriers. The DT
administrator highlighted these risk and safety concerns:

In Bangladesh, the sense of feeling insecure is even stronger as a woman. As
it is a Muslim-majority country that has their own traditional way of
conservative thinking, any Western outfit on a female body catches a lot of
unwanted stares or teasing. And, this is more or less similar in the
subcontinent. Hence, traveling alone even within the country is an issue of
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risk as well as insecurity. Also, the perception of the society that a woman
should always be accompanied with a male is a deeply rooted belief here. It is
also seen that female travelers do not get hotel rooms if they are traveling
alone. There are numerous cases that female travelers are harassed more with
showers of queries in the immigration center while leaving the country for a
solo vacation.

Participants’ travel constraints were also due to family commitments and lack of family
support. This finding can be explained by participants’ allegiance to family and the bond they
share as a collectivist society. Family opinions were embraced over self. As revealed in the
study, most participants still lived with their extended families or were married. Therefore, their
ability to travel was influenced by their own or spousal and extended family’s opinions and
needs. Consequently, if the family dissuaded intentions to travel solo, participants may have
conceded to save face or to grant family wishes out of respect and adherence to this cultural
norm. As explained by the DT administrator:

In Bangladesh most of the families are joint families. Unlike Westerners, the
children live with their parents no matter the age. Only females move to their in-
laws’ house after marriage. Especially, females are greatly dependent on their
parents or guardians for most of their decisions—Dbe it the choice of getting married,
or who to get married to, or where she should get a job, or about her future plans.
She always needs to be able to convince her family about her goals, which is quite
relaxed for the boys. Solo travel in this context is considered a luxury as well as a
progressive idea. Those women who can afford to go for solo travel with their
family support are considered ‘lucky’ and sometimes ‘progressive’, if that does not
mean ‘spoilt’...

to maintain commitments towards her family. Some cannot make it due to sick
parents at home. Some wait for long time for the day when they are able to make
enough savings after maintaining family responsibilities. The stories might be
different, but the challenges are always there.

The findings also showed that participants experienced travel constraints pertaining to time.
Our findings suggested that up to 77% of participants were currently employed or owned a
business; therefore, they may not have had enough discretionary time to travel. As experienced
by the DT administrator:

The flexibility of making your own decisions and not to be dependent on others are
there, but by that time, it is hard to balance professional, family, and personal life.
For example, I, despite having an avid travel history, am not able to manage time for
planning my solo travel for long because of demanding job responsibility, higher
study stress, and certain family commitments to look after parents. It is very hard to
effectively manage all and to find a window perfect for a getaway. We usually target
long holidays during Eid and/or other national holidays and if lucky to manage
further leave from work, we can make it as planned. But, in that case, planning way
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ahead is also not always possible due to uncertainties whether she can really manage
to get everything under control. Rest assured, nothing can stop a woman who loves to
travel from exploring the world. All she needs is more supportive attitudes from her
surroundings.

5.2 The effect of Hofstede s cultural dimensions on travel constraints

To determine the effect of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on travel constraints, regression
paths were estimated through SPSS Amos version 26 using maximum likelihood (ML). The
findings suggested that the individualism-collectivism and long-term vs. short-term dimensions
did not significantly influence travel barriers. This could be because of the embedded Bengali
Confucian orientation to close commitment to the ‘member group’ and, as revealed from the
travel barriers, participants’ tradition to focus on the present and not plan long-term due to
family/work responsibilities (Hofstede, 2001). The lack of significance of individualism-
collectivism on travel barriers could suggest an opposing effect, where travelers are motivated to
travel because of their collectivist orientation and does not necessarily see this as a travel barrier.
For example, preserving family connections is a traditional practice in Islamic tourism activities
(Stephenson, 2014). In fact, visiting relatives and friends is often cited as a prominent activity for
Muslim travelers during Eid-ul Fitr holiday (Lurking, 2014). In addition to trends amongst
Muslim travelers, a parallel explanation could be the shifting preferences towards new
experiences noticed among emergent contemporary Asian tourists (Yang et al., 2018). According
to recent industry reports, up to 76% of Asian tourists have an interest in trying something new
such as adventure tourism, cruise holidays or solo travel (TripAdvisor, 2016a, b). Together, these
findings suggests that Bangladeshi solo women travelers could be looking forward to embracing
their freedom to travel, given provisions are made to cater to their unique needs as Asian Muslim
tourists’ (Asbollah et al., 2013). Pertaining to long-term vs short-term orientation, Hofstede
(2010) finds that societies with long-term orientation appears to be more restrained whereas
short-term societies are described as indulgent. This is counter to the findings of the current
study. The lack of significant result of long-term vs short-term orientation effect might be
explained through the work of Florida (2002), who argues that people can simultaneously work
hard out of passion, plan for the future and indulge in joyful moments in life (a mix of long-term
and short-term orientation). The regression results confirmed a positive effect of power-distance
on personal (B = .47, p<.001), family (p = .27, p<.001), and perceived risk ( = .22, p<.001)
constraints. Power-distance requires acceptance that there is inequality in society and is reflected
in the hierarchical order (Hofstede, 1980). In a travel context, this means that as power-distance
increases, so do constraints related to personal, family, and perceived risk. As expected, societies
with high power-distance tend to discourage new initiatives and risk-taking (Dutta & Islam,
2016). Interestingly, power-distance only affected intrapersonal and interpersonal barriers, which
suggested that participants were resisting and that a shift in the societal way of thinking could
evoke changes in solo female traveler behavior.

The study also found that masculinity had a positive effect on personal constraints (§ = .14,
p<.05) and time constraints (B = .14, p<.05). This cultural dimension promotes division of roles
and responsibilities (e.g., gender roles) based on tradition. The findings suggest that the
demarcation of gender roles increase in concert with personal and time barriers. Furthermore,
these societies encourage an insatiable appetite for material prosperity (Dutta & Islam, 2016),
normalizing the habit of ‘busyness’ in which people do not generally see the need for leisure
travel. Notably, 70% of participants in this study were highly independent worked or owned a
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business. The results indicate that if such an identity is maintained, it would further increase time
and personal travel barriers.

The findings also showed that uncertainty-avoidance had a negative effect on personal
constraints (B = -.15, p<.05). Bangladesh is ranked highly on uncertainty-avoidance (Hofstede,
2001), which is “the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by uncertain or
unknown situations” (Hofstede, 1980). This finding seems contradictory to the support for solo
travel: as uncertainty-avoidance increased, personal travel barriers decreased. A plausible
explanation is perhaps a perceived disconnect between a system that maintains obdurate codes of
belief and the gender inequality of social norms and status.

5.3 The effect of travel constraints on travel intentions

Interestingly, all travel constraints identified in the study significantly influenced present solo
travel intentions but not future solo travel intentions. The mean of future intention to travel solo
(M=4.02) was much higher than such behavior at present (M=3.38). This finding underscored the
fact that Bangladeshi women were enjoying their solo travel endeavors, learning from them, and
are likely to increase such travel in the future. Supplementing the open-ended responses from the
DT administrator, the study found that perceived risk constraints decrease current travel intention
of Bangladeshi solo women travelers. This finding is supported by Valek and Almuhrzhi (2021),
who indicated that generally Muslim women who travel solo experience safety concerns and risk
of Islamophobia. Borrowing Valentine (1989) concept of the ‘geography of women’s fear’,
Wilson and Little (2008) found that European women perceived access to specific tourist
locations as restricted because of local attitudes toward solo female tourists. Likewise, Jordan
and Gibson’s (2005) qualitative study on challenges Western women experience while on
holiday, reveals feelings of self-conspicuousness, vulnerability and fear of harassment as derived
from the male sexualized gaze. In the same way, these experiences are exacerbated for Muslim
women who come from patriarchal societies where women are less valued than men
(Goldschmidt, 2004). For example, up to 94% of Bangladeshi women who use public
transportation also reported experiencing physical and verbal abuse along with other forms of
sexual harassment (Daily Star, 2018). These experiences could further decrease their
involvement in tourism activities and lower their visit intention to tourist destinations, especially
if shared by several women who travel solo.

The current study also found an inverse relationship of time and family constraints on current
travel intention. These findings are in line with earlier literature which suggests that Asians are
unwilling to take time off work for leisure holidays due to cultural and structural barriers
(Keating & Kriz, 2008). Time- and family-related constraints were found to be based on
demands from participants’ daily jobs or student roles, as well as deep ties and dependency on
family for moral and financial support that may have decreased time to travel for leisure. The
literature suggests that many solo female travelers are typically financially dependent on family
and may need to seek approval from them before traveling (Tavakoli & Mura, 2017). This is also
reflected in the current study sample where up to 79% of participants indicated that they still
lived with other family members, while 77% currently had a job or ran a business.

Interestingly, ‘personal barriers’ was the only variable to positively influence current solo
travel intention. A possible explanation could be due to the ‘controllable’ nature of this
constraint. This supports Wilson and Little’s (2008) finding that women traveling solo can
maneuver personal experiences to strategize their use of public spaces and restrict movements to
certain areas. Respondents appear to take personal constraints as a challenge and negotiate and
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mitigate them in the process of traveling solo, allowing them a path of resistance, freedom, and
empowerment. Sayira et al. (2021) understood women’s empowerment through tourism from
two perspectives: one that provide opportunities for financial independence, while the other
acknowledges women’s negotiation for independence, despite experiencing barriers pertaining to
traditional gender roles. Through solo travel, female travelers can transcend the system and
societal roles that influence and control their lives—empowering them in the process (Brown &
Osman, 2017; Seow & Brown, 2018; Wilson & Little, 2008). Overall, the study also found that
as constraints related to perceived risk, family, and time increased, current intention to travel
solo decreased. These findings are consistent with Yang’s (2020) study of solo and non-solo
travelers, where safety, cost and social constraints were identified as barriers to solo travel
participation.

6. IMPLICATION AND CONCLUSION

6.1 Implications

Several theoretical, practical, and methodological implications emerged from this work.
Applying all five of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions at the individual level in the context of solo
women travelers can increase understanding of Muslim women travel behavior from eastern
destinations. This is important because extant tourism literature has predominantly remained
Western-centric (Wijesinghe, 2017), disregarding cultural differences from eastern societies.
This can lead to misconceptions that could further jeopardize potential cross-border alliances
pertaining to specific travel needs and service offerings (Phen & Yuguan, 2002). For example, if
tour operators know the specific cultural values that are embraced by Muslim women, they can
train their staff about cross-cultural communications that would enable them to treat Muslim
tourists with respect (Timothy & Iverson, 2006).

The study results highlight that the traveling needs of Muslim solo female travelers are
unique and may not align with the patterns of other travelers. Also, the current study's findings
dispel myths that Muslim women from collectivist and short-term cultural orientation have
restricted travel intentions but instead highlight that Muslim inspired consumption is at the core
of Muslim solo women travelers' identities (Tan et al., 2018). These unique findings of the study
are especially useful for tourism planners to offer services that are important to Muslim solo
women travelers. Some of these services include providing halal food, facilities for daily
ablutions and Muslim-friendly activities and amenities (HalalTrip, 2017, Yang et al., 2017).

Arguing for a gender equity portrayal in tourism, Chhabra et al. (2011) propose that “it then
becomes the social responsibility of the advertisers either to promote equity or portray realistic
and representative image of the depicted population” (p.126). Since women make up more than
half the population in Bangladesh, the work can begin with these agencies normalizing the
perception of solo female travel by promoting images of women in travel.

Furthermore, the progression of literature on HCM previously abandoned the integration of
the multi-dimensional effect of culture (e.g., as presented in this study using Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions), which is critical to social sustainability preservation (Chick & Dong, 2003;
Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). The current study adds to the existing literature by connecting
HCM to Hofstede’s dimensions. Such knowledge will increase our understanding of how
specific cross-cultural practices affect Muslim women’s travel constraints and subsequent
behavior. Widening our understanding of the multi-dimensional effect of culture, enables the
inclusion of the local, social and religious context in tourism development plans (Shunnagq et al.,
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2008) that are specific to Eastern Muslim communities. Accordingly, deep rooted cultural values
that informs tourist preferences, perceptions and behaviors can be included in tourism
development plans (Yang et al., 2018). The inclusion of these contexts is important because they
provide a targeted approach to mitigate issues affecting the quality of life for local residents and
provide opportunities to increase their involvement in tourism activities. Alternatively, applying
a uni-dimensional lens of national culture to evaluate tourist behavior may not be fruitful to
understanding socio-cultural impacts, since this can result in misunderstanding of the differences
in a particular group at the individual level (Ratthinan & Selamat, 2019). Consequently, this
could deter opportunities to build a sustainable competitive advantage in marketing and
promotion efforts towards Muslim women solo travelers (Pheng & Yuquan, 2002).

While a handful of studies have been conducted on gender, women and travel constraints
(Yang et al., 2017; Yang & Tavakoli, 2016), travel constraints specific to Muslim women
travelers has largely been unexplored (Tavakoli & Mura, 2021). To the researchers’ knowledge,
the present study is the first to unmask the cultural contradictions and complexities for
Bangladeshi solo female travelers who were representative of a developing and Muslim-majority
destination. Previous tourism development literature in Bangladesh has focused on macro-
economic issues pertaining to developing the physical environment and infrastructure (Al-
Masud, 2015, Roy & Roy, 2015), poverty alleviation through entrepreneurial activities (Islam &
Carlsen, 2012) and more recently, issues pertaining to gender equality (Anjum, 2020). However,
these studies have overlooked the role of Bangladeshi women as active participants in the
tourism development plan. A review of literature on Muslim women and tourism discovered that
Muslim women has predominantly been conceptualized as disempowered hosts (Feldbauer &
Jeffrey, 2021) and not as active participants in the tourism experience. Furthermore, the behavior
of Muslim women outside of Middle East, Asia and Africa regions has rarely been explored
(Feldbauer & Jeffrey, 2021). Therefore, the present studied filled a gap in literature by highlight
the untapped potential of Bangladeshi solo women travelers as active participants in tourism. The
findings can help to dismiss limiting beliefs perpetuated by political debates and media that rely
on the manufactured image of Muslim women as passive, denied a public presence, submissive,
and enslaved within a repressive religion (Dabashi, 2012). Particularly, a new link between
Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions, HCM, and current and future travel intentions was
established to assess within-group differences. By highlighting specific cultural value
orientations that impact travel constraints and behavior, policy makers can further design
infrastructures, policies, and targeted tourism products which will motivate women to travel
more and can lead to women empowerment.

Methodologically, the study goes beyond item-scale reliability typical to survey method
designs to introduce an interpretivist qualitative component between the researchers and a tour
professional in the analysis of data. This process enhances the quality of the study since it
provides rich data interpretation, introduces a source of methodological triangulation, and
reduces the potential for cultural bias.

6.2 Conclusion

This study used Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and the hierarchical constraints model
(HCM) to learn more about travel constraints and the current and future behaviors of
Bangladeshi solo female travelers. This study identified four barriers to current solo female
travel: personal, risk, time, and family but found that these did not influence plans for future solo
travel. Respondents also indicated that future solo travel intentions were much higher than
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current travel. As such, the good news is that this travel market is highly optimistic and looking
to mitigate barriers for solo travel.

While we acknowledge recent government initiatives as exemplified in the ‘women-only’
bus service in Dhaka, Bangladesh as a possible best practice (Rahman, 2010), resources should
be extended to improve overall public transportation systems globally in order to alleviate the
harassment currently experienced by women. The COVID-19 pandemic has forced Bangladeshi
female travelers to adjust their expectations regarding wanderlust. The long-term impact of
COVID-19 on budget travel factors, including airlines, lodging, and attractions, could greatly
impact the future of travel for solo female travelers from countries like Bangladesh. On the home
front, the job sector will be highly volatile as well.

6.3 Limitations and future studies

The limitations of the study are important to address in order to guide future lines of
research. The relatively low sample size of the online population (which was more representative
of the actual Bangladeshi solo female traveler) means that the analysis was limited to multiple
regression analysis as opposed to structural equation modeling. Sample size is crucial to SEM
application; previous studies indicate that low sample size has a significant impact on reliability
of parameter estimates, model fit, and statistical power (Nunkoo et al., 2017). Nunally (1978)
recommends that sample sizes between 300 to 400 are appropriate when conducting multiple
regression analyses. While we do not expect many differences in the results, the use of SEM
would require a larger sample size and shift the research design from exploratory to
confirmatory. Accordingly, the quantitative results from the regression analyses, coupled with an
interpretivist qualitative component with the solo travel administrator, result in extremely rich
and illuminating findings. Additionally, although the focus on English-language groups was
deliberate for stratifying Bangladeshi women who had the means to travel solo (Gao, 2012), it is
important to recognize potential language bias in spite of the bilingual researchers and DT
administrator. Lastly, a fairly recent addition, indulgence-restraint, was not utilized in this study,
due to the present study adapting Yoo et al.’s (2011) version of Hofstede’s five dimensions that
were proposed to assess cultural orientation at the individual level.

For future studies, it is critical to explore a variety of ways to collect data, including the use
of MTurk or other online survey mechanisms that can filter and hone the sample, access
additional online travel communities, and employ a broad range of qualitative methods to
promote grass root tourism development for women that will enhance their mobility rights and
gender equality. Future studies could target women in the 30—40 age group who are most
representative of the workforce in Bangladesh (Solotaroff et al., 2019) and vulnerable women
groups (e.g., divorced, widowed, disabled) who would benefit greatly from tourism opportunities
that can enhance their independence to travel safely for leisure purposes to enjoy local and
international tourism activities. Particularly, future research could be extended to women without
access to the internet and social media to reach women who are presumably from less educated
or privileged background, scholars could include a more robust sample to be analyzed using
structural equation modeling and apply this to other countries. Although an increase in sample
size would allow for greater generalization of the findings, future studies should consider using
an interpretive, qualitative research component as well from a larger sample of participants. This
would provide a deeper understanding of solo travel experiences and further amplify the voices
of female travelers from Muslim-majority countries. In that the nature of constraints are
dependent upon, or moderated because of, the destination participants travel to, future studies
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should clarify the number of respondents who travel domestically or internationally. Future
studies could also explore the changing gender roles of women in Muslim-majority societies and
their implications for female solo travel. Moving forward, studies can include the recent
expansion of Hofstede’s dimensions into analyses, and/or the role of acculturation orientations
(Berry, 2005) to gain a deeper understanding of solo travel behavior.
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Appendix |
SOLO FEMALE TRAVEL SURVEY INSTRUMENT -

Dear solo female traveler, thank you for your willingness to participate in this study on your
travel motivations and barriers. Your answers will be processed anonymously and confidentially.
Survey takes approximately 8 to 10 minutes to complete.

Thank you in advance!

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements about the
barriers you experience to travel

Neither
St.rongly Disagree Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree nor Agree
Disagree

| do not travel because of the
perceived risk

I do not travel because of the
perceived safety about destination

I do not travel because | worry about
healthcare resource at destination

| do not travel because of my foreign
language skill in communication

| do not travel because of product
failing

| do not travel because of time
commitments
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| do not travel due to lack of time

Select strongly disagree if you are
still reading

| do not travel due to lack of family
support

| do not travel due to family
commitments

| do not travel due to financial
considerations

| do not travel due to personal
reasons

| do not travel due to fear of feeling
uneasy from home

I do not travel due to physical ability

I do not travel due to age problems

| do not travel because of my
significant other
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| do not travel because of social
stigma associated with it

| do not travel because solo travel is
not viewed positively in the society

| do not travel because of my
religion or religious commitments

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements

People in higher positions should
make most decisions without
consulting people in lower positions.

People in higher positions should not
ask the opinions of people in lower
positions too frequently.

People in higher positions should
avoid social interaction with people in
lower positions.

People in lower positions should not
disagree with decisions by people in
higher positions.

People in higher positions should not
delegate important tasks to people in
lower positions.
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Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements

Neither
Strongly . Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree nor Agree Agree
Disagree

Individuals should sacrifice self-
interest for the group.

Individuals should stick with the
group even through difficulties.

Group welfare is more important
than individual rewards.

Group success is more important
than individual success.

Individuals should only pursue their
goals after considering the welfare
of the group.

Group loyalty should be encouraged
even if individual goals suffer.

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements

Neither
Strongly . Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree Agree
Disagree
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It is important to have instructions
spelled out in detail so that | always
know what I’m expected to do.

It is important to closely follow
instructions and procedures.

Rules and regulations are important
because they inform me of what is
expected of me.

Standardized work procedures are
helpful.

Instructions for operations are
important.

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements

| carefully manage my money.

| am persistent in spite of
opposition.

| value personal steadiness and
stability
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| plan for long-term

| give up today's fun for success in
the future

| work hard for success in the future

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements

Neither
St.rongly Disagree Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree nor Agree
Disagree

It is more important for men to have
a professional career than it is for
women

Men usually solve problems with
logical analysis; women usually
solve problems with intuition

Solving difficult problems usually
requires an active, forcible
approach, which is typical of men

There are some jobs that a man can
always do better than a woman
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In which country do you currently reside?

\4

What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have received?

Less than high school degree (1)

High school graduate (high school diploma or equivalent including GED) (2)

Some college but no degree (3)

Associate degree in college (2-year) (4)

Bachelor's degree in college (4-year) (5)

Master's degree (6)

Doctoral degree (7)

Professional degree (JD, MD) (8)

Choose one or more races that you consider yourself to be:

White (1)

Black or African American (2)

American Indian or Alaska Native (3)

SouthAsian or Indian (8)
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Asian (4)

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (5)

Other (6)

What is your sex?

Male (1)

Female (2)

Are you now married, widowed, divorced, separated or never married?

Married (1)

Widowed (2)

Divorced (3)

Separated (4)

Single (5)
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Total household income?

Less than $20,000 (1)

$20,000 to $39,999 (2)

$40,000 to $59,999 (3)

$60,000 to $79,999 (4)

$80,000 to $99,999 (5)

$100,000 to $119,999 (6)

$120,000 to $ 139,999 (8)

$140,000 to $159,999 (9)

$160, 000 and above (11)

Other (in currency) (7)

Do you have children?

Yes (1)

No (3)

What is your age?
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How many solo trips do you take per year?

How much do you spend on average per solo trip?

How many days on average do you stay per solo trip?

Do you live with your family?

Yes (1)

No (3)
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Are you working or have a job or run a business?

Yes (1)

No (3)

Have you undergone a divorce or serious break-up in the past?

Yes (1)

No (3)

Please use the following scale to answer the question below, 1 = to a small extent, 5 = to a great
extent

To what extent do you consider yourself to '
be a solo traveler? ()

Please use the following scale to answer the question below, 1 = to a small extent, 5 = to a great
extent

How likely will you continue to travel solo in '
the future? ()
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Contact info to receive Gift card: (phone, social media or email address)
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