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Abstract

Scuba diving has been identified as a popular recreational activity that has attracted a growing number of participants each year.
The rise in popularity has led to an increasing demand for qualified and competent dive guides. Dive guides are responsible for
ensuring the safety and satisfaction of divers, which ultimately affects the sustainability of the scuba diving industry. As such,
the role of dive guides has become increasingly important in the scuba diving industry. The study aimed to explore divers'
expectations of dive guides’ knowledge. This study applies a qualitative approach, an interview was set up to gather in-depth
knowledge from divers who have had diving packages at local and international destinations. The study found that divers have
specific expectations from their dive guides, particularly in terms of non-diving activities such as knowledge of local attractions,
activities, accessibility, amenities, accommodations, and safety. Theoretical implications include advancing our understanding
of the holistic role of dive guides in the customer experience and industry sustainability. The managerial implications of the
study suggest that dive operators and government agencies should invest in training programs and certification courses to
enhance the competency skills of scuba dive guides which will lead to the industry's sustainability. It is also important for dive
operators to recognize the importance of non-diving activities and ensure that their dive guides are equipped with the necessary
knowledge to provide recommendations and information to divers.

Keywords: Dive guides; Scuba diving industry, sustainability, competency, knowledge

1. Introduction

Scuba diving has emerged as a significant recreational activity, drawing an increasing number of enthusiasts
globally. It is one of the ecotourism activities and a fast-growing industry that has stimulated a billion-dollar global
industry (Garrod & Gossling, 2008). The ongoing demand for scuba diving has been driven by divers’ desire to
witness and experience the marine environment. For many island and coastal countries, scuba diving provides
socio-economic benefits to local communities (Zimmerhackel et al., 2019). The economic impact of scuba diving
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extends beyond direct employment; it also supports ancillary businesses such as hotels, restaurants, and
transportation services (Dimmock & Musa, 2015). The global diving tourism market global annual revenue was
valued at approximately in between USD 0.9 — 3.2 billion per year (Schuhbauer et al., 2023).

Additionally, the scuba diving industry as part of the marine tourism provides significant socio-economic
benefits to local communities, particularly in island and coastal regions. It generates employment opportunities for
dive guides, instructors, and support staff, and supports ancillary businesses such as hotels, restaurants, and
transportation services, stimulating economic growth contributing to local economies (Pham, 2020). This economic
activity not only boosts local economies but also promotes cultural exchange and environmental stewardship,
making scuba diving a valuable component of the tourism sector (Musa et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, the scuba diving industry faces several economic and market barriers. Many scuba diving
destinations are subject to weather-related challenges, particularly during monsoon seasons, which can disrupt
business operations. Market volatility is evident in the seasonal fluctuations in visitor numbers and revenues,
significantly impacting financial stability and business operations(Reddy & Sailesh, 2024) . During peak seasons,
favorable weather conditions and holidays lead to increased traffic and higher revenues, while off-peak periods see
reduced visitor numbers and lower revenues. This cyclical nature of demand poses challenges for dive operators in
managing cash flow, staffing, and resource allocation throughout the year. Addressing these fluctuations is crucial
for maintaining financial stability and ensuring the long-term sustainability of scuba diving businesses.

Thus, dive guides play a pivotal role in the scuba diving industry, ensuring diver safety, enhancing the diving
experience, and promoting sustainable practices. Their responsibilities include pre-dive preparations, real-time
monitoring, and emergency management, which are crucial for preventing accidents and ensuring a safe diving
experience (Professional Association of Diving Instructors, 2024). Additionally, their expertise and
professionalism significantly enhance the overall diving experience, leading to higher customer satisfaction and
repeat business. This is particularly important in managing market volatility, as satisfied customers are more likely
to return during off-peak seasons, providing a more stable revenue stream. Promoting sustainable practices ensures
the longevity of dive sites and the overall health of marine environments (Cohen, 2024). This can be achieved
through dive guides educating divers about marine ecosystems. By fostering positive experiences and encouraging
sustainable tourism, dive guides help maintain the financial stability and operational success of scuba diving
businesses, even in the face of seasonal fluctuations.

Despite the growing popularity of scuba diving as a recreational activity and its significant economic
contribution to local communities, there is a notable scarcity of research exploring divers' expectations towards
dive guides' competencies. Most existing studies has focused on the motivations of scuba divers (Albayrak et al.,
2021; Meisel-Lusby & Cottrell, 2008), 2008), sustainable diving practices (Roche et al., 2016; Zulaiha et al., 2014)
and diving experiences (Kirkbride-Smith et al., 2013; Roche et al., 2016). These studies provide valuable insights
but do not fully address what divers expect from their guides. Understanding these expectations is crucial for
improving service delivery and ensuring customer satisfaction. However, the current body of literature provides
limited insights into these expectations, which are essential for tailoring dive guide competencies to meet the needs
of divers. This lack of focused research on dive guides' roles and competencies hinders the development of
strategies that could enhance service quality and sustainability in the industry.

Addressing these research gaps is vital for several reasons. First, enhancing the professional competencies of
dive guides can significantly improve the quality of diving experiences, leading to higher levels of diver satisfaction
and repeat business. This, in turn, supports the longevity and profitability of scuba diving operations. Second,
understanding and meeting divers' expectations can help dive operators develop more effective training programs,
ensuring that dive guides are well-equipped to provide exceptional service. By exploring these gaps, this study
aims to explore divers' expectations of dive guides’ knowledge. This will provide valuable insights that can benefit
dive operators, enhance the overall quality of dive services, and support the long-term sustainability of the scuba
diving industry.
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2. Literature Review

Scuba diving, as a recreational activity, offers unique opportunities for underwater exploration and adventure.
Beside it is significantly contribute to the national income for country that promote scuba diving as their tourism
products (Schuhbauer et al., 2023), scuba diving also offers numerous benefits that extend beyond recreational
enjoyment. Physically, it provides a full-body workout, enhancing cardiovascular health, muscle strength, and
flexibility due to the resistance of water and the need for controlled breathing (Keene, 2023). This controlled
breathing also promotes relaxation and reduces stress, contributing to mental well-being (Baourda et al., 2022).
Additionally, scuba diving fosters a deep connection with nature, increasing environmental awareness and
encouraging conservation efforts among divers (Sumanapala et al., 2023). Socially, it provides opportunities for
building strong community bonds and friendships, as divers often share their experiences and knowledge (Kler &
Tribe, 2012)

To effectively harness these benefits and ensure a high-quality diving experience, it is crucial to understand the
competencies required of dive guides. There are several types of competency models used in the tourism and
recreation industry. The Hospitality, Tourism, and Events Industry Competency (HTEIC) model developed by the
United States Educational and Training Administration outlines five tiers of competencies, ranging from personal
effectiveness to industry-specific skills (Friedman, 2019). HTEIC model address competency modelling on human
resource management for both organizations and employees. While, SHL Universal Competency Framework
(UCF), which defines competencies across various roles, including in tourism, by focusing on key attributes such
as leadership, teamwork, and customer service (Bartram, 2011). For this study, in order to further understand the
role of dive guides, Activity Competency Model (ACM) is applied to measure the competency roles played by dive
guides.

2.1. Activity Competency Model (ACM)

The Adaptive Competency Model (ACM) was developed based on the Job Characteristics Theory (JCT), which
posits that individuals with sufficient knowledge and skills positively impact job performance, while those lacking
these attributes negatively affect performance (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). JCT emphasizes that skill variety,
knowledge, and attitude are crucial for job motivation and performance. Wu et al. (2007) introduced the ACM to
outline the critical activities and required competencies for professional workers, focusing on knowledge, skills,
and attitudes. Proficiency in these areas is essential for mastering job responsibilities and contributing to
organizational success (Li et al., 2017). The ACM views competencies as talents that can be developed and are
demonstrated through performance rather than potential (Oter et al., 2017). Tour guides, for instance, must provide
memorable experiences and high-quality services to tourists, supporting the operations of tourism agencies
(Alazaizeh et al., 2019). This is similar to dive guides, they need to understand their roles and responsibilities
thoroughly to enhance their performance. The ACM provides a framework for evaluating the knowledge, skills,
and attitudes required for effective scuba dive guides in this study.

2.1. Roles of Dive Guides

Dive tourists heavily rely on dive guides to explore dive sites, presenting opportunities for Scuba Diving
Operators (SDOs) in Malaysia to gain a competitive edge and build long-term relationships with tourists, ensuring
sustainable advantages. The performance of dive guides significantly influences divers' perceptions of both the
business image of SDOs and the destination itself. Their professional competencies are crucial for the success of
scuba diving packages, especially in recovering from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Effective dive guides
enhance the diving experience, creating lasting memories and fostering repeat business. They serve as tour leaders,
storytellers, and mentors (Syakier & Hanafiah, 2022), playing a vital role in the tourism system by supporting
sustainable operations and promoting environmental stewardship. Recent studies emphasize the importance of dive
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guides in delivering high-quality, safe, and environmentally responsible diving experiences, which are essential for
the industry's resilience and growth (Lucrezi et al., 2019; Pham, 2020; Reddy & Sailesh, 2024)

3. Methodology

Creswell and Plano (2018) suggest that understanding individual experiences necessitates employing the
interviewing method within the framework of phenomenological inquiry. Therefore, to gain a deep understanding
of divers' expectations of dive guides, this study utilized in-depth interviews. The study utilises purposive sampling,
a non-probability sampling technique in which the respondents are chosen based on the researcher’s judgement
(Andrade, 2021). A purposive sample comprising recreational scuba divers was selected based on the following
criteria:

1. Participants must be active divers to ensure they possess up-to-date knowledge of prevailing trends and
demands within the nature of scuba diving.

2. Divers must have accumulated minimum of two years of overall diving experience.

3. Divers are expected to have prior diving experience in both local and international diving destinations.
This ensures that participants can evaluate and compare their different experiences.

The researchers initially contacted scuba diving operators to reach potential participants. Follow-up
communication with interested participants was then established via phone and email. Semi-structured interview
questions were used to explore topics in greater depth and to follow up on interesting points raised by the
respondents. According to Mwita (2022), in-depth interviews in research studies typically achieve saturation
between 9 and 17 interviews. In this study, data saturation was achieved after conducting 13 interviews. The
inclusion of 13 participants was deemed sufficient to meet the study's objectives.

Transcriptions were meticulously performed to ensure accuracy and preserve the richness of the information
provided by the participants. Thematic analysis is recognized as a systematic and suitable method for analyzing
qualitative data, offering flexibility and effectiveness(Christou, 2022). It accommodates various approaches in
qualitative and mixed-method research, including generic qualitative studies, even though it does not constitute a
comprehensive study framework (Scharp & Sanders, 2018). In this study, data derived from interview audio
recordings and transcripts were analyzed using the ATLAS.ti 23 software program.

4. Findings

4.1. Participants Profile

Table 1 presents the demographic profile of 13 respondents in this study, and reveals a diverse group of scuba
divers with varying levels of experience and gender representation. The sample consisted of 62% (8) male and 38%
(5) female participants, indicating a higher proportion of male divers. Occupationally, the respondents were divided
into two main sectors: government agencies and private industry. Specifically, 38% (5) of the respondents were
employed in government agencies, while 62% (8) worked in the private industry.
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Table 1: Profile of Participants

ID Gender Occupational Diving Experience Diving
Competency Level

DCO01 Female Government <2 years Beginner
DC02 Male Private > 10 years Advanced
DCO03 Male Private > 20 years Expert
DC04 Male Private > 5 years Intermediate
DCO05 Female Government > 18 years Expert
DCO06 Male Government > 5 years Intermediate
DC07 Male Government > 10 years Advanced
DC08 Male Private > 15 years Expert
DC09 Male Private <2 years Beginner
DC010 Female Private > 5 years Intermediate
DC011 Female Government > 5 years Intermediate
DC012 Female Private > 10 years Advanced
DC013 Male Private > 5 years Intermediate

In terms of diving competency, the respondents were categorized based on their years of diving experience into
four groups: Beginner (< 2 years), Intermediate (> 5 years), Advanced (> 10 years), and Expert (> 15 years). The
distribution of diving experience among the participants was as follows: 15% (2) were classified as Beginners,
having up to 2 years of diving experience. The largest group, comprising 39% (5) of the respondents, fell into the
Intermediate category with at least 5 years of experience. Both the Advanced and Expert categories accounted for
23% (3) of the participants, indicating a significant portion of the sample had extensive diving experience of 10
years or more.

4.2. Knowledge Expectation for Local Information and Services

The analysis of the interview data reveals that divers, regardless of their competency level, have expectations of
dive guides that extend beyond the core competencies of knowledge, skills, and attitude as outlined in the ACM.
This study focuses specifically on the knowledge component, highlighting the diverse informational needs of divers
at different levels of experience. Similar to the role of tour guides, dive guides are expected to provide
comprehensive local information that enhances the overall experience of divers (Ninpradith et al., 2018).

4.2.1. Accommodations

Accommodation in the context of tourism refers to the various types of lodging options available to travelers,
which provide them with a place to stay during their visit. These options can range from hotels, resorts, and hostels
to vacation rentals, bed and breakfasts, and guesthouses. The quality and variety of accommaodation play a crucial
role in the overall tourist experience, influencing their satisfaction and the likelihood of repeat visits (Dey et al.,
2020). Accommodation not only provides basic shelter but also offers amenities and services that enhance the
comfort and convenience of tourists, such as dining facilities, recreational activities, and transportation services
(Mahdi & Esztergar-Kiss, 2021). This indicates the information on the availability and quality of accommodation
are critical factors among divers to select their choices to stay during their diving trips. Three interviewees
mentioned seeking local or insider information about accommodations from people who are familiar with the area.
For example, DCO1 and DC09 commented:
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I also asked Dive Guides about the accommodation nearby the dive shop or in the island. | want to know their
price and also suggestions from the dive guides. (Participant DC01)

I like to ask for recommendations from dive guides on to stay at which resorts or hotel. (Participant DC09)

Another participant highlighted the significance of dive guides in facilitating bookings and maybe obtaining
reduced rates for lodging, demonstrating their additional value beyond diving services:

Most of the times, | search for information on accommodation by myself or rely on friends' suggestions. But
sometimes, | also ask the dive guides if they can book on my behalf to secure the room or get a discounted price if
booked through the dive shop. (Participant DC04)

4.2.2. Attractions

Attraction, in the context of tourism and leisure studies, refers to the qualities or features of a destination that
draw visitors. These can include natural landscapes, cultural heritage sites, entertainment venues, and other points
of interest that appeal to tourists. The concept of attraction is multifaceted, encompassing both tangible elements
and intangible elements. Two interviewees from different diving competency levels, Beginner and Expert comment
on information related to local attractions. Both participants emphasize the significant role of dive guides in shaping
their dining experiences. Dive guides act as cultural intermediaries, bridging the gap between tourists and local
culinary experiences. As divers look for meaningful ties with the local environment and its customs in addition to
underwater adventures, this interaction emphasizes the importance of local attractions in the diving community.
The comments below from Participants 09, 08 and 13 provide examples:

I like to ask for recommendations on local signature foods and good restaurants to try. (Participant DCQ9)

I will go and eat at the suggested local food stalls recommended by the dive guides. We usually go together in
a group, mostly at night, along with the dive guides. (Participant DC08)

| also asked on new café at the locals and recommended seafood restaurants. (Participants DC013)

These quotations illustrate the crucial role of dive guides in enriching the trip experience with their important
local insights, especially concerning culinary recommendations. This aligns with previous studies that emphasize
the significance of local knowledge in influencing tourist experiences and satisfaction, where guides act as essential
intermediaries between divers and the local attraction (Lucrezi et al., 2019).

4.2.3. Accessibility

Accessibility in tourism refers to the ease with which all individuals, including those with disabilities, can reach
and enjoy tourist destinations (Rebelo et al., 2022). This includes various aspects such as transportation modes and
how tourists navigate to their destinations. Ensuring accessibility to transportation is crucial for creating inclusive
tourism experiences. Certain locations present unique challenges and opportunities for accessibility due to their
natural environments and infrastructure requirements (Cockburn-Wootten & Mclintosh, 2020). For novice divers,
unfamiliarity with the location of diving destinations makes them dependent on information from dive guides. Both
interviewees categorized as Beginners expressed their reliance on dive guides for detailed directions and logistical
support. On this theme, two beginner divers made the following comments:
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As a beginner, | often feel a bit overwhelmed with the logistics. | usually ask the dive guides for detailed
directions on how to get to the dive shop, what time should | arrived at the jetty. (Participants DC01)

I ask the dive guides about where to park my car, especially looking for places that have covered, and are
safe. (Participants DC09)

These examples demonstrate how dive guides offer significant support not just with diving activities but also with
logistical matters, ensuring that divers remain informed, at ease, and safe throughout their journey.

4.2.4. Amenities

Amenities are essential features that enhance the comfort and enjoyment of tourists, significantly impacting their
satisfaction such as basic facilities like Wi-Fi, in-room amenities like sofas, digital media (Kim et al., 2023) .
Amenities are also location-specific assets and services that make destinations attractive to individuals (Naldi et
al., 2021). Being well-versed in amenities that make life easier and more pleasant during and after diving activities
allows dive guides to enrich the overall diving experience for divers. Divers categorized as intermediate levels
shared their experiences regarding inquiries about various amenities, emphasizing the significance of obtaining
information that encompasses local food, souvenirs, and massage services. This knowledge is crucial for enhancing
their overall satisfaction during the trip, allowing them to engage more fully with the local culture and available
services. One participant who was interested in trying traditional massage services commented:

I ask about the quality and reputation of the local masseurs, whether they offer traditional massages, and if
they are located near the dive shop. (Participant DC06)

Also, an interviewee recounted a notable incident in which a dive guide suggested a local market for an authentic
cultural encounter, as mentioned by Participant DC11:

Once a dive guide told me about a local market where | could buy the best kerepok lekor to bring back for my
family. I love to buy from different seller to compare the taste. (Participant DC11)

Similarly, one participant mentioned how information from the dive guide helped him find a great souvenir to
bring home:

They also mentioned a local stall on my way back driving back home after diving trip, that sells giant fresh
water prawn, which was perfect to bring back for my family. (Participants DC10)

These excerpts show the importance of local information for divers of all levels. They emphasize the need for
dive guides to be well-versed in local knowledge to provide a comprehensive and satisfying diving experience.
Inquiries from tourists about non-diving activities also play a significant role in shaping the overall diving
experience. Thus, the role of dive guides can be closely compared to that of tour guides in providing personalized
and engaging experiences (Huang et al., 2009).
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5. Conclusions

The findings reveal a spectrum of knowledge expectations among divers across four categories—Beginner,
Intermediate, Advanced, and Expert. Beginners often require detailed logistical guidance, reflecting their limited
experience and familiarity with diving destinations. Intermediate divers show a strong preference for information
about amenities, emphasizing practical details that enhance their trip experience. Advanced divers tend to seek
diverse insights, such as accommodations and local attractions, to refine their diving experience. Meanwhile,
Experts place a premium on tailored recommendations, particularly on unique cultural or culinary offerings. These
variations underline that the depth and type of knowledge expected by divers are directly influenced by their diving
frequency and familiarity with the destinations. This complexity highlights the critical role of dive guides in
providing comprehensive and customized information to meet the varying needs of divers.

To address these needs and further support the scuba diving industry, dive centers and government authorities
should enhance collaboration in several ways. Dive centers can integrate local tourism knowledge into their guides'
training programs, ensuring that dive guides can offer divers detailed insights beyond the underwater experience.
Government agencies, such as tourism authority, can work with dive centers to create shared local knowledge from
the perspective of 5 A’s element (Attractions, Activity, Accessibility, Accommodation and Amenities) which
supported by Biwal and Joshi (2014), the success of any tourism activity depends on the 5As elements of tourism
components. Moreover, establishing certification standards emphasizing these competencies will bolster Malaysia's
position as a premier diving destination. Such partnerships not only improve the quality of services but also align
with sustainability goals by promoting responsible tourism practices that benefit local communities.

However, this research has limitations that restrict the generalizability of its findings. The study's broad focus
on divers without specifying particular destinations or dive centers means that its conclusions may not fully
represent the competencies required in diverse contexts within Malaysia. Additionally, the reliance on qualitative
methods introduces subjectivity, as participants' experiences might not comprehensively reflect industry-wide
trends. Future research should consider larger samples and target-specific dive destinations to provide more
actionable insights. Despite these limitations, the study offers valuable perspectives on divers’ expectations,
contributing to the ongoing discourse on enhancing dive guide competencies.
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