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Abstract 

A conceptual paper published twenty years ago (Sharpley, 2000) concluded that sustainable 

tourism development is an unviable objective. Specifically, it argued that environmentally 

sound tourism development (sustainable tourism) is essential; sustainable development 

through tourism, however, is unachievable. Despite continuing alignment between tourism 

and sustainable development in both academic and policy circles, not only have the 

intervening two decades proved this argument in practice to be correct, but also there is little 

evidence of a more sustainable tourism sector. This paper, therefore, returns to the theoretical 

relationship between tourism and sustainable development, considering more recent 

transformations in understandings of the concept of development as well as contemporary 

approaches to sustainable development. Highlighting the controversy surrounding the 

continuing adherence to economic growth in development policy in general and tourism 

development in particular, it discusses sustainable de-growth as an alternative approach to 

development and, in the context of increasing concerns over climate change, the specific 

implications for tourism. 

 

Key words:  Sustainable tourism; sustainable development; economic growth model; 

sustainable de-growth 

 

 

Introduction 

Twenty years ago, I published a paper in the Journal of Sustainable Tourism that sought to 

establish ‘a theoretical bridge between sustainable tourism and the broader framework of 

sustainable development’ (Sharpley, 2000: 2). The purpose of doing so was twofold. First, 

despite a decade of academic debate – one of the earlier contributions was a dedicated 

conference in 1990 (Howie, 1990) – the concept of sustainable tourism development 

remained based on fragile theoretical foundations. More specifically, despite already existing 

concerns with regards to its inherent contradictions (Redclift, 1987), sustainable development 

in general had been, with some notable exceptions (for example, Butler, 1998; Mowforth & 

Munt, 1997), adopted uncritically, at least in academic circles, as both a framework for and 

objective of tourism development in particular. This was, perhaps, unsurprising given that not 

only had tourism long been sanctioned and adopted as a vehicle of ‘development’ (Jenkins, 

1991; WTO, 1980) but also that, by 2000, sustainable development had become the dominant 



global development paradigm (Lafferty & Eckerberg, 2013). Nevertheless, the need existed 

for a more thorough and theoretically-informed understanding of the relationship between 

tourism and sustainable development, not least to inform the debate that had become 

polarised around, on the one hand, sustainable tourism (or sustaining tourism as a specific 

activity, thereby effectively divorcing it from broader developmental objectives) and, on the 

other hand, sustainable tourism development – that is, tourism as a vehicle of sustainable 

development (Hunter, 1995).  

The second and consequential purpose of the paper was to map tourism onto a 

conceptual model of the principles and objectives of sustainable development in order to 

identify areas of convergence and / or divergence. In other words, it sought to consider the 

extent to which the concept of sustainable tourism development could be translated into 

practice or, more simply stated, whether it represented a viable outcome of tourism 

development. This mapping exercise indicated that sustainable tourism development is 

unachievable. That is, the paper concluded that although it is incumbent on all stakeholders to 

seek or encourage more sustainable forms of tourism – in contemporary parlance, to act 

‘responsibly’ (Fennell, 2008; Goodwin, 2011) – this should be done ‘without hiding behind 

the politically acceptable yet… inappropriate banner of sustainable development’ (Sharpley, 

2000: 15). 

 Since the paper was published, the literature on sustainable tourism has burgeoned in 

both scale and scope. Some years ago, for example, Buckley (2012) suggested that, overall, 

the number of related research publications was in excess of 5000; similarly, Niñerola, 

Sánchez-Rebull & Hernández-Lara (2019) identified 4647 papers published between 1987 

and 2018 that focus on sustainability issues in tourism. In addition, both these and other 

reviews (Bramwell, Higham, Lane & Miller, 2017; Lu & Nepal, 2009; Ruhanen, Weiler, 

Moyle & McLennan, 2015) reveal the extent of evolving research themes and trends in 

sustainable tourism, one of the more recent of which has inevitably been a focus on the 

relationship between tourism and climate change. However, whilst these reviews point to the 

maturation of sustainable tourism as a field of research as well as its increasing centrality to 

tourism research more generally, two points deserve emphasis. 

 First, as Ruhanen et al (2015: 518) observe, the concept of ‘sustainable tourism 

developed alongside, but separate to, its parent paradigm of sustainable development’ and, 

for the most part, the research continues to be defined by this distinction. Alternatively stated, 

early conceptualisations of sustainable tourism development firmly located it within the 

context of sustainable development – tourism, which (as with any form of production / 



consumption) should itself be environmentally sustainable, should also be an element of a 

broader sustainable development strategy (Cronin, 1990; Hunter, 1995). Almost immediately, 

however, the former (sustaining tourism) took precedence over the latter (sustainable tourism 

development), it perhaps being assumed that achieving sustainable tourism will inevitably 

contribute to sustainable development. Certainly, Bramwell et al (2017: 1) argue that 

‘sustainable tourism is often now seen as a normative orientation… toward sustainable 

development’ whilst it is notable that, following the announcement of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 (UN, n.d.), the United Nations declared 2017 as the 

International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development, not of ‘tourism for sustainable 

development’. As a consequence, although certain themes, such as pro-poor tourism, 

community-based tourism or volunteer tourism, are implicitly linked to the alternative 

development agenda (Friedmann, 1992), and although there can be no doubting its 

contribution and significance, the research into sustainable tourism has evolved largely in 

isolation from transformations in development thought and practice, from critiques of 

sustainable development and, indeed, from questions surrounding development (sustainable 

or otherwise) as the objective of tourism more generally 

Second, and putting it bluntly, sustainable tourism research and policy appear to 

occupy a parallel universe to the practice of tourism. In other words, despite the extensive 

academic attention paid to sustainable tourism in the literature and, from the industry 

perspective, numerous accreditation schemes (Font, 2002), a variety of sectoral initiatives, 

the development of sustainability indicators (Tanguay, Rajaonson &Therrien, 2013; 

UNWTO, 2004), the establishment of bodies such as the Global Sustainable Tourism Council 

(GSTC) and other initiatives, the last twenty years have witnessed little if any evidence of 

progress towards the achievement of sustainable tourism development or, indeed, of a more 

sustainable tourism sector (Buckley, 2012).  

This may be explained, in part, by the origins of the concept of sustainable tourism 

development. The 1980s and early 1990s were notable for increasing  concern, primarily 

amongst academics but also in the popular media, with regards to the impacts of, specifically, 

mass tourism (Poon, 1993), described by one commentator in apocalyptic terms as a ‘spectre 

haunting our planet’ (Croall, 1995: 1). Hence, building on the work of the early proponents of 

so-called ‘alternative tourism’ (Smith & Eadington, 1992), sustainable tourism development 

rapidly garnered support as an alterative to mass tourism (Pigram, 1990), not only as a means 

of addressing its negative consequences but also of challenging what many considered (and 

still consider) to be a manifestation of neoliberal capitalism (Mosedale, 2016). Inevitably, 



such an argument was not attractive to the travel and tourism industry and, consequently, not 

only have debates surrounding sustainable tourism development largely remained within  

academic circles – or as Murphy (1998: 187) observed some time ago, ‘the message about 

sustainable tourism seems to have become trapped in an academic-government loop’ –  but 

also there is limited documented evidence of effective collaboration between the tourism 

academy and industry (but, see Higuchi & Yamanaka, 2017). Moreover, although global 

bodies such as the World Tourism Organisation and World Travel and Tourism Council were 

quick to embrace the concept of sustainable tourism development, they have arguably done 

so in order to ‘greenwash’ their explicit growth agendas. 

Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that not only is there much evidence of 

increasing supply and consumption of more sustainable forms of tourism, from innumerable 

destination-specific initiatives to regional policy developments, such as the EuroVelo, a 

trans-European cycle route network project (Weston et al., 2012).  This issue is returned to 

later but the important point here, however, is that progress towards the achievement of 

sustainable tourism development can only be considered at the global level. It is this context 

that a number of fundamental trends in international tourism since 2000 contradict the 

pervasive reference to sustainability in many tourism development policy documents (Hall, 

2013; Torkington, Stanford & Guiver, 2020). For instance: 

 

• Annual international tourist arrival figures have increased exponentially, from 687 

million in 2000 to 1.401 billion in 2018 (UNWTO, 2019). In other words, in less than 

two decades, annual tourist arrivals more than doubled whilst, more specifically, 

global air passenger numbers (including domestic flights) almost tripled over the 

same period, from 1.674 billion to 4.233 billion (World Bank, 2019). At the same 

time, annual international tourist receipts grew from US$481 billion to US$1451 

billion. From an economic perspective and that of the UN World Tourism 

Organization (UNWTO), such growth in tourism may be considered a success story; 

however, it is environmentally and as evidenced, for example, by the emergence of 

anti-tourism movements (Hughes, 2018), socially unsustainable. 

• Much of this growth has been accounted for by the emergence of new markets, 

notably China, as well as a greater propensity to travel amongst existing markets. Yet, 

less than one sixth of the global population currently engages in international travel, 

pointing on the one hand to significant global inequity in the opportunity to travel but, 



on the other hand, the potential for continuing future growth driven by emerging 

tourism markets. 

• The growth of international tourism has been largely underpinned by, on the one 

hand, increasing wealth, particularly in emerging economies, and, on the other hand, a 

neo-liberal agenda that has facilitated the expansion of the travel and tourism sector 

(Fletcher, 2011). Much attention has been paid recently to the relationship between 

the growth of the so-called sharing economy or peer-to-peer (P2P) accommodation 

sector and what is euphemistically referred to as ‘overtourism’ (Milano, Cheer & 

Novelli 2019; Peeters et al., 2018). However, of arguably greater significance over the 

last two decades has been the expansion of the low-cost carriers (LCCs) sector. In 

2006, LLCs accounted for 15.7 percent of the global airline market; by 2018, this had 

risen to 31 percent of the market which, as noted above, had grown significantly 

(Statistica, 2019). Moreover, there are currently more than 130 LLCs in operation 

globally (ICAO, 2017), primarily operating on short-haul routes which have relativel 

high per passenger carbon emissions (Miyoshim & Mason, 2009). 

• Newer destinations have been developed whilst established destinations are, for the 

most part, attracting ever-increasing numbers of tourists. Of the 217 nation states 

listed in the UNWTO’s international tourism statistics for 2017, 108 (that is, half of 

all national destinations) received more than one million tourists that year; of these, 

73 attracted more than three million tourists and 35 more than ten million tourists 

(extrapolated from UNWTO, 2018). In some cases, this is resulting in significant 

dependency on tourism. In 11 national economies, the total (direct and indirect) 

contribution of tourism to GDP exceeds 40 percent and, in 44 national economies, 

accounts for 15 percent or more of GDP. Such a degree of dependency (indeed, any 

level of dependency) contradicts the inherent focus on self-reliance which has long 

been an objective of development (Goulet, 1978) (see Table 1). 

 

In short, the trajectory of tourism on a global scale contrasts starkly with the policies and 

principles of sustainable tourism development that have been advocated over the last two 

decades. However, such policies remain in evidence, not least through the alignment of 

tourism with the SDGs. For example, the UNWTO, through its ‘T4SDG’ platform, claims 

that ‘Tourism, as an economic powerhouse, has the potential to contribute, directly or 

indirectly to all of the [sustainable development] goals’ (see http://tourism4sdgs.org/tourism-

http://tourism4sdgs.org/tourism-for-sdgs/tourism-and-sdgs/


for-sdgs/tourism-and-sdgs/) whilst the Tourism and the Sustainable Development Goals – 

Journey to 2023 report similarly suggests that ‘Tourism’s role in achieving the 17 SDGs can 

be significantly strengthened when sustainable development becomes a shared responsibility 

and moves to the core of decision-making within the tourism sector’ (UNWTO/UNDP, 2017: 

10). At the same time, however, there is clear evidence of increasing concerns with regards to 

the unsustainability of the unbridled growth of tourism, concerns which were first expressed 

more than half a century ago (Mishan, 1969) but which have become focused on the 

contribution of tourism in general and of aviation in particular to climate change (Stovall, 

Higham & Stephenson, 2019).  

 

Table 1: Contribution of travel and tourism to GDP 2017: Top 50 countries 

Country % of 

GDP 

Country % of 

GDP 

Country % of 

GDP 

Maldives 76.6 St Kitts & Nevis 26.8 Tonga 18.2 

Seychelles 65.3 Albania 26.2 New Zealand 17.9 

Macao 61.3 Croatia 25.0 Portugal 17.3 

Antigua & Barbuda 51.8 Sao Tome & Principe 24.3 Dominican Republic 17.2 

Bahamas 47.8 Mauritius 23.8 Hong Kong (China) 16.7 

Vanuatu 46.1 Montenegro 23.7 Madagascar 16.6 

Cape Verde 44.9 St Vincent & Grenadines 23.4 Mexico 16.0 

St Lucia 41.8 Grenada 23.3 Armenia 15.7 

Belize 41.3 Cyprus 22.3 Estonia 15.4 

Barbados 40.6 Thailand 21.2 Honduras 15.0 

Fiji 40.3 Philippines 21.1 Spain 14.9 

Dominica 36.6 Kiribati 20.9 Austria 14.6 

Iceland 34.6 Gambia 20.1 Azerbaijan 14.6 

Jamaica 32.9 Greece 19.7 Panama 14.5 

Cambodia 32.4 Jordan 18.7 Tunisia 14.2 

Georgia 31.0 Morocco 18.6 Namibia 13.8 

Malta 27.1 Lebanon 18.4   

Source: Adapted from World Atlas Data (2018) 

 

To summarise, then, the theoretical divide identified twenty years ago between tourism and 

sustainable development (Sharpley, 2000) has become manifested in a divide between 

tourism theory / policy and practice. It is, therefore, both timely and appropriate, not least 

given the increasing attention paid to global warming and climate change, to revisit the 

concept of sustainable development and its relevance to tourism, in particular exploring the 

http://tourism4sdgs.org/tourism-for-sdgs/tourism-and-sdgs/


underlying advocacy (and inherent contradictions) of economic growth within contemporary 

sustainable development policy as established by the SDGs. More specifically, this paper 

seeks first to relate transformations in conceptualisations of ‘development’ to the relationship 

between tourism and (sustainable) development, arguing that a causal link between tourism 

and development can no longer be justified. It then goes on to challenge the primacy of the 

economic growth model in sustainable development policies in general, and tourism policies 

in particular, pointing to the need for a fundamental re-think about how tourism is produced, 

managed and consumed. 

 

The end of tourism as ‘development’? 

Development is an ambiguous term that, although widely applied in many and diverse 

contexts, defies precise definition (Cowen & Shenton, 1996). Broadly, however, it is 

considered to be both the process through which a nation or society moves from one 

condition towards another (presumably better) condition and also the goal of that process. In 

other words, it 'refers both to the destination of a journey and to the journey itself’ (Goulet, 

1968: 388). Immediately, then, the concept of development is problematic; ‘any improvement 

of complex systems, as indeed actual socio-economic systems are, can occur in different parts 

or ways, at different speeds and driven by different forces. Additionally, the development of 

one part of the system may be detrimental to the development of other parts, giving rise to 

conflicting objectives (trade-offs) and conflicts’ (Bellù, 2011).  Moreover, the goals of 

development should be established only by the individuals and societies undertaking the 

journey towards it (Hettne, 2009) – there can be no universally accepted measure of being 

‘developed’ – and, moreover, by definition it can never be reached. 

Despite this ambiguity, not only has ‘development’ long been considered both a 

desirable outcome and specific objective of tourism development but also, for many 

destinations as well as organisations such as the UNWTO, it continues to be seen in this light. 

However, whilst such an association between tourism and development might once have been 

appropriate, transformations in understandings of what development is and how it may be 

achieved suggest that this is no longer the case. In other words, it was once logical to align 

tourism with development, not least because the perceived (primarily economic) 

contributions of the former, such as the generation of income, employment and government 

revenues and the stimulation of linkages throughout the economy, closely reflected early 

conceptualisation of the latter. Not only was development – which was first established as a 

global process and objective in the dynamic political-economic environment in the decade 



following the Second World War (Rist, 2019) – initially considered to be synonymous with 

economic growth (Mabogunje, 1980) but also international development policy was based 

upon classical economic theory of stimulating the economy focused around economic growth 

poles (Potter, 2014) or the so-called modernisation development paradigm (Peet & Hartwick, 

2015). Moreover, the academic study of development first evolved as a branch of 

development economics, further entrenching the ‘positivist orthodoxy’ (Leys, 1995: 7) of 

economic planning as a means of achieving development. 

 The perceived developmental benefits of tourism continue to be defined primarily in 

economic terms in destination policies and by bodies such as the UNWTO and World Travel 

and Tourism Council (WTTC), despite their apparent ‘buy in’ to the notion of sustainable 

development (WTTC, n.d.). However, the ‘meaning’ of development (Seers, 1969, 1977) 

and, indeed, global development policy has undergone significant transformation over the last 

half century. As is well documented (see Knutsson, 2009, for a summary), it soon came to be 

recognised that economic growth alone, as well as the policies designed to achieve it, 

typically failed to resolve social and political challenges and, in some cases, served only to 

exacerbate them. Hence, although economic growth remained a cornerstone, development 

came to address social challenges such as unemployment and inequality (the latter continuing 

to represent a significant barrier to the achievement of development on a global scale; see 

UNDP, 2019) and, by the start of the new millennium, its focus was firmly on human (as 

opposed to economic) development, embracing ‘social, cultural and political components’ as 

well as the economic dimension (Sharpley, 2000: 4).  

This is not to say that economic growth and broader development are mutually 

exclusive. As discussed shortly, economic growth (or more precisely, an appropriate level of 

national and per capita income) remains a prerequisite to development. As research by Sachs, 

Stevenson and Wolfers (2010) reveals, enhanced subjective well-being correlates with 

increases in material living standards (see also Veenhoven & Vergunst, 2014 and, for an 

opposing perspective, Schimmel, 2007).  Nevertheless, over the last three decades or so, 

development has become associated with the notion of well-being at both the societal and, 

importantly, individual level. For Sen (1999), such well-being is dependent on the possession 

of capabilities to fulfil what he refers to as functionings, giving individuals the freedom – that 

is, freedom of choice and freedom from servitude to ignorance, nature, other societies, beliefs 

and institutions (Sharpley, 2015) – to live the life they wish, to fulfil their potential as 

individuals and members of societies. Similarly, the UNDP (2010: 22) defines human 

development as ‘the expansion of people’s freedoms to live long, healthy and creative lives; 



to advance other goals they have reason to value; and to engage actively in shaping 

development equitably and sustainably on a shared planet’.  

A sense of well-being is inevitably dependent, in part, upon the achievement of 

traditional, tangible indicators of development, such as income, education, longevity, access 

to health care and other services and resources, and so on. It is also dependent, as 

acknowledged by the UNDP (2019), on greater equality both within and between nations. 

Yet, as discussed in more detail later in this paper, an inherent irony of economic 

development and growth is that, typically, it enhances inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 

2010); many developed nations, though enjoying increases in per capita wealth, are suffering 

a ‘social recession’ (Rutherford, 2008). At the same time, however, well-being is also 

dependent on intangible factors which, according to Jackson (2017), contribute to living a 

good or, in the traditional sense of the word, prosperous life – the etymological roots of 

prosperity are pro spere, or according to hope and expectation. Hence, for Jackson (2017), to 

be prosperous is to be fulfilled, to be satisfying a variety of social, psychological and perhaps 

spiritual needs. Consequently, prosperity or well-being, in addition to the satisfaction of basic 

needs, might emanate from feeling part of and contributing to society, respecting and being 

respected by others, having a sense of purpose and identity, and even fulfilling a moral 

responsibility for the well-being of others both in the present and future.  

Qizilbash (1996: 157) refers to development simply as the process of ‘people’s lives 

going better’; this is arguably the most straightforward definition of development. He goes 

on, however, to suggest that it should be understood in terms of what he calls ‘prudential 

values’, or those things that people consider make their life, and the lives of others, better. 

Not all such values will be relevant for all people but broadly they embrace all of the 

elements of development discussed above: basic needs; human capacity (including physical 

and intellectual skills); freedom (in Sen’s (1999) interpretation); and prosperity as defined by 

Jackson (2017). 

From this perspective, it is evident that development is multi-dimensional and highly 

variable in how it is understood by individuals and societies. Some of its elements are core, 

such as the satisfaction of basic needs, an appropriate level of income and access to social 

goods, all of which are dependent on economic growth; others will vary. This implies that 

there can be no universally defined goal of development and, by extension, no universal 

policy or process through which it might be achieved. Indeed, it is for this reason, as well as 

evidence of entrenched developmental challenges on the global scale, that some argue that 

development as a global project has failed and should be abandoned (Rahnema, 1997; 



Sidaway, 2007). In turn, this suggests that generalised claims of tourism’s contribution to 

development are untenable; it has become inappropriate to promote tourism as a vehicle of 

development as defined here.  In other words, there is no doubt that tourism, as a major 

economic sector, may (but not inevitably) stimulate economic activity and contribute to 

economic growth in destination areas. However, the extent to which individuals and societies 

may achieve well-being or become prosperous is dependent on numerous endogenous factors 

independent of the economic benefits accruing (or not) from tourism. 

This is not, of course, a new argument. It has long been acknowledged not only that 

tourism is, in essence, an industrial activity with consequences ‘similar to most other 

industrial activities’ (McKercher, 1993: 14) that challenge notions of sustainability, but also 

that it is no more likely to contribute directly to development than any other economic 

activity (Young, 1973). However, although more recent conceptualisations of development as 

discussed above serve to reinforce the need to disentangle the association between tourism 

and development, not only is that association maintained within policy (and, to an extent, 

academic) circles but also it is manifested primarily in reference to sustainable development, 

a concept that over the last two decades has arguably become increasingly discredited. 

 

From sustainable development to sustainable de-growth 

As is well known, the concept of sustainable development initially evolved during the 1970s 

(Du Pisani, 2006) but gained international recognition and endorsement with the publication 

in 1987 of the Brundtland Commission’s report, Our Common Future (WCED, 1987). Since 

then, it has become and remains, on the one hand, the dominant global development 

paradigm but, on the other hand, the focus of significant controversy. Generally, that 

controversy reflects the ambiguity of the concept (Robinson, 2004) or what Kates, Parris and 

Leiserowitz (2005: 13) refer to as its ‘inherent malleability’. That is, sustainable development 

possesses ‘a chameleon-like capacity… to mean all things all people’ (Adelman, 2017: 7) that 

for some, limits its viability as a process and objective of development but, for others, is its 

strength in as much as it offers a compromise between the competing positions of 

environmental protection and economic growth and development (Skolimowski, 1995). 

 A full consideration of the relevant debates is well beyond the scope of this paper but 

it is important to note that, irrespective of definitional and other controversies, sustainable 

development represents a response to the acknowledged inseparability of the environment 

and human existence and development; that is, it seeks to ‘enact a positive vision of a world 

in which basic human needs are met without destroying or irrevocably degrading the natural 



systems on which we all depend’ (Kates et al., 2005: 20). Inevitably, this vision is subject to 

competing philosophical positions, from ecocentrism that promotes the intrinsic and moral 

value in nature to anthropocentrism which, in essence, gives primacy to human interests in 

how nature is perceived and exploited. Cutting across this divide, however, is the inescapable 

need to achieve environmental sustainability, to maintain the so-called source and sink 

functions of the global ecosystem. In other words, the ability of humanity to enjoy what 

Porritt (2007: 33) describes as the ‘capacity for continuance into the long term future’ is 

dependent on achieving an appropriate balance between the variables in the global eco-

system, as summarised in Sharpley (2000: 6-7): (a) the rate at which the stock of natural 

(non-renewable) resources is depleted relative to the development of substitute, renewable 

resources, (b) the rate at which waste is deposited back into the ecosystem relative to the 

assimilative capacity of the environment, and (c) global population levels and per capita 

levels of consumption (Goodland, 1992).  

 Drawing on Lélé’s (1991) still relevant observation that sustainable development is, in 

simple terms, a function of sustainability plus development, the sustainability side of this 

equation is fixed and unarguable; given the finite and fragile natural resource base upon 

which humanity depends, the balance described above must be achieved. This, in turn, not 

only only challenges the widely-advocated, anthropocentric notion of the ‘triple bottom line’ 

or, as Marco (2005: 5) puts it, human well-being on a global scale is dependent on the well-

being of the ecosystem and, hence the ecosystem ‘is to be regarded as a superordinated 

system to the other dimensions’ of sustainable development. It also points to the key issue 

within sustainable development debates – how society organises itself, including through its 

economic structures and processes, to achieve environmental sustainability whilst seeking 

social ‘development’ (or well-being) on a global scale. And it is in this context that the 

concept of sustainable development has become increasingly criticised and, by some, 

discredited, primarily as a result of the priority that continues to be given to economic growth 

in sustainable development policies, including the SDGs (Adelman, 2017).  

 

Challenging the economic growth model 

Undoubtedly, some degree of economic growth is both desirable and necessary in order for 

societies as a whole to not only have their basic needs satisfied but also to benefit from goods 

and services that contribute to their well-being. More specifically, it is also considered a vital 

ingredient of strategies to reduce levels of poverty – strategies which often, of course, include 

tourism (Mitchell & Ashley, 2010) – although given the multidimensional nature of poverty 



(Misturelli & Heffernan, 2008), economic growth alone is insufficient. Indeed, given the fact 

that poverty is not absolute but relative (Foster, 1998) and that, as noted above, many 

wealthier countries are experiencing increasing wealth inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 

2010), economic growth may ironically maintain or even enhance levels of poverty. It is for 

this reason, amongst others, that many now draw attention to what is referred to by Pilling 

(2018) as the ‘growth delusion’ (see also Lloyd, 2009) and the limitations of GDP as a 

measure of development (or progress) in general, and to the increasingly tenuous relationship 

between economic growth and environmental sustainability in particular. Specifically, 

continuing economic growth is dependent upon the continuing exploitation of natural, non-

renewable resources (Heinberg, 2010) which is, by definition, unsustainable; at the same 

time, it is argued that there are ‘unrealistic expectations of efficiency improvements or 

technological breakthroughs’ (Kallis, 2011: 874) – that is, absolute or even relative (to 

increasing output) de-coupling of production-based economic growth from natural resource 

use is, in all likelihood, impossible (Ward, et al., 2016). Hence, the recent claims by the UK’s 

Sustainable Aviation group that UK aviation will be carbon neutral by 2050, despite a 

projected 70 percent increase in passenger numbers (Adams, 2020), should be treated with a 

significant degree of caution. As Daly (1990: 1) argued three decades ago, ‘it is clear that 

growth of the economy cannot be [environmentally] sustainable over long periods of time. 

The term sustainable growth should be rejected as a bad oxymoron’. 

 Nevertheless, the concept of sustainable development has, from the outset, been based 

upon the premise of economic growth; most definitions of it ‘perpetuate instrumental 

rationality, progress, economic growth and conceive nature as capital’ (Adelman, 2017: 23). 

That is, a particularly anthropogenic perspective is evident in the underpinning thesis of most 

sustainable development policies, that resource conservation is necessary primarily to support 

future human development based on economic growth. The Brundtland report is, for 

example, replete with explicit references for economic growth, suggesting with no irony that 

global economic growth by a factor of 5 to 10 is necessary to achieve sustainable 

development (WCED, 1987: 50), though relying on undefined, unexplained and arguably 

unrealistic expectations of future technological innovation. The more recent SDGs similarly 

promote economic growth as the principal mechanism for reducing poverty and supporting 

development more generally, reflecting Pilling’s (2018) argument that ‘the size of national 

income is valued more than the quality of economic activity and its relationship to human and 

ecological wellbeing’ (Adelman, 2017: 33). Certainly, many of the 17 goals are both 

justifiable and necessary for a more equitable and, indeed, sustainable world in which well-



being is enjoyed by the majority, if not all, of the global population. However, as Adelman 

(2017) critiques in more detail, there exist many inherent contradictions within the SDGs that 

emanate from its inherent economic growth message. For example, Goal 8 (‘decent work and 

economic growth’) proposes annual economic growth of at least seven percent per annum in 

the least developed countries and sustained economic growth elsewhere, contradicting 

ambitious environmental objectives established elsewhere in the SDGs, whilst Goal 10 

(‘reduce inequality within and among countries’) competes with incontrovertible evidence 

that not only does economic growth increase, rather than reduce, inequality but also that such 

inequality tends to diminish social well-being. This is convincingly demonstrated by 

Wilkinson and Pickett (2010: 5-6) who, in the introductory chapter to their book The Spirit 

Level: Why Equality is Better for Everyone, argue that increases in wealth and, 

commensurately, in inequality in affluent societies has resulted in ‘long-term rises in rates of 

anxiety, depression and numerous other social problems’ that are less pervasive in more equal 

(in terms of individual wealth) societies. 

 As a consequence, the last decade has witnessed more widespread advocacy for the 

notion of de-growth in the context of both sustainable development generally (Martínez-

Alier, Pascual, Vivien & Zaccai, 2010) and, to a lesser extent, tourism development in 

particular (Andriotis, 2018; Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019; Hall, 2009). In other words, it is 

argued that following the path of economic growth, typically measured by an increase in 

GDP, is neither conducive to enhancing individual or societal well-being nor compatible with 

environmental sustainability (Martinez-Alier, 2009) and, hence, that continuing adherence to 

the goals and objectives of sustainable development is no longer appropriate. Rather, there is 

a need for ‘systemic political, institutional and cultural change…in order to create a different 

system where expansion will no longer be a necessity’ (Kallis, 2011: 875) and, in particular, 

where society’s throughput – global demands on the ecosystem’s sink and source functions – 

are reduced. This, in turn, will ‘inevitably entail a smaller – and quantitatively different – 

economy’ (Kallis, 2011: 874) or, more precisely, de-growth. 

 The concept of de-growth is often traced back to the work of Georgescu-Roegen 

(1979) and what he termed ‘décroissance’ but became more established as an intellectual 

movement through the work of Serge Latouche (2004). A variously interpreted and complex 

ambition (Andriotis, 2018), it is an approach to social and economic development that attracts 

significant criticism, not least because of what some see as the impossibility of achieving de-

growth within a capitalist system (Foster, 2011) and others as the unlikelihood of its 

acceptance by the mainstream given its radical position. In simple terms, it requires a 



reduction in both production and consumption on the global scale along with a fundamental 

shift in society’s understanding of the relationship between consumption, wealth and well-

being. This, in turn, requires a rebalancing between wealthier and less prosperous societies; 

pragmatically, the throughput of developed nations must be reduced significantly in order to 

achieve an equitable worldwide ‘compromise’ level of well-being. And it is this latter 

requirement that perhaps represents the greatest challenge to sustainable de-growth. 

Nevertheless, as is now argued, the environmental consequences of tourism, in particular its 

aviation-related contribution to global warming, are now such that de-growth is necessary. 

 

Tourism, sustainability and de-growth 

The inexorable growth of tourism, both international and domestic, has resulted in what has 

recently come to be referred to as ‘overtourism’ (Alexis, 2017; Dodds & Butler, 2019; 

Milano et al., 2019).  Though open to interpretation and definition (Koens, Postma & Papp, 

2018), it is typically used to describe a situation in which the physical, psychological, 

economic and social capacity of a destination has been exceeded at a particular time. As such, 

it can be considered to be, in some respects, simply a new term for an old phenomenon – 

numerous destinations around the world have long suffered overtourism – although in its 

contemporary manifestation it is most commonly associated with city tourism and the 

emergence of local anti-tourism sentiment. 

 Undoubtedly, overtourism (as commonly understood) represents a significant 

challenge for many destinations, in particular those cities that find themselves facing ever-

increasing tourist arrivals driven in no small measure by the popularity of the P2P 

accommodation sector. The important point, however, is that overtourism is not the problem; 

rather, it is the symptom of a broader issue. Simply stated, the excessive touristic demands 

placed on destinations are fuelled by, on the one hand, the continuing expansion of the 

tourism industry seeking to profit from tourism and, on the other hand, the increasing 

consumption of tourism experiences manifested in the growth in both the overall number of 

tourists and, significantly, the consumption of tourism by individual tourists. Putting it 

another way, overtourism is a symptom of the economic growth model, discussed in the 

preceding section, that permeates contemporary (sustainable) development policy in general 

and tourism development policy in particular. At the global level, the UNWTO celebrates 

annual increases in tourist arrivals whilst research has revealed the predominant focus on 

quantitative growth at the national level (Torkington, et al., 2020).   



 It is also important to note that, as with the parochial academic focus on sustaining 

tourism (as opposed to sustainable tourism development) over the last two decades, the 

failure to recognise the symptomatic nature of overtourism is resulting proposed solutions at 

the destinational level that are not new; for example, typical responses such as de-marketing, 

visitor dispersal or capacity management have long been discussed in the visitor management 

literature and implemented with varying degrees of success in practice. At the same time, the 

notion of de-growth is often misinterpreted as simply the need to reduce the number of 

tourists at a particular place and time, a destinational focus that diverts attention from the 

more significant (in environmental impact terms) element of tourism, namely, travel to the 

destination. As a consequence, the tourism sector, in economic terms, continues to grow, as 

does the consumption of tourism to the extent that many tourists now suffer what might be 

described as obesity of experience. 

 Nevertheless, it would be erroneous to claim that all tourism is unsustainable. As 

observed earlier in this paper, various forms of tourism development, such as rural and 

agritourism, cycle or walking tourism trails and so on, reflect the principles of sustainable 

development whilst there are numerous examples of successful sustainable tourism projects 

around the world, some gaining recognition through, for example, the annual Tourism for 

Tomorrow awards. Equally, it has long been recognised that, with effective management, 

tourism can not only be balanced with conservation in national parks and other protected 

areas areas but may also contribute positively towards conservation measures (Eagles, 2004; 

FNNPE, 1997) although research has shown that this is neither as widespread or as effective 

as it might be (Job, Becken & Lane, 2017; Sharpley & Pearce, 2007). Either way, however, 

these are, in effect, what Wheeller (1991:93) described as a ‘micro solution to a macro 

problem’. And that problem is, on a collective global scale, the excessive and unsustainable 

production and consumption of tourism. 

 If, as many now suggest, that the global policy of sustainable development in general 

should be replaced with a focus on sustainable de-growth and, more specifically, that 

practical measures should be adopted to address global warming through limiting carbon 

emissions, there is evidently a pressing need to reduce the throughput of tourism in particular. 

And if this is to be achieved, the only solution is to reduce, on a global scale, fossil fuel-based 

travel, specifically air travel; anything else would be to merely tinker with the problem. The 

arguments are both well-rehearsed and persuasive, and do not need to be repeated at length 

here – indeed, it is not the intention of this paper to do so. However, as Higham and Font 

(2020) have recently summarised, lifestyle (non-essential) air travel is a major contributor to 



global warming, travel contributes a major proportion of tourism’s overall carbon emissions 

and air travel is characterised by significant inequalities. Not only does a small proportion of 

the global population have access to air travel but it is also accounted for by a relatively small 

proportion of frequent flyers. In short, at a per capita level, an absolute (privileged) minority 

of the global population is individually responsible for an enormous contribution to carbon 

emissions, the consequences of which are becoming significant for the global population as a 

whole. Hence, on the basis of both equity and the need to address global warming, a decrease 

in air travel is essential. How this might be achieved (voluntary transformations in consumer 

behaviour, taxation, regulation) is debatable although, at the time of writing, some consider it 

be the likely longer-term outcome of the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the airline sector 

(Calder, 2020). Whether it must take place, however, is not. 

 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was not been to prescribe a new approach to the production and 

consumption of tourism. Rather, it set out to revisit the theoretical relationship between 

tourism, as a specific and widely adopted vehicle of development, and sustainable 

development as the implicit objective of tourism in the context of contemporary 

developmental policies. In so doing, it has argued that, over the last two decades, the goal of 

development has evolved into the concept of well-being or ‘prosperity’ whereby societies 

and, in particular, individuals within societies, are able to enjoy meaningful, fulfilled and 

hopeful lives dependent upon the satisfaction of basic needs but not necessarily upon the 

continual pursuit of material wealth. It has also argued that although contemporary 

development policies offer goals that might contribute to a more equitable, just, prosperous 

and environmentally sustainable world, the underpinning reliance on and promotion of 

economic growth contradicts those goals. Hence, sustainable de-growth is considered by 

many as a more appropriate path to individual and societal well-being on the global scale. 

 Nevertheless, tourism as an essentially economic sector with significant resource 

impacts has, in both academic and policy circles, remained closely aligned with the concept 

of sustainable development. Coincidentally or otherwise, it also not only remains firmly 

rooted and justified within the economic growth paradigm but also, in practice, continues to 

be a metaphor for the negative consequences associated with economic growth more 

generally. Hence, the conclusions of this theoretical discussion are inevitable. That is, if 

tourism is to be considered within the concept of sustainable de-growth, then is there a need 

to not only reconsider its role in ‘development’ in general but to seek means of reducing it 



environmental impact in particular, not least through addressing the excessive (by some) 

consumption of tourism experiences and, specifically, the significant carbon emissions 

associated with air travel. 

 This is not to say that tourism cannot retain its important function as an economic 

sector; indeed, it must be acknowledged that many destinations are likely to remain 

dependent on it. Yet, the need exists to rebalance tourism on a global basis, requiring a 

fundamental re-think on the meaning and significance of both the production and 

consumption of tourism and, perhaps, research into how the necessary institutional, structural 

and behavioral transformations might be achieved.  
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