
Original Sin: A Lack of (Tourism) Knowledge 

NOEL SCOTT 
This paper responds to the probe, ‘In defence of tourism,’ by Richard Sharpley in this issue of Tourism 

Recreation Research. The essence of Sharpley’s argument is his proposition that ‘tourism, if appropriately 
planned and managed, is fundamentally a good thing’. This naïve and unworldly statement makes two flawed 
rhetorical claims: firstly that tourism (whatever that is) can be fundamentally good given certain conditions, 
and secondly these conditions – appropriate planning and management – can be and are, on balance, 
achieved. While surely Sharpley is playing the role of the devil’s advocate in his article and must intend 
merely to stimulate debate, the importance of this issue demands a clear and logical response which I have 
provided below, structured in terms of these two claims. The first claim; that tourism is fundamentally 
good, is an example of Platonic essentialism (Ross 1976) and should be rejected as should any such claim 
that complex human objects have an essence that we can all identify and agree on. To illustrate some of the 
problems of this claim, the three major types of tourism benefits that Sharpley identifies are examined in 
detail and rejected. 

In view of the rejection of the first claim, Sharpley’s argument is reduced to the lesser claim that 
tourism can provide better benefits or outcomes if appropriately managed. This is trivially true and circular 
in its logic: presumably Sharpley would consider appropriately managed as semantically equivalent to 
providing better outcomes. Given this, what is important is to establish what better management of tourism 
entails and how this may be achieved. Sharpley acknowledges this point when he writes: ‘if left unregulated, 
tourism will like any other sector collectively tend towards excess’. The later section of this article therefore 
discusses how tourism management may be improved. Hence I argue that while tourism has no 
fundamental quality of goodness, tourism management can be improved and if this is done (hopefully) it 
will lead to more benefits for the traveller and the host society, and on this point, Sharpley and I would 
appear to agree.  

Putting aside the idea that tourism is fundamentally good, Sharpley also justifies tourism in terms of 
its benefits. He discusses a number of benefits for tourism, partly to avoid the criticism of tourism as a 
frivolous and addictive consumption activity. He identifies benefits:  
1. for the development of the host society;  
2. that improves the physical and mental health of the traveller. 
In addition, Sharpley argues that criticism of tourism is unfair as: 
3. tourism is singled out as the cause or catalyst of implicitly unwelcome transformations in societies 

and cultures, when other factors may be of equal if not greater influence? 
If we accept these arguments then we must consider that smoking of tobacco, another frivolous and 

addictive consumption activity, is also beneficial. We may make an argument that smoking is a significant 
contributor to the development of a society. Many governments receive significant amounts in tax receipts 
from the sale of tobacco, and may argue that this tax revenue will benefit the residents of the country 
through new roads or hospitals. Further, tobacco can be argued to have some partial positive effects on 
health in reduction of stress (although on balance it has overwhelmingly negative effects) and on feeling 
comfortable. Tobacco advocates would argue, like Professor Sharpley, that it is the individual’s 
management of their use of tobacco which is problematic. Further we might argue that smoking is only one 
factor that contributes to poor health and therefore we should address these other factors. In fact, if your 
purpose is to benefit from better health then you should strive to eliminate all health risks rather than 
accepting some and rejecting others. Using this analogy with smoking, we may see better the flaws in the 
argument overall. The idea that we should accept negatives from tourism development because it also has 
positive benefits negates the argument that tourism is fundamentally good. Indeed any complex human 
activity has positive and negative aspects that must be evaluated together. 



Let us now look more closely at the benefits of tourism that Sharpley identifies. His discussion is set 
within a worldview of ‘development’, a term redolent with utopian dreams and promising (perhaps) 
‘flying atomic powered cars’, a holiday for every person and lions lying down with lambs. The world that 
I perceive is slightly less idealistic. It is a world where the notions of development have been through 
several iterations. Hawkins and Mann (2007) have provided an interesting and relevant discussion of the 
World Bank’s role in tourism development. This highlights the different ideologies have been influential 
in determining how tourism should be funded in developing countries. For example, between 1969 and 
1979 the purpose of tourism development was macro development - to stimulate economic growth and 
generate foreign exchange and employment. Between 2000 and 2006 the focus was on micro development 
and ‘issues never really thought relevant in the context of stabilizing macro-economies’ (Hawkins and 
Mann 2007: 358). The reason for significant changes in the focus of the World Bank in stimulating tourism 
development appears to be through learning from its mistakes. Perhaps this is the only possible means to 
manage tourism but it does bring into question whether tourism can be appropriately planned and 
managed.  

A second problem with the benefits discussed by Sharpley is that they appear to be set within a 
particularly Western view of tourism. Outcomes that one person considers a benefit, another may consider 
a curse; the Western perspective on individual freedom and rights to self-expression are not universal. 
Western cultures may seek hedonistic relaxation in a manner suited to their own attitudes and beliefs but 
this may clash with the cultural and attitudes of local people. While we may be able to manage such conflict 
we cannot manage the purpose and benefits that other cultures ascribe to travel. In contrast to the 
prevailing tourism norms, Din (1989) considers from an Islamic perspective that travel serves the ‘ultimate 
purpose, of making individuals aware of their rights and responsibilities to God and to other individuals’. Given such 
a difference in the purpose of travel, we may consider that the outcome of management processes will be 
determined by power and transformation rather than management and planning.  

A third point that Sharpley raises in discussing the benefits of tourism is the economic, social and 
environmental benefits received, an argument that is vague about how benefits should be measured. Surely 
benefits should be measured in two ways. Firstly, they should be balanced against costs and secondly they 
should be measured against what was intended. There has been little research on the overall costs and 
benefits of tourism: this is a question that taxes our abilities both conceptually, methodologically and 
practically. Certainly the economic benefits of tourism have been found in some situations to be more 
complex and less that those suggested by boosters of tourism, leading to a call for a more informed and 
knowledge-based discussion. I would argue that the knowledge base needed to balance the economic costs 
and benefits of tourism is being constructed through initiatives such as development of Tourism Satellite 
Accounts and beginning to lead to better policy development. However how to balance social and 
environmental against economic costs and benefits is fraught. Sharpley’s argument requires our planners 
and managers to undertake this measurement after a project has been completed. These managers are not 
omnipotent gods; instead they are humans making evaluations in a very less than perfect world. 

A related fundamental flaw in Sharpley’s argument and one that is a ‘blind spot’ in most academic 
papers is his attribution of any benefit from tourism as intentional. His argument is based on the notion 
that if there is a benefit then it must have been intended and is therefore evidence that tourism is being 
managed. Here we have a problem of causality: did the actions of managers and planners involved in 
tourism development and marketing actually lead to the net benefits identified. This is an issue faced by 
many tourism destination promotion organizations currently. These organizations undertake only part of 
the overall marketing and promotion activity for a destination and yet will often measure their performance 
in terms of overall visitor arrivals, nights, or expenditure! Thus some of these managers take credit for 
favourable changes in exchange rates, economic growth in new markets such as China, and the effect of 
global news stories. There is little measurement against promotional objectives (usually stated as targets) 
and even less measurement of performance against development objectives by the people who Sharpley 
wants to manage tourism to ensure that it remains fundamentally a good thing.  



We should remember that managers of tourism enterprises are rewarded for making a profit and 
therefore it is in their own interests to ensure that that profit is as large as possible. Again in Sharpley’s 
words: 

…tourism (as an economic sector) is essentially a manifestation of capitalistic endeavour; tourism businesses of any kind seek to 
exploit resources to maximise returns or profit. Thus, if left unregulated, tourism will like any other sector collectively tend 
towards excess, with inevitable environmental and / or social consequences. 

According to Sharpley, the responsibility for planning and management to ensure that tourism is 
fundamentally a good thing is down to government regulation. An alternative interpretation is that despite 
the efforts of government tourism managers, there is some net benefit to the local community. Using the 
examples from Sharpley’s paper:  

Cyprus enjoyed rapid growth in its tourism sector yet the failure of the authorities to control the development of accommodation 
facilities in line with policy resulted in an over-supply of hotels, with inevitable consequences on the environment and, perhaps 
more significantly, on the profitability of the sector, creating a situation from which the island has arguably been unable to recover. 

I therefore argue that to ensure that tourism is a ‘good thing’, we must firstly identify the purpose of 
tourism. As mentioned above this may be assumed to be the purpose found in Western culture but a 
number of countries (i.e., Saudi Arabia) are in the fortunate position of being able to question this 
assumption and plan and manage for a different purpose. Secondly, I argue that even if we know this 
purpose, we do not benefit to the extent that is expected or at least we do not know how much we benefit 
and who or what is responsible for the outcome we experience.  

But perhaps we can do better. I have already alluded to one of the main reasons why we are unable 
to plan and manage tourism: a lack of knowledge and experience. Tourism, and especially mass tourism, 
is a relatively new activity and unprecedented in its scale and scope. Essentially it involves people 
travelling away from, and living outside their normal environment. This brings into focus a number of 
problems: firstly, when people leave their normal environment they may feel they are able to behave 
differently; secondly, the people they meet are different and therefore a cause of potential conflict; and 
thirdly, there is a need to create new living spaces and services over and above those they already live-in, 
in the origin, and which are exotic or attractive enough to justify the expense of travel. Each of these 
necessities often creates difficult (wicked) problems that need to be managed. Thus fundamentally tourism 
is difficult to plan for and to manage.  

In addition, tourism is also a partially industrialized industry (Leiper et al. 2011) consisting of a 
package of services not all be owned by the same manager, and where there are a variety of government 
jurisdictions involved in policy development, planning, promotion and marketing and so on. Thus the 
planning and management of a tourism destination requires collaboration between tourism operators and 
businesses that also compete with each other in a process known as coopetition, as well as between industry 
and government as various levels. OECD (2012) has made recommendations as to possible solutions for 
some of these issues.  

The problem of lack of cohesion and fragmentation within the organization of tourism has also been 
discussed through use of network analysis techniques (Scott et al. 2008). In such studies it was found that 
stakeholder fragmentation is reduced by centralized leadership that may be found in an industrialized 
destination such as the Gold Coast, Australia (Cooper et al. 2009). However, this centralization may be 
associated with an elite group of powerful stakeholders who effectively control the development and 
marketing decisions. This emphasizes the need for good governance of these organizations and effective 
collaboration with government and the wider industry. Such good governance requires decisions made on 
the basis of sound knowledge, emphasizing the importance of knowledge management, an area where the 
tourism industry is notably weak. In one recent study, Thomas (2012) found that ‘business elites not only 
operate within communities of practice but also tend to learn within their own “meaning perspectives”’ (p. 
553). Thus the knowledge used by planners and managers to make their decisions is biased and incomplete. 

However, Sharpley has some valid points: perhaps mass, all inclusive, tourism is easier to plan and 
manage; and additionally, it may be that industrialised tourism destinations catering to all inclusive 
tourism, where there is a commonly understood purpose – that of making money, it is easier to plan and 



manage. This may explain some of the rapid growth of places such as Costa del Sol. The downside to this 
argument is that it is precisely these types of destinations that are criticized for being unsustainable and 
failing to plan for the future. Today we can see the failure of the planners and managers who have 
subscribed to the Sharpley thesis of mass tourism being fundamentally good. 

I do not wish to leave the discussion without providing some directions that may help to address the 
problems I raised above. They are indeed wicked problems and perhaps embedded in the capitalist system 
or simply in our human nature. Here I would like to suggest that better governance and improved 
management of tourism destinations are possible. Developments in the macro-policy environment favour 
a more collaborative approach, encouraging policy development by governments in conjunction with the 
tourism industry, as well as emphasis on regional or local level decision-making. However, developing a 
multi-actor system that includes public–private partnerships and greater horizontal and vertical co-
ordination of relevant government bodies requires adoption of accepted elements of good governance – 
accountability, responsibility, efficiency and effectiveness, responsiveness, forward looking vision, and the 
rule of law. In addition, active co-operation and co-ordination of activities requires recognition of the 
legitimacy of organizations’ authority to govern and inclusiveness of stakeholders. 
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