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THE ETHICS OF EXCELLENCE IN TOURISM RESEARCH: A REFLEXIVE
ANALYSIS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR EARLY CAREER RESEARCHERS

CATHERYN KHOO-LATTIMORE
Department of Tourism, Sport and Hotel Management, Griffith Business School, Queensland, Australia

Set against the framework of today’s competitive research environment, this article focuses on a less
discussed category of ethics within tourism: that of the researcher as a professional. “Data” are presented as reflexive considerations on the ethical challenges and dilemmas an early career researcher
faced during her transition from the early to mid-career phase. Personal experiences are compared to
a multidisciplinary literature on ethics, education, knowledge production, and distribution. This article concludes that it is possible for early career researchers in the current tourism academic climate
to remain ethical and successful at the same time—if they engage constantly and reflexively with the
ethical questions that surround their own identity, power, and responsibility as academics. The article
also asks that the tourism research community and institutional structures place more emphasis on
the discussion of ethics and codes of conduct.
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Introduction

journals, and even individual academics. This body
of work suggests a benchmark and is particularly
exemplary to early and mid-career researchers
who are mapping out their career paths. However,
at the same time there is growing evidence to suggest that early career researchers are becoming
disillusioned and experiencing below-average success rates in academia (Hillen, Scholl, Martinelli,
Gudzune, & Pype, 2013; Laudel & Gläser, 2008;
National Research Council, 2005; Orlando & Gard,
2014; Tilghman, 1998). Worrying reports about the
transitions early career academics face are abound,

Discussions on research excellence and success
within the tourism as a field of study have been
recent and slowly gaining momentum (Fennell,
2013; Jamal, Smith, & Watson, 2008; Jogaratnam,
Chon, McCleary, Mena, & Yoo, 2005; Law &
Chon, 2007; McKercher, 2005, 2008; McKercher,
Law, & Lam, 2006; Page, 2003; Pechlaner, Zehrer,
Matzler, & Abfalter, 2004). Many of these take
the logical, economic approach and discuss success by ranking and rating the top tourism schools,
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varying in terms of perspectives and geography
(Meyer, 2012; Petersen, Stanley, & Succi, 2011;
Schäfer et al., 2011). Yet, this phase of the career is
crucial in ensuring the successful transformation of
the academic from an “apprentice” into an independent researcher of caliber (Laudel & Gläser, 2008).
Therefore, it is timely to be reflexive, as Hall
(2004) advocated, on the various research communities and their beliefs for the measurement
of success is a very core process that early career
researchers are expected to partake in—that of
knowledge production. In particular, some more
discussions on the ethics by which academic success are built upon is needed. It is fortunate that
within tourism, a few leading senior researchers
have done so and subsequently proposed ideas
for alternative measures of performance (Fennell,
2013; Hall, 2004; Ryan, 2005). Hall (2004) contemplated on how tourism research and the “games
academics play” are influenced by the government
and the academic society. He reinvigorated the need
for academics to be reflexive and hence challenged
tourism researchers to be so in their production of
knowledge. Ryan (2005) was relatively optimistic
about tourism research and outlined the backdrop
for why academic performances need to be measured. Yet, he also questioned the representation
of good, prominent scholars in the top-ranked
journals. He was of the opinion that consideration
for an academic’s contribution should go beyond
publications in top-ranked journals and h-indices.
Instead, academics should be rewarded for their
work in mentoring young and new researchers,
publications in books, and other research leadership
abilities. When a colleague he approached to write
together with declined to do so on the basis that the
article was targeted to a B-ranked journal, Fennel
(2013) lashed out on the lack of ethics among tourism researchers. He was reflexive of current practices of tourism research and then almost concluded
that there is minimal chance for ethics to flourish
as long as excellence is measured quantitatively.
Seemingly disenchanted, Fennel (2013) concluded,
“As scholars, journals, and institutions retreat further into their own Darwinian worlds in the pursuit
of academic excellence, there is the sense that we
really have lost our way” (p. 424). Like Hall (2004)
and Ryan (2005), Fennel (2013) also called for the
tourism research community to be more accepting

of and, consider aiming for, alternative measures
of excellence. He cited the publications of books
and the value of collegiality as examples. However,
whether or not these suggestions for ethical “alternative excellence” can be or are adopted by early
career researchers to succeed in current academic
environments remains to be explored. In fact, Hall
(2004) admitted that although it is virtuous to be
reflexive, he is also aware that reflexivity and
ideal behaviors following reflexivity might only be
privileges accorded to those in established, secure,
and senior positions such as himself. In addition,
scholars writing on the subject of ethics and performance (not necessarily either or) have so far
mainly focused on organizational and operational
issues rather than what Trow (1976, cited in Becher
& Trowler, 2001) called the “private life” (p. 29) of
academia. The latter is important because the questioning of the individual self in the big scheme of
tourism research is the first step towards our understanding of the many selves who make up tourism
research and our intellectual world. Reflexivity on
the self is “where we should start, with ourselves,
and ask some of those difficult questions” (Hall,
2004, p. 150).
Therefore, the focus of this article is on the individual “private life,” that is, from the perspective
of an early career researcher on ethically important
moments during the process of knowledge production. The main objectives of this article are twofold:
(a) to respond and comment on Fennel’s (2013)
plight for ethics and excellence to coexist; and (b) to
be reflexive on a main question: is it possible,
and more importantly feasible, for an early career
researcher in the current tourism academic climate
to remain ethical and successful at the same time?
Success for the purpose of this article is defined
as having exceeded the expectations of what
needs to be achieved by an early career researcher
(Bazeley et al., 1996) before the end of the early
career “term,” which is typically 5 to 6 years of
being conferred the Ph.D. degree (Bazeley, 2003;
Grbich, 1998; Laudel & Gläser, 2008; Petersen,
2006; Schäfer et al., 2011). It is acknowledged
that “current tourism academic climate” will vary
according to geographical jurisdiction, but in this
article the researcher has completed her research
training in New Zealand, began her academic
career in a university in Malaysia, spent 6 months
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in a research-intensive university in the US, and
recently took up a new teaching and research position in Australia.
The rest of the article will be written in the
first person, as I situate myself within my intellectual socialization context of tourism research.
This context refers to the community of tourism
researchers of which I have been, and am being
socialized (Hall, 2004). This is the context that
defines the culture of its faculty excellence. In this
context, I am an Asian female researcher. I was
conferred the doctoral degree in August 2009, and
since then have had two children. The accorded
maternity leave and my new role as mother have
meant that my academic career was suspended
twice, totaling a period that spans over 14 months.
This means that since graduating with a Ph.D. in
August 2009 until present day, I have been socialized in tourism research for an approximate period
of 57 months. This, according to various academic
definitions, places me in the early career phase,
albeit at the finishing leg. As I approach the next
career phase, a reflexive analysis of my transformation within the tourism research setting is
opportune. The interpretive and reflexive nature
of this work justifies autoethnography as a critical method. The foundation of autoethnography
recognizes that individuals and culture are interwoven but that the individuals are cultural agents
whose self-reflections are important platforms
from which to observe the underlying social dynamism, power relations, and cultural influences that
shape one’s behaviors (Ellis, 2004; Noy, 2008).
As such, autoethnography has been described as
a technique that challenges the repressed voice
(Dunkley, 2007) “without the pretense of detachment and often combines the deeply personal with
the analytical” (Botterill & Platenkamp, 2012,
p. 17)—a technique most befitting the objectives
of this article.
The Ethics of Research: The Need to be Reflexive
Discussions on ethics in research are not new
and can be classified into three main categories.
The first is procedural ethics, which “involves
seeking approval from relevant ethics committee to
undertake research involving humans,” while the
second is ethics in practice, referring to “everyday
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ethical issues that arise in the doing of research”
(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p. 263). The latter
deals with the ethical dilemmas researchers face
during data collection and questions how researchers should respond to certain circumstances that
arise so as not to harm their participants (Brewer &
Hunter, 2006; Bulmer, 1982; Faden, Beauchamp, &
King, 1986) or themselves (Jamieson, 2000; LeeTreweek & Linkogle, 2000; Liamputtong, 2006;
Melrose, 2002; Mura, 2013). This article focuses
on the third and a less-discussed category of ethics, which are the ethics typically set out in professional codes of conduct. Most professions and
instructions have professional codes of conduct
(Bulmer, 1982). This includes researchers, as evidenced by the research ethics documents put out
by most if not all higher institutions, but Moscardo
(2010) makes an interesting observation. She notes
that unlike their counterparts in anthropology,
sociology, or psychology, new cohorts of specialized tourism researchers do not seem to have been
educated on any particular code of conduct, and so,
have no guide on how to behave ethically during
their research career. Paradoxically though, tourism
researchers are concerned about the need for ethics for the industry (Donyadide, 2010; Fennell &
Malloy, 1999, 2007; Liamputtong, 2006; Malloy &
Fennell, 1998; Ong, Pearlman, Lockstone-Binney,
& King, 2013; Payne & Dimanche, 1996; Weeden
& Boluk, 2014; Wheeler, 1995). Although it is
important that tourism councils, destination planners, hospitality providers, planners, and legislators understand the ethics of their positions for the
whole industry to continue to thrive in a sustainable
manner, there is also a need for tourism academics
to be reflexive of their own ethical attitudes in order
to facilitate and progress tourism scholarship (Hall,
2011a; Macbeth, 2005). To do so, Moscardo (2010)
raised four key questions, three of which will be
the platform from which my reflexive analysis be
based upon. Her fourth question—“Who and what
is not studied and what does this mean for the welfare of those neglected?”—is beyond the focus of
this article on excellence. In addition, although the
answers to Moscardo’s question is not exhaustive,
it is in the interest of brevity that I have chosen to
present in the following what I think are the most
pressing concerns for an early career academic
researcher.
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Why do we Study Some Aspects
of Tourism but not Others?

Like Hall (2004), tourism research for me is an
“accident” (p. 149). My Ph.D. from the School of
Business at the University of Otago, New Zealand,
was on consumer behavior in residential real estate.
I had to be in Malaysia because my father’s health
was deteriorating. I accepted a position to work in
a tourism and hospitality school. I had thought that
I will be able to continue working on real estate
issues within the tourism sector but discovered that I
was not at all interested in the commercial issues of
hotel and resort properties. At the same time, good
colleagues included me in their projects and I took
on an almost apprentice role. I began to familiarize
myself with the tourism community and with it, the
literature, the subdisciplines, and the who’s who in
tourism. Although I was an eager learner, my earlier publications were all “accidents” and most were
not my choice of study areas. When I look back at
my last 16 publications, I am amazed that except
for four, all that I have cowritten on are not on topics that I have consciously and deliberately chosen
to study. However, this is not to say that I was not
interested in the topics (they all had some aspects
of consumer behavior elements where I could contribute to) but the main reason why I studied them
was, sadly to say, to move on in my career. I had
already been on maternity leave for over a year, and
I was starting out in a brand new field of study. I
had no grant and no mentor. I had to be published
and this was the way I knew how. However, as difficult as it is to declare so, it is far more frightening
to understand that conducting research as a means
to advance one’s career has been so ingrained during the doctoral candidacy. This is cultivated in the
message that one needs a Ph.D. to stay and advance
in academia, and then that the Ph.D. is never
enough without publications, that the h-index is
crucial for promotion, that a successful researcher
is the one that has published (Carson, Bartneck,
& Voges, 2013; Miller, Taylor, & Bedeian, 2011;
van Dalen & Henkens, 2012). During the young
researchers’ formative years of training, debate
on ethics of excellence may not have been given
the same significance as the urgency to publish.
I am not proud of some of my publications but it
is through these publications that I have immersed

in and learned about tourism research and its community. Without these publications, I doubt if I
would have been considered seriously by the different committees for promotion, grant approvals, speaking engagements, doctoral examinations,
and the recent job application. Without these “successes” I would not have gained enough confidence
to speak so convincingly during my lectures, and to
venture into research topics that I really care about.
The publications benefitted me on the personal level
but also the community at large—the students, the
school, the university, and perhaps even my country,
Malaysia, and then my coauthors, their schools, their
universities, and their countries. After all, Johnson
(2011), in his guide for early career researchers
where he also touched on ethics and research integrity, counsels:
Unless you have documentation of the acceptance
of your research outputs by your peers, then you
will be unable to prove to potential grant funders,
promotion panels or new employers just how good
your research output is, or indeed, even if you have
been productive at all. (p. 44)

However, moving on and looking in the rear view
mirror (Hall, 2004), I have now begun to develop
what I believe is a full research agenda that will
mark my “research trail’ (Chubin & Connolly,
1982). The agenda, which centers on women travelers and family tourism, concerns me as a traveler
and tourist, but also as a woman and mother. These
are topics that I can situate myself in and that I
would have qualified as a participant. I am aware
that although my studies seek to make a contribution to knowledge, there is much focus on improving the travel experience of people like me. The
choice for my current research agenda is motivated
by own ideals as much as the other factors stressed
by Wenstøp and Koppang (2009)—factors such as
my own experiences, circumstances, and curiosity. Although I have always strived to ensure that
my data are trustworthy and unbiased, I can still
be possibly criticized by positivists for not being
entirely “objective” and therefore unethical, for
their codes of ethical research conduct are centered
on the notion of the researcher being independent
of the researched and the research (Easterby-Smith
& Thorpe 1991; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Perry,
Riege, & Brown, 1999). Perhaps the reasons why
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I studied certain aspects of tourism are not entirely
altruistic but I am not sure if these reasons alone
are deemed unethical. Publications on ethnography
and autoethnography will suggest otherwise but
except for Hall (2011a), these issues have never
been deliberated by tourism researchers.
To answer the research question, my reflexive
analysis thus far determines that it is exigent to say
for sure if an early career researcher can succeed
within 5 years of the early career period by being
thoroughly ethical. First of all, the question of what
is and is not ethical needs to be further debated. To
this end, I agree with Moscardo (2010) that “the
debate about such a code [of ethics specific to tourism research] could be useful in stimulating awareness of the issues” (p. 211).
What Power do Tourism Researchers Have?
Although power is relational to the context of
who and where we are, tourism researchers as individual agencies have the power to address ethical
issues. My personal dual identity is a case in point.
I am an Asian with a Western last name with a Ph.D.
from a Western university. This identity has a strong
influence on my academic career. The scope and
definition for academic success in Asia are different from those in the West, and therefore the tasks,
roles, and responsibilities expected of an academic
may also differ. When faced with administrative
dilemmas during my 3 years in Malaysia, I have
struggled to balance my Asian-Western values in
determining who is right and who is wrong—I had
blamed the Asians for all things negative and almost
always assumed the Western way to be “more ethical.” Looking back and now forward, I recognize
that the “Western” side of me had not attempted
to understand why things are administered differently in Asia (Mayuzumi, 2008). For example, I
have criticized Asian procedures as being rigid and
inefficient, when I should have understood that
these procedures have been reinforced by dominant
Asian values such as face, respect, and honor for
authorities (Zhang, 2011) that I no longer uphold
as precedence in decision making. This realization
of my own “cultural blindness” (Persson, 2012)
is particularly significant given the many current
instances of the Westernization of scientific endeavors and values in non-Western countries. The power
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to understand the “different others” from an AsianWestern perspective is insightful but the willingness to exercise this power to understand another is
in itself an ethical act.
As an Asian, I also realize that the power associated to seniority and titles such as Drs. and Professors is more potent than I would have liked (Hook,
1984; Wright, 2009). The Asian values of filial piety
and respect for knowledge that have been instilled
in me as a young child have permeated into an obligation to obey stature. I can now appreciate how
my current students (particularly if they are Asians)
as apprentices in training may feel the pressure to
accommodate research to the preferences of academics more seasoned and senior than them. Having
to work outside one’s own research area to complement the objectives of funding agencies may to a certain extent undermined one’s freedom to think and
act independently. I had been merely instructed to
collect data, write the literature review, or put undeserving names on an article. I paid my dues, albeit
begrudgingly, and today I acknowledge this power
in my relationship with my own colleagues and
especially graduate students. With excellence ethics
in mind, this power connected to seniority and titles
should be more carefully considered. For example,
assignments could be less of a prescription and more
of a mutual agreement. Tourism researchers working
with Asian colleagues and students could be more
sensitive so as not to take advantage, even if unintentionally, of the power that accompanies their titles.
The power associated to the prestige of having a
Ph.D. abbreviated to one’s name is not to be underestimated in research. The researcher’s title might
create for the research participants the view that the
researcher is a professional authority. This will in
turn influence the results of the study, be it a qualitative or quantitative one. The same is to be said
with the way the researcher speaks and/or is dressed
(i.e., more smartly than the participants) (Ballinger
& Payne, 2000). This finding implies that the discussion of power in professional ethical conduct
should be included in texts on research design (such
as those by Finn, Elliott-White, & Walton, 2000;
Fowler, 2014; Veal, 2006) and how response errors
could have been caused by assumed researcher
power during data collection (Darbi & Hall, 2014).
Ethics committees might include this concern when
reviewing procedural ethics applications.
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Even as an early career researcher, I recognize the
power I own over my students, colleagues, research
participants, and myself. However, this power has
been very much unexamined and is only appreciated after having read the literature on ethics and
being reflexive of my own experiences within
tourism research. My own critical reflexivity now
reframes power distances between myself and the
people I work with in the tourism community be
they my superiors, colleagues, coauthors, students,
or research participants. In this respect, it is definitely possible for ethics and excellence to coexist
for an early career researcher, but this possibility
is dependent upon the support from the tourism research community, which is arguably in turn a subcontext of broader changes to university education
and demands on researchers.
What Responsibilities do Tourism
Researchers Have?
The responsibilities of any researcher revolve
around teaching, research, and service, but having
undertaken scholarship in Malaysia, New Zealand,
the US, Australia, and working for different institutions around the world as reviewer and examiner,
I have learned that while the expectations for teaching and research are usually clear, the guidelines
for service are somewhat gray. I understand my
responsibilities to the community and attempting to
be an ethical academic, I have in the last 42 months
delivered 25 seminars or workshops at different universities, and have spoken either as a guest speaker,
panelist, or mentor at eight various tourism conferences. I have chaired sessions, organized conferences, and reviewed for conferences as well as
journals. However, I do not know if the items listed
under “Academic Services” in my curriculum vitae
have impressed or will impress my recruitment and
promotion committees. The motivations for servicing the community are intrinsically driven and could
well be what Fennel (2013) described as ethical. I
would like to think that my service to the community
has probably been helpful in my internal career, that
is, within an organization but whether or not another
organization will see this work as important would
be an interesting question to ask. Another good question related to interorganization mobility is if external or internal services receive more weighting.

Academic journals remind us of our responsibility as researchers to add and disseminate new
knowledge to the academic community, and require
that our contribution to theory is articulated. However, another responsibility is to make our work
usable for the professional field. For example, to
compare the results of research in applied sciences
is often reinterpreted in layman terms and/or transformed for practical use, benefitting the industry
and society at large, notwithstanding of course,
cases of poor ethics and private profit. From an
ethical point of view, I have always felt that I need
to make my work accessible to those who do not
necessarily share the academics’ frame of reference. It is important that tourism researchers think
about the degree to which our ideas and information actually address real-world environments,
concerns of industry practitioners, and issues communities face. To this end, it has been suggested
that researchers involve potential stakeholders at
different stages of a study, from pre-data collection
to post-write up (Maile & Griffiths, 2014). Given
that communities and practitioners are generally
unfamiliar with research-based journals (Gopinath
& Hoffman, 1995), suggestions have been made for
researchers to become active in organizations and
associations where both researchers and practition
ers belong (Yin & Moore, 1988). Yin and Moore
even went as far to say that researchers should plan
on delivering a product directed for user groups
rather than only at research groups. In reviewing
multidisciplinary work on knowledge production
and dissemination for this reflexive exercise, I am
now more convinced that researcher engagement
with community is not only a civic responsibility
but a form of scholarship (Ward & Carrigan, 2011).
However, until the tourism research community
and institutional structures around the world value
alternative forms of scholarship other than publications, writing for journals will still be my priority—
for I am, after all, an early career researcher.
Relatedly, access to journals is not one to be
taken for granted, and we need to think about how
our contribution to knowledge reaches academics in less privileged geographical circumstances.
Shortly after beginning my position in Malaysia,
I began to realize that many universities in Asia
do not have immediate access to library databases.
Therefore, access to articles is solely dependent on
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the generosity of authors and kindness of colleagues
in research universities who might e-mail through
softcopies upon requests. So, our responsibility
does not stop at publishing but by thinking about
how we can help make our work and ideas reach
“less fortunate” colleagues. This includes thinking
about where we hold conferences, how much conferences need to cost, barriers to conference attendance, our carbon footprints, and what we can do for
institutions around the conference venue. Ethical
questions around conference attendance by tourism
researchers should be discussed (Hall, 2010).
In a university setting that is normalized as
masculine, tourism scholars have the responsibility
to be more inclusive of those who do not fit into
the “old, white, male” profile. Much research has
shown that the patriarchal ideologies of academia
alienate faculty members who are young, female,
and of other races (see for example, Berry & Mizelle,
2006; Currie, Thiele, & Harris, 2002; Hune, 1997;
Lee, 2002; Li & Beckett, 2006; Liinason, 2012;
Mayuzumi, 2005; Mercer, 2013; Wroblewski, 2012).
The underrepresentation of minorities on leadership, management committees, editorial boards, and
pools of keynote speakers deprives them of the
occasion to contribute towards research on an
equal footing. The lack of different perspectives
from the diversity minority can bring could mean
that the quality of research suffers. Therefore, current meritocracy discourse that replicates exclusions and privileges should be deconstructed and
reconstructed. As a member of the minority group,
I can understand the diverse challenges for attaining academic success and realize that there is
still much more to do to address the gender gap
within the tourism academy (Munar et al., 2015).
Conclusion
This work is probably the most uncomfortable
I have undertaken. Confessing to my own inadequacies is difficult yet my reflexive analysis has
catalyzed what I believe would be important shifts
in my career. Having undergone this reflexive
engagement with critical issues such as identity,
power, and responsibility in academia, I acknowledge that it is most challenging for an early career
researcher not to play “the neoliberal game to
ensure the viability of our schools and our own
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ongoing job security” (Klocker & Drozdzewski,
2012, p. 2). However, I am also optimistic that
future early career researchers can indeed succeed
in the current tourism academic environment without having to compromise on ethics. To do so, I
highly recommend that academics in general, but
early career researchers in particular, commit to a
reflexive exercise that incorporates the three main
questions asked in this article, at least on an annual
basis. To this end, academic promotion committees
could consider adding a section to current application documents that requires candidates to address
these questions on the ethics of excellence, in addition to their achievements in teaching, research,
and service. Therefore, research productivity measurement should take into account alternative forms
of excellence and allows for diverse research subjectivities to excel. Institutional structures and the
tourism research community should also highlight
the importance of codes of conduct among their
new cohorts of researchers. This education on the
ethics of excellence can be easily introduced into
existing doctoral students and academic staff orientation programs. These strategies will ensure that
important dialogues on the morals of excellence
and discussions on the ethical measurement of
success occur throughout an academic’s career.
This article contributes to the tourism academy
in three ways. First, it addresses the call for academics to be critically reflexive (Finlay, 2002; Hall,
2004). Second, it ponders on the role of ethics of
tourism researchers in their quest to excellence,
which has only been recently discussed (Fennell,
2013; Moscardo, 2010). It does so by drawing
on my personal experiences and contributes to the
increasing attention placed on the welfare of early
career researchers (see, e.g., Bazeley, 2003; Bazeley
et al., 1996; Foote, 2010; Johnson, 2011; Laudel &
Gläser, 2008; Mercer, 2013; Orlando & Gard, 2014)
and minority groups of faculty members (Berry
& Mizelle, 2006; Currie et al., 2002; Hune, 1997;
Lee, 2002; Li & Beckett, 2006; Mayuzumi, 2005,
2008). Finally, although written from the perspective of an early career researcher, this article is to
an extent a reminder to the general tourism research
community of the responsibilities that accompany
the power associated to our title and knowledge.
This section of the article is less a conclusion and
more a call for all tourism researchers to engage
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reflexively with the ethics of excellence. I hope
that as more of us do so, tourism researchers will
“have more to offer” (Fennell, 2013, p. 421) and
tourism as a field of study will not again be ranked
the “worst performing sector” (Hall, 2011b). I will
certainly attempt to do so, while keeping my eye
on the criteria for promotion.
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