
   

Marketing responsible tourism 

Clare Weeden 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of some of the key challenges that face those tasked with 

marketing responsible tourism. It begins with a brief review of the ethical issues that dominate 

discussion of tourism’s impact, and an articulation of the main drivers for responsible tourism. 

The chapter defines responsible tourism, discusses some of the major barriers to increasing 

demand for responsible holidays, and reflects on the various marketing methods adopted by 

tour operators in this industry. The chapter concludes with recommendations for future 

consideration. 

The success of mass tourism 

Each year millions of people travel, take holidays and pursue leisure experiences in pursuit of 

self-discovery, relaxation and pleasure (Weeden 2013). Because such aspirations are often 

considered essential to life in post-industrial society, demand for travel has grown exponentially 

during the past 60 years. As a consequence, 4.8 billion international and domestic trips were 

taken in 2011 (UNWTO 2012a), while the forecasted increase in demand from the BRIC 

countries of Brazil, Russia, India and China means 1.8 billion international and 7 billion 

domestic trips will be taken by 2030 (UNWTO 2011; UNWTO 2012b). Although tour operators 

may be delighted with such success and happy to meet the commercial opportunities presented 

by these forecasts, not everyone is pleased with the style of tourism’s development, and not all 

stakeholders believe they benefit equally from tourist expenditure. For instance, while tourism 

undoubtedly brings economic benefit, some question whether an industry renowned for its 

propensity to offer high volume, low price tourism to the mass market can ever be truly 

sustainable and conform to socially just and equitable principles (Cleverdon and Kalisch 2000; 

Wearing 2002; Higgins-Desbiolles 2008).  



   

In response to such criticism, commentators have spent decades debating various types of 

‘alternative tourism’, discussing what these approaches might look like, and trying to establish 

how they could be sold successfully to the market place (see for example Eagles et al. 2002; 

Kalisch 2001; Scheyvens 2002). The most well established of these proposed alternatives are 

ecotourism, community-based tourism, Pro-poor tourism, Fair Trade tourism, ethical tourism 

and responsible tourism. While debate continues as to the individual merits of these related 

concepts, tensions over terminology have detracted from the message that consumers and 

industry must move together towards the goal of taking responsibility in tourism (Cooper and 

Ozdil 1992). Whilst clearly prioritising different aspects of tourism and travel, individually and 

collectively the aim of these alternatives are to foster a just and equitable approach to the 

development, operation and management of tourism.  Such aspirations are critical to the future 

success of the industry, which is coming under ‘increasing international pressure […] to address 

issues of global warming, social inequality and diminishing natural resources’ (Frey and 

George 2008:107). Indeed, calls have long been made for the tourism and travel industry to 

refocus attention on sustaining fair and cooperative relationships rather than relying on unjust 

appropriation of human and non-human capital (see for example Font and Ahjem 1998; Forsyth 

1997; Hultsman 1995; Payne and Dimanche 1996).  Responsibility in tourism and responsible 

forms of tourism are increasingly considered fundamental to the industry’s future success (see 

Leslie 2012). 

Defining responsible tourism 

With its roots in the concept of sustainable tourism, responsible tourism has developed from 

the understanding that ‘tourism-related actors can develop a sense of ethical and moral 

responsibility that has resonance beyond self-interest’ (Bramwell et al. 2008:253). This idea 

that tourism should deliver benefits to a range of stakeholders, and not just operate for the 

pleasure of the tourist, is inherent in the following definition,  

 Responsible tourism minimises negative economic, environmental, and social 



   

impacts, generates greater economic benefits for local people and enhances the 

well-being of host communities. It aims to improve working conditions and 

access to the industry, involve local people in decisions that affect their lives and 

life chances, and make positive contributions to the conservation of natural and 

cultural heritage and to the maintenance of the world’s diversity. Responsible 

tourism also strives to provide more enjoyable experiences for tourists through 

more meaningful connections with local people, and a greater understanding of 

local cultural, social and environmental issues. It provides access for physically 

challenged people, is culturally sensitive, and engenders respect between tourists 

and hosts so building local pride and confidence (International Centre for 

Responsible Tourism (ICRT n.d.). 

Such priorities also underpin Goodwin and Pender’s (2005) definition of responsible tourism, 

which although vague, echoes Cooper and Ozdil’s (1992) point that shared responsibility is 

essential. In this instance they clarify the role of two key stakeholders – business and 

consumers. They assert responsible tourism is,  

 [a] business and consumer response to some of the major economic, social and 

environmental issues which affect our world. It is about travelling in a better way 

and about taking responsibility for the impacts that our actions have socially and 

economically on others and on their social, cultural and natural environment 

(Goodwin and Pender 2005:303). 

Much of the discussion about responsibility in business and consumer lifestyles can be traced 

back to George Fisk who was one of the first to express concern over the global implications 

of mass production and consumption among the advanced nations of the world. His influential 

paper stressed individuals needed to take responsibility for limiting their personal consumption 

in order to encourage a rational and efficient (as opposed to extravagant and unnecessary) use 

of the world’s resources (Fisk, 1973). Like Goodwin and Pender, and also Cooper and Ozdil, 



   

Fisk called for all stakeholders (business, government and consumers) to work together on joint 

initiatives to curb excessive consumption. He cited Margaret Mead’s understanding of 

responsibility in support of his point, 

…[R]esponsibility will include planning for lifestyles which are feasible 

economically and which will contribute to the sense of justice and dignity of all 

the people of the earth (Mead, 1970, as cited in Fisk, 1973:25).  

Mead’s explicit mention of the connections between responsible consumption, social justice 

and human dignity, emerged much later - in the definitions of responsible tourism presented 

earlier, and in the principles of the Cape Town Declaration (2002) on responsible tourism in 

destinations, the latter of which underpins the ICRT’s definition of responsible tourism.  

Expectations that people and also corporations should take responsibility for their individual 

and collective acts are much more widespread now than they were in 1973, largely due to the 

United Nation’s emphasis on sustainable development goals to be embedded in targets for 

global growth, and public demand for transparency in business. Such developments have been 

fundamental to the increasing adoption of corporate social responsibility (CSR) as a benchmark 

of ethical business practice. However, while commercial entities, as well as non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs), have largely accepted the need to embrace the concept of responsibility 

in tourism, it appears that positive consumer response to this is somewhat inconsistent.  

For example, apart from Tourism Concern, a UK campaign group for ethical and fairly traded 

tourism, there is little evidence of consumer-led calls for tourists to adopt higher ethical 

standards when travelling.  Indeed, given the small number of responsible holidays sold, and 

studies revealing people want to relax and have fun rather than think about ethical issues on 

holiday, it appears tourists are unaware of or uninterested in the negative impact of their 

holidays on other people, cultures and environments. While research indicates neither 

consumers are aware of the issues (see Mintel 2012), there is clearly a gap between tourists’ 

claimed intentions and their subsequent behaviour. The following section will tease out some 



   

of the background tensions to this situation and examine the extent to which such behaviour 

can be changed for the positive.    

Consumer demand for responsible tourism 

Given that tourism and travel industry actors are increasingly urged to take greater 

responsibility for their actions and to rely less on others to deliver positive behavioural change  

(Coles et al., 2013), it is unfortunate that consumers are not rising to the challenge and playing 

their part to achieve this. As noted in the previous section, a significant challenge facing those 

keen to increase demand for responsible tourism is that while there is evidence of interest 

among both suppliers and tourists, the numbers of holidays sold remains tiny. For example, in 

2011, UK-based responsible tour operators sold holidays worth £188 million. While this is an 

increase of 154% since 1999 (and an increase of 54% since 2008)  (Cooperative Bank, 2010, 

2012), it is insignificant in comparison with the £35 billion UK outbound and domestic holiday 

market (Mintel 2012). With regard to consumers, more than 45 per cent of UK tourists do not 

want to think about ethical issues on holiday, and 49 per cent claim not to feel responsible for 

the environmental impact of their holidays (Mintel 2012).  

Several reasons have been put forward as to why responsible tourism appears to be such a low 

priority for holidaymakers. These include consumers being confused about the array of labels 

(ethical, eco, sustainable, Fair Trade) used to describe responsible holidays. Also, while many 

tourists are adept at booking holidays independently, others may be challenged by the many 

inter-dependent components of the holiday business, and the sometimes-overwhelming amount 

of information needed to make what are often very complex bookings. Being required to read 

additional information about the ethical issues involved in their holidays increases the levels of 

decision-making for consumers, and may lead to information overload and subsequent 

disenfranchisement with the issue (Cherrier 2007). The desire to “switch off” from the concerns 

of everyday life is documented as another reason as to why tourists disregard ethical issues in 

tourism (Barr et al. 2010). Similarly, as noted in ethical consumer studies (Szmigin et al. 2009), 



   

tourists are likely to prioritise convenience, quality and price over ethical considerations in their 

decision-making. Such issues further challenge those operators who are keen to deliver 

responsible holidays, a point already been noted by the mass market as illustrated by the 

following quote,  

[consumers will only] … purchase more sustainably if it is easy to do so, 

affordable and well communicated. [TUI] are very aware that destination 

quality, attractiveness, weather and comfort levels are key determinants of 

customer decision-making, the quality of holiday experiences and thus our 

business success (Jane Ashton, TUI Travel’s Director of Group Sustainable 

Development, TUI Travel plc. 2010b:11).  

Some people ignore the ethical issues completely yet buy responsible holidays because they 

want to experience a quality holiday, travel in a small group and interact meaningfully with 

local communities, all of which responsible operators generally provide (Weeden 2002). The 

ethical component for such individuals is an incidental bonus rather than a deliberate element 

in their decision-making. In this instance, promotional campaigns emphasising quality and 

authenticity will be more relevant to consumers than marketing material that tries to reinforce 

the ethical component of the holiday. This may explain why some or the SMME operators mute 

their ethical credentials (Weeden 2005).  

Indeed, companies who bring ethical brands to the market with no penalty in terms of quality 

or price are considered most likely to succeed as such criteria are at the top of most consumers’ 

priorities (Page and Fearn 2005).  Potentially, such an approach might widen appeal for 

responsible travel beyond the niche of the committed ethical consumer, as well facilitate the 

incorporation of sustainable values in tourism development. Such a recommendation would 

certainly correspond with the perspective that responsible tourism is a guiding philosophy and 

not a niche product. Unfortunately, moving the operations industry towards the situation 

whereby they offer responsibility as standard, rather than as an add-on or a competitive 



   

opportunity, is unlikely to happen in the short term.  

Aside from the competitive barriers to encouraging the supply of responsible holidays, perhaps 

the most significant challenge in the drive to encourage responsible tourism stems from 

people’s holiday motivations being extremely complex and highly subjective. They also reflect 

a range of physical, psychological and aspirational factors.  From the small number of 

responsible holidays being sold, it appears few people are willing to supplement a potentially 

extensive list of personal motivations with an equally large number of ethical considerations. 

Also, many people who claim to be concerned about ethical issues in tourism (see Tearfund 

2000a, 2000b, 2001) change their minds, or do not act upon their intentions, at the point of 

purchase (Budeanu 2007; Choi and Sirakaya 2005; Hares et al. 2010; Miller et al. 2010; 

Sharpley 2000).  

This gap between attitudes, intentions and behaviour has been extensively examined across all 

areas of the ethical consumer literature (Shaw and Clarke 1999; Shaw and Shiu 2003). It has 

also been addressed in tourism. For example, studies of consumer attitudes with regard to 

climate change and personal air travel reveal that holiday decision-making is perceived 

differently from that associated with everyday purchases. Using social practice theory, this 

research indicates holidays are considered “sacred” and explained as hard habits to break (Barr 

et al. 2010; Dickinson et al. 2010; Verbeek and Mommaas 2008). Even consumers who are 

environmentally focused in everyday life rationalise their less than ethical holiday choices with 

statements like, ‘it is too difficult for me to change my behaviour’, ‘my actions as an individual 

won’t make any difference’, and ‘I protect the environment in other ways’ (see Stoll-Kleemann 

et al. 2001:112).  Such studies are not the focus of this chapter. Indeed, detail of consumer 

attitudes and their impact on behaviour can be found in greater detail elsewhere (Carrington et 

al. 2010). Rather, the focus of this chapter is to discuss how tour operators can use such 

information to market and promote responsible tourism. The following sections examine this 

in greater depth. 



   

Tour operators and responsible tourism 

The previous section discussed some of the challenges facing operators who want to increase 

demand for responsible tourism. Indeed, through their supply of holiday and leisure 

experiences, tour operators are pivotal in the development of a responsible industry, and should 

be encouraged to do more to achieve this objective. Unfortunately, mass-market tour operators 

are often considered part of the problem and the “bad boys” of tourism. However, while they 

have been pilloried for destroying the social, cultural and environmental resources on which 

they rely (see McKercher 1993), there is evidence that many tour operators are passionate about 

delivering a responsible product (see Weeden 2005).  

Arguably, a more accurate assessment of operators’ potential contribution towards this goal 

would acknowledge the diverse nature of the different operations, both in size and offer, the 

financial imperatives of conducting business in such a highly competitive market, and the 

extensive efforts of many operators, not only to demonstrate their ethical credentials, but also 

to facilitate change in others.  Admittedly, the majority of the latter tend to be small, medium 

and micro sized enterprises (SMMEs), whose owner-managers claim to feel a personal moral 

obligation to care about the impacts of their products and services (see Weeden 2005). The 

most prominent of such organisations operating out of the UK include Tribes Travel, Discovery 

Initiatives, Rainbow Tours, Steppes Discovery, Baobab Travel and Exodus Travel. Such 

companies are not confined to the UK - similarly motivated companies operate in all areas of 

the world.  

Having noted the strong emphasis on responsibility from SMMEs operating in tourism, who 

rely on access to quality resources to compete effectively in an oligopolistic market place, there 

is also some evidence that the mass market is adapting its activities in line with calls for a more 

just and equitable system. Admittedly the evidence is patchy, but Europe’s largest operator, 

TUI Travel, arguably deserves credit for attempting to promote responsibility and sustainable 

practice. Widely recognised for their commitment to sustainable tourism, responsible 



   

leadership strategy and carbon reduction initiatives, TUI focuses on promoting a positive 

business case for responsibility in order to encourage other operators to follow suit. The 

company claims that acting responsibly enables them to attract investors, reduce costs, recruit 

quality staff, and improve the quality of their products (TUI Travel plc. 2010a). In combination, 

these benefits allow TUI to gain competitive advantage, which in turn enables them to spend 

money and time on protecting their access to social, cultural and environmental assets. 

Cynics might argue such pronouncements are self-serving and merely marketing and public 

relations puffery, especially in light of TUI’s First Choice brand controversially moving 

exclusively to all-inclusive hotels in summer 2012. However, it would be unfair to blame a 

single set of stakeholders for the relative status quo in the responsible tourism market, 

especially as commercial organisations, by definition, can only survive if they successfully 

fulfil customer needs. Indeed, tour operators who understand the wider importance of 

promoting responsible holidays face considerable challenge – not only must they secure 

profitable sales in an increasingly competitive global market, they also have to ensure supply 

chains conform to corporate promises on responsibility, and persuade consumers of the benefits 

of incorporating responsibility into their holiday decisions.  

It is this latter issue that is one of the major obstacles to those seeking to develop responsible 

tourism beyond its somewhat niche status. Indeed, if European tourists are not interested in 

buying responsible holidays the industry must find new ways to encourage people to change, 

not only their attitudes, but also their behaviour.  Such an objective has been discussed 

extensively in the climate change and tourism debate, with social practice theory being mooted 

as one explanation for the attitude-behaviour gap, as noted earlier (see Barr et al. 2010; Hares 

et al. 2010). Much of the literature generated by these studies also identify the potential of 

marketing to positively influence consumer behaviour change, but this remains relatively little 

discussed in terms of tour operators. Such an emphasis is the key focus of the following section, 

which discusses how operators commonly use marketing to promote responsible holidays, and 

considers some of the challenges associated with such activity.  



   

Using the principles of marketing to sell ethical products 

With its roots in 1950s USA, marketing is a critical management function and an essential 

component in the effective promotion of products, services, ideologies and ideas (Belz and 

Peattie 2012). It has been defined as ‘… organised effort, activity and expenditure designed 

first to acquire a customer and second to maintain and grow a customer at a profit’ (Kotler et 

al. 2009:4).  Similarly, the American Marketing Association clarify it as the ‘activity, set of 

institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings 

that have value for customers, clients, partners and society at large’ (in Pomering et al. 

2011:958). 

Unfortunately, given its pivotal role in influencing demand, society holds marketing and 

marketing professionals in very low esteem. Marketing activity is often perceived to be 

unethical, with marketers held responsible for consumers being persuaded to buy products and 

services they do not need, and for exploiting not only the people buying the products but also 

those producing them (Neyland and Simakova 2009). Those tasked with marketing products 

that have an ethical dimension (like responsible tourism) face even greater challenge because 

consumers’ also exhibit extreme cynicism about the inherently unethical nature of the corporate 

world. Such mistrust and scepticism is in large part due to increasing (Internet) access to news 

media, citizen-consumer reports of dubious marketing practice, and the extensive levels of 

ethical and green wash in the 1980s (Peattie and Crane 2005).  

How much people distrust an organisation that claims to be ethical seems to correspond with 

its size. For instance, mistrust is particularly prevalent when the vendor organisation is a large 

multinational corporation (de Pelsmacker et al. 2005). Arguably it is attitudes such as these that 

encourage many ethically-motivated organisations to play down their ethical, environmental 

and/or CSR achievements (Crane 1997). Indeed, companies with proactive CSR policies are 

often reticent to proclaim them for fear of being accused of exploiting moral obligation for the 

(cynical) pursuit of profit (Steger et al. 2007; van de Ven 2008). 



   

In light of such perceptions and in tandem with the rise of the citizen-consumer, marketing 

professionals are increasingly acknowledging the need to refocus their efforts to develop a 

sustainable approach to marketing. Initiated by Fisk’s concern about excessive consumption 

levels, and influenced, as noted earlier, by the emphasis on sustainable development in the 

United Nation’s Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development 

(WECD) 1987), sustainable marketing has been developed with the intention of combining the 

following: satisfying customer needs, meeting organisational goals, being compatible with 

ecosystems and cognisant of society’s long term needs  (Fuller 1999). Sustainable marketing in 

tourism places emphasis on sustainability at each stage in the process of marketing, on the 

premise that marketing is ‘a way of doing business rather than a mere managerial function’ 

(Pomering et al. 2011:955) These authors argue that traditional marketing mixes do not address 

broader societal concerns, and believe,  

The concept of the marketing mix is the ideal checklist for examining what 

tourism organisations currently do and how they might more appropriately 

meet increasing sustainability demands. The elements of the marketing mix are 

captured in the core values of the organisation, reflecting the nature of its 

relationships with key stakeholders, such as suppliers, consumers, employees, 

host communities and the environment. These relationships signal the degree 

of the organisations’ sustainability orientation (Pomering et al. 2011:961). 

In common with responsible tourism, sustainable marketing has spawned a number of labels 

including green, ecological, social and societal marketing, which to some extent has resulted in 

confusion and also misunderstanding (Belz and Peattie 2012; Fuller 1999).  Also, like 

responsible tourism, it has been the focus of debate, with some arguing the term is an oxymoron 

(Fuller, 1999), and asserting ‘marketing [is] traditionally considered an enemy of sustainability’ 

(Pomering et al. 2011:953).  This latter point is critical to those promoting responsible holidays. 

Indeed, tourism marketing has been criticised for focusing too much on opportunities for 

economic growth and too little on the impact of tourism development on people, places and the 



   

environment (Jamrozy 2007). It is also blamed for encouraging tourists to believe greater levels 

of “happiness” can be attained with each additional holiday purchase, a theme evident in many 

areas of modern life (Kasser 2004). 

Social marketing in tourism 

It is clear from the discussions in this chapter so far that marketing is often perceived negatively. 

As such, it is not surprising that those who use it for professional reasons have sought to ally 

themselves with a more sustainable remit. However, it is by far the only initiative tasked with 

the rehabilitation of marketing as a socially positive function. For example, although it shares 

similar objectives with sustainable marketing, social marketing has lately been lauded as the 

most effective way of influencing, changing and/or preventing behaviour (see Belz and Peattie 

2012). It is most commonly observed in campaigns associated with health, where it is used to 

discourage harmful behaviour, such as drug and alcohol addiction, or to promote positive 

physical activity aimed at improving individual health and wellbeing.   

In its purest form, the primary difference for social marketing is that it aims to benefit targeted 

individuals, groups and society, whereas the objective of traditional marketing is to benefit the 

organisation carrying out the promotional activity (Andreasen 1994).  Social marketing, a term 

first coined by Kotler and Zaltman in 1971, has been defined as, ‘the adaptation of commercial 

marketing technologies to programmes designed to influence the voluntary behaviour of target 

audiences to improve their personal welfare and that of the society of which they are a part’ 

(Andreasen 1994:110). Whilst using similar techniques, social marketing differs from 

traditional marketing because of an emphasis on, 

… understanding and overcoming barriers to behavioural change. Where a 

commercial marketing approach might begin by asking why people might buy this 

coffee, and how they can be encouraged to do so, a social marketing approach would 

first seek to understand why most do not buy it, and how their objections might be 

overcome … for a product seeking to move beyond a market niche, tackling the reason 



   

for non-purchase amongst the majority of consumers is crucial (Golding and Peattie 

2005:160).  

The utility of social marketing to influence consumer demand for responsible tourism has been 

noted for some time. For example it is more than a decade since Dinan and Sargeant (2000) 

first suggested ecotourism destinations could adopt its techniques to target tourists already 

predisposed to act sustainably. Significantly, however, it is also critical if seeking to activate 

“new” patterns of behaviour, making it useful for widening demand for responsible tourism by 

reaching out to tourists not yet convinced of the need to adopt such behaviour. Indeed, given 

the prevalence of the attitude-behaviour gap, whereby consumers express concern but take no 

action, a technique that encourages people to change their behaviour is definitely worth 

exploring, not only to increase consumer demand for responsible holidays but to persuade the 

industry to adopt more responsible forms of development.   

This is the key challenge for any initiative aimed at modifying human behaviour; people are 

notoriously reluctant to abandon their habitual life patterns (Dinan and Sargeant 2000), 

particularly if addiction is involved. This is highly relevant in tourism and travel, where 

travellers have been labelled as displaying an addiction to flying (Cohen et al. 2011). Although 

this might initially be interpreted as an extreme view, behaviour commonly associated with 

addiction, such as patterns of denial, suppression of guilt, an off-loading of responsibility and 

failed attempts to end destructive behaviour, certainly has resonance in tourist research and an 

improved understanding of addictive behaviours may contribute to greater knowledge of the 

factors involved in the attitude-behaviour gap.  Certainly the conceptualisation of tourist inertia 

(express concern but do nothing) as an “addiction” merits further research attention (for more 

debate on this issue see Gössling 2013) . 

Of course, no single solution will ever be sufficient to overcome the complex set of challenges 

faced by those wanting to promote responsible tourism to society, and social marketing is no 

exception to this.  Indeed, while it may assist in communicating the benefits of tourism, and 



   

promoting social equity and international understanding through its operation (Jamrozy 2007), 

there are several reasons why it might be difficult to encourage the travel industry to fully 

endorse the techniques associated with it. Firstly, social marketing is considered by many to be 

the remit of public and non-profit organisations rather than the private sector. Secondly, a key 

objective of social marketing is to enhance society’s wellbeing. This would be challenging for 

any tour operator, especially a public company, as investors may be less interested in social 

benefits and more concerned with share dividends. Thirdly, when the objects of the campaign 

are in a far-off country, as they are likely to be for many holidays, the object of the campaign 

is so far removed from the consumer that it will be a challenge to make the connection 

meaningful (Weeden 2013).  

Conclusion 

Given the extensive list of challenges so far discussed in this chapter regarding the marketing 

of ethical products and the related problems of incorporating ethical messages in holiday 

promotion, how might the industry move forward to embrace a sustainable future, at the same 

time as encourage a greater demand for responsible travel? There are of course many group 

initiatives already in existence, which have been formed specifically with these joint objectives 

in mind. For example, Tourism Concern’s Ethical Tour Operator Group (ETOG) focuses on 

providing support and encouragement to tourism SMEs to provide ethical and fairly traded 

tourism. A different programme, the Tour Operators’ Initiative (TOI), involves a range of tour 

operators, including TUI plc and Accor, who work together with UNEP and UNWTO to 

support sustainable tourism development.  

With regard to the tourist, Stanford (2008:270) suggests appealing to those who already exhibit 

elements of responsible consumption economically, environmentally or culturally, ‘to 

demonstrate a greater degree of responsibility within the dimensions they already practice’. 

This group of consumers could be potentially significant in terms of increasing demand for 

responsible tourism. For example, while nearly half of UK consumers do not feel responsible 



   

for the impact of their holidays, 32 per cent are unsure with a similar number claiming not to 

know whether they want to think about ethics on holiday (Mintel 2012). The existence of such 

a group, and their potential for persuasion, has also been recognised by TUI,  

[a] lthough there is not an active majority that consider sustainability as an 

integral part of their decision-making process, industry should look 

promisingly at the large number of ambivalent consumers that are within the 

field of influence. Consumer demographics demonstrate divergence in attitudes 

towards sustainability amongst different consumer groups but encouragingly, 

no particular group in terms of age or lifestyle (Jane Ashton, Director for 

Sustainable Development, TUI Travel Plc. 2010:11). 

Such ideas have their roots firmly in the marketing domain where efforts to increase usage (and 

therefore purchase of a product or service) from light to heavy are seen as essential in 

campaigns to cost-effectively increase demand. However, and this is the nub of the issue – how 

might the tour operations industry collectively move tourists towards an expectation of 

responsibility from operators, whilst encouraging them to accept they also have a personal role 

to play? The industry is notoriously competitive and run on very tight financial margins. Such 

extreme trading conditions, almost inevitably lead to power struggles between all operators, 

large and small. While much of the literature on responsible tourism has called for collaboration 

and cooperation amongst all stakeholders, the industry at present shows little sign of moving 

towards this – apart from voluntary initiatives, the competition is as tight as ever.  

Consumers believe they benefit from such competition, not least because of the impact it has 

on the price they pay for their holidays. Competition does not however  automatically increase 

quality, and quality holidays will be the domain of future developments in sustainability and 

responsible tourism. Unless everyone, supplier and consumer alike, work together to achieve 

such an objective, a truly responsible industry will be difficult to secure. Tourists remain at the 

heart of the tourism industry and so efforts to encourage them to embrace responsible tourism 



   

are essential. While all tour operators ought to be more proactive in the development of a 

responsible industry, every industry actor needs to do more to deliver leisure and business 

experiences that provide beneficial relationships and positive financial outcomes for all, not 

only to secure the future of the industry but also to protect the social, cultural and natural assets 

on which they depend.   
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