
Highlights of Sustainability

ISSN 2696-628X, A Peer-Reviewed Open Access Journal by Highlights of Science
 https://www.hos.pub/ho/sustainability

Tourism and Wellbeing: Failures of Theory,
Research and Practice

by Larry Dwyer

Cite this Article
Dwyer, L. (2025). Tourism and Wellbeing: Failures of Theory, Research and Practice.
Highlights of Sustainability, 4(3), 192–204. https://doi.org/10.54175/hsustain4030012

Publisher of Peer-Reviewed Open Access Journals
 https://www.hos.pub
Barcelona, Spain

https://www.hos.pub/


 
 

 
Highlights of Sustainability 2025, 4(3), 192–204. https://doi.org/10.54175/hsustain4030012 https://www.hos.pub 
 

Article 
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Email: larry.dwyer@uts.edu.au 

Abstract Across the social sciences, wellbeing measures are being developed to cover a more 
comprehensive picture of factors contributing to quality of life. However, ongoing neglect of the 
wellbeing outcomes of tourism activity has restricted the relevance of much tourism research, 
practice and policymaking globally. These include failure to recognise human wellbeing as the 
primary aim of any industrial development, including tourism; adherence to a superficial con-
ception of the nature of wellbeing and its measures; a failure to acknowledge that human wellbe-
ing, beyond “needs”, is an essential component of sustainable development; tourism stakeholder 
adherence to a primarily static, rather than dynamic conception of sustainability; failure to dis-
tinguish between “weak” and “strong” sustainability; uncritical adoption of a pro-growth mindset 
that is steadily depleting and degrading the resources and the wellbeing of life on the planet; 
failure to incorporate wellbeing outcomes into tourism business mission statements; and failure 
to treat seriously the need for tourism degrowth at least for some sectors of the industry. To 
address such failures, tourism decisionmakers must incorporate stakeholder wellbeing outcomes 
into conceptual analysis, empirical research and policy assessment. 
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1. Introduction 
Reflecting the global dominance of neoliberalism, destination GDP growth, measuring 

the change in the value of the goods and services produced in an economy in a given year, 
has become the standard measure for international economic benchmarking and the ra-
tionale for private and public sector obsession with growth [1]. However, while growth in 
GDP is central to the neoliberalism policy agenda, and an important objective sought by 
tourism destinations worldwide, it does not measure resident quality of life, happiness or well-
being [2,3]. Despite acknowledgement of this limitation, GDP growth remains the dominant 
objective of destinations worldwide [3]. 

Over the past two decades, within the Beyond GDP approach, wider measures of social 
progress are being developed to either complement, adjust or replace GDP growth [4–6]. A 
core thesis of  Beyond GDP is that the ultimate purpose of any industrial development is to improve 
the individual and social wellbeing of current and future generations of life on Earth [7–9]. Eco-
nomic metrics are now regarded as just one type of measure alongside other indicators that better 
capture the range of factors contributing to economic, social, and environmental wellbeing. Con-
sistent with this position, global surveys indicate strong support for the view that human wellbeing 
should be a fundamental objective of public policy, wellbeing outcomes are now widely regarded 
as essential in identifying and pursuing alternative paths of sustainable development [10]. Aca-
demic interest in the concept of wellbeing is demonstrated by an evolving body of literature 
investigating its nature, sources and measures [6,11–13]. 

Several governments have recently attempted to incorporate resident wellbeing outcomes in 
policy implementation and assessment, identifying a range of sources of wellbeing and associated 
indicators. The Wellbeing Economy Governments (WEGo) partnership (https://weall.org/wego), 
with member countries—Iceland, Wales, Finland, Scotland, New Zealand, with Canada closely 
associated [14–16], affirms that “development” entails delivering human and ecological wellbe-
ing. WEGo countries base policymaking on three key principles: “respect for planetary ecological 
boundaries, ensuring equitable distribution of wealth and opportunity for all residents; and effi-
cient resource allocation to enhance social wellbeing” [17]. Numerous other countries are now 
according wellbeing outcomes an important role in the public policy cycle, incorporating 
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measures developed by their national statistical agencies to operationalise the notion of well-
being [8–10,17,18]. 

While development of wellbeing measures has received increased attention in the social 
sciences, curiously, tourism stakeholders are yet to fully appreciate the importance of wellbeing 
estimates in industry decision-making, public policymaking, and research. Except for some stud-
ies [19–21], the formulation and use of wellbeing measures is yet to engage the serious attention 
of tourism researchers. Despite some lip service being accorded to opportunities for tourism ex-
pansion to enhance resident wellbeing, for the most part, wellbeing outcomes are not measured, 
and do not reflect the sources and indicators identified in the established wellbeing frameworks 
developed in recent years. In much of the tourism research effort, wellbeing outcomes associated 
with industry development are typically marginalised, given an overly narrow meaning that limits 
their relevance to tourism practice and policy, or else neglected entirely. For tourism research to 
take the Beyond GDP approach seriously requires a rethinking of societal goals to accord stake-
holder wellbeing outcomes an essential role in tourism planning, development and policy analysis. 

This paper identifies several important areas where tourism stakeholders (researchers, firms 
and governance institutions) have failed to respond adequately to challenges posed by the Beyond 
GDP approach, failing to incorporate wellbeing outcomes into tourism policy, research and prac-
tice. One area of concern involves failure to recognise human wellbeing as the ultimate purpose 
of industrial development, including tourism. Another involves a general adherence to a superfi-
cial conception of the nature of wellbeing and its measurement, reflecting insufficient under-
standing that enhancement of human wellbeing is an essential feature of sustainable develop-
ment. A related concern involves tourism stakeholder adherence to a primarily static, rather than 
dynamic conception of sustainability that requires development to range over both the present 
and future time periods. Another failure relates to an inadequate understanding that sustainable 
development of the tourism industry depends crucially on changes in the quantity and quality of 
capital assets that bequeath wellbeing opportunities to future generations. The extent to which 
these stocks can be substituted for one another is also neglected. Failure to distinguish between 
“weak” and “strong” sustainability has restricted debate on ways to prioritise the economic, social 
and environmental wellbeing outcomes associated with tourism development. This issue depends 
on the effects of different types of impacts on stakeholder wellbeing. Mainstream tourism devel-
opment and research are also uncritically embedded within a pro-growth mindset that is steadily 
depleting and degrading the resources and the wellbeing of life on the planet, with consequent 
failure to treat the need for tourism degrowth with the seriousness it deserves. A selected research 
agenda is identified to address these failures. 

2. Failure to Acknowledge the Importance of Wellbeing Measures 
It is widely agreed in the social science literature that the ultimate objective of public policy 

is human wellbeing, present and future [7–9]. This implies that tourism research and destination 
management should incorporate stakeholder wellbeing outcomes associated with tourism devel-
opment into conceptual analysis, empirical studies, policy intervention and assessment, in an in-
tegrated way. Wellbeing outcomes provide more detailed information to inform tourism analysis 
and policy than do standard performance indicators that focus on physical or monetary impacts 
only. To affect people’s lives, measures of stakeholder wellbeing must be employed in the tourism 
policy cycle [22]. 

Historically, wellbeing issues have been relatively neglected within tourism research. In much 
of the tourism literature relating to SDG achievement, for example, positive wellbeing outcomes 
are either ignored completely or simply assumed to attach to progress toward SDG achieve-
ment [23]. Studies of tourism participation in the SDG agenda reveal an almost complete neglect 
of wellbeing measures and outcomes [24–26]. A Special issue of the Journal of Sustainable Tourism 
on measuring sustainable tourism indicators, while acknowledging that “what doesn’t get 
measured doesn’t get managed”, ignores the need to construct wellbeing measures [27]. A 
focus on physical or monetary impacts, rather than stakeholder wellbeing outcomes has limited 
the relevance of the tourism research effort on conditions for achieving sustainable development, 
as well as its policy significance [28,29]. 

A wellbeing framework can identify important sources of wellbeing among destination stake-
holders and also highlight interventions to improve wellbeing. There is a substantial and evolving 
social science literature concerning the nature of wellbeing and its appropriate measures [30,31]. 
Despite some differences in emphasis, wellbeing is commonly conceived to be a multi-
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dimensional concept incorporating life satisfaction, happiness, material comforts, individual free-
doms, opportunities, thriving, flourishing, mental states and capabilities [12,32]. This conceptu-
alisation implies that individuals should have the freedom to make choices in life according to 
their awareness, aspirations, and capabilities. By and large, however, tourism research, with its 
emphasis on survey-based visitor and resident “perceptions”, “satisfactions” or “sentiments” as-
sociated with tourism projects or developments, has made little progress in conceptualising the 
notion of “community or resident wellbeing” [28,33]. Survey-based “perceptions” often ignore 
the fact that subjective wellbeing comprises at least three elements: life satisfaction, affective/emotional 
feelings and states, eudaimonia relating to thriving and self-worth [34], each with different drivers and 
consequences [35]. Objective sources of wellbeing include material living standards (income, wealth, 
housing quality), alongside quality of life variables such as mental and physical health, fair income 
distribution, education and skills, decent work and other workplace features, social relationships, 
opportunities for civic engagement, work-life balance, financial security, personal safety, and en-
vironmental quality [10,11]. 

Subjective wellbeing measures taken alone can be an unreliable guide to public policy, given 
that individuals are often poor judges of their own wellbeing, tending to weight future wellbeing 
outcomes relatively lowly or not at all in decision-making [30]. A focus on narrow subjective 
wellbeing measures seems to have led tourism researchers to ignore the objective conditions that 
support inter-generational wellbeing and hence sustainable development [28]. However, it can-
not be assumed that policies to promote the wellbeing of the present generation will necessarily 
promote future stakeholder wellbeing. Distinguishing the sources of intra- and inter-generational 
wellbeing allows sustainability considerations to be embedded into tourism analysis and pol-
icy [21,22]. 

Indicators associated with different sources of wellbeing can be presented in dashboard fash-
ion to estimate the wellbeing outcomes pertaining to a particular tourism development activ-
ity [10]. A dashboard, comprising a mix of subjective and objective sources of wellbeing, provides 
a firmer basis for development policies than does a focus on resident perceptions and senti-
ments [6,11]. Internationally comparable measures of individual, household and social wellbeing 
are being developed by statistical agencies and researchers, often with community input from 
public surveys and visioning exercises, to provide a credible basis for guiding destination devel-
opments [36,37]. An ideal wellbeing framework comprises both “generic” indicators based on 
credible frameworks and “contextual” indicators relating to dimensions of wellbeing that have 
particular importance to a particular destination community [38,39]. A list of wellbeing measures 
with particular relevance to tourism development is displayed in Dwyer [23]. 

Despite advances in wellbeing measurement across the social sciences, the tourism policy and 
research literature has failed to develop measures in a strategic way, with different researchers 
employing different wellbeing concepts and formulating different metrics for this concept. Typi-
cally, tourism researchers continue to “cherrypick” indicators from various data sources rather 
than select them from an established wellbeing framework [28,33]. To be more relevant to de-
bates on resource allocation to promote sustainable development, the tourism research effort 
needs to adopt or develop measures as developed in the wider social sciences, particularly those 
employed by governments and statistical agencies to guide public policy making [21,39]. 

3. Failure to Convert Impact Measures to Wellbeing Measures 
An important question, generally ignored by tourism researchers, is how impact measures 

can be converted to wellbeing outcomes. While standard approaches to achieve sustainability 
tend to focus on the estimated economic, social and environmental impacts of developments, 
treating wellbeing seriously implies that policymakers must go beyond identification of impacts 
to estimate the associated wellbeing outcomes. 

There are two main ways wherein stakeholder wellbeing outcomes can be incorporated into 
tourism analysis and policymaking. One option is to identify and select particular wellbeing in-
dicators to occupy the dashboard alongside standard indicators of destination perfor-
mance [19,40]. An alternative is to employ a range of wellbeing indicators to act as a “lens” or 
“prism” to convert the monetary and physical impacts of tourism development to stakeholder 
wellbeing outcomes, intra- and inter-generationally. This option takes seriously the view that 
wellbeing measures do not simply complement standard performance measures; rather, they 
comprise the ultimate or overarching measures of tourism destination performance. The wellbeing 
lens, guiding investments that expand residents’ capabilities for creating and sustaining 
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wellbeing [41], has been employed recently in a range of studies of tourism development and 
resident wellbeing, including destination competitiveness, tourism progress in progressing the SDG 
agenda, tourism productivity, overtourism, tourism degrowth, and smart tourism [22,29,41,42]. 

A list of advantages to tourism stakeholders of employing a wellbeing lens to convert tourism 
impacts to wellbeing outcomes appears in Table 1. 

Table 1. Advantages in use of a wellbeing lens to estimate tourism outcomes. 

• converts tourism’s impacts into stakeholder wellbeing outcomes 
• allows tourism stakeholders to develop strategies to enhance social wellbeing 
• helps to identify groups in society experiencing deprivation in wellbeing 
• informs policies to enhance wellbeing outcomes associated with different stakeholders  
• applies to different stages of the policy cycle, ex ante and ex post 
• can be revised over time as improved measures become available 
• helps destination managers to monitor social progress associated with tourism development over time. 
• provides more relevant information for decision-making than standard performance measures 
• allows a detailed assessment of how policy interventions contribute to individual and societal wellbeing 
• facilitates the effective allocation of resources in tourism-related developments 
• enables the trade-offs in any set of alternative policy choices to be more transparent 
• highlights societal wellbeing outcomes of tourism developments that may otherwise be overlooked 
• enables destination managers to play a more substantial role in the wider processes of economic development 
• informs public and private sector strategies directed towards “designing for wellbeing” 
• increases public accountability of tourism planning and management 
• shared wellbeing objectives help to forge stronger links in strategy development between actors in public, private, and civil society 
• fosters international co-operation in respect of alternative tourism development policies 

Sources: [18,21,22,40]. 

A wellbeing lens can inform decisionmakers about stakeholder wellbeing outcomes associated 
with alternative tourism development strategies. This highlights preferred destination develop-
ment paths. Indicators comprising the wellbeing lens ideally must reflect an understanding of the 
nature of wellbeing, its sources and indicators. Many of the benefits identified in Table 1 have 
already been realised in the strategies of WEGo countries in recent years [16–18]. In particular, 
the approach has enabled conversion of tourism’s impacts into stakeholder wellbeing outcomes, 
enabled tourism stakeholders to develop strategies to enhance social wellbeing, facilitated the 
effective allocation of resources in tourism-related developments, and has helped to identify 
groups in society experiencing deprivation in wellbeing. 

4. Failure to Understand the Dynamic Nature of Sustainability 
The most widely accepted definition of sustainability employed by tourism researchers is that 

of “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” [43]. On this view, sustainable development comprises 
three key components or pillars—economic, social and environmental. Notwithstanding that sus-
tainable development is a dynamic, complex, adaptive and evolving process, tourism researchers 
tend to apply a “static” conception of sustainability [44,45]. Historically, the major focus of tour-
ism stakeholders has been on identifying and measuring current economic, social and environ-
mental impacts (physical or monetary) of tourism development, rather than stakeholder future 
“needs” or wellbeing outcomes [28,36]. However, for human society to progress and to achieve 
the sustainable development of any industry over time, there must exist transmission mechanisms 
for changes today to affect the wellbeing of future generations. Across the social sciences, it is 
recognised that sustainability requires the maintenance or improvement of the capital assets (eco-
nomic, human, social, natural) that generate wellbeing presently and, in the future [6,46]. The 
nature of each type of capital stock is identified in Table 2. 

The quantity and quality of capital stocks determine the range of consumption opportunities 
and experiences potentially available to both the current and future generations. For destination 
development to be sustainable, the present generation must bequeath to the following generation 
a stock of capital resources that supports wellbeing per capita at a level at least as substantial as 
that currently experienced by the present generation [46]. Since it is the capital stock that trans-
mits opportunities for intergenerational wellbeing, this approach supports public policy focused 
on improving the capacity of different types of capital to enhance the wellbeing of destination 
residents now and in the future [6,10]. To date, except for some isolated voices [29,33], tourism   
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Table 2. Nature of Main Capital Stocks. 

Economic Capital. Economic capital generates tourism GDP, tourism employment, tourism productivity, and a fair wage, enhancing 
resident material living conditions. Capital formation expands the range and quality of goods and services available in a destination, 
creating opportunities to improve social wellbeing. 
Human capital includes educational achievement, health status, skill levels, capabilities of destination residents, enabling participation in, 
and enjoyment of a range of activities and experiences inside and external to the workplace. 
Social capital refers to the value derived from social connections and networks, including trust, shared norms, and relationships, that 
enable individuals and groups to effectively achieve common purposes that generate wellbeing outcomes. 
Natural capital comprises the renewable and non-renewable natural resources of a destination as well as the ecosystem services that 
provide provisioning, cultural, support and regulatory services to support all life. 

Source: [6,9,11]. 

researchers have tended to ignore the connection between changing capital stocks and resident 
wellbeing outcomes across generations. The essential dynamic dimension of sustainable develop-
ment, and the role of changing capital stocks as transmission mechanisms for determining inter-
generational wellbeing, cannot be captured within static models of the type typically constructed 
by tourism researchers. For research on sustainable tourism development to become more theo-
retically grounded, the role of changes in capital stocks and stakeholder wellbeing outcomes gen-
erated must be acknowledged [21,28]. 

5. The SF-MST: A Narrow Framework 
UN Tourism (formerly UNWTO) has recently published the Statistical Framework for Measuring 

Sustainable Tourism (SF-MST), based on an awareness that standard economic measures of sus-
tainability do not capture important dimensions of resident quality of life [47]. The SF-MST 
seeks to provide a more detailed picture of social progress, “putting people’s wellbeing at the 
heart of tourism decision-making” to provide a better balance between the economic, social, and 
ecological dimensions of sustainable development [47]. The SF-MST has received strong support 
from major international institutions, agencies and stakeholders and has also been endorsed by 
all 193 UN member states as the agreed framework for measuring sustainable tourism develop-
ment, including the SDGs (https://ecobnb.com/blog/2024/03/global-standard-measure-sus-
tainability-tourism, accessed 3 May 2025). The SF-MST has been touted as “groundbreaking” 
and a new global standard for measuring tourism sustainability (https://www.unwto.org/tour-
ism-statistics/measuring-sustainability-tourism, accessed 26 March 2025) and “what matters 
most to people and planet” (https://www.environmentenergyleader.com/2024/03/un-adopts-
global-standard-statistical-framework-for-sustainable-tourism, accessed 13 April 2025). 

Unfortunately, the SF-MST fails to incorporate robust wellbeing measures alongside its rec-
ommended range of “sustainability” indicators. The framework is unashamedly embedded 
within the neoliberal worldview, substantially limiting its scope and policy significance [38]. The 
SF-MST makes no attempt to explore the nature of “wellbeing” or propose wellbeing measures 
beyond simple survey-based subjective measures of tourist and host community “satisfaction” or 
“sentiment”. The role of changes in the quantity or quality of capital stocks in achieving wellbeing 
outcomes for both the present and future generations is ignored. The report also ignores the 
ongoing efforts of a growing number of government statistical agencies in a worldwide effort to 
develop and embed wellbeing indicators into the public policy cycle which clearly has relevance 
for tourism development. Despite emphasising that an “appropriate” balance must be established 
between social, environmental and economic impacts in order to deliver long-term sustainability 
for a destination [47], the SF-MST does not investigate the extent to which different types of 
capital stocks are substitutable for one another in achieving this outcome or how a ranking pro-
cess is to be undertaken. Substantial improvements must be made to the SF-MST if it is to fulfil 
its anticipated role of “putting people at the heart” of tourism analysis and policy making. 

6. Failure to Distinguish Weak and Strong Sustainability 
Despite increased recognition that resident wellbeing is the ultimate objective of public pol-

icy [7–9,13], tourism research tends to emphasise sustainable development itself as the primary 
aim, while marginalising and even ignoring the wellbeing outcomes of development. As argued 
above, sustainable tourism development involves determining which types of capital can be de-
pleted today and which types should be preserved for tomorrow. According to the weak sustaina-
bility view, the different types of capital are substitutable for each other, implying that they are 
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interchangeable in respect of maintaining wellbeing over time. On this view, any particular form 
of capital asset can be depleted provided “proceeds” are reinvested in the other forms of capital 
[46]. In contrast, strong sustainability asserts that some types of capital (particularly natural capital) 
cannot be depleted or degraded beyond threshold levels, especially those environmental re-
sources and ecological goods and services that are essential for life support [45,48]. 

While tourism stakeholders in general appear to adopt a strong sustainability stance, at least 
implicitly, little effort has been made to investigate the theoretical and practical implications of 
applying strong sustainability conditions in tourism destination planning and development. This 
neglect stems relates to failure to install wellbeing as the ultimate objective of tourism develop-
ment. To prioritise wellbeing outcomes and to make informed trade-offs between capital stocks, 
a primary aim of development must be identified [9,10]. A consensus position advanced between 
advocates of weak and strong sustainability [49] is one that allows substitutability between capital 
types to some extent (consistent with weak sustainability), but subject to maintaining critical 
thresholds of particular types of capital stocks, which, because of their uniqueness, cannot be 
replicated (consistent with strong sustainability). At bottom, informed trade-offs between the dif-
ferent types of capital assets employed in tourism development and the implications for sustain-
ability cannot be made without estimating their relative contributions to intra- and inter-gen-
erational wellbeing [39,48,50]. 

7. Tourism’s Pro-growth Mindset 
Economic growth is a common objective of most governments and business firms globally, 

despite its potential to irreversibly deplete the planet’s resources and its ecosystems, substantially 
degrade environmental quality, generate emissions in excess of Earth’s biophysical boundaries, 
drive global warming and create a large range of socio-economic inequalities. 

Tourism demand (particularly “overtourism”) is a major factor in the growth process, deplet-
ing and degrading the natural and socio-cultural environments on which tourism activity itself 
depends [51]. The same as for governments and business activity worldwide, the core objective 
of tourism destination managers remains the pursuit of tourism growth, regarded as an essential 
enabler of sustainable destination development [52,53]. In the background report relating to 
the SF-MST, for example, the “tremendous growth” in tourism activity is highlighted as a posi-
tive feature of the global industry [47]. However, claims that tourism’s capacity to improve 
quality of life rests on sustained economic growth often marginalise or ignore non-material 
types of values [41,42]. The pro-growth stance, embedded into the mindsets of destination man-
agers, business operators and tourism researchers, is evidenced by the large volume of journal 
literature and industry reports, formulating strategies for the tourism industry to resume growth 
following various crises, such as 9/11, SARS, the Global Financial Crisis, and the COVID-19 
Pandemic [54]. 

While acknowledging the adverse environmental and socio-economic impacts associated 
with industry growth globally, the prevailing mainstream view is that the unwelcome impacts 
of growth can be minimised through improved management practices, combined with im-
provements in technology and efficient and effective policy interventions [52]. Despite grow-
ing criticism by researchers [54,55], this “growth management” view continues to be sup-
ported by major international bodies such as UNEP, OECD, and UN Tourism, emphasising 
the importance of “green”, “inclusive” or “responsible” growth to achieve and maintain 
sustainable industry development [47,56–58]. Three types of criticisms of the growth manage-
ment approach to tourism development can be identified. 

First, critics point out the obvious effects of tourism “business as usual” within the growth 
management approach. The global tourism industry continues to be characterised by overtour-
ism, social injustices and environmental degradation. It is evident that green growth management 
is not working, and the social and environmental costs of economic growth across the entire 
planet are increasing rapidly. Rational behaviour on the part of tourism stakeholders demands 
changing a losing development strategy. 

Second, critics claim that personal wellbeing depends more on the fairness of the distribution 
of income and wealth rather than on their absolute levels. Empirical research has shown that 
greater GDP growth does not improve social wellbeing beyond a certain threshold level of living 
standard [59]. This finding undercuts arguments in favour of tourism-led economic growth, at 
least for developed destinations. Since material wellbeing, beyond some threshold level, is not 
closely associated with economic growth, by implication, beyond a certain level of GDP per 
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capita, tourism development strategies should emphasise quality of life measures rather than the 
contribution to GDP growth. To date, however, the consequences of the Easterlin findings have 
largely been ignored by tourism researchers. Growth models developed by tourism economists 
typically focus on contributions to resident income and wealth while ignoring the importance of 
values unrelated to material wellbeing [42]. 

A third type of criticism is that growth management approaches assume the potential for the 
“decoupling” of economic growth from resource depletion and associated emissions [56]. While 
relative decoupling occurs when the rate of resource use or environmental impact increases less rap-
idly than the rate of economic growth, absolute decoupling refers to a situation where resource use 
or the level of environmental impact actually decreases [60]. Only if absolute decoupling is 
achieved will growth management of any industrial activity, including tourism development, ac-
tually employ less material throughput with fewer emissions overall. There is increasing evidence, 
however, that technological progress cannot result in absolute decoupling, irrespective of any 
associated managerial efficiencies [61–63]. 

The decoupling issue has significant implications for the growth management approach to 
tourism development. Remarkably, the SF-MST report ignores the “decoupling” challenge. 
However, if absolute decoupling is unachievable, tourism GDP cannot grow indefinitely without 
generating further adverse environmental impacts. By implication, the net-zero emissions goal 
will forever be unattainable  

Growing recognition that decoupling is unachievable has given rise to the “Degrowth ap-
proach” to industrial development [62]. Proponents of degrowth advocate an equitable 
downscaling of materials and energy throughput across all industries globally [62,63]. This ap-
proach seeks to combine industrial strategies aiming to increase efficiency in production with a 
concern for sufficiency, that is, “the direct downscaling of economic production in many sectors 
alongside reduction of consumption” [60]. Sympathetic to this research effort, critics of tourism’s 
growth management stance are now addressing the potential for selective degrowth to serve as a 
viable alternative [42,54,55]. Tourism industries identified as candidates for downsizing include 
aviation, cruise tourism, and mass tourism in vulnerable urban areas [54]. 

If the primary goal of tourism development is stakeholder wellbeing, then so also is the goal 
of tourism degrowth. The impacts of reduced GDP on social wellbeing depend on the types of 
goods and services that are selected for “downsizing” in production and consumption [62]. While 
it may be conceded that degrowth is likely to negatively impact upon material wellbeing, particu-
larly in its early stages, the longer-term consequences for overall social wellbeing may well be 
positive [42]. The degrowth alternative, which is slowly gaining adherents, has substantial con-
sequences for tourism sustainable development theory and practice and warrants greater atten-
tion from destination managers, tourism researchers and various stakeholder groups. 

8. The Failure to Develop New Models for Tourism Businesses 
Given that private sector business activities play a significant role in shaping the environmen-

tal, social and economic, impacts of industrial development, the effort to enhance stakeholder 
wellbeing outcomes should extend to beyond the public sector to include business operations. 
The leading international standard for identifying how business operators and investors should 
address their impacts on people, the planet and society is the OECD Guidelines for Multinational 
Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct [64]. The Guidelines aim to minimise adverse impacts as-
sociated with business operations, products and services, at the same time encouraging their pos-
itive contributions to economic, environmental and social progress. Responsible business conduct 
(RBC) principles are acknowledged to be a crucial component of the Beyond GDP agenda, ad-
dressing such issues as respect for human rights, protecting the environment by employing sus-
tainable consumption and production patterns, acting ethically and transparently, and engaging 
with an extended group of stakeholders, internally and externally [64]. 

While flirting with the notion that business operator adherence to RBC principles can en-
hance “social wellbeing” or “quality of life”, these notions remain undefined in the Guidelines 
report. Consistent with the arguments presented in earlier sections of this paper, wellbeing 
measures are required if the Guidelines are to have a greater relevance to business decision-making. 
To this end, it is now realised that new types of business and social organisations are required, 
with wellbeing outcomes built into firms’ mission statements as organisational purpose, rather 
than serving as “optional extras”. Recent years have seen the development of “commercially 
viable” business models that can foster positive social and environmental change [65,66]. Hybrid 
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organisations challenge the assumption that organisations are “disassociated” from social and 
ecological systems. These “hybrid” business models challenge traditional assumptions about the 
nature of the firm and its role in society, as well as existing notions of “sustainable business activ-
ity” [67]. The mission statements of hybrid businesses explicitly embed sustainability principles, 
and hence wellbeing outcomes, into organisational decision-making. Explicit objectives include 
a clear focus on social and environmental goals as additional to financial objectives; simultane-
ously reducing negative environmental/social impacts and increasing positive impacts; decou-
pling organizational success from the assumed need for continuous market growth; advocating 
longer time horizons, combined with slower business development and localisation of produc-
tion; creating opportunities to foster the wellbeing of internal and external stakeholders, with 
emphasis on mutually beneficial relationships; positive and engaged leadership seeking to interact 
progressively with stakeholders to forge shared values, while promoting their business model 
throughout the institutions and markets in which they operate [66,68]. 

Research on the nature and implications of hybrid business models for sustainable develop-
ment has yet to influence tourism research, representing another failure of effort alongside those 
identified above. While various challenges await tourism researchers in this field, opportunities 
exist to provide an ethical basis for these models that is lacking to date in model development. 
While advocates of hybrid models emphasise the importance of notions such as sharing, concern, 
empathy, responsibility, compassion and trust [67] little attention has been given to wellbeing 
outcomes as the fundamental rationale for business activity. While serious challenges further de-
velopment of hybrid models in general and the tourism industry specifically, the application of 
the aforementioned wellbeing lens can inform business operators of the wellbeing outcomes to 
stakeholders (internal and external) associated with their firm’s operations, and facilitate their 
prioritisation. 

9. Implications for Research 
Recognising that human wellbeing is the fundamental public policy objective, tourism re-

search needs to better integrate stakeholder wellbeing outcomes into empirical and conceptual 
analysis and policy assessment criteria. A wellbeing lens can help to assess and monitor changes 
in stakeholder wellbeing associated with alternative development paths. Wellbeing outcomes with 
particular relevance to tourism communities can inform the content of the indicators employed 
for other tourism destinations and contexts, potentially enriching the study of wellbeing in gen-
eral. 

Tourism researchers in general have failed to appreciate that human wellbeing is an essential 
dimension of the sustainable development concept [69]. To be relevant to decisions regarding 
appropriate resource allocation, the potential wellbeing outcomes to stakeholders associated with 
alternative development paths must be assessed. In this effort, tourism researchers should employ 
wellbeing measures consistent with established wellbeing frameworks. This would require the 
inclusion of objective dimensions of wellbeing into the tourism planning and assessment exercise 
alongside the narrower subjective variables favoured by tourism researchers. In this respect, tour-
ism researchers need to analyse the links between the subjective and objective sources of stake-
holder wellbeing in tourism development contexts. Understanding the interconnections between 
different areas of wellbeing and how these differ for different communities and stakeholders will 
result in more effective and better-targeted policy interventions for currently disadvantaged de-
mographic groups within the destination. 

While agreeing that human wellbeing is a core objective of tourism development, researchers 
could explore the relevance of other ethical bases for tourism theory and practice. One possible 
ethic is that of “Extended Anthropocentrism”. This ethic recognises that human survival depends 
upon the well-being of other species and ecosystems, emphasises human responsibility to preserve 
nature in perpetuity, and affirms the value of protecting, conserving and efficiently using natural 
resources as well as cultural/heritage environments [70]. For tourism stakeholders, some version 
of extended anthropocentrism can serve as an ideal “conservation ethic” to drive sustainability 
thinking and practice. Except for some attention given to ethical issues, tourism researchers have 
neglected this crucial topic [71,72]. 

Researchers need to investigate the links between the impacts of tourism development and 
stakeholder wellbeing outcomes. As noted, the much-hyped SF-MST does not identify robust 
wellbeing indicators for tourism analysis and policy purposes. Tourism researchers need to adopt, 
and/or adapt, the types of wellbeing measures developed by other social scientists and employed 
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by policymakers if their studies are to be relevant to the wider public debates on efficient and 
effective resource allocation to enhance social wellbeing. Tourism economics is well-suited to this 
task but needs to incorporate advances in sustainability theory and practice that are taking place 
in the wider research literature [28]. An important task for tourism research involves extending 
the range of SF-MST recommended indicators to treat wellbeing more seriously to enhance its 
relevance to tourism analysis and policy. Given that destination managers and tourism research-
ers typically adhere to a narrow conception of the nature of wellbeing and its measures, a strong 
research effort is needed to expand the scope of this notion in tourism study. These issues should 
be addressed in further refinements of the SF-MST [38]. 

As noted above, tourism research on sustainable destination development tends to emphasise 
the intra-generational rather than inter-generational wellbeing outcomes, neglecting the role of 
capital stock changes as a mechanism for wellbeing transmission into the future. If the capitals 
approach is to inform sustainable tourism development while capturing the multidimensional 
complexity of the wellbeing concept, its scope needs to be extended beyond restrictive mod-
els [28]. Research challenges include the valuation of capital stocks, linking changes in capital 
stocks to present and future wellbeing outcomes, assessing the relevance of weak vs strong sus-
tainability principles, determining which aspects of capital stocks are “critical” or otherwise, and 
overcoming the behavioural and institutional barriers to incorporating wellbeing measures into 
the different stages of the policy cycle [21,28,71]. 

A major challenge for the capitals approach is that of valuating the different types and com-
ponents of capital. The quantity of capital may be measured either according to its asset value or 
in relation to the resulting flow of benefits [6]. While measurement of manufactured capital and 
some types of natural capital with market prices is fairly straightforward, measurement of human, 
social, and natural capital requires “shadow pricing” to correct for situations where market prices 
are distorted or absent altogether [6]. The dominant approach to measurement is the “hybrid 
capital approach” employing both physical and monetary measures of stocks and flows informed 
by participatory techniques to determine community values [70]. Tourism economists have 
largely ignored these valuation issues relevant to sustainable destination development [28,41]. 

For tourism analysis and policy to become more relevant to, and consistent with, advances in 
sustainability theory and practice emerging from the wider research literature, researchers need 
to develop more future-directed sustainability indicators. New metrics are under development to 
assess the contribution of the different capital stocks to sustainable resident wellbeing [6,8,9,73]. 
Greater effort is needed to determine how these capital assets are to be valued in the different 
contexts of tourism development, and their links with stakeholder wellbeing. Tourism researchers 
must confront some important measurement challenges in the effort to develop frameworks of 
analysis that truly integrate current and future resident wellbeing. To date, the dynamic links 
between changes in capital stocks and resident wellbeing outcomes remain under-researched. 

The extent to which different capital stocks are substitutable for one another also presents an 
ongoing problem for tourism researchers, practitioners, and destination managers. In particular, 
the issue of weak vs strong sustainability in tourism contexts deserves a stronger research effort. 
Tourism researchers need to investigate how wellbeing outcomes might be weighted and how 
those weights can change over time. This can help destination managers to make informed de-
cisions about trade-offs among changes in the different types of stocks associated with alternative 
development paths. Natural capital aside, there is a strong case for regarding unique social, cul-
tural, and historic artefacts and rituals, and historically valued architecture, as “critically im-
portant” to the present and future wellbeing of destination stakeholders. Extending the scope of 
the components of “critical capital” to relate more closely to resident values such as sense of 
belonging and social connection has substantial implications for identifying the preferred direc-
tion of sustainable development of the tourism industry. Further research can develop indicators 
of critical levels of different tourism-related capital assets. 

Another failure of tourism research relates to a continued adherence to the pro-growth ethic 
that underpins much of the mainstream analysis and policy prescriptions. To date, little formal 
or empirical work has been undertaken to investigate the likely wellbeing outcomes of policy 
interventions to “resize” tourism. Research is needed into the types of goods and services that, 
given their contribution to wellbeing, should be prioritised in production and consumption, and 
those that should be downsized or eliminated completely [42]. There is need also to identify those 
institutions, agencies and organisations that can support or restrict the degrowth process. Barriers 
to downsizing tourism may variously be related to the entrenched growth imperative of 
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neoliberalism, concerns about job losses and reduced living standards, and decisionmaker diffi-
culties in changing deeply ingrained beliefs about progress and wellbeing. A substantial research 
effort is needed to articulate the nature and sources of the potential impediments to the tourism 
industry downsizing both in its entirety and by particular sub-sectors. Tourism stakeholders can 
inform research on the ideal characteristics of a post-degrowth tourism industry that embeds 
wellbeing measures into private and public sector decision making [28,41,42]. With potential to 
evolve into collaborative industry-academic research, this strategy may be well worth exploring. 

Private sector tourism operators can play an important role in achieving and maintaining 
sustainable destination development. Tourism researchers need to study the “hybrid” business 
models under development for their tourism relevance. Hybrid models applied to tourism can 
help to reconceptualise the nature of tourism firms and their purpose, including the nature and 
scope of the tourism “value chain”. Researchers should also take up the opportunity to study the 
theoretical and practical relevance of the wellbeing lens to tourism operators. 

While important, these topics comprise only some items in the required research agenda. Nor 
is the above discussion intended to minimise the challenges facing tourism researchers and prac-
titioners seeking to address the identified “failures”. Existing mindsets are often deeply embedded 
and almost impossible to change. Vested interests can prevent changes in “business as usual”. A 
transformative shift in values of all stakeholder groups, divorced from neoliberalist thinking, is 
essential for success in incorporating wellbeing outcomes into tourism analysis and policy mak-
ing [7,13,17,54]. Enablers of the required shift in the collective mindset are still being de-
bated [18,24,74]. Such issues, important as they are, have not been addressed in this paper. 

10. Conclusion 
This paper has identified several important areas where tourism stakeholders (researchers, 

firms and governance institutions) have yet to meet the challenges posed by the Beyond GDP ap-
proach, failing to acknowledge that enhancement of human wellbeing is an essential component 
of sustainable destination development, with consequent failure to incorporate wellbeing out-
comes into tourism policy, practice and research. 

A major area of concern has involved failure to recognise human wellbeing as the primary 
aim of any industrial development, including tourism. Tourism researchers explicitly or implicitly 
take sustainability to be the primary ultimate aim despite the fact that it is a complex notion 
requiring trade-offs between different types of impacts—economic, social and environmental. 
Only with an overarching end-in-view can these different impacts be prioritised or balanced. 
Rather than acting merely as complementary to standard performance indicators, wellbeing out-
comes comprise the overarching assessment criteria for evaluating tourism destination perfor-
mance over time. 

A related source of failure of tourism research stems from researchers’ and destination man-
agers’ adherence to a narrow and superficial conception of the nature of wellbeing and its meas-
urement. More comprehensive measures of present and future wellbeing over and above resident 
perceptions and sentiments are required if analyses of the effects of destination development are 
to have policy significance. This failure has been compounded by adherence to a primarily static, 
rather than dynamic conception of a “sustainability path” linking past and future wellbeing out-
comes. A failure to investigate the mechanisms for generating future stakeholder wellbeing has 
resulted in a neglect of the role that capital stock changes can play in influencing inter-genera-
tional wellbeing outcomes. This failure has also led tourism researchers to ignore restrictions on 
the extent to which different types of capital stocks are interchangeable with each other. Despite 
a large literature in the social sciences on the conditions underpinning “weak” and “strong” sus-
tainability, the crucial importance of this distinction for identifying “critical tourism resources” 
and preferred paths of destination development has been ignored. 

It has also been argued that mainstream tourism development and research tend to be un-
critically embedded within a pro-growth mindset that is steadily depleting and degrading the 
resources and the wellbeing of life on the planet. Failure to fully appreciate the role that tourism 
development is playing in an activity that depletes and degrades natural resources and places 
stress on planetary ecological boundaries. This has resulted in a failure to take tourism degrowth 
seriously, even with respect to selected sectors. Given that tourism degrowth has the potential to 
enhance immaterial dimensions of stakeholder wellbeing, this topic demands great attention from 
tourism researchers. The paper has also argued that wellbeing considerations should assume 
greater importance in tourism business decision-making. The recent emergence of “hybrid” 
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models of the firm, configured to address explicit social and environmental issues in addition to 
financial concerns, has relevance for tourism operators. To date, these models lack an accepted 
ethical basis. It was argued that the tourism planning and implementation process has accorded 
insufficient attention to wellbeing outcomes as a driver of the direction of tourism development. 

The global effort to develop wellbeing frameworks to drive public policy has substantial rele-
vance for tourism theory, practice and policy. The Beyond GDP approach has exerted less influ-
ence on tourism research than in the other social sciences. Consequently, the potential for well-
being metrics to guide tourism policy away from “business as usual” is a neglected area of re-
search. To measure “what truly matters” to tourism stakeholders, a greater research effort needs 
to be undertaken regarding the role of wellbeing metrics in tourism-related public and private 
sector policymaking. Acknowledging that wellbeing is the ultimate policy aim, tourism research-
ers need to integrate stakeholder wellbeing outcomes into conceptual analysis, empirical findings 
and policy assessment. While various challenges remain in addressing the identified failures, this 
paper has attempted to identify steps that need to be taken to enhance destination capacity to 
deliver wellbeing outcomes from tourism development. 
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