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The growing importance of urban centres has been a defining trend of the last century, with the 

majority of the world's population now living in cities (UN_DESA, 2018). As urbanization 

increases, cities are becoming larger and more complex. Today, more than 30 megacities have 

over 10 million inhabitants (UN, 2018). While urbanization has generated benefits, many 

challenges remain, and cities are at the forefront of efforts to support sustainability and address 

humanity's grand challenges (Coca-Stefaniak and Morrison, 2022).  The UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) are 17 goals designed to meet these challenges, and cities play a 
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pivotal role in addressing these sustainability issues. The unique challenge of urban life is the 

focus of one of these goals, SDG 11 "Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 

resilient, and sustainable." As is the case with many sustainability issues, SDG11 intersects with 

other sustainability goals. Social issues, including embracing diversity, equality, and inclusion 

(SDG 5 – gender equality, SDG 10 reduced inequalities), and the role of tourism in promoting 

these goals have become more prominent. Work conditions (SDG 9 decent work and economic 

growth) in tourism and hospitality have become a critical conversation in many countries. The 

"great resignation" highlights dissatisfaction with employment in the sector. Cities also face 

various environmental issues (SDG6 clean water and sanitation, SDG 7 affordable and clean 

energy, SDG), including the protection of natural habitats and biodiversity loss (SDG 14, 

SDG15).  

 

Of course, all these sustainability issues take place in the context of preparing for the impacts of 

climate change (SDG 13). Cities must not only mitigate their contributions to greenhouse gases 

but prepare for the effects of changing weather and longer-term climate trends. The $14 billion 

investment in the New Orleans levee system that protected the city from Hurricane Ida in 2021 

provides an example of the scale of the adaptation required by cities in the years to come. 

Tourism needs these investments to be sustainable in the future.  

 

As cities have grown, so their popularity as travel destinations has increased (Morrison and 

Coca-Stefaniak, 2021). As the COVID-19 pandemic wanes, we face pressing sustainability 

issues in our cities, each of which intersects with tourism.  The World Travel & Tourism Council  

(WTTC, 2018) estimates the top 300 cities account for 45% of all arrivals. While tourism can 

contribute positively to the challenges we face, it is critical not to assume that it will. There are 

many examples of negative social, environmental, and even economic impacts of tourism on 

urban areas. Only tourism that embraces the principles of sustainable development can achieve 

the socio-environmental outcomes that contribute to global sustainability. Against this backdrop, 

the International Journal of Tourism Cities is committed to highlighting research on 

sustainability issues in urban tourism.  

 



Recognising that cities and tourism are both complex adaptive systems is helpful in 

understanding their deeply interrelated relationships (Day, 2020). While tourism has long been 

recognized as a system (Leiper, 1990; Morrison et al., 2018; Farrell and Twining-Ward, 2004), 

rarely are the implications of the nature of this system explored. Complex adaptive systems are 

characterized by the interaction of a large range of independent actors, each working 

independently. Systems thinking requires changes in the mental models associated with problems 

(Senge, 1990), like sustainable tourism. Mainstream thinking among key decision makers in the 

management and governance of destinations will need to evolve from "command and control" 

models common within businesses to techniques that influence networks. In most destinations, 

organizations seeking to influence the adoption of sustainable tourism have little direct power to 

enforce change, and models of shared leadership, collaboration, and cooperation are more 

salient.  

 

Another important insight from systems approaches is recognizing that tourism in cities is an 

embedded system in the larger urban systems. Many of the policies that enable the sustainable 

development of tourism rely on people who do not consider themselves part of the tourism 

system. For example, decisions on infrastructure or public services are typically not made by 

people who identify as part of tourism. Yet, hoteliers cannot have recycling programmes if waste 

management does not provide the service; tourism organizations cannot choose renewable 

energy if the utility has not transitioned to renewables. Tourism's ability to influence these 

external stakeholders to consider the specific needs of tourism is critical for tourism's 

sustainability. Carlo Alberini's article in this Special Issue provides important insights into how a 

destination works to ensure urban planning and port development contribute to sustainable 

tourism development.  

 

The importance of engaging stakeholders in tourism is one of the defining elements of 

sustainable tourism, and yet, few destinations systematically incorporate the views of residents or 

other key stakeholders in their tourism planning. As a result, issues remain unresolved until they 

reach a tipping point where major change is required. Overtourism is an example of just such an 

issue, which has been explored in earlier special issues of this journal (Moreno-Gil and Coca-

Stefaniak, 2020). Ongoing, long-term concerns over the increasing number of travellers visiting 



cities came to a head in 2019: overtourism became a rallying cry for anti-tourism sentiment. The 

issue also highlights the challenge of tourism systems to respond to issues. Despite growing 

evidence of problems associated with too many tourists in some urban destinations, including 

Venice and Barcelona, actors in the system were either slow or unable to respond to the issue. 

Effective, sustainable tourism programmes require comprehensive and professional data 

collection processes and timely responses to the information stakeholders provide. In this issue, 

Harold Goodwin explores the challenges of overtourism and governance. Even when acute 

issues are not present, monitoring the perceived changes in destination communities is important. 

Thanapa Wanitchakorn and Kaetwa Muangasame explore residents' perceptions of a 

transformational tourism development in the heritage city of Chiang Mai (Thailand) and explore 

the implications of these changes on the community.  

 

Of course, stakeholder engagement is more than merely monitoring sentiment. There is growing 

interest in understanding how stakeholders can be engaged in the planning process for tourism 

development.  Several authors in this Special Issue address the importance of enhancing the 

active participation of stakeholders in the tourism planning and development process. Authors 

address issues associated with stakeholder engagement and its contribution to sustainable 

development through tourism. Tek Dangi and James Petrick address the means of enhancing 

responsiveness, representation and inclusion in tourism governance, and Loretta Bellato and 

Joseph Cheer examine the use of regenerative principles as drivers for stakeholder engagement 

in Melbourne (Australia). Gaurav Panse, Alan Fyall, and Sergio Alvarez examine the role of 

stakeholder views of sustainability on destination competitiveness.  

 

Sustainable development through tourism, like other social challenges, can be approached from a 

number of levels of analysis. These involve behaviour changes by individuals (micro-level), 

including the actions of travellers and the behaviour of people engaged in tourism operations, the 

adoption of new practices by businesses (meso-level), and the changes at a destination level 

(macro-level). Through this lens, the role of enterprises and individuals in system change can be 

extremely important. From an enterprise perspective, while traditional for-profit tourism 

businesses adopt corporate social responsibility and environmentally sustainable activities that 

contribute to tourism system sustainability, it is the emergence of tourism-based social 



enterprises and similar forms of non-traditional mission-oriented businesses that offer exciting 

new approaches to enterprise-level sustainability. Social entrepreneurs, and the social enterprises 

they create, create self-sustaining businesses to solve social and environmental problems. These 

purpose-driven organizations directly contribute to destination sustainability. In this issue, 

Attambayintavida Vinodan and Sethumadhavan Meera examine social enterprises in the Indian 

city of Chennai and their ability to contribute to SDGs. Community-based tourism and 

ecotourism developments can be important contributors to the overall sustainability of tourism 

systems, as Ni Putu Bayu Widhi Antari and Daniel Connell describe in their examination of the 

Tukad Bindu development in Bali (Indonesia).  The importance of individual behaviours in 

tourism systems cannot be overlooked. Rocio Martinez Suarez, Jose Alberto Castenada Garcia, 

and Miguel Angel Rodriguez Molina recognize the role of individual behaviour and identify 

specific market segments that are more likely to contribute to reducing overtourism and 

achieving sustainable tourism outcomes.  

 

If tourism is a complex phenomenon, then the operationalization of sustainable tourism is no less 

complicated, particularly given that it does not involve a single activity but many activities, each 

contributing sustainable outcomes. The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) identifies 

42 actions that destinations must undertake to achieve sustainable tourism (GSTC, 2019). 

Sustainable tourism requires efforts from a wide range of actors (Morrison & Maxim, 2022), 

from government entities to independent businesses, to be undertaking a range of activities, as 

shown in Figure 1. An analysis of the GSTC criteria identifies the need for a set of policies, with 

plans to achieve the policies and programmes that support them. Achieving the criteria requires 

collaboration, cooperation, or at least alignment between entities to achieve the sustainability 

goals, and the actions must be measured and managed for performance improvement (Day and 

Romanchek, 2020). For example, the GSTC criteria include over 100 indicators to be monitored 

at a destination level (GSTC, 2013). While there are certainly a growing number of destinations 

that are tackling comprehensive sustainable tourism programmes, they remain in the minority. 

Consequently, several researchers have expressed frustration at adoption levels of sustainable 

tourism (Hall, 2011, Ruhanen et al., 2019).  

 



Nevertheless, if sustainable tourism involves a set of activities, then it may be more productive to 

examine the adoption of specific ones. Some elements of sustainable tourism have been widely 

adopted across the system for multiple levels of analysis. For example, energy conservation 

initiatives are often adopted at the destination level through policies or programmes encouraged 

by the local government or the utility, at the business level with hoteliers embracing energy 

conservation actions like modern HVAC or improved insulation, and individuals turning off 

lights, reusing bed linen and having bath towels washed less regularly during their hotel stay. 

This perspective acknowledges that the adoption of sustainable tourism is actually participation 

in a large number of specific actions, and for the system to be sustainable, action must take place 

at the individual, business, and destination levels. From the perspective of the successful 

diffusion of policies and programmes through the system, some have become mainstream while 

others are still in the "early adoption" phase. This approach provides a more nuanced 

understanding of the influence of sustainability in the tourism system. Rather than 

comprehensive programmes, with the tourism organizations of the destination working in unison 

towards mutual goals, sustainable tourism initiatives tend to focus on specific activities, like 

energy conservation or reducing single-use plastics, and so tend to be somewhat piecemeal. 

Given the number of activities and the participation of many independent actors, each addressing 

their own sustainability priorities, sustainable tourism can be seen as a tapestry of projects each 

contributing to sustainability. In his viewpoint article, David Newsome highlights the importance 

of city garden projects as a starting point for sustainability in cities.  

 

The implementation of sustainable tourism practices is a wicked problem (Day, 2020) 

characterized by its complexity and uniqueness. While urban destinations face many common 

sustainability challenges, each city will respond in its own unique way. While there may be some 

universal best practices, each city is faced with the challenge of addressing the priorities of its 

own stakeholders and decision-makers. Given the differences in cities, from New York to 

Beijing, Jakarta to Lima, each response must be tailored to uniquely local circumstances. As all 

urban destinations grapple with the challenges of improving sustainability-related performance, 

the lessons from this Special Issue will provide important insights that can be adapted to specific 

circumstances.  

 



 

A new agenda for sustainable tourism in urban destination management  

 

Given the complex nature of tourism and cities and the complicated nature of sustainable 

tourism, it is not surprising that the implementation of sustainable tourism practices faces 

challenges. 

  

The challenge of sustainable tourism in urban destinations requires renewed focus. Despite the 

emphasis on sustainable tourism over the last 40 years, there remains much work to be done to 

ensure that urban tourism contributes to sustainable development.  

Building on this Special Issue of the International Journal of Tourism Cities, we see great 

opportunities for future research in sustainable urban tourism and sustainable tourism cities. As 

we move toward 2030, mindful of the SDGs, areas for future research in this context will 

include: 

  

• Interdisciplinary studies merging tourism with town planning, place management, urban 

development, political science, and policy-making in an urban context.  

• Systems approaches to sustainable tourism adoption to supplement the current focus on 

specific issues within sustainability. 

• Research to identify the interventions with the greatest ability to create positive change in 

the urban destination system, including urban transitions research (Ernstson et al., 2010) 

applied to tourism. 

• Research to address barriers to the diffusion of sustainable tourism related technology, 

practice, and policy at all levels of the system, including new paradigms for smart 

tourism cities (Coca-Stefaniak, 2020) beyond their current techno-centric focus.  

• Greater understanding of effective approaches to collaboration, cooperation, and 

alignment among actors in complex adaptive systems including urban destinations, 

particularly within the context of building resilient solutions to climate change 

challenges.  

 



No matter the direction the research in sustainable tourism in urban destinations takes, the 

International Journal of Tourism Cities is committed to disseminating it broadly to researchers, 

policy makers, and industry practitioners.  

 

 

References 

 

Coca-Stefaniak, J.A. and Morrison A.M. (2022), “Cities”, In: Buhalis, D. (ed), Encyclopaedia of 

Tourism Management and Marketing, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

 

Coca-Stefaniak, J.A. (2020), “Beyond smart tourism cities–towards a new generation of “wise” 

tourism destinations”, Journal of Tourism Futures, https://doi.org/10.1108/JTF-11-2019-

0130  

 

Day, J. (2020), "Sustainable tourism in city is a wicked problem", In: Morrison, A. M. & Coca-

Stefaniak, J. A. (eds.) Routledge Handbook of Tourism Cities. New York: Routledge. 

 

Day, J. and Romanchek, J.L. (2020), "Sustainable tourism for destinations: insights from the 

GSTC destination criteria 2.0 for sustainable tourism", Tourism Insights, Startlab Purdue 

University. 

 

Ernstson, H., Van der Leeuw, S.E., Redman, C.L., Meffert, D.J., Davis, G., Alfsen, C. and 

Elmqvist, T. (2010), "Urban transitions: on urban resilience and human-dominated 

ecosystems", Ambio, 39(8), 531-545. 

 

Farrell, B. and Twining-Ward, L. (2004), "Reconceptualizing tourism", Annals of Tourism 

Research, 31, 274-295. 

 

GSTC (2013), Global sustainable tourism council criteria for destinations [online]. Global 

Sustainable Tourism Council. Available: https://www.gstcouncil.org/en/gstc-

criteria/criteria-for-destinations.html [accessed 2/28/2016 2016]. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JTF-11-2019-0130
https://doi.org/10.1108/JTF-11-2019-0130
https://www.gstcouncil.org/en/gstc-criteria/criteria-for-destinations.html
https://www.gstcouncil.org/en/gstc-criteria/criteria-for-destinations.html


 

GSTC (2019), Certified sustainable destinations [online]. Global Sustainable Tourism Council. 

Available: https://www.gstcouncil.org/certified-sustainable-destinations/ [accessed]. 

 

Hall, C. (2011), "Policy learning and policy failure in sustainable tourism governance: from first- 

and second-order to third order change?", Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 19, 649-671. 

 

Leiper, N. (1990), "Tourist attractions systems", Annals of Tourism Research, 17, 367-384. 

 

Moreno-Gil, S. and Coca-Stefaniak, J.A. (2020), “Overtourism and the sharing economy–

tourism cities at a crossroads”, International Journal of Tourism Cities, 6(1), 1-7. 

 

Morrison, A.M. and Coca-Stefaniak, J.A. (2021), Routledge Handbook of Tourism Cities, 

London: Routledge. 

 

Morrison, A.M., Lehto, X. and Day, J. (2018), The tourism system, Dubuque, Iowa, Kendall 

Hunt. 

 

Morrison, A.M. and Maxim, C. (2022), World tourism cities: A systematic approach to urban 

tourism, London, Routledge. 

 

Ruhanen, L., Moyle, C.L. and Moyle, B. (2019), "New directions in sustainable tourism 

research", Tourism Review, 74, 138-149. 

 

Senge, P. (1990), The fifth discipline: the art and science of the learning organization, New 

York, Currency - Doubleday. 

 

UN (2018), The world's cities in 2018: data booklet. United Nations. 

 

https://www.gstcouncil.org/certified-sustainable-destinations/


UN_DESA (2018), World urbanization prospects: the 2018 revision, custom data acquired via 

website. [online]. United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

Population Division. Available: https://population.un.org/wup [accessed]. 

 

UNWTO (Ed.). 2013. Sustainable tourism for development guidebook: Enhancing capacities for 

sustainable Tourism for development in developing countries. World Tourism 

Organization (UNWTO). https://doi.org/10.18111/9789284415496  

 

WTTC (2018), Travel and tourism: city travel and tourism impact 2018. London, uk: World 

Travel & Tourism Council. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                               

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The roles of multiple actors in sustainable urban tourism development 
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Source: Adapted from Morrison & Maxim. 2022 and based on data from UNWTO (2013). 
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