
Licentiate Thesis in Planning and Decision Analysis

Sustainable tourism development
Social sustainability, planning and strategic  
development for better cities

ANNA-PAULA JONSSON

Stockholm, Sweden 2022

kth royal institute 
of technology



Sustainable tourism development
Social sustainability, planning and strategic  
development for better cities

ANNA-PAULA JONSSON

 
 
Licentiate Thesis in Planning and Decision Analysis
KTH Royal Institute of Technology
Stockholm, Sweden 2022

Academic Dissertation which, with due permission of the KTH Royal Institute of Technology,  
is submitted for public defence for the Degree of Licentiate of Philosophy on Tuesday the 25th 
October, 2022, at 10:00 a.m. in U1,  Brinellvägen 26, Stockholm.



© Anna-Paula Jonsson 
 
Cover page photo: Anna-Paula Jonsson
 
ISBN 978-91-8040-364-1
TRITA-ABE-DLT-2236 
 
Printed by: Universitetsservice US-AB, Sweden 2022



 

 
 

Licentiate thesis in Planning and Decision Analysis 

 

Sustainable tourism development  
Social sustainability, planning and strategic development for better cities 

 

 

 

ANNA-PAULA JONSSON 
Licentiate seminar, October 25th 2021  

Division of Urban and Regional Studies, ABE, KTH 

 

 

  



 

ii 

 

English Summary 

 

The main goal of this thesis has been to contribute towards improved understanding of how 

cities can influence tourism development. A great deal of earlier tourism studies has been 

concerned with aspects of social sustainability. This has naturally concentrated on potential 

as well as real anomalies and conflicts related to urban tourism. Inherent in many of such 

contributions is a dichotomy consisting of residents and social sustainability on the one 

hand, and negative impacts of tourism development (e.g. overtourism) on the other. 

 

Research and practice have over time gravitated towards an increased focus on how urban 

tourism development contributes to desired social impact. This has led to new perspectives 

in both policy contexts and tourism research. Perspectives for how to manage tourism to 

mitigate negative impact are therefore being complemented by new, more strategic, 

questions about how tourism can contribute towards urban development goals. 

 

Such questions, together with evidence that tourism development and urban development 

are mutually constitutive processes, motivate integrating policies that influence tourism into 

processes of urban planning. The research in this thesis has sought to contribute towards 

this emerging space by studying the intersections of tourism development and urban 

development and planning. The research questions that have emerged from this goal relate 

to the decision and policy making that take place in processes of urban planning when they 

intersect (necessarily or potentially) with tourism development.  

 

The thesis comprises one cover essay and two research articles. The first article is based on 

a single case-study of a new urban development in one of the most visited places of 

Stockholm. The other article is a comparative case-study of Vienna and Amsterdam that 

studies policy development and practices for sustainable tourism developments. Data was 

collected primarily through semi-structured interviews with stakeholders from 

municipalities, academia and Destination Management Organizations in respective city.  

 

Results suggest that there are important variations in how different stages of tourism 

development and corresponding impact influence policy making and vice-versa. The cases 

studied suggest that strategic choices for sustainable tourism development are available up 

to a certain point. If negative impact on factors related to social sustainability are excessive, 

policy making aimed at influencing tourism development becomes constrained mainly to 

mitigating impact.  

 

Given the intersection of planning theory and tourism studies in this thesis, it can be 

considered a cross-disciplinary research project. Similarly, the results can hopefully 

contribute to a development of the understanding of how planning theory and tourism 

studies intersect in theories of both schools of thought.  

 

Key words: Sustainable tourism, urban tourism, urban planning, decision-making 

processes, strategic governance 
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Sammanfattning 

 

Titel: Hållbar turism: Social hållbarhet, planering och strategisk utveckling för bättre städer 

 

Det övergripande målet för denna avhandling har varit att bidra till en bättre förståelse för 

hur städer kan påverka turismens utveckling. Mer bestämt, hur städer kan påverka turismen 

för att uppnå bättre social hållbarhet, genom att planera för hållbar turism i den offentliga 

planprocessen. Ett grundläggande antagande för forskningen som bedrivits för detta projekt 

har varit att turistutveckling och stadsutveckling är två processer som sker under ömsesidig 

påverkan. Utifrån detta antagande har frågorna i avhandlingen sökt utveckla vetande kring 

de utmaningar och egenheter som kan uppstå om turism analyseras och utvecklas genom 

den offentliga stadsplaneringsprocessen. Frågor har utformats för att förstå hur politiska, 

organisatoriska och ideologiska sammanhang påverkar dessa processer.   

 

Mycket av tidigare forskning inom turiststudier har varit bidrag till hur stadsturismens 

negativa konsekvenser kan minskas. Detta har bidragit till en dikotomi inom fältet, där 

boendes välmående och social hållbarhet uppfattas i motsatsförhållande till turismens 

möjliga negativa påverkan på städer. Genom att närma sig frågor om hur turism kan 

användas mer strategiskt för att gynna stadsutvecklingens mål, avser denna avhandling att 

bidra till ett alternativt synsätt på hur turism kan och bör utvecklas i städer.  

 

Avhandlingen innehåller en kappa och tre fallstudier. De tre städerna som studerats är 

europeiska huvudstäder och den sociala aspekten av hållbarhet har stått i fokus. 

Fallstudierna har behandlats i två artiklar; den första artikeln studerar planprocessen för en 

ny detaljplan i Stockholm, och den andra inbegriper en jämförelse av planering och 

stadsutveckling med avseende till hållbar turism i Amsterdam och Wien. Information har 

inhämtats främst genom semi-formella intervjuer med representanter från kommuner, 

besöksnäringsorganisationer samt sakkunniga och akademiker från respektive stad.  

 

Studiens resultat understryker att viktiga skillnader kan observeras i hur turismens 

utveckling och motsvarande sociala och politiska sammanhang påverkar utformning av 

policies, och vice versa. Avhandlingen antyder att möjligheten att göra strategiska val för hur 

turismen bör utvecklas utifrån idéer om social hållbarhet är begränsade efter en viss punkt. 

När en kritisk mängd faktorer associerade med social hållbarhet påverkas negativt blir 

policies begränsade till ingrepp som avser att vända en sådan utveckling.  

 

Givet kombinationen av teorier från turismstudier med planeringsteori kan denna 

avhandling ses som multi-disciplinär. Avhandlingen hoppas därför även att 

forskningsresultat kan bidra till en utveckling både inom fältet för turismstudier och för 

planeringsstudier.  

 

Nyckelord: Hållbar turism, urban turism, stadsplanering, beslutsprocesser, strategisk 

samhällsplanering  
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1 

 

Introduction 
 

 
There is great value in discovering new places, meeting people from different cultures, and 

seeing how people go about their lives in different cities and countries. It cannot be 

overemphasized that it is one of the great benefits of tourism, and of receiving visitors in 

our own cities. It is therefore encouraging to observe the growth of the travel industry 

throughout the postwar period.  

 

Indeed, tourism has become one of the fastest growing industries in the world (WTO, 

2020). As tourism develops in cities, it is one of many social and economic transformative 

forces in the urban environment. Tourism and the visitor industry encompass a wide range 

of markets, experiences and products that in turn appeal to people with a wide range of 

motivations, preferences, and cultural perspectives. Such a dynamic is in constant 

engagement with the so called host community of the destination (Edwards, Griffin, & 

Hayllar, 2008). As tourism develops in a city, related consequences and impact can hence 

be complex and manifest in unexpected ways. It makes planning for how tourism will and 

should develop a challenging exercise that requires a range of disciplinary knowledge, 

skills, and mandates (Butler, 1974; Dredge, Jenkins, & Whitford, 2011). 

 

An added dimension for urban tourism planning is that while cities are important hubs 

both for generating and receiving visitors, tourism is neither their raison d’etre, nor their 

economic rationale (G. Ashworth & Page, 2011). Related to this, it is worth mentioning that 

even in some of the most visited cities of the world, only parts of the city’s infrastructure, 

services, and residents are directly affected by tourism. Similarly, without downplaying the 

economic importance of the sector as such, the economic significance of the tourism is 

often of relatively lesser importance in terms of employment or incomes from other 

economic sectors such as financial services, media and communications or education. On 

the other hand, city tourism is part of an interregional and international export industry. 

This provides perspective to discussions of the extent and in what form urban tourism 

should be developed (Ashworth & Page, 2011).  

 

Depending on factors such as the form of tourism or intensity of growth, residents can 

perceive the impact of tourism as both positive and negative. It is therefore disheartening 

to see examples of cities where tourism has developed in such a way that it compels 

residents to express that their homes are neighborhoods and not holiday resorts (Goodwin, 

2017). Social impact caused by and related to tourism development can be the result of 
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many different factors. Overcrowding, disruptive behavior, or changes to the local economy 

of culture are some examples (Novy & Colomb, 2016; Alvarez-Sousa, 2018; Russo & 

Scarnato, 2018; UNWTO, 2018; OECD, 2020). Situations of discontent and conflict 

induced by issues related to tourism development have come to be related to so called 

overtourism (Goodwin, 2017). In some situations of overtourism, the issue of tourism has 

been politicized, bringing about changes in the political context and situation in which the 

visitor industry and policy makers operate (Russo & Scarnato, 2018). 

 

While many of the causes of tourism development are outside of the control of cities 

(Nilsson, 2020), expressions of discontent can be considered a call for action by municipal 

governments where influence can be exercised. To this end, it is of importance to 

understand how tourism development is influenced by a city’s shape, design and urban 

planning decisions (Beritelli, Reinhold, & Laesser, 2020; Kádár, 2014, 2018; Shoval, 

2019a).  

 

Conversely, tourism and the visitor industry have been found to influence how content, 

culture and the form of a city develops as well (Shoval, 2019b). The embeddedness of 

tourism development and urban development supports the view that planning for 

sustainable tourism development is best located within processes of wider urban 

governance (Dredge & Jamal, 2015; Lew, 2007; UNEP & WTO, 2005; UNWTO, 2018). 

This includes a call for greater understanding of tourism development by scholars 

traditionally related to urban studies, such as geographers, sociologists or planners 

(Ashworth & Page, 2011). 

 

Tourism planning and policy studies concerned with social sustainability have had a 

tendency to focus on the approaches and tools for developing and managing tourism to 

avoid negative impact (Butler, 1980; Glasson, Godfrey, & Goodey, 1995; Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2018; Mccool & Lime, 2001). While relevant, such an approach has an 

opportunity cost of not engaging strategically with tourism development to maximize its 

potential contribution to urban development goals (Goodwin, 2017). As such, an 

alternative discourse around tourism development as a means to accomplish broader 

development goals (i.e. not only economic objectives) merits more attention (Dredge & 

Jamal, 2015). 

 

Furthermore, a persisting practice-theory gap remains between practices of urban 

planning offices and policy prescriptions for sustainable tourism (UNWTO, 2018; UNWTO 

et al., 2018). Tourism is still commonly conceptualized as a means and contribution to a 

city’s economic growth strategy. This is illustrated by how few urban tourist strategies 

include analysis and appreciation of social impact and possible negative externalities of 

tourism development (D. Dredge & Jenkins, 2011; González Domingo, Fosse, & Santos 

Lacueva, 2018).  

 

Hence, recognition of the full range of impact tourism can have on urban development is 

emerging but still seems rare (González Domingo et al., 2018). To understand why this is 
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the case - and how tourism can be used more strategically to contribute towards urban 

development goals - the process of policy development and decision making that influences 

tourism development merits more attention. Such a process can be understood to be the 

result of a “constitutive grid of forces that shape tourism planning and policy” (Dredge & 

Jamal, 2015, p. 295).  

 

Spaces of urban governance where policy is developed are a product of their time, 

including their cultural and political context. Given that tourism development has 

influence over both cultural and political development, studies of urban policy 

development should therefore acknowledge the role played by urban tourism in processes 

of urban governance and policy development (Dinica, 2009; Dredge et al., 2011).  

 

This thesis has the ambition to be a contribution to such an alternative discourse and more 

effective ways of leveraging tourism for urban development goals. To this end, the research 

engages with the intersection between tourism development and tourism studies on the 

one hand, and planning theory and policy studies on the other. To explore this, the 

questions that have informed the research are: 

 

a. How decision-making processes related to urban planning unfold in cases where 

this can be expected to have consequences for tourism development and related 

aspects of social sustainability; and  

 

b. How the concept of sustainable tourism development is considered, 

operationalized, and strategically applied in urban governance.  

 

To explore how tourism development intersects with policy and planning development, a 

fitting theoretical framework presents itself as a combination of a contribution from 

tourism studies together with contributions from planning theory. From tourism studies, 

Butler’s (1980) model for a tourist area cycle of evolution was chosen. The model provides 

a framework for stages in tourism development, expected impact of each stage on the 

destination and its residents, and several options for future trends of development.  

 

Policy advice for sustainable tourism development advocates that cities take an active and 

proactive stance in influencing how tourism develops. With regards to planning theory 

then, Zakhour and Metzger’s (2018) research on urban governance regimes has been 

chosen for reference. Zakhour and Metzger argue that the level of active influence that the 

public planning system exercises over planning outcomes can be organized along a 

continuum. On one end of the continuum would be urban governance regimes 

characterized by less exercise of influence over content (Development-led regime). On the 

other end would be urban governance regimes characterized by exercising more influence 

over content (Planning-led regime) (Zakhour & Metzger, 2018).  

 

To explore the research questions, three cities deemed to represent different levels of 

tourism development have been studied. These are Stockholm, Amsterdam, and Vienna. In 
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respective city, approaches to decision making with regards to urban development that 

intersects with tourism development and social sustainability were studied. Section 1.1 

presents a short introduction of the two articles.  

 

The next chapter provides background to the research problem and a discussion of relevant 

theoretical contributions from tourism studies and planning theory. This includes an 

overview of the problem of overtourism and developments in academic literature 

concerned with or related to socially sustainable tourism. Section 2.3 discusses the 

theoretical contributions from tourism studies and planning theory that frame the research 

design and research questions. Chapter 3 discusses a theoretical framework and is followed 

by a methodological discussion in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 contains a discussion about the 

findings of the research.  

 

Results from the research suggest that the scope to influence tourism development is larger 

the earlier in progression of visitor industry development the planning system begins to 

engage with tourism development. Conversely, results suggest that the scope for strategic 

development of tourism for urban development goals decreases as impact perceived as 

negative progresses. In more advanced stages of tourism, where discontent with impact 

has developed, policies are more informed by reversal of impact. Earlier interventions have 

more scope to develop policies towards what is perceived as desirable urban development. 

The chapter ends with a brief discussion of implications and recommendations for future 

research.  

 

1.1 Summary of the papers  

This licentiate thesis is composed by a cover essay (this document) and two articles. The first 

paper has been published as a book chapter, and the second will be submitted for publication 

in an academic journal. The articles are summarized below. 

 

Paper 1: New urban developments in heritage areas, evidence for 

making tourism part of urban planning 

Authors: Anna-Paula Jonsson, Tigran Haas 

 

The paper analyses and discusses the intricacies and implications of a new urban 

development that has generated controversy in Stockholm. The heritage area where the new 

development is situated is popular with international visitors as well as visitors coming from 

Sweden and the region of Stockholm. The unfolding of the planning process for the new 

development illustrates conflicting interests and values between residents, urban heritage 

professionals, and private corporate actors. This highlights the complex nature of planning 

in areas where development of visitor supply is perceived to impact residents’ interests and 

heritage negatively. Results also support previous claims that tourism is seldom an exclusive 

cause of change in urban contexts. Similarly in this study, interviews suggest that protests 

and critique of the new urban development - as well as the kind of impact it has been 
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expected to generate – are framed within a context where urban planning processes are 

questioned more broadly. As such, observed protests were directed both against the new 

urban development studied in the article (due to its individual features and expected 

implications) and against what is perceived as an ineffective urban planning regime that fails 

to consider social sustainability in its evaluations.  

 

Keywords: Public space, sustainable tourism, urban planning, new urban development 

 

 

Paper 2: Development of policies for sustainable tourism: How local 

context influences the process in Amsterdam and Vienna 

Authors: Anna-Paula Jonsson 

 

A comparative case-study of Vienna and Amsterdam examines how different stages of 

tourism development and impact influence the definition, practices and policies of 

sustainable tourism in respective city. For comparative purposes and nuance in results, 

Vienna was chosen for its absence of overtourism, while Amsterdam presents developed 

overtourism and considerable residential discontent. Results suggest that the while the 

political context with regards to tourism and policy development in Amsterdam and Vienna 

are distinct, the conceptualization of sustainable tourism as something that should 

contribute to social sustainability were similar. However, in terms of policies and practices, 

the results illustrated important differences. The paper suggests that overtourism and a high 

level of intolerance towards tourism development places considerable challenges on the 

outlook of developing tourism strategically. The higher the intolerance, the more policies 

and practices are defined by negative externalities that the electorate wishes to reverse.  

 

Keywords: Overtourism, urban planning, policy development, sustainable tourism policy 
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2  

 

Background and theoretical framework 

 
This thesis is a contribution to the knowledge about how cities go about planning and 

governance for sustainable tourism development. It draws mainly from contributions in 

urban tourism studies, urban planning and theories of social sustainability. The chapter 

begins with a background discussion to illustrate the case for managing tourism. This 

includes an overview of the problem of overtourism: what it is, how it can impact cities, 

and why it is undesirable from a public policy and urban development perspective. The 

chapter also includes a discussion of the complexity of implementing sustainable tourism, 

the role of municipal governments in this process, and empirical observations of what 

cities are doing in practice.  

 

2.1 The case for managing tourism development  

Tourism development in several European cities has contributed to the development of 

negative externalities including overcrowding, touristification of local environments, 

gentrification and nuisance behavior from visitors (Colomb & Novy, 2016; Novy, 2018). 

This has resulted in situations and contexts often referred to as ‘overtourism’ in the current 

literature (Goodwin, 2017; Koens, Postma, & Papp, 2018). Accordingly, the term 

overtourism can be used to describe “…destinations where hosts or guests, locals or 

visitors, feel that there are too many visitors and that the quality of life in the area or the 

quality of the experience has deteriorated unacceptably.” (Goodwin, 2017, p. 1).   

 

While overtourism is often associated and related to mass tourism and quantity of tourists, 

(Cheung & Li, 2019; Nilsson, 2020; UNEP & WTO, 2005), overtourism and causes for 

social impact should not be reduced to numerical terms only (Butler, 1974; Koens et al., 

2018). Social impact and the perception of overtourism is also related to a number of 

interdependent factors such as timing, concentration, local etiquette, the characteristics of 

visitors themselves, previous experience with tourism, and location (Butler, 1974; 

Lindberg, McCool, & Stankey, 1997).  

 

There is a clear aspect of subjectivity in these understandings of what overtourism is. Even 

in the event that tourism could be perfectly monitored, forecasted and measured, the 

question of how much and what kind of tourism (impact) is excessive remains. Similarly, 

who can determine when authenticity is lost? The answers are dependent on subjective 

interpretations based on a given set of values and norms. This brings its own challenges to 

the term. Koens et al. (2018) demonstrate how difficult it is to place general values on 
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indicators for overtourism, or to operationalize the term. As such, they emphasize that the 

perception of a situation denominated as one of overtourism is highly contextual and 

relative, largely dependent on perception of the residents of a given location. 

 

Tourist related developments that inflict discontent and perceptions of deterioration in a 

given location are hence multiple and complex. One phenomenon often commented on is 

the growth of short-term rentals of apartments to visitors, an industry in which Airbnb is a 

leading commercial actor. Researchers who have looked at the impact of Airbnb rentals 

argue that while a potential force to drive local economic growth when managed with 

oversight, the exponential growth of Airbnb in many cities has brought about disruptions 

in local real-estate markets (Namberger et al., 2019; Thoem, 2015). Changes related to the 

growth of the short-term rental market include inflated real-estate prices and 

gentrification of some areas. A cited externality of the growth of short-term rentals has 

been the increased cost of living for locals that might in turn be forced to move out of an 

area (OECD, 2020). 

 

When impacts and developments 

associated with tourism are perceived as 

undesirable, residents’ opinion of 

tourism and tourism development has 

been observed to change as a result 

(Alvarez-Sousa, 2018; Russo & 

Scarnato, 2018). An empirical study of 

visitor-resident relations in Barcelona 

illustrates how rapidly attitudes towards 

tourism development have changed 

during a period of just three years 

(Figure 1) (Alvarez-Sousa, 2018). 

Eventually the dissatisfaction with how 

tourism had developed was such that 

the case for an alternative approach towards tourism development made its way on to the 

political campaign of the politician Ada Colau, who was voted in as Barcelona’s mayor in 

2015 (Russo & Scarnato, 2018). 

 

Although the mainstream and popular use of ‘overtourism’ to describe negative social 

impact is relatively new (Goodwin, 2017; Koens et al., 2018), observations and theories of 

negative social impact of tourism development such as the ones described above are not. 

Butler (1974) was an early proponent of the need to understand the social impacts of 

tourism. According to Butler  impacts had to be adequately measured and identified for 

governments to be able to …produce planning policies and strategies to control 

undesirable social impacts of tourism development” (Butler, 1974, p. 100).  

 

Another early contribution to the understanding of how tourism impacts the destinations 

(cities) where it develops was made by Doxey (1975). Doxey (1975) developed a seminal 

Figure 1: Illustration of the development of residents’ 

opinon of tourism development in Barcelona (Alvarez-

Sousa, 2018) 
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framework for visitor–resident relations that has been referred to regularly since (Cheung 

& Li, 2019; Getz, 1986; Peeters et al., 2018). The framework, known as the ‘irridex’ (index 

of tourist irritation), categorizes the stages of tourism development in relation to residents’ 

sentiments towards visitors. According to Doxey’s (1975) model, early stages of tourism 

development are often characterized by a ‘euphoric’ mood, when tourism is perceived as a 

positive contribution to the destination. As the tourism industry develops and arrivals 

increase, negative collateral impact on economic, cultural, and social elements of life in the 

destination can make this ‘euphoria’ deteriorate into ‘apathy’, ‘annoyance’ and in the worst 

of cases, ‘antagonism’ (Figure 2). The four stages of development are in turn coupled with 

expected planning responses from local government.  

 

 

Another significant contribution that has come to influence tourism studies is Butler’s 

(1980) theory on tourism cycles (Figure 3). Butler’s theory is based on a basic asymptotic 

curve and models stages of development of the visitor industry in an area that over time 

becomes a tourist destination. During the early stages of tourism development in a 

destination (Exploration), small and irregular numbers of visitors arrive, limited by 

knowledge or infrastructure catering to visitors. Such visitors may have been attracted to 

the area by its unique or cultural features. In such a stage, the very interaction with locals 

can be one of the main attractions, especially since it would be expected to be high due to 

the low concentration of visitors. Similarly, the economic and social significance from 

tourism at this stage is almost insignificant.  

 

As awareness of visitors grows, and facilities develop, the number of visitors increase 

(Involvement). This marks the beginning of a visitor market, and initial marketing efforts 

to attract more visitors can be observed. With the arrival of more stable patterns of tourist, 

tourist seasons begin to form and additional demands on infrastructure are made to 

manage the demand. As the destination enters the Development stage, there should be a 

clear observable visitor industry. Local and traditional facilities might be substituted by 

Figure 2: Illustration of the ‘Irridex’ (Doxey, 1975) 
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more elaborated facilities managed by external organizations. Not all of these 

transformations should be expected to be welcomed by residents. 

 

As the carrying capacity of 

the location is approached 

(marked by the ‘Critical 

range of elements of 

capacity’), the destination 

enters a stage of 

Consolidation. This point 

can be met by a number of 

reasons, including physical 

limitations accommodation 

or other services, or for 

social factors related to 

overcrowding or growing 

resentment for the visitor 

industry among increasing 

numbers of residents. This is 

also when the rate of growth of 

arrival numbers begins to slow down, even if the total amount of tourism is still increasing.  

 

After consolidation, a Stagnation stage is expected to follow. This can lead to an actual 

reduction of the total number of visitors if the attractiveness of the destination declines in 

comparison to other destinations (Future trend C or D in Figure 3). This presupposes a 

decline in both quantity and quality of the visitor industry. The Critical range of elements 

of capacity represents a critical point in that subsequent progress is contingent on the host 

community’s ability to cope with identified tourism impact. If tourism impact experienced 

by the host community is excessive, the destination goes into decline. However, if policies 

are enacted to sustain the balance between resources and tourism demand, then the risk of 

decline can be avoided (Upchurch & Teivane, 2000). 

 

Such a scenario is represented by curve A and B i.e., Rejuvenation. These alternatives for 

tourism development presuppose active planning interventions that manage to either 

address the quality of visitor supply and the destination, or extend quantity of supply to 

support additional growth without deterioration of quality (Upchurch & Teivane, 2000). 

Although, Butler postulates “…it is almost certain that this stage will never be reached 

without a complete change in the attractions on which tourism is based.” (Butler, 1980, p. 

9).  

 

Two ways of achieving Rejuvenation are described by Butler (1980). One would be to 

develop a new attraction, like a casino or a theme park. Another way would be to create a 

new market, for example a winter season of tourism in addition to a summer season of 

existing tourism. For either path to Rejuvenation, both public and private investments are 

Figure 3: Butler’s (1980) concept of a tourist area cycle of 

evolution 
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necessary. Nonetheless, the initial visitor of the ‘explorer’ kind is not expected to come 

back.   

 

Butler’s model is somewhat pessimistic. It assumes that timeless attractiveness of a 

destination is highly unlikely, given the pressures of tourism development. The exception 

would be if the destination manages to sustain uniqueness, conditional to withstanding the 

pressures of visitation. But even this seems unfeasible to Butler (1980) given the 

observation that visitors’ preferences change over time. Butler does not seem to include the 

option that uniqueness could be sustained over time, but that the character of uniqueness 

might evolve and transform as time goes by.  

 

Similarly, Butler’s (1980) theory can be seen as a critique of how tourism is conceptualized 

and perceived. When Butler (1980) developed his concept of a tourist area cycle of 

evolution, it was with the intent of illustrating that the assumption of eternal visitor growth 

is a fallacy. Hence, a change of attitude would be advisable as those who are responsible for 

planning, developing, and managing destinations should be aware of and plan for the 

changing character of a destination and the transformations that visitation growth can 

cause.  

 

The model illustrates that the resources that make up a tourist supply are not infinite and 

that they should possibly even be treated as non-renewable resources. Nonetheless, 

Butler’s description of the curve indicates the perspective of stakeholders in favor of 

tourism development. ‘Successful redevelopment’ assumes continued growth and 

expansion (curve A and B), and conversely, ‘Decline’ presupposes a shrinkage of the visitor 

industry.  

 

As per Doxey’s (1975) Irridex, Butler also anticipates that residents’ attitudes shift from 

approval to discontent and possible opposition as tourism develops. Notwithstanding, even 

if a life-cycle model of tourism development stages can be conceptualized, different places 

experience the stages of the cycle differently (Butler, 1980). Hypothetically, this could 

mean that the stages of the cycle correspond to different numbers of visitors in different 

destinations. The time a destination spends in each stage is also not predetermined. 

Butler’s model comes with caveats if applied on contemporary urban destinations. To 

begin with, it was developed long before the current situations of overtourism and versions 

of visitor industries developed. In the 1970s and 1980, there were neither low-cost airlines, 

platform economy actors such as Airbnb, nor Instagram and the use of IT as we know them 

to influence tourism development today (Nilsson, 2020). At the time of development, the 

model was the result of previous research and observations by Butler (1990) himself as 

well as by other scholars (Christaller, 1964). 

The relevance of the model for analysis and engagement with contemporary urban tourism 

has also been questioned given its development to describe the area life-cycle of an entire 

destination, i.e. a destination per excellence (Ashworth & Page, 2011). Ashworth and Page 

(2011) argue that the place-specific character of how tourism develops in a city (referred to 
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as ‘microgeographies’) cannot be reduced to a model of a tourist area’s life-cycle. Similarly, 

on a continuum of tourism development and impact, perceptions and reactions among 

those affected will vary and cannot be expected to develop in a homogenous fashion 

throughout a city (Ap & Crompton, 1993).  

Research does support that urban tourism development develops in a place-specific way 

(Beritelli et al., 2020; Kádár, 2014, 2018). However, in cities with overtourism, the 

development of hot spots has had reverberations on the municipal politics of cities, rather 

than, say, neighborhood or district level politics. Hence, Butler’s (1980) life cycle does 

seem to reflect the complex relation between place-specific development of tourism in a 

city, and the impacts that reverberate on municipal policy level.  

Moreover, Butler’s reasoning with regards to how he discusses urban tourism development 

shows no sign of such rigidity (Butler, 1974). One example is the possibility of publicly led 

and coordinated development and regeneration efforts. The model itself presupposes that a 

city changes and develops alongside tourism development. I.e, a destination per excellence 

could be considered a contradiction in terms in the context of urban tourism. As Ashworth 

and Page (2011) express it themselves, “All cities are multifunctional, or they would not 

qualify as cities. The exclusively tourist city or even tourist urban precinct (Hallyar et al., 

2008), does not exist for if it did it would lack the diversity that is an essential urban 

characteristic. The seaside resort complex or exclusively heritage tourism theme park is 

not a city” (Ashworth & Page, 2011, p. 9). 

Hence, the separation of tourism development as something that can be isolated from 

other factors in Butler’s model can be assumed to be a construction for the purpose of 

analysis and discussion. Without such an assumption, the model is rendered useless since 

an urban (city) destination per excellence is an oxymoron. Continued traction and 

examples of application of Butler’s (1980) model of tourist life cycles in the literature 

supports this interpretation (Cheung & Li, 2019; Manente & Celotto, 2018; Upchurch & 

Teivane, 2000). 

Furthermore, Butler’s early understanding of social impact is transferable to today’s 

contexts of tourism development in several ways. Butler (1974) discussed the social impact 

that follows in a context where resources primarily developed for local residents are 

increasingly ‘co-opted’ for visitors’ needs and interests, or spatially occupied by the tourists 

themselves. As per the empirical studies referenced in section 2.1, this has been observed 

when the character of the local economy shifts as a result of the purchasing power of 

visitors as a consumer group. Finally, this has impact on lifestyles, which depend on 

preferences and limitations for where to spend time as much as what to consume from a 

commercial perspective. The relevance of such processes for current understandings of 

social impact in urban tourist destinations has only been reinforced by the empirical 

research on overtourism that has been done since.  

One way of applying Butler’s (1980) tourist life cycle model to more contemporary contexts 

of tourism development has been to modify how some of its components are defined. For 
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example, Manente and Celotto (2018) adapt the idea of ‘decline’ to mean not just a decline 

in number of tourists. As applied by them, ‘decline’ can also mean a decrease in the 

elements defining former quality of the destination, difficulty in assuring sustainable 

tourism, or decrease in the average tourist expenditure (Manente & Celotto, 2018). 

Similarly, Butler’s (1980) tourist life cycle model could be modified to describe the 

development of a tourist area within a city, instead of a whole destination, or the visitor 

industry as it is perceived by residents more generally. 

Furthermore, focusing on arguments for why the original model of Butler’s (1980) tourist 

life cycle model does not perfectly fit contemporary tourism development risks missing 

important contributions of the model. The idea of stages is one such element (Nilsson, 

2020). Using the concept of stages when engaging with tourism and its impact, such as by 

Doxey (1975), Butler (1980) and others (Ap & Crompton, 1993), is a way to analyze and 

engage with ideas and studies of how tourism develops; and for the purposes of this thesis, 

what the corresponding implications for planning are.  

 

2.2 Implementing sustainable tourism  

Observations of the potential and real negative externalities of tourism development have 

contributed to a canon for managed tourism development (Butler, 1999; Craik, 1995; 

Dempsey et.al., 2009; Glasson et al., 1995;  Koens, Postma, & Papp, 2019; Van Der Borg, 

Costa, & Gotti, 1996; van der Zwan, 2016). Such a canon suggests that there is a need to 

recognize trade-offs in the development model for tourism, necessary to achieve a 

balancing act between leveraging the tourism industry to contribute towards economic 

growth and cultural diversity on the one hand, while also safeguarding the interests of 

residents on the other (Alvarez-Sousa, 2018; Ashworth & Page, 2011; Butler, 1999; 

Mathieson & Wall, 1982; Glasson et al., 1995; Koens, Postma, & Papp, 2018; Lindberg et 

al., 1997; Van Der Borg et al., 1996). 

Whether views of more actively managed tourism development are referred to as ‘wise 

exploitation’ (Russo & Van Der Borg, 2002), ‘responsible tourism’ (Goodwin, 2017), or 

‘sufficiency approach’ (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018), a red thread through the work of the 

scholars from this school of thought is that some form of active management of the way 

tourism develops is necessary. Market-driven approaches are not understood to provide 

the most appropriate or sustainable solution (Inskeep, 1987, 1988, 1991).  

 

Examples of contributions towards more sustainable management of tourism development 

include discussions of carrying capacity (O’Reilly, 1986; Canestrelli & Costa, 1991; Van 

Der Borg et al., 1996), Visitor Impact Management (VIM) (Glasson, Godfrey, & Goodey, 

1995; Graefe, Kuss and Vaske 1990), Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) (McCool, 1994), 

and Visitor Experience Resource Protection (VERP) (NPS 1993).  

 

Besides mitigating negative impact, it has been suggested that managing tourism 

development with greater attention to the physical limitations of a place and often uneven 
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distribution of resources has several benefits. Formica (2000) builds on McIntosh, 

Goeldner & Ritchie’s (1995) and Inskeep’s (1994) argument that a thorough appreciation of 

a destinations supply and demand capacity can produce both economic and socio-cultural 

benefits. Formica (2000) suggests that such benefits may include:  

 

1. Identification of a base to increase the quality of life of residents; 

2. Encouragement of the development of infrastructure, recreation, and leisure facilities 

used by both residents and visitors; 

3. Influencing the development of tourism facilities and services that match with the 

characteristics of the area and the cultural, social and political profile of the residents; 

4. The development of tourism in such a way that all the resources of the area will be 

preserved for present and future use; 

5. The integration of tourism policies with other policies developed in the area; 

6. The creation of a solid base for decision making and coordination between the 

private and public sectors; 

7. An increase of the overall satisfaction of visitors; and 

8. The provision of effective instrument capable of monitoring the changes in tourism 

attractiveness and of determining the appropriate actions to take.  

(Formica, 2000, p. 5) 

 

A focus on the benefits that could be had from tourism planning seems to have gained 

traction during the last few years as the motivation for managing tourism has developed 

beyond the idea of mitigating negative impact in policy contexts for tourism development 

(European Cities Marketing, 2018). As such, the case for managing tourism has come to 

include goals of maximizing positive impact, rather than ‘just’ minimizing bad impact. 

With the view that sustainable tourism can develop in such a way that it contributes to 

social sustainability goals (explored more in 2.2.1), it motivates strategies that seek to steer 

tourism to achieve value beyond economic growth for those involved in the visitor 

industry.  

This can be illustrated by recent tourism strategies and reports on tourism development 

from European tourist destinations and marketing actors (amsterdam&partners, 2021; 

Vienna Tourist Board, 2021). For the European Cities Marketing conference in 2018, the 

front page of the event program read “Don’t ask what your city can do for more tourism, 

but what tourism can do for your city!” (European Cities Marketing, 2018). Such a 

strategy could be summarized along the lines of “using tourism to make better places for 

people to live in, first; and second, better places for people to visit. The aspiration is to use 

tourism rather than to be used by it. of Responsible Tourism; it occurs when tourism’s 

priorities override the interests of the local community.” (Goodwin, 2017; p. 10).  
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This development signals a change in focus also for research, with questions shifting from 

“how to protect the city from tourism” to “how do we compose the city along with 

tourism”. This indicates moving away from a logic of dualism (tourists vs locals) as new 

places are produced (Arias-Sans & Russo, 2016, p. 2). Such a focus for tourism studies 

implies approaching tourism not just as an economic strategy, but as a leverage to advance 

a city’s development goals.  

 

Section 2.1 provided evidence and rationale for why municipalities should look to manage 

tourism for socially sustainable impact. The next sub-section discusses the complexity of 

operationalizing sustainable tourism. It begins with a discussion of the issues related to 

defining what socially sustainable tourism is. This is followed by observations that 

illustrate the embeddedness of tourism and the visitor industry in non-visitor related 

infrastructure, spaces and consumption.  

 

2.2.1 The complexity of defining socially sustainable tourism  

To grasp the complexity of defining the social dimension of sustainable tourism it is helpful 

to understand the origins of the concept of sustainability. The idea of sustainability reaches 

back to the global wave of environmental concern in the 1980s. A central tenet of the 

sustainability in this context was the idea of limits (Butler, 1999). In the context of 

environmental impact, concepts such as ‘tipping point’ and ‘carrying capacity’ implied 

limits of resource use vis-à-vis certain changes to the physical environment. Excessive 

exploitation of natural resources, or impact beyond a tipping point, or beyond the carrying 

capacity of, say, a field or a lake, would theoretically lead to changes to the eco-system. 

Such consequences to the natural environment could be irreversible or difficult to correct 

hence were seen as negative and should be avoided (Butler, 1999). 

 

Similarly, when the idea of sustainability entered the discussion of urban tourism 

development in the 90s, the idea of sustainable tourism was mainly linked to visible 

environmental impact and urges for environmental protection. With a focus on the 

(undesirable and negative) impacts tourism could have on the physical environment, 

sustainable tourism was often understood as small-scale tourism (Butler, 1999).  

 

Research by Mathieson and Wall (1982) provided arguments for a wider definition of 

sustainable tourism. They were proponents of the idea that negative impacts from tourism 

can occur in the human world (cultural, social) as much as in the physical world (water, air 

quality, etc). Over time, and in line with the background discussed in section 2.1, it become 

mainstream to accept that sustainable development has a human component that is 

equally important to the traditionally environmental one (Butler, 1999; Dempsey et al., 

2009; Alvarez-Sousa, 2018). Nonetheless, the environmental origins of the concept has 

ontological consequences that make operationalization complex.  

 

While the concepts of ‘tipping point’ and ‘carrying capacity’ can be determined with some 

objectiveness (albeit not exact precision) for natural environments, the same cannot 

necessarily be done for the human environment (Butler, 1999; Van Der Borg et al., 1996). 
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With regards to socially sustainable tourism, tipping points and carrying capacity can be 

different things depending on the interests of the person defining the concept, the unit of 

analysis considered, and the aspects emphasized from the multitude of dimensions 

involved with the concept. So while exceeding or not exceeding the carrying capacity or 

tipping point is generally referred to unsustainable vs sustainable tourism (Mihalic, 2020), 

Butler (1999) argues that the definition of sustainable levels of socially sustainable 

resource consumption is more relevant in terms of desirability or appropriateness (Butler, 

1999).  

 

The goals for sustainable tourism then, involve subjective ideas of what levels, limits or 

features would be the best or wisest use of often limited cultural, social and spatial 

resources in urban tourism destinations (Butler, 1999). This means that the idea of social 

sustainability is not value free (Butler, 1999). Rather, it implies an inherent complexity 

related to the contextual aspects of socially sustainable tourism. As such, Butler concludes 

that: “It is unlikely… that there will ever be a totally accepted definition of sustainable 

tourism that is universally applied…” (Butler, 1999, p.11).  

 

The fact that social sustainability is something value laden and to some extent subjective 

has brought scholars to argue that stakeholder management is key to addressing 

sustainable tourism (Boom et al., 2020; Fodness, 2016; van der Zwan, 2016). The 

argument is that it is critical to unravel the social complexity of such problems by 

identifying all stakeholders, their distinct perspectives, and seeking common 

understanding while not expecting consensus.  

 

Accordingly, Fodness (2016) perceives sustainable tourism as a complex problem for which 

there is no easy solution, or where stakeholders are unlikely to fully agree on a definition of 

the problem(Fodness, 2016). As such it should be treated as a ‘wicked problem’. The idea 

of wicked problems has earlier been developed by Rittel & Webber (1973). It constitutes a 

term developed to describe problems for which there is no objectively correct solution, and 

which is better seen as managed rather than solved. An idea that has received attention in 

tourism studies as well (Koens et al., 2018; Lew, 2007; Weber et al., 2017).  

 

Hence, at the heart of why the idea of sustainability is difficult to operationalize is that it is 

ultimately a subjective and hence political choice to define what constitutes appropriate 

and sustainable development. Nonetheless, the definition is essential because without it, 

indicators for measurement cannot be produced. Without a definition and corresponding 

indicators for monitoring purposes, the idea of sustainable tourism might fit rhetorical 

purposes, but it is of little help for concrete planning, development, and management of 

tourism. 

 

While the need for some kind of indicators is widely accepted, scholars have debated what 

can and can’t be measured. For example, Lindberg, Mccol and Stankey (1997) have argued 

that management through definitions of Carrying Capacity has a number of drawbacks. 

Firstly, definitions of carrying capacity often provide little guidance for practical 
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implementation. Secondly, carrying capacity is perceived as a scientific, objective concept. 

And thirdly, carrying capacity typically focuses attention on use levels or number of visitors 

while management objectives typically relate to conditions.  

 

In an attempt to work around the challenge of establishing quantitative limits of tourism 

for tourism management purposes, Mccool and Lime (2001) proposed that the question 

‘How many is too many?’ is substituted by ‘What are the appropriate or acceptable 

conditions?’. To address such a reframing of the question, planning frameworks like 

‘Visitor Experience and Resource Protection’ and ‘Limits of Acceptable Change’ (LAC) have 

been developed. They focus less on how many numbers of tourists a destination can 

sustain and more on the desirable or appropriate social conditions in a location (Mccool & 

Lime, 2001).  

 

Such a reframing of the question has pros and cons; Koens et.al (2018) point out that while 

measuring overcrowding can at least be monitored and measured objectively to some 

extent, it is more complex to define, quantify, and measure the desirable social conditions 

or impact of inappropriate behavior of tourists. For both sets of questions, nonetheless, the 

definition and use of indicators of sustainability are seen a central components of 

operationalizing the planning and management process (UNEP & WTO, 2005).  

 

Operationalizing sustainable tourism is further challenged by the difficulty of isolating 

tourism from other behaviors or activities that non-visitors engage in in a city. In their 

discussion about place consumption by visitors and non-visitors, Ashworth & Page (2011) 

builds on a framework by Burtenshaw, Bateman, & Ashworth (1991). The framework 

(Burtenshaw et al., 1991) as well as more recent research (Novy, 2018) illustrates that the 

place-consumption and behavior of visitors and non-visitors share significant overlap.  

 

This reiterates how embedded tourism is in urban attractions and use of infrastructure, a 

majority of which was developed for non-tourism purposes. Furthermore, within urban 

destinations the number, variety and scale of primary and secondary attractions are often 

large. Hence, a particularly distinguishing characteristic of urban tourism is that it is just 

one of many economic activities within a city and it must compete with a number of other 

industries for resources such as labor and land (Edwards et al., 2008).  

 

The visitor group itself is a mosaic of users made up by different profiles in terms of 

activities and locations, the length of stay in certain locations, whether they come once or 

repeatedly. Significant numbers of tourists in urban areas are for example visiting for a 

primary purpose other than pure leisure, including business or conferences. To make some 

sense of different urban mobilities, habits and space consumption, Novy (2018) proposes a 

framework composed by five interrelated but distinct dimensions. These are: 

 

(1) (urban) tourism;  

(2) (temporary) ‘lifestyle’ migration;  

(3) (temporary) migration for work/education;  
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(4) ‘as if tourism’; and  

(5) leisure and place consumption as a practice of everyday life. 

(Novy, 2018, p. 431) 

 

Combined, these categories represent the components of individual and overlapping 

behaviors of how they consume space, stay, eat, shop, and experience the city more 

generally. The point of the framework is to emphasize that tourists, locals and other 

categories of people operate in ways that intertwine how they influence the urban context. 

This makes the ‘tourist’ as a homogenous unit of analysis not just inadequate but also a 

moving target for policy making (Novy, 2018). 

 

Academic contributions on social sustainability and metrics of quality of life can bring 

nuance to what planning for socially sustainable cities implies in relation to tourism, and 

hence what it is that sustainable tourism should be. The idea of social sustainability has 

been explored by a number of scholars (Bramley and Power, 2009; Bramley et al, 2006; 

Dempsey et al, 2009;  Gehl, Gemzoe, & Sondergaard, 2006, Hunter, 1997; Littig & 

Grießler, 2005). Bramley et. al. (2009), for example, define social sustainability as 

composed by two main conditions, namely ‘Social equity’ (with particular reference to 

access to services and opportunities essential local services such as shops, schools, health 

centers; recreational opportunities, open space; public transport; job opportunities; 

affordable housing), and ‘Sustainability of community’ (including: pride in and attachment 

to neighborhood; social interaction within the neighborhood; safety/security perceived 

quality of local environment; satisfaction with the home; stability (vs residential turnover); 

participation in collective group/civic activities). 

 

Yiftachel and Hedgcock (1993) also offer an analysis to bring the concept of social 

sustainability to the urban realm. They define urban social sustainability as: “the 

continuing ability of a city to function as a long-term viable setting for human 

interaction, communication and cultural development.” Furthermore, “A socially 

sustainable city is marked by vitality, solidarity and a common sense of place among its 

residents. Such a city is also characterized by a lack of overt or violent intergroup 

conflict, conspicuous spatial segregation, or chronic political instability” (Yiftachel & 

Hedgcock, 1993, p. 140). To operationalize the concept of social sustainability, the paper 

presents a conceptual and analytical framework to enable examination of the level of urban 

social sustainability. The framework is based on three key dimensions: equity, community 

and urbanity that urban policies and new urban development can be evaluated and 

examined against.  

 

For Yiftachel and Hedgcock (1993), the idea of equity relates to what is in many ways the 

foundation of much of modern planning theory, namely a normative social commitment to 

citizens, materialized through public policy formulation and public planning practice for a 

more socially just and equitable urban environment. Equity is pursued with a view to 

eradicate, or minimize the social problems associated with stratified and inequitable urban 

societies, including manifestations of this such as unrest or riots that can emerge when 
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citizens distrust the democratic process. The potential of such distrust is in turn described 

as a result of, for example, urban developments perceived as guided by market forces 

rather than community needs or sacrificing residential property in favor of commercial 

developments.  

Community, in turn, relates to a sense of identity, social inclusion, behavior and relations. 

The idea of communities can be further elaborated with an excerpt from a UK report from 

2006, which states that: “Sustainable communities are here defined as ‘places where 

people want to live and work, now and in the future. They meet the diverse needs of 

existing and future residents, are sensitive to their environment, and contribute to a high 

quality of life. They are safe and inclusive, well planned, built and run, and offer equality 

of opportunity and good services for all’ (ODPM., 2006, p. 12). Such a definition 

highlights the physical (here, urban) context in which communities exist.  

 

Finally, the concept of urbanity is discussed in contrast to suburbanization and the trend 

of applying suburban solutions to city problems, and the idea that cityness and mixed-use 

environments à la Jane Jacobs have value for the health and vitality of urban areas.   

 

2.2.2 Urban planning and tourism development  

According to Dredge (1999), “Planning is the strategic process of establishing a strategic 

vision of an area which reflects a community’s goals and aspirations and implementing 

this through the identification of preferred patterns of land use and appropriate styles of 

development.” (Dredge, 1999, p. 774). While the main concerns of planners have 

traditionally focused on residential, commercial and industrial land uses, Dredge has 

argued that tourism should be added to the analysis (Dredge, 1999).  

 

Empirical research by Kádár (2014, 2018) supports this view. In a study of hotel 

development, Kádár (2018) writes that “hotel development is much influenced by planning 

procedures and property ownership, and as the main infrastructure of tourism supply, 

its spatial distribution influences the whole tourist consumption in a city” (Kádár, 2018, p. 

467). This suggests that planning and policy can have a direct effect on the tangible 

infrastructures of tourism and hence urban tourism development.   

 

Furthermore, Kádár (2014, 2018) has illustrated the relation between (pedestrian) mobility 

patterns of visitors and spatially relevant elements of urban design, morphology and 

planning. Such findings are similar to research on how visitors’ mobility is influenced by 

different urban ‘supply elements’, resulting in spatial patterns such as ‘visitor flows’, 

‘trajectories’ and ‘corridors’ (Beritelli et al., 2020). The authors of this study argue for the 

importance for planners to understand these processes before such ‘supply elements’ are 

developed.  

 

A study from Barcelona examines the gradual development of tourism in relation to urban 

planning (Nofre et al., 2018). The authors argue that urban planning has contributed to the 

transformation of some neighborhoods in the direction of more tourist-oriented 

consumption and as a result jeopardized urban coexistence between different social 
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groups. Somewhat contrasting, Smith et. al. (2018) demonstrate how overtourism can be 

the consequence of an ‘decentralised, fragmented and ad hoc approach’ to urban planning 

(Smith, Sziva, & Olt, 2019, p. 544). 

 

The impact of spatial elements on how tourism develops relates to the formation of hot 

spots in a city. In practice, this means tourism related activity is generally concentrated to 

specific locations, nodes or corridors and influenced by urban morphology and content 

(Beritelli, Reinhold, & Laesser, 2020; Koens et al., 2018; Kadar, 2014, 2018; Pearce, 

2001;). 

 

The embeddedness of tourism in urban development processes is further exemplified by a 

study on tourism development in Prague, by Kádár (2018). The research brings nuance to 

the motivations of residents who were against tourism development. A closer look 

illustrated how residents were not a priori against tourism as a phenomenon per se. 

Rather, the perceived relation between overtourism and gentrification were understood as 

a consequence of mismanagement by local authorities. I.e. not an unavoidable 

consequence of tourism development on its own.  

 

Additional empirical work illustrating how tourism overlaps with other kinds of urban 

consumption of goods and space has been done by Novy (2018) from Berlin. The study 

illustrates that what is perceived as tourism induced neighborhood change in tourist 

destinations cannot necessarily be attributed exclusively to factors related to clear-cut 

tourism. Novy’s conclusion is that the assessment of tourism and its management need to 

be approached from a cross-sectoral perspective of urban governance and planning.  

 

If urban tourism development and urban development are perceived as mutually 

constitutive processes, it follows that negative impact that has been associated with 

tourism development should perhaps not be consigned exclusively to tourism. In situations 

where gentrification is seen as a manifestation of overtourism, for example, there may be 

other processes at play that are independent of tourism development (Novy, 2018). As a 

result, adequate policy development requires analysis of the wider urban development 

policies that may be contributing to, or facilitating, the development as well (Colomb & 

Novy, 2016; Füller & Michel, 2014; Goodwin, 2017; Novy, 2018).  

 

Furthermore, the suitability of the public planning system to engage with sustainable 

tourism is due to its mandate as well as its traditional perspective on the social role of 

planning (Lew, 2007; Rahmafitria et al., 2020). Lew (2007) contributes to this argument 

by emphasizing a distinction between how governments have conceptualized tourism 

planning vs urban planning: “Urban planning usually seeks to serve the broadest 

community interest, whereas tourism planning is typically focused on the interests of 

more narrowly defined and specific populations, especially those in the private sector 

(tourism businesses).” (Lew, 2007: p. 385).  
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Hence, Dredge (1999) suggests that in a governance framework that aims for sustainable 

tourism development, planners should be asking more specific questions related to 

tourism. For example, questions regarding what spatial configurations would be conducive 

to desired flow of tourists in a given location, or how space can be developed so its 

character can be enhanced or protected, or still how a destination can maximize its 

integration in terms of tourism development together with a wider region.  

 

Furthermore, agents in the tourism industry - which is fragmented and made up by many 

small actors – are unlikely to have the mandate or incentives to ensure sustainable tourism 

development on their own. Moreover, the element of monitoring is an essential part of 

many of the frameworks for sustainable tourism to work effectively (Butler, 1999; 

Andersson, 2017). Monitoring of visitor flows and longitudinal studies including economic 

and social auditing have been recommended to assess the impacts of tourism and levels of 

sustainability. However, such initiatives require stable funding and a willingness on the 

part of researchers to commit to a research program for a considerable period of time 

(Andersson, 2017). This is likely to need support by public actors rather than independent 

research organizations. Hence coordination is required (Dinica, 2009; UNEP & WTO, 

2005). Such perspectives support the view that the public planning system is indispensable 

in this process (Ashworth & Dietvorst, 1995; Dianne Dredge, 1999). 

 

Finally, arguments for why tourism development should be considered in a wider context 

of planning and governance are not based on a belief that tourism development can be 

controlled entirely. While the resources making up tourism supply are necessary for 

tourism attractiveness to exist, the extent of tourist attractiveness is difficult to predict 

based on a given tourism supply only (Formica, 2000). There are simply too many moving 

parts in an urban environment to establish complete control over events (Ashworth & 

Page, 2011). Furthermore, many factors contributing to tourism development lie outside 

the mandate of municipal governments. Some of these include economic developments 

(regionally, nationally and globally) and technological advances enabling new forms of 

information networks or business models (Nilsson, 2020).  

 

What is important to note here is that mobility and demand (by all consumers of urban 

space and services, not just visitors) do not occur randomly. There needs to be available 

attractions (i.e.) supply of some kind for demand to arise, grow, and be sustained (Gunn, 

1988; Kádár, 2014, 2018; Reinhold, Laesser, & Beritelli, 2020). It follows that influencing 

tourism demand is done at least partly by engaging with the supply side of the visitor 

industry. 

 

2.2.3 The intersection between governance and tourism in practice 

Tourism development has been approached as a powerful strategy for employment 

creation and economic growth. As a result, policy initiatives have mainly focused on how  

growth can be encouraged and strategies have been spearheaded by municipal economic 

affairs departments (Dredge and Jamal, 2015; Getz, 1987). Policy tools for such an 

economic growth strategy have included the use of Destination Marketing Organizations 
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(DMO), and incentives to expand tourism supply to accommodate more visitors (hotels, 

attractions etc.) (Gunn & Var, 2002). Accordingly, success has been measured and 

evaluated based on quantitative growth targets, for example, arrival numbers, overnight 

stays, hotel capacity, and investments(Dredge & Jenkins, 2007; Kádár, 2018)..  

 

Such an approach has not typically included an analysis or appreciation of potential 

negative externalities (Alvarez-Sousa, 2018; Russo & Scarnato, 2018; Van Der Borg et al., 

1996). As such, the economic impacts of tourism, consciously or not, have had more 

influence over policy and planning decisions than considerations and strategies for social 

or political impact (Ashworth & Page, 2011). 

 

In cities where overtourism has developed, urban tourism planning by public authorities 

can be observed as reactive and defensive in response to local electors’ desire to reverse 

perceived undesirable impacts of tourism and tourists. One study provides an overview of 

attempts to manage mass-tourism in 13 European cities (Koens et al., 2019). Examples of 

strategies included encouraging changed behavior among tourists, steering tourists away 

from hotspots and to new locations in a city or attempts at improving residents’ perception 

of tourism.  

 

However, the study also showed how such strategies tend to be flawed in execution in 

several ways. For example, strategies were developed and implemented by the tourism 

industry and local authorities in relative isolation from wider city planning processes for 

sustainable development. Moreover, efforts (for example stricter regulations and 

monitoring towards the growth and development of tourism) were in general focused on 

mitigating the effects of touristification of a place rather than addressing its root-causes 

before it develops. Such studies found that policy towards managing tourism tended to be 

distinct for cities that were already clearly in stages of overtourism. Efforts were then often 

reactive, rather than preemptive (Koens et al., 2019).  

 

Another study aimed to examine to what extent social sustainability was integrated in 

tourism planning in European tourism destinations (González Domingo et al., 2018). Out 

of the 28 cities analyzed, only Amsterdam and Barcelona were identified to have limits on 

tourism capacity and Barcelona was the only city without visitor increase objectives. 

Moreover, the government of Barcelona stood out for having developed a new rhetorical 

stance vis-à-vis tourism and begun implementing concrete measures aiming at a more 

sustainable tourism industry that involves a more equitable distribution of tourism 

benefits and impacts across the city, including a sustainable balance between tourists and 

residents. Resonating with Koens et.al. (2019), these measures are reactive considering 

how established the idea of overtourism is in Barcelona.  

 

In the cities that were found to have integrated sustainability issues into tourism plans and 

strategies (including Paris to some extent), the sustainability policies were mainly 

operationalized through housing regulation, land use planning for accommodation, labels 

for responsible tourism, and promotional strategies to spread-out tourists outside the city. 
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Out of these, the first two fall clearly under the mandate of urban planning organizations. 

The few examples of cities that had developed crosscutting coordination of matters related 

to or impacted by tourism – for example in the areas of housing and transport – are hence 

relatively new practices in those places where it does occur (González Domingo et al., 

2018).  Similarly, it is uncommon for urban planners to speak of tourism development in 

their daily practice and decision making, the main exceptions being planners in cities 

where overtourism is already well-established (González Domingo et al., 2018).  

 

Hence, the policy context of planning for tourism development can be seen to be gradually 

shifting towards one where tourism is appreciated also as a socio-political phenomenon. 

This opens up for questions about the role it has in relation to other urban social issues 

(Dredge, 2015). Such a transition has also included new conceptions of value. New values 

are being appreciated and considered, including the value of intangible public goods, such 

as how residents feel about a place in a city, a place of heritage, or the mix of cultural 

influences on a given location. This brings back the discussion of subjective values and 

choices in the public policy and planning process; of what will be lost and what should be 

saved or developed as urban environments develop. With that said, different 

understandings of value are not a priori contradictory. They can even be mutually 

reinforcing (Cars, Olsson, & Snickars, 1996). 

 

This policy landscape might explain why most case studies concerned with sustainable 

tourism development focus on anomalies and conflicts. Studies of best practices of 

sustainable urban tourism systems have remained relatively hard to find, which in turn 

deprives the field from possible good planning solutions (Kádár, 2018). Similarly, 

questions of what sustainable tourism looks like in practice are still being asked. This is 

exemplified by Novy & Colomb who pose the question ‘In which contexts are tourism 

practices relatively well integrated into urban spaces and societies, and under which 

conditions?’ (Novy & Colomb, 2019, p. 371).   

 

Despite the compelling argument that tourism should be part of planners’ analysis, there is 

still little or no information to be found with regards to the internal workings of the 

planning offices and their decision-making processes with regards to tourism supply, and 

how they appreciate how it impacts demand, if at all. In attempt to focus less on 

“anomalies and conflicts” (Kádár, 2018, p.462) and more on the intersections of tourism 

development and governance in policy making and planning processes, the next section 

outlines a theoretical framework for research.  

 

2.3 A framework for the intersection of tourism development 

and planning approaches  

The discussion in chapter 2 suggests that the concept and idea of sustainable tourism has 

only recently begun to be mirrored in city’s tourism and planning policy (Dredge and 

Jamal, 2015). With over 40 years of consistent contributions towards understanding of 

how to manage tourism development more effectively, it raises questions of why more 
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cities have not engaged with more strategic development of tourism. This theory-practice 

gap can perhaps be explained partly by the challenges associated with developing 

measurable indicators for sustainable planning schemes (Rahmafitria et.al.,2020). Besides 

the inherent complexity of measuring urban tourism and social impact, the political and 

communicative challenges of producing definitions of social sustainability should not be 

forgotten.  

 

Case studies in the field of tourism studies and policy have “demonstrated that 

collaboration is a difficult process; power varies among individuals and groups; there 

are different frames or ways of understanding any issue; barriers to knowledge and 

learning and conflict enhance and empower some interests over others. The role of 

planners and policymakers is to be aware of these nuances, to manage the process and to 

ensure as far as possible that their decisions and actions are reflective and proactive.” 

(Dredge et al., 2011, p. 20).  

 

To address such expressions of ‘bounded rationality’ (March, 1994), scholars in the field of 

tourism studies (e.g. Richter, 1989; Hall, 1994, 2009a, 2014; Hall and Jenkins, 1995; 

Bramwell and Lane, 2000; Dredge and Jenkins, 2003, 2007a, 2007b, 2011) have argued 

for the importance of understanding tourism policy-making (including its implementation) 

in ‘different contexts, histories, and settings’ (Jenkins, Hall, & Mkono, 2014, p.543).  

 

Authors in this research area (Dredge et al., 2011; Jenkins et al., 2014) observe that the 

outcome of the policy process is not the exclusive domain of governmental actors. How 

different interests influence process of policy making has to do with choice, power, 

perception, values, and process. Similarly, this explains why approaches that manage to 

capture elements of contestation, subjectivity, social construction, and 

competing/conflicting viewpoints lend themselves to studies of tourism policy (Jenkins et 

al., 2014). 

 

With the intention of contributing to explanations about how decisions and policy-making 

processes that influence tourism development take form, this thesis looks at two 

theoretical models that are combined for a theoretical framework. One is a model of 

governance for urban planning and development developed by Zakhour and Metzger 

(2018). Zakhour and Metzger (2018) have built on planning theories by scholars, such as 

Healey (1992b, 1992a), in their model of how public planning systems seek to influence 

urban development.  

 

Zakhour and Metzger (2018) organize such a framework along a continuum, whereby one 

end of the governance spectrum is characterized by more active planning catering to 

community needs and maximization of aspects related to social sustainability. This is 

labelled under the category of ‘planning-led regime’. The other end of the spectrum is 

characterized by urban development driven more by market demands, where economic 

growth and development takes a more important role in decision making. Planning offices 
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operating under such a paradigm are categorized as a category of ‘development-led’ 

regimes (Zakhour & Metzger, 2018). 

 

To address the aspect of ‘different contexts, histories, and settings’ (Jenkins, Hall, & 

Mkono, 2014, p.543) in which policy is developed, a curve representing the stages of 

tourism progression is applied. This curve is based on Butler’s (1980) tourist life cycle 

model. Zakhour and Metzger’s model for urban governance approaches, in combination 

with Butler’s (1980) tourist life cycle model, provides the thesis’ framework for studying 

how different stages of tourism development influence policy development, and vice-versa. 

Three cities were chosen as objects for case study, namely Stockholm, Vienna and 

Amsterdam.  

 

2.4 Research question 

The aim of this thesis is to explore, investigate and advance understanding of how urban 

planning processes, urban development policy and sustainable tourism relate to each 

other. It can be understood as an investigation that aims to contribute towards using 

tourism development to advance socially sustainable urban development. To explore this, 

the research questions have sought to examine: 

 

a. How decision-making processes related to urban planning unfold in cases where 

this can be expected to have consequences for tourism development and related 

aspects of social sustainability; and  

 

b. How the concept of sustainable tourism development is considered, 

operationalized, and strategically applied in urban governance.  
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3  

Methodology and research design 
 

 

3.1 Research philosophy 

There are two aspects motivating the research underlying this thesis. One is the point of 

view that socially sustainable tourism development is desirable, and that planners that fail 

to consider, discuss, and define what sustainable tourism means and requires commit a 

disfavor towards their constituents. This is a normative point of view, and an essential part 

of the motivation for research project. The other aspect concerns a theoretical and practical 

discussion of sustainable tourism. This regards a study of processes and decision making.   

 

While the aim of this thesis is to focus on the latter, conceptualizing how to 

“simultaneously be pragmatic and hold onto values and beliefs” (Allmendinger, 2017, 

p.138), was somewhat of a challenge during the development of the research project. This 

challenge has consisted of a difficulty to conceptually separate the two aspects motivating 

the research. A solution to this challenge was found in elements from Max Weber’s 

distinction between formal and substantive rationality theory and basic concepts from 

pragmatism.  

 

While Weber appreciated that “subjective judgement” could and likely would influence 

decisions, he set out to analyze and prescribe “a form of bureaucracy and rational decision-

making that separated facts and values”. For Weber, values, ends and goals all belonged to 

politics, and the distinction became known as formal and substantive rationality. The 

former being concerned with means and efficiency towards an end (not concerned with the 

end itself), and the latter with the end per se (Allmendinger, 2017). The same ontological 

separation between formal and substantive rationality is applied in this research design. As 

such, the normative aspect of why sustainable tourism is desirable is separated from 

questions of how to achieve it.  

 

Thus, the claim is not that entirely rational and technical analyses by planners can exist 

apart from a political context. For one, formal rationality depends on substantive 

rationality to even know what to establish means and methods towards. While outcomes 

depend on both, and it is difficult to establish a clear demarcation between them, they are 

also difficult to join in an analysis due to being based on different values. “Functional 

rationality is akin to efficiency, substantive rationality to equity.” (Allmendinger, 2017, 

p.67). As such, functional rationality can be interpreted as an ideal process, rather than 

how things are actually done (Allmendinger, 2017).  
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Along the lines of functional rationality, this thesis is interested in contributing to better 

results. As such, the thesis is informed by elements of pragmatism. Just like “pragmatism 

emphasizes direct action regarding specific problems” (Allmendinger, 2017, p. 127), the 

theoretical and methodological approach of the research design is informed more by an 

interest in exploring aspects of effectiveness, than an interest in making a normative 

argument for socially sustainable tourism development and planning.  

 

Moreover, even though rational theory is known to be the apex of positivist thought, the 

theory position does not align with the view of absolute truths or a reality waiting to be 

uncovered. It is closer to the pragmatic idea that planning is an evolving activity which 

unfolds within the space of existing and emerging theories depending on which one best 

aligns the problem at hand.  

 

To summarize, the problem of overtourism and the goal of sustainable tourism are 

elements of substantive rationality. These are not in themselves objects of enquiry, but 

necessary elements to conceptualize the rationale for the enquiry into how to avoid one 

and achieve the other. The approach can therefore be said to foll the principles of 

pragmatism in both method of enquiry (developing a research design that best collects 

required information) and information enquired for (i.e. information believed to say 

something about how sustainable tourism is developed and achieved).  

 

This leads us to a discussion about the method deemed to be most appropriate for 

research, namely the case-study method.  

 

3.2 Case-study as a research method 

When the research question involves the aim to “seek to explain some contemporary 

circumstance (e.g. “how” or “why” some social phenomenon works)…” (Yin, 2018, p. 4), 

case studies are recommended as the research method of choice (Yin, 2018). Since 

contextual factors play a central role and exert influence on the outcome of tourism 

development and policy development, this method was identified as a suitable one.  

 

A focus on the contextual rather than the generalizable has also been used as an argument 

against the method. Such an argument is that context dependent knowledge cannot be 

used for generalizations and theory building (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Flyvbjerg has been one of 

the main opponents to this view. As a fervent advocate of the method, he points out that 

there is a fundamental paradox in the belief that social and political science could imitate 

the natural sciences in its scientific methods and epistemological form: “… a theory which 

makes possible explanations and prediction, requires that the concrete context of 

everyday human activity be excluded, but this very exclusion of content makes 

explanation and prediction impossible.” because “…context-independence is impossible in 

the study of social affairs.” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 40 and p. 46).  
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Along the same lines, since all social phenomena is context dependent to some extent, 

anyone calling themself an expert must derive knowledge from practice, i.e. multiple – 

however similar – distinct contexts. This must be done in addition to theory in order to 

develop a higher level of expertise within the social sciences (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This 

reasoning draws on theories of human learning (Bourdieu, 1977; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986) 

that are based on findings that that  “the case study produces the type of context- 

dependent knowledge that research on learning shows to be necessary to allow people to 

develop from rule-based beginners to virtuoso experts” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 221). 

 

In the same vein, Flyvbjerg cites the Kuhnian insight that “a scientific discipline without a 

large number of thoroughly executed case studies is a discipline without systematic 

production of exemplars, and a discipline without exemplars is an ineffective one.” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 242). In sharp contrast to the positivist philosophy therefore, 

Flyvbjerg argues that the very value of case studies lies in the fact that there can be no 

predictive theories for human behavior, and hence not for social sciences either. Rich 

analysis and context dependent analysis is our best bet for higher understanding of social 

phenomena (Flyvbjerg, 2001). In other words, “The advantage of large samples is 

breadth, while their problem is one of depth. For the case study, the situation is the 

reverse. Both approaches are necessary for a sound development of social science.” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 87). 

 

Flyvbjerg’s support of case studies stands in direct relation to his view that social science 

should be understood as the Aristotelean concept of phronesis. The concept is variously 

translated as ‘practical wisdom’. Rather than approaching social science research as a 

generator of predictive theory along the lines of the natural sciences Flyvbjerg argues: “We 

will see that in the role of phronesis, the social sciences are strongest where the natural 

sciences are weakest: just as the social sciences have not contributed much to explanatory 

and predictive theory, neither have the natural sciences contributed to the reflexive 

analysis and discussion of values and interests, which is the prerequisite for an 

enlightened political, economic, and cultural development in any society, and which is at 

the core of phronesis.” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.3).  

 

An additional aspect of phronetic studies that suits studies of planning and policy 

development, is the aspect of context - or more specifically “particular circumstances” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 135). Knowledge of the particular circumstances of a case study is 

important for the explanatory validity of the study, and hence it is also relevant to consider 

how the data collection method will be developed to ensure this is sufficiently 

comprehended. To paraphrase Sharan B Merriam’s words on case studies, the 

methodological focus is process rather than results, context rather than specific variables, 

and on discovery rather than proving something (Merriam, 1988). 

 

Although Flyvbjerg does not speak extensively of how one case study relates to others, it 

could be argued that the usefulness of the case study is due not only to the detail it provides 

of its internal context, but that its usefulness is also related to its external context. In other 
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words, how the research questions posed, and the object of study, have been investigated 

in other similar cases, and what the comparison between plural cases suggests. In addition 

to Flyvbjerg’s argument for case studies, the case study method could therefore be 

described as an exercise that produces contextual pieces of knowledge and understanding 

of a certain ontological ‘shade’. When joined with many other case studies of similar 

‘nuances’, the result is something that could be likened to an ‘epistemological mosaic’. 

Each piece of the mosaic may have its own shade of color, but when joined produces the 

impression of a more even color, creating what we could liken to the accumulated 

knowledge of a given social phenomenon.  

 

Another argument that has been used against case studies is that conclusions will be based 

on interpretation. This can in turn be susceptible to subjective, or arbitrary, results. For 

this reason, argues Flyvbjerg, every interpretation must be built on claims of validity. And 

the parts of the research that concerns claims for validity should evidently be as rigid as for 

any other activity carried out in the social or political sciences. This means the 

interpretation stands as valid until a better one can be produced and argued for (Flyvbjerg, 

2001). 

 

3.2.1 Description of selected cases 

‘Purposeful sampling’ (Quinn Patton, 2002, p.40 ) was used to select the three cities 

chosen for case study. Purposeful sampling is defined as a strategy suitable when “Cases 

for study (e.g., people, organizations, communities, cultures, events, critical incidences) 

are selected because they are ‘information rich’ and illuminative, that is, they offer useful 

manifestations of the phenomenon of interest; sampling, then, is aimed at insight about 

the phenomenon, not an empirical generalization from a sample to a population.” (Quinn 

Patton, 2002, p.40).  

 

Purposeful sampling does not aim to generate empirical generalizations or control for 

selection bias. Rather the purpose is to yield insights and in-depth understanding about a 

certain organization, phenomenon or process. To this end cases are chosen from which one 

hopes to learn the most from (Quinn Patton, 2002). For article #2, this method was 

complemented by ‘conditional criterion sampling’ (Quinn Patton, 2002). Certain criteria 

for selection produced a short list of cases before making the final choice of Amsterdam 

and Vienna.  

 

With regards to how the selected cases fit into Butler’s stages of tourism development, all 

three are considered to be well beyond Involvement and early Development. Stockholm 

has an agenda to sustain growth, which follows a stable increase of overnight stays in the 

years before the covid pandemic (averaging 4.2 per cent 2017 – 2019) (Stockholm, 2020). 

70 per cent of residents think tourism is something positive, and more than 50 percent 

think that the city should work towards growth of the visitor industry (Stockholm, 2020). 

Impact related to visitor industry development has not featured in the political agenda or 

discourse of in any considerable way. The exception that should be mentioned is localized 

expressions of discontent from residents in places such as the Old Town and the National 
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City Park. This has contributed to occasional articles on the risk of overtourism (Karnatz, 

2019). As per a study carried out 2018 (González Domingo et al., 2018) and during the 

research for the case study written for this thesis, a city tourism strategy plan could not be 

identified. This has contributed to categorizing Stockholm as representing the earliest 

development stage of the three cases.  

 

The growth and development of the visitor industry in Vienna is characterized by a higher 

ratio of visitor per resident than Stockholm (Tourmis). In Vienna, tourism also seems more 

integrated in the city’s urban governance framework. As an example, tourism is discussed 

by urban planners and economists alike. Despite being considered to have progressed 

further than Stockholm given the sophistication of the visitor industry, acceptance levels 

are still high, with nine out of ten local residents sharing the view that tourism is positive 

for Vienna (Vienna Tourist Board, 2021). Antagonistic debates of tourism have not been 

observed in political discourse.  

 

Finally, Amsterdam has the highest levels of overnight stays of the three cities. The impact 

of tourism has been widely contested in Amsterdam, leading to politization of the issue of 

tourism as well as remedial and reactive policies to reverse some of the negative impact 

that has contributed to overtourism. The observation of residents’ protests and the 

politicization of tourism would suggest tourism in Amsterdam has reached a critical range 

of elements of capacity. Similarly, it’s development shares similarities with the stage 

characterized by Doxey’s (1975) levels of ‘antagonism’.  

 

With regards to the extent to which the public planning system actively seeks to influence 

how tourism develops to optimize social sustainability, Stockholm is categorized as the 

least active city of the three. This resonates with Zakhour and Metzger’s (2018) conclusion 

that Stockholm’s public planning process is characterized by a development-led approach. 

This is explored in more detail in article number one. Public discourse in Vienna and 

Amsterdam outlines ambitions for socially sustainable tourism aligned with characteristics 

of a planning-led regime. This is illustrated by active policy making aimed to influence how 

tourism develops with concerns for social sustainability. Article number two explores how 

the differences in tourism development and contexts in Amsterdam and Vienna influence 

respective approaches.  

 

3.3 Semi-structured interviews as data collection method 

Planning practices and coordination between actors in contexts of urban development are 

characterized by culturally, institutionally, and locally laden social features which are not 

necessarily transcribed into policy documents. Thus, there may be undocumented aspects 

of a city’s planning and policy processes that cannot be obtained from official document 

surveys. This makes the face-to-face interview format a suitable data collection method to 

obtain insight and the type of place-specific understanding that is necessary to answer the 

research enquiry (Czarniawska, 2014; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Kvale, 2007).  
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Furthermore, given the exploratory character of the research, it was assumed the 

interviews would potentially disclose relevant but unexpected or unknown information. To 

allow for these to be captured during interviews, semi-structured interviews were chosen 

as the format of interviews. When deemed useful or necessary, data collection through 

interviews was complemented with analysis of public and/or internal documents from the 

chosen cases.  

 

The interviews were conducted with employees from planning offices in respective cities 

for a firsthand account of internal processes, systems, data used for analysis and other 

potentially relevant factors. A snowball process was also carried out, whereby interviewees 

were asked to recommend additional people for interviews. To test for consistency in the 

collected information, interviews were also sought with representatives from DMO’s, 

political organizations, and e.g. citizen organizations.  

 

The interviews were conducted according to a list of suggested questions. The interview-

questions were tailored for each category of interviewee; politician, planner, economist, 

representative from DMO or NGO, etc. For the different categories questions were crafted 

to learn about respective stake-holder groups mandate, responsibilities and goals. This 

included questions of how sustainable tourism was understood and defined, or how 

tourism was viewed in the broader context of urban planning and development.  

 

Additionally, questions were formulated to explore what issues might be influencing 

decision making, goal setting, and general interests. Examples of such questions include 

enquiries into what had motivated certain shifts in policy or strategic directions. Questions 

were also made with regards to reasoning around decisions or developments that involved 

trade-offs with regards to social sustainability aspects related to tourism development, or 

in cases of conflicting interests between stakeholders.  

 

Data analysis method  

Work by Merriam (1988), Yin (2018), Patton (2002), Miles & Hauberman (1984), and 

Goetz & LeCompte (1984) informed the data analysis method. The analysis of the collected 

data from interviews was conducted in parallel with the interview process. To do this in a 

systematic manner,  interview data was organized by what Patton (2002) referrers to as a 

case record. With the exception of a few interviews, the interviews were recorded. A case 

record was established by first transcribing each recorded interview. This served both a 

purpose of facilitating the option of returning to the interview material to review it, as well 

as to mitigate memory bias, i.e. falsely remembering that an interviewee might have said 

something he or she did not.  

 

Once the interviews had been transcribed, a search was done for ideas, answers and 

perhaps choice of words, to be able to organize these into categories and concepts. Hence 

this can be looked upon as a coding exercise. Further analysis was done by attempting to 

find connections or patterns between these. This also served the purpose of minimizing 

biases in the analysis of the material.   
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4 

 

Results and discussion 
 

 

The aim of this thesis has been to explore, investigate and advance understanding of how 

urban planning processes, urban development policy and sustainable tourism relate to 

each other. Towards this aim, the research questions have sought to examine: 

 

a. How decision-making processes related to urban planning unfold in cases where 

this can be expected to have consequences for tourism development and related 

aspects of social sustainability; and 

  

b. How the concept of sustainable tourism development is considered, 

operationalized, and strategically applied in urban governance.   

 
The results from the two articles suggest that there are important variations in how 

tourism development and corresponding social contexts influence policy making and vice-

versa. These variations relate to the stage of tourism development on the one hand, and 

type of urban governance regime influencing planning processes on the other. For 

example, available options for strategic development of tourism seem to vary depending on 

how far tourism is advanced. The cases studied suggest that strategic choices for 

sustainable tourism development are available up to a certain point. Once a critical range 

of elements of capacity is entered or exceeded, policy making aimed at influencing tourism 

development risks being reduced to mitigating impact. 

 

Butler’s (1980) model describes how Decline is marked by a reduction in attractiveness in 

the destination, combined with expressions of antagonism due to the critical range of 

elements of capacity being exceeded. This leads to a reduction in visitor numbers (future 

trends C and D Figure 3). However, as the study of Amsterdam suggests, cities can remain 

attractive to visitors despite the critical range of elements of capacity being exceeded. 

Furthermore, the study suggests visitor numbers can be sustained, or even increase, 

without investments in Rejuvenation efforts to increase supply. This can take place as 

visitor-resident relations are characterized by antagonism.  

 

As such, empirical evidence from popular destinations such as Amsterdam speaks against a 

reduction of visitors after the Consolidation stage. Once a visitor industry is developed, 

including the infrastructure that comes with it (hotels, attractions, a culture of 

entertainment etc.), visitor numbers can remain stable (at least in the foreseeable future) 



 

39 

 

without further investments for growth, and in parallel with policies targeting reversal of 

impact.  

 
For European cities with 

overtourism, the likelihood of 

Butler’s (1980) future trends 

C and D can therefore be 

questioned. The reduction of 

visitor numbers seems 

unlikely without drastic 

interventions in visitor 

industry supply that in turn 

might face considerable 

resistance from visitor 

industry representatives and 

trade-offs with regards to 

established employment 

sectors. However unlikely 

such interventions would be, 

their effectiveness can be further 

questioned given that causes of 

tourism development are not 

under exclusive influence of municipal governments (Nilsson, 2020). 

 

Hence, once a stage of Consolidation followed by Stagnation has been entered, possible 

future trends (at least in the foreseeable future) seem more likely to be limited to A1 or B1 

(Figure 4). If the urban governance regime is development-led, A1 could represent 

rejuvenation. Such a scenario shares characteristics with a destination per excellence, 

where tourism has indeed become the raison d’etre. In such a scenario the residential 

population that remains could be assumed to either work in the visitor industry and/or live 

a life fairly separate from the main visitor attractions. Venice could be a viable 

representation of a city that is approaching such an alternative.  

 

However, from the perspective of a planning-led regime that seeks to mitigate impact and 

preserve social sustainability, A1 could be bad news unless it is done without increasing 

impact (which is unlikely). A planning-led regime looking to mitigate impact can hence 

find that policy options are reduced to limit further growth and achieve a future scenario 

B1 (Figure 4), even when steps are taken to approach urban governance more as planning-

led regime by including tourism in discussions of urban planning, development, and by 

integrating more stakeholders in the decision-making process. This might be where 

Amsterdam finds itself today.  

 
Hence the results point to the importance of intervening earlier if the goal is to manage 

tourism development strategically as a means to contribute to sustainable urban 

development. A city should thus attempt to engage actively with tourism development 

Figure 4: New suggested model for tourism development 

and points of planning intervention in development. 

Adaptation based on Butler (1980). 
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through a planning-led regime as early as possible (exemplified by future trends C1 and D1 

in Figure 4) while there is still time for strategic development of tourism.  

 

A possible scenario for C1 could represent a choice to recharacterize the visitor industry to 

attract a different kind of visitor. This could imply a deacceleration of absolute growth, 

with the intention of eventually accelerating growth again by adding new visitor groups or 

new markets in the future. D1 could be characterized by a destination that decides current 

visitor levels are optimal, and that no further infrastructure or efforts to grow absolute 

numbers of visitors should be developed. The study of Vienna suggests the city is trying to 

produce future scenario C1 or D1 through a planning-led urban governance regime.  

 
As such, Vienna seems to have progressed farther than most cities in how it is approaching 

sustainable tourism, policies and planning strategically. Results suggest Vienna is 

increasingly considering quality together with quantity. Nonetheless, Vienna has yet to 

conceptualize quantitative limitations of certain locations or social eco-systems, 

compelling the city to implement limitations or to growth. Furthermore, growth of tourist 

arrivals is still a clear target. It remains to be seen what kind of trade-offs Vienna engages 

in as tourism develops. Whether the absence of overtourism and high levels of tolerance 

toward farther development are the result of best practices of sustainable tourism 

development or other reasons remains to be seen.  

 

The study from Stockholm aligns with Zakhour and Metzger’s conclusion that the city’s 

public planning system is more accurately characterized by features of a so-called 

development-led planning. Several of the typical negative externalities of tourism that were 

expected to deteriorate due the planned development apparently had limited to no 

influence over the decisions in the plan process. Examples include issues of overcrowding, 

further saturation of public transport to and from the location, issues related to height of 

the new attractions, and excessive sound scape (due to loud noise). This might be 

indicative of future tourism development along Butler’s curve if there is not a transition to 

a planning-led regime whereby tourism development is developed strategic for socially 

sustainable development.  

 

The second paper also suggests that signs of overtourism as an indicator for when active 

management of tourism development is required is questionable. At the time when a 

critical range of elements of capacity is being reached, options for policy making are likely 

to have been reduced considerably already. This is again illustrated by Amsterdam, where 

the decision to limit annual overnight stays has followed a process of popular protest and 

organization to influence the political decision-making process. That suggests that the City 

of Stockholm may want to consider shifting into a more planning-led approach if there is 

an interest in leveraging tourism strategically for social sustainability goals.  

 

The research from this thesis suggests not so much the irrelevance of Butler’s (1980) 

tourist life cycle model (or adaptations per Figure 4). For a more balanced visitor industry 

development throughout a city, destinations that want to plan for sustainable tourism 
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development would perhaps rather make use of one ‘main’ municipal model coupled with 

multiple models of tourism progression for individual localities in the city. That way 

monitoring could be done for multiple locations and ‘microgeographies’ (G. Ashworth & 

Page, 2011) throughout a destination.  

 

As concluding reflections, the results from this thesis suggest a few areas that deserve more 

attention to keep advancing this research agenda. One such area is more focused research 

on how cities at early stages of tourism development - with strategies for sustainable 

development – are planning for sustainable tourism development alongside urban 

development. The question ‘In which contexts are tourism practices relatively well 

integrated into urban spaces and societies, and under which conditions?’ (Novy & 

Colomb, 2019, p. 371) still needs more research.  

 

Examples of studies to address this could be how Vienna works with local district level 

government to operationalize it’s ‘Place making & marketing’ strategy (Vienna Tourist 

Board, 2021). Questions that emerge from this include how ‘new destinations within the 

destination’ are co-created alongside tourism. This could be studied by exploring which 

actors are required in such processes, how the location and character of new hotels is 

determined, and which indicators are used to determine social sustainability.  

 

Vienna’s form of governance and urban development regime also merits attention. Vienna 

began conceptualizing sustainable tourism through a shift away from a market-led 

approach without political pressure from residents. What can be known about what 

contributes to such shifts in urban governance approaches? Or, it still unusual but not 

impossible that political pressure for more strategic tourism development without major 

signs of overtourism will be observed in the future.   

 

Examples and theories of transition management would be useful to understand how less 

contentious and more sustainable urban development processes could be developed. The 

research by Kádár (2014, 2018) has made valuable  observations that could offer direction 

for research investigating how different urban planning systems is translated into policy 

and planning. Conversely, this could also offer insights vis-à-vis when perceptions of 

negative impact do not translate into policy and planning for increased social 

sustainability.   

 

Finally, while Amsterdam and Vienna have demonstrated similar growth rates for visitors 

over the last couple of decades, it cannot go unmentioned that Vienna has almost twice as 

many inhabitants as Amsterdam (spread out over a larger geographical area). Vienna’s 

approach towards sustainable visitor industry development will continue to produce 

insights vis-à-vis its level of sustainability as the city continues to grow both in terms of 

population and visitor numbers. Hence, coming questions for Vienna to engage with might 

be related to what levers can be moved when and if the visitor industry spreads out more 

widely/concentrates, or eventually begins to cause discontent among residents.  
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As a final comment, it is worth noting that already 50 years ago, geographer and city 

planner Sir Peter Hall called attention to the rising importance of tourism for urban 

planning of European cities. According to Hall, the ‘age of mass tourism is the biggest 

single factor for change in the great capitals of Europe, and in many smaller historical 

cities too, in the last 30 years of this century’ (Hall, 1970, p. 445). More recent evidence 

points to Sir Peter Hall’s ability to see what was coming. What remains to be seen is how 

tourism will be integrated into planning and urban governance processes as one of many 

factors for change in the development of urban environments.  

  

The results of this research project suggest the importance of political leadership to 

optimally harness the benefit of urban tourism. Formulating a vision and consequently a 

political expression of what sort of cities are desired, how public spaces are envisioned, 

whom they shall serve, and whom they should be accessible to, becomes paramount in this 

process. This is ultimately the type of issues that have been considered when producing 

planning paradigms. Hence, this research project hopes to contribute not merely to the 

body of knowledge on tourism research. Ultimately, the thesis also hopes to contribute to 

the school of urban planning thought by exploring alternatives for how to plan for cities 

people want to visit and live in.  
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