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Why this Book?

During October of 2010, a researcher in tourism posted to a list serve of tourism 
 researchers and posed various questions within his post:

I’m currently trying to find major theories in tourism. I have been doing some readings 
but somehow I could not find any major tourism theories (the ones that were developed 
within tourism studies). To my knowledge, we always borrow, adopt and adapt theories 
from other traditional fields (e.g. psychology, sociology, etc.) to suit our need (research?). 
We do have several major models or conceptual frameworks such as the Butler’s destination 
life cycle, Doxey Irridex and the like. However, based on the definition of a theory in 
social science, I would not call those as theories (they do not have an interrelated set of 
constructs to predict a certain phenomenon (behavior?). I have asked several tourism 
scholars about this stuff, and somehow they could not name major theories in tourism 
either. So I was wondering if any of you could help me with this stuff. Do we really have 
theories that were developed within tourism studies? If so what are those? Or do we 
simply assume that we have theories while in reality we don’t

(Trinet Discussion Post, 18 October 2010)

This post produced several reactions and responses, including more questions and 
perhaps a bit more confusion than any kind of consensus or clarity on the subject. 
Selected examples of the list serve responses (names of respondents purposefully not 
referenced here) relevant to the question posed included:

I do not understand why theory is necessary for a discipline or why you need theories in 
order to substantiate an argument. Among the social sciences, even economics 
 (considered the queen of the social sciences) does not have a substantial theory.

(Trinet Post, 19 October 2010)

A theory seeks to explain how and why a phenomenon occurs, with reference to: abstract 
concepts, the relationships between those concepts, and reasons for those relationships. 
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I am still not aware if there is a universally accepted definition of theory. In my mind 
I think in social sciences context theory is somewhat a “gut feeling” and hypothesis is an 
educated guess with regard to that gut feeling.

(Trinet Post, 19 October 2010)

A theory is an interrelated set of concepts (sometimes conceptions, that is, concepts-in-
the-making) which explain a phenomenon, either abstract or concrete, through their 
logicality. The logicality may not necessarily be philosophical, but may be ordinary 
socio-logic (the kind that goes into the understanding of social phenomena, like marriage 
and permissible sex, or, the opposite, incest, and religion, magic and so on) and linguistic 
logic. In our everyday lives we also have theories or, more often, working theories, such 
as how a car functions, how to drive a car, how to use a computer, etc. The logic of 
science is not the logic of religion. However, science can be partly understood through 
religion and vice versa. A theory, then, is essentially a way of understanding the world, 
but the types of explanations may differ: science is a mode of explanation (as different 
from philosopher Carl G. Hempel’s term “model of explanation”), so is religion, and 
literature and paintings are also modes (albeit artistic modes) of explanation

(Trinet Post, 19 October 2010)

And as a somewhat closing post, after all of the banter to and fro:

After all this elucidating discussion and some rough and tumble banter on “terms of the 
trade” from various academic corners, I think the ring is now free again for your 
question, which was:

“So I was wondering if any of you could help me with this stuff. Do we really have 
theories that were developed within tourism studies? If so what are those? or we simply 
assume that we have th [sic]”

(Trinet Post, 18 October 2010)

As the previous exchange shows, and funny enough, we really only have managed to spell 
out the “th” in “theory.” I think that all contributions are truly helpful in a) answering 
your question and b) showing up the dilemma tourism scholars find themselves in. 
A theory can be comprised of a set of cohesive thoughts, concepts or even constructs that 
attempt to describe all or essential components of a phenomenon, considered sufficient to 
distinguish it from other phenomena whereby it is important to note that the other 
phenomena must be contiguous or somehow surrounding the phenomenon under 
scrutiny. This creates the context within which the theory resides. As the discussion has 
shown however . . . theories can be anywhere on a continuum from being vague right 
through to being as substantive as laws are made out to be. Unfortunately, even these 
laws may also become vague again in turn not only because new paradigms emerge but 
far less dramatic, by changing focus, context or relevance. . .

As we are all battling our way to publications through the gauntlet of reviewers who 
may or may not have their own agendas, and may or may not have the insight that their 
own stance may be blinkered, the task of constructively working towards a cohesive 
theory of tourism has been lost for many amongst us. Some researchers have become 
consultants, milking tourism for what it is worth, others have redirected their energy 
back towards their home-discipline or wandered off into new imaginations and to 
substantiate new theories such as “mobility.” You have found yourself right in the 
middle of it . . . The problem why you do not find a well-structured theory in tourism as 
comprehensive as the periodic table, for one reason, is because of the above. Another 
reason is, of course, nobody (apart from people like Leiper, Kaspar or maybe Moutinho, 
Macintosh and Goeldner to finger a few, . . . but they do exist) has tried to create something 
like a periodic table of the tourism phenomenon as yet, probably because only few of us 
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are willing to listen carefully enough to what others are saying, and honest enough to 
consider and firmly state our own limited point of view (of course, the flip-side is that we 
do the same as critics). To answer your question then, all of the theories you mentioned 
(Doxey’s or Butler’s or even my own, for that matter, on motivation and expectation 
formation) are all tourism theories albeit begged, stolen or borrowed from different 
disciplines and applied to comprehend (aspects of) the phenomenon of tourism. That all 
of these and other theories of tourism do not appear yet in our own “periodic table” is 
just a reflection of the state tourism research is in. These theories may, one day, become 
part of the tourism research domain, if we keep on working towards that end (and I 
believe that there is such an end but that requires more time and space).

(Trinet Post, 19 October 2010)

As students entering higher education with an interest in studying tourism, many are 
confronted with a sea of confusion with respect to understanding theories, conceptual 
frameworks, and how to apply these ideas to a research endeavor. The more one 
delves into the literature, the more one can become overwhelmed by the process of 
identifying a problem, identifying a lens from which to view the problem, and then 
ultimately testing the problem or ideas we have about a problem.

So What is a Theory?

Our intent is not to provide a lesson on theory or theory development, however it may 
be helpful to review a few ideas surrounding theory and terms. Given the discussion 
above, you may already realize that the term “theory” is one of the most elusive and 
misunderstood terms in science and as a result there are many working definitions. 
McCool (1995: 11) defined theory as “a formulation of apparent relationships or 
underlying principles of certain observed phenomena which has been verified to some 
degree.” Theory has also been defined as “a closed system from which are generated 
predictions about the nature of the world, predictions that must be open to some em-
pirical test” (Dubin, 1969: 8). Others including Deutsch (1972: 19) describe theory as 
“a coding scheme for the storage and retrieval of information.” Babbie (2010: 44) 
describes theory as “systematic sets of interrelated statements intended to explain 
some aspect of social life.”

Babbie (2010: 58) sees theory as serving as a tool, which guides inquiry and ana-
lysis. Theory guides inquiry, for example, in shaping the development of a hypothesis. 
A hypothesis is a specified testable expectation about empirical reality that follows an 
expectation about the nature of things derived from a theory. Theory also shapes re-
search analysis by aiming to explain observations through concepts. Concepts are 
abstract elements representing classes of phenomena within the field of study (McCool, 
1995).

Briefly, there are two models or ways of understanding how theories are devel-
oped, the deductive and the inductive models. In the deductive model, research is used 
to test theory (i.e. scientific method). In the inductive model, theories are developed 
from the analysis of research data (i.e. observation, then theoretical application, e.g. 
grounded theory) (Strauss and Corbin, 2007).

Theories function in research in several ways. Theories, for example, prevent re-
search errors. They assist in making sense of observed patterns and they shape and 
direct research efforts. Theories also guide and specify paradigms. Paradigms are the 
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various vantage points, frames or perspectives on an issue or concept, and theories 
aim to explain the issue and the perspective under which it was observed. A paradigm 
is also defined as a “fundamental frame of reference used to organize observations and 
reasoning” (Babbie, 2010: 33). Theoretical underpinnings are often reinforced and 
operationalized through models. According to Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias 
(1992: 44), models are:

representations of reality, delineating certain aspects of the real world as being relevant 
to the problem under investigation, exposing complex relationships and enabling the 
formulation of empirically testable propositions regarding the relationships.

Hence, models are used in research to simplify theory, and demonstrate its relevance 
and applicability in real life.

Specifically with graduate students of tourism studies in mind, we have developed 
this text to attempt to “demystify” this process somewhat through the provision of a 
range of topics relative to tourism studies that have applied various theories or con-
ceptual frameworks to address problems and issues in tourism. We do not claim to be 
comprehensive in this endeavor, but instead have selected from a range of topic areas 
we felt were relative to a broad-brush approach to tourism research.

The Structure of the Book

Demystifying Theories in Tourism Research is organized into five sections, and also 
includes an introductory chapter and a conclusion chapter. We purposefully included 
two types of chapters: the first providing an in-depth look into one theory (for ex-
ample, see Chapter 7 on Tourism Systems) and the second providing an in-depth look 
at the theories relevant to a specific tourism topic area (for example, see Chapter 4 on 
Tour Guiding). Each chapter begins with a real life scenario in the form of a vignette. 
The vignette outlines some of the issues, challenges, or ideas that can and do provide 
context for developing a research question or idea in the tourism domain. Following 
the vignette, the context or research setting is explained, based on the theory or 
theories discussed. From this point, each author moves on to explain the theory or the-
ories of their focused chapter. Finally, each chapter concludes with a look at the future 
with respect to the theory or theories discussed in the chapter.

Part 1, Theoretical Perspectives on Tourism Planning and Management, is com-
prised of six chapters (Chapters 2–7). Chapter 2 addresses tourism’s role in commu-
nity development, specifically how planning and policies are addressed in the literature, 
considering community participation in these processes, as well as the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental aspects of a destination. Chapter 3 is dedicated to stake-
holder theory and its application within sustainability in tourism and highlights the 
need for inter-organizational cooperation; it concludes with a case study on eco-
tourism. Chapter 4 addresses the specific role of tour guiding and Cohen’s tour guiding 
conceptual framework. It also explores the application of relevant theories from 
psychology, sociology, labor, and communications studies that have contributed to the 
development of tour guiding research. Chapter 5 explores theories relative to rural 
tourism development. This chapter explores several theories appropriate to the exam-
ination of tourism in remote resource peripheries. Chapter 6 examines the evolution 
of innovation theory and its application to tourism research. The chapter addresses 
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questions related to understanding how innovative new products emerge, who is in-
volved, and what motivates innovation to occur in tourism. Chapter 7 is focused on 
systems theory and related concepts. After explaining elements of systems theory, it 
describes how the theory has been applied in tourism and its relationship to under-
standing complex ideas such as sustainable tourism development and management.

Part 2, Theoretical Perspectives on Tourism Marketing and Communications, is 
comprised of two chapters. Chapter 8 explores the broad field of marketing tourism 
products and the multitude of theories used in the application of tourism marketing 
research. Complementing the broad suite of theories in tourism marketing, Chapter 9 
examines three theoretical approaches to understanding destination image research.

Part 3, Theoretical Perspectives on Host Communities and Guests, is comprised 
of three chapters. Chapter 10 discusses select theories commonly used to under-
stand residents and how they perceive tourism within their communities. Chapter 
11 explores theories that have been applied to the study of tourism and sustainable 
community development, as well as theories from other fields that might be adapted 
to the examination of the role tourism can play in achieving sustainable communi-
ties. Chapter 12 examines selected cultural theories in the context of increasing 
cultural diversity around the world. It explores culture from a touristic perspective, 
including difficulties in encountering new cultures, and strategies used to minimize 
these difficulties.

Part 4, Theoretical Perspectives on Tourism Consumers, is comprised of two chap-
ters. Chapter 13 explores how place perceptions are developed and how place connec-
tions are formed relative to tourism destinations and experiences. This chapter 
examines several theoretical applications to understanding sense of place and place 
identity development of individuals and groups. Chapter 14 presents a number of the-
ories and conceptual models relative to understanding how environmentalism influ-
ences consumer travel choices.

Part 5, Conclusion, contains the final chapter on ‘Theory and the Future of 
Tourism Research’. Here, the editors summarize the book’s key themes and findings 
with a view to the future and new opportunities for research as we continue to “de-
mystify” the use and application of theory in tourism studies.

This text provides an overview and analysis of the way in which we utilize theory 
in tourism research. While not meant to be a comprehensive and complete use of 
theory applied to tourism problems and issues, it is meant to provide guidance to re-
searchers, either beginning their journey or for those that have been researching for 
some time and would like to creatively consider new theories or application of the-
ories in their own line of work. We hope this book will assist scholars at all stages of 
their careers to gain an understanding of past and contemporary uses of theory within 
the vast and complex field of tourism studies.
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