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1.1 Sustainability, Capacity and 
Resilience

1.1.1 Introduction

As tourism has developed into an important aca-
demic field of  study over the last century, 
researchers in the field have adopted and adapted 
a number of  concepts and frameworks from 
other fields and disciplines to use as conceptual 
hooks for their research. Contributions have 
been made from all the major social science dis-
ciplines and, although fewer in number, of  equal 
importance, from the physical sciences also. The 
following sections review briefly two of  those 
which have been of  particular relevance to the 
concept of  resilience and which have preceded 
this in terms of  their application to tourism 
research and development.

1.1.2 Sustainable development

Since the publication of  Our Common Future in 
1987 (WCED, 1987) the last three decades have 
been dominated by the concept of  sustainable 
development. This concept has been adopted by 
many actors involved in tourism at all levels, 
from individual companies and communities to 
national governments and international agen-
cies such as the United Nations World Tourism 
Organisation (UNWTO). Countless academic 
articles and books have been written on the 

concept and its application to tourism, disre-
garding the fact that tourism as such can never 
become truly sustainable because of  the ines-
capable reliance upon travel, the vast bulk of  
which involves non-renewable, and thus unsus-
tainable, energy sources. While individual enter-
prises such as ecolodges can become sustainable 
or very close to that state, the industry as a 
whole cannot achieve such a state. It may seem 
peculiar, therefore, that sustainable develop-
ment has been so enthusiastically incorporated 
into tourism, yet the very beguiling appeal of  the 
concept lies in its vagueness and impreciseness. 
Moisey and McCool (2001: 342) summarized 
this problem neatly: ‘without shared meanings, 
sustainability does indeed become nothing more 
than a “guiding fiction”, leaving the participants 
with a moving target of  an idealized end state, 
yet paralysed when it comes to taking action’.

To discuss the needs of  the present, let alone 
the future, when such needs are neither defin-
able nor achievable, has resulted in almost as 
many definitions of  the concept as there are 
users, with each containing different ideas of  
what is meant by the term and how it should be 
implemented. The result has been a situation in 
which the term is used in multiple contexts with 
many implications and overall, with little effect 
on tourism in general. This is not to denigrate 
the original concept or its goals. Reduction in the 
use of  non-renewable resources, avoidance or 
the mitigation of  environmental damage by 
actions such as maintaining biodiversity or 
reducing pollution, ensuring the quality of  life 
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for future generations of  all living species, and 
improving the quality of  life for present genera-
tions are all laudable goals, but difficult, if  not 
impossible, to achieve in many situations.

Tourism is one form of  economic activity 
in which the application of  sustainability princi-
pals is desirable but impractical. It would require 
fundamental shifts in human preferences and 
desires, a process which even supporters of  the 
concept acknowledge is not accepted by most 
tourists:

Current leisure mobility patterns are not 
sustainable. Because energy efficiency measures 
appear insufficient to accommodate predicted 
future volume growth, changes in transporta-
tion modes and volume are needed. Short-haul 
should be the preferred distance, public 
transportation the preferred mode and length of  
stay should increase rather than trip frequency. 
However, tourists are unwilling to adopt these 
measures. [emphasis added]

(Ram et al., 2013: 1017)

If  the required changes in behaviour are 
not acceptable to the majority of  tourists, there 
is little hope for a major shift towards the imple-
mentation of  sustainable development princi-
pals to tourism developments and the industry 
at large.

Thus while sustainability principals can 
and are being applied to many specific aspects of  
tourism, particularly in infrastructure and 
 facilities, they run into the stumbling block of  
transportation, as so much tourism involves 
medium- to long-haul travel. While tourists may 
stay in a sustainable operation and behave in an 
appropriate manner when on holiday, their 
travel to and from their destinations remains 
unsustainable. This is not a reason to abandon 
the concept of  sustainability in the context of  
tourism, but it is justification to seek out and 
adopt additional principals which may assist 
tourism destinations in particular to survive the 
impacts of  tourism, both positive and negative, 
which may alter those places irreparably when 
such a process is not wanted by the residents of  
those communities at least.

Tourism is very much a two-edged sword. 
In many cases tourism has proved to be the 
major, or in some cases, the only economic 
development opportunity in many locations, 
allowing communities to share in improvements 
in the quality of  life and move out of  poverty and 

underdevelopment, albeit with changes in the 
nature and environment of  those communities. 
In other situations, tourism has been developed 
to such an extent that the communities affected 
have changed beyond what they perceive to be 
acceptable levels and tourism is seen as a prob-
lem which has not been beneficial in the manner 
that was anticipated. Similarly, if  tourism 
declines, especially quickly as a result of  disaster 
or conflict, then affected communities may be 
deprived of  their main source of  income and 
employment and face considerable difficulty in 
regaining their tourism market and associated 
economic benefits. There is a need, therefore, to 
enable communities to become better able to 
deal with the stresses and effects of  tourism 
development when tourism is growing and has 
been established, and also more capable of  
recovering from a loss of  tourism should unfore-
seen or unmanageable problems arise.

1.1.3 Carrying capacity

The concept of  carrying capacity was promoted 
as a way of  controlling and mitigating some of  
the problems of  over-use of  recreation areas 
some decades ago (Lucas, 1964; Wagar, 1964), 
but has long fallen out of  favour, particularly in 
the context of  tourism (Butler, 1996, 2010), pri-
marily because of  the difficulty of  establishing a 
specific number of  visitors that would be accept-
able and appropriate to a destination, to the visi-
tors themselves, and to the natural environment 
involved (McCool and Lime, 2001) The early 
studies of  carrying capacity allowed a ‘magic 
number’ of  users to be identified, but in those 
studies the users were all of  one type (wilderness 
recreationists), and the environment in which 
they were studied was relatively homogeneous 
(protected wilderness areas), thus the analogy 
with rangeland carrying capacity was valid. 
However, it is clear that the original principles of  
carrying capacity, the number of  animals capa-
ble of  being sustained in a given area without 
causing irreparable damage, do not fit easily 
with tourism, which is almost never a homoge-
nous activity (being made up of  many different 
types of  people engaged in many different activi-
ties) and rarely takes place in a homogeneous 
environment (see Cochrane, Chapter 10, this 
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volume, for a comparison with a similar defini-
tion of  resilience in the UK). Thus while many 
managers in the field in recreation and tourist 
sites may believe that numbers matter and that 
it is clearly possible to have too many visitors for 
the well-being and maintenance of  a specific 
site, they have moved in recent decades to adopt-
ing concepts such as Limits of  Acceptable 
Change (Stankey et al., 1985), Recreation 
Opportunity Spectrum (Clark and Stankey, 
1979) and Tourism Opportunity Spectrum 
( Butler and  Waldbrook, 2003), in which actual 
numbers are replaced by measures of  change 
and desired outcomes are defined and 
maintained.

The comparisons between sustainable 
development and carrying capacity remain 
obvious and inescapable, however, with the 
main feature in common being the underlying 
need for limits. As Hardin (1968) argued in the 
context of  ‘the tragedy of  the commons’, with-
out limit and responsibility, ruination of  a shared 
resource is inevitable. While most tourism desti-
nations are not commons, the landscapes and 
environments (physical and cultural) which 
form the basis of  tourism in many regions are 
commons, whether owned and managed as 
such or not, and their maintenance is necessary 
if  the tourism appeal of  such places, let alone 
their intrinsic natural values, is to be conserved 
and kept for present and future generations as 
Brundtland argued (WCED, 1987).

Accepting that a single number is unlikely 
to ever be identifiable or acceptable to users and 
residents alike, let alone implementable, alterna-
tives must be derived. One approach would be to 
identify critical limits to one or more essential 
features, natural and manufactured, such as 
water quality or consumption, land price, access, 
or accommodation and limit visitation accord-
ing to the ‘weakest link’ in the system. In recent 
years communities and organizations have 
begun to take steps to implement such arrange-
ments. In many cases this has been expressed in 
terms of  simple numbers, with the argument 
that excessive numbers at some point become 
unacceptable to residents and reduces their 
quality of  life. One example of  this is ‘Venexo-
dus’, a series of  demonstrations by permanent 
residents of  Venice against the 25 million annual 
visitors and the impacts this number has had on 
the quality of  life and range of  services in the 

city (The Times, 2016), exemplified by the fact 
that the permanent population of  the city has 
dropped from 190,000 last century to 55,000 
today. Other examples of  the pressure of  num-
bers are found in the increasing tendency of  
many tourist attractions in the cultural sector to 
institute timed pre-booking arrangements in 
order to reduce over-crowding, particularly 
when major exhibitions are hosted. The increas-
ing occurrence of  such measures and protests 
indicates clearly the problem with the impact of  
apparently ever-increasing numbers of  visitors 
to popular tourist destinations, a situation pre-
dicted to continue steadily in the future 
(UNWTO, 2016).

If  the now discredited concept of  carrying 
capacity is unlikely to be re-adopted and insti-
tuted, then some alternative is obviously 
required. Sustainable development of  mass tour-
ism equally clearly is not taking place and mass 
tourism is showing no signs of  being replaced by 
a more sustainable form, however much propo-
nents of  sustainability may argue to that effect. 
To tackle this problem, then, what is needed is a 
means of  improving the ability of  tourism desti-
nations to withstand the effects of  tourism, or, in 
other words, to make them more resilient to the 
impacts of  use, and thus we come to the concept 
of  resilience.

1.1.4 Resilience

This term, like sustainable, has a long history of  
use, generally meaning, as dictionaries state, 
‘Resilient: adjective (of  an object) capable of  
regaining its original shape or position after 
bending, stretching or other deformation’ 
( Collins, 1988: 988). The term has often been 
used to describe the ability of  communities to 
survive in difficult circumstances; small remote 
or insular communities are often so described as 
Alberts and Baldachinno note in Chapter 12, 
this volume. In recent years, however, the term 
to some degree has been reinvented, first in the 
natural sciences (Holling, 1973) and then in the 
social sciences, and most recently in tourism. 
This process, of  taking concepts and terms from 
natural science and applying them in social sci-
ence is not new; in the tourism context, both 
carrying capacity and chaos theory are good 
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examples of  such actions. Their transformations 
have had mixed success, carrying capacity, as 
noted above, has not been successfully applied in 
modern tourism settings. Chaos theory appeared 
in the tourism literature in the 1990s 
( McKercher, 1999; Russell, 2006) and while it 
received considerable attention for a while, 
appears to have lost emphasis and is little cited in 
research today.

Resilience, however, is a concept more likely 
to receive ongoing attention and application in 
tourism in the future. In the first case it is a term 
with which people are familiar, even if  only in a 
traditional form of  use, and thus already has a 
meaning and implications. Secondly, it would 
appear to fit what is needed in tourism, namely, a 
way to improve the ability of  tourism destina-
tions to cope with tourism development, and 
also to cope with disasters and conflicts that may 
eliminate or drastically reduce tourism very sud-
denly. Clearly the concept also applies to many 
communities and to other economic activities 
far beyond tourism, but the focus in this volume 
is on the application and relevance to tourism in 
particular.

1.2 Resilience in a Tourism Context

The chapters which follow begin by discussing 
the original definitions and applications of  the 
concept in the natural sciences and its being 
adopted and adapted in the social sciences. 
 Berbés-Blázquez and Scott (Chapter 2) explain 
the development of  the concept by Holling and 
others and provide examples of  the way the 
 concept has been modified in the social science 
context. Lew et al. (Chapter 3) continue this dis-
cussion with further focus on the tourism appli-
cation of  the concept, and these two chapters 
provide an excellent introduction, both to the 
concept and to the chapters which follow.

It is in the social sciences that resilience has 
found its most common application to tourism 
to date, and thus the second section of  the book 
examines resilience in a socio-ecological setting, 
whereby the concept is used to bring together 
the relevant ecological issues and the social 
 science counterparts in terms of  the way the 
concept could be applied in tourism destination 
communities. Ruiz-Ballesteros (Chapter 4) was 

one of  the first researchers in tourism to demon-
strate the way in which resilience could be 
 utilized in the context of  community-based 
tourism. The focus on community preferences, 
desires and needs is also a key component of  the 
concept of  sustainable development, implying 
the importance of  local input into development 
decision making on matters such as the rate, 
scale and type of  development to be allowed in 
a community. Sheppard (Chapters 5 and 6) 
applies some of  these concepts in the context of  
a specific destination, Whistler, in western 
 Canada. Whistler, well established as one of  the 
premier ski destinations in North America, was 
also the location of  the Winter Olympics in 
2010. This required a more detailed planning 
procedure than had been applied previously 
with additional participants becoming involved 
(Williams and Gill, 2017) and Sheppard records 
the attitudes and perceptions of  residents 
about tourism development related to the 
expansion of  the resort and ways to improve its 
resilience.

As noted earlier, the sudden loss of  tourism 
(and other features) in a community following 
disasters and conflicts is also a suitable situation 
for the use of  resilience measures and the third 
section of  the volume explores ways to deal with 
post-conflict and post-disaster situations. Chap-
ter 7 considers the use of  resilience measures in 
the context of  conflict, while Chapter 8 consid-
ers their use in the preparation for disaster 
recovery, and Chapter 9 examines the percep-
tions of  impending problems and mitigating 
measures being taken in tourism destinations. 
The importance of  the cooperation of  all players 
in affected regions is a common theme in an 
approach to increasing resilience.

The fourth section examines resilience in 
those settings in which it is already a familiar 
context, remote and insular communities and 
protected areas. Chapters 10 and 11 discuss 
the context in protected areas where pressures 
for change emerge, not only from tourism use 
but also from political and managerial demands 
which can pose problems for the conservation 
of  the environments involved. Of  key impor-
tance in these contexts is the way in which 
management plans incorporate and develop 
the principals of  resilience and demonstrate 
how these can be implemented in practice, and 
the use of  specific examples in these chapters 
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emphasize this element. Islands are the focus 
in Chapters 12 and 13, and in both cases the 
value of  tourism in supporting resilience is dis-
cussed, whereby the activity provides a means 
of  shielding the island communities from some 
other problems faced by similar places and may 
be the only means of  survival in the modern 
world.

The final section of  the book focuses on the 
tourism industry, its economic and political links 
and relationships by exploring resilience and 
sustainability along with responsibility (Good-
win, Chapter 14) and in the very unnatural 
world of  fantasy environments in a heavily 
urbanized setting (McCartney, Chapter 15). The 
last chapter in this section (Pugh, Chapter 16) 
examines more widely the place of  resilience in 
the broader global political context and the lon-
ger-term implications of  changes in political phi-
losophies and ideologies. What the most recent 
political changes in Europe and the USA will 
mean for resilience and many other issues 
remains to be seen.

1.3 Conclusion

This volume is one of  the first in what will almost 
certainly be many books on the relationship 
between resilience and tourism. The academic 
literature on resilience, particularly on its appli-
cation and relevance to the social world, is 
expanding rapidly, as noted in the first two chap-
ters. As well as summarizing the growth of  the 
concept in the social sciences and tourism espe-
cially, this volume illustrates: (i) the key elements 
involved in making the concept relevant to com-
munities; (ii) the ways in which it can be used to 
enable communities to mitigate the effects of  
disasters and conflict; (iii) the relevance to small 
and highly vulnerable communities; (iv) how it 
can be significant to the tourism industry even 
in the most commodified of  settings; and (v) its 
role in a changing political world. There are 
many other areas which need to be explored if  
resilience is to reach its full potential in the con-
text of  tourism; hopefully this volume is an early 
step in that broadening of  interest and research.

References

Butler, R.W. (1996) Concept of carrying capacity: dead or merely buried? Progress in Tourism and Hospital-
ity Research 2(3/4), 283–293.

Butler, R.W. (2010) Carrying capacity – hypocrisy or ignorance? In: Pearce, D.G. and Butler, R.W. (eds) 
Tourism Research a 20–20 Vision. Goodfellow, Oxford, pp. 53–64.

Butler, R.W. and Waldbrook, L. (2003) A new planning tool: the tourism opportunity spectrum. Journal of 
Tourism Studies 14(1), 25–36.

Clark, R. and Stankey, G. (1979) The Recreation Opportunity Spectrum: A Framework for Planning, Man-
agement and Research. General Technical Report PNW-98. Pacific Northwest Forest and Range 
Experimental Station, United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Seattle, Washington.

Collins (1988) Collins Concise English Dictionary. Collins, Glasgow, UK.
Hardin, G. (1968) The tragedy of the commons. Science 162(3859), 1243–1248.
Holling, C.S. (1973) Resilience and stability of ecological systems. Annual Review of Ecology and System-

atics, 1–23.
Lucas, R.C. (1964) The recreational carrying capacity of the Quantico-Superior area. United States Depart-

ment of Agriculture (USDA) Forest Research Paper LS-15. USDA, St Paul, Minnesota.
McCool, S.F. and Lime, D.W. (2001) Tourism carrying capacity: tempting fantasy or useful reality? Journal 

of Sustainable Tourism 9(5), 372–388.
McKercher, B. (1999) A chaos approach to tourism. Tourism Management 20, 425–434.
Moisey, R.N. and McCool, S.F. (2001) Sustainable tourism in the 21st century: lessons from the past; chal-

lenges to address. In: McCool, S.F. and Moisey, R.N. (eds) Tourism Recreation and Sustainability 
Linking Culture and the Environment. CAB International, Wallingford, UK, pp. 343–352.

Ram, Y., Nawijn, J. and Peeters, P.M. (2013) Happiness and limits to sustainable tourism mobility: a new 
conceptual model. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 21(7), 1017.

Russell, R.A. (2006) Chaos theory and its application to the TALC model. In: Butler, R.W. (ed.) The Tourism 
Area Life Cycle. Volume 2 Conceptual and Theoretical Issues. Channelview Publications, Clevedon, 
UK, pp. 164–179.



8 Richard Butler

Stankey, G., Cole, D.N., Kucas, R.C., Peterson, M.E. and Frissel, S.S. (1985) The limits of acceptable 
change (LAC) systems for wilderness planning. USDA Forest Service Technical Report INT-176. 
Intermountain Forest and Range Experimental Station, Ogden, Utah.

The Times (2016) Venetians march against tourists. The Times, 12 November, p. 51.
Wagar, J.A. (1964) The carrying capacity of wildlands for recreation. Forest Science Monograph No. 7. 

Society of American Foresters, Washington, DC.
Williams, P.W. and Gill, A.M. (2017) Towards decolonization: indigenizing resort governance in Canada. 

In: Butler, R.W. and Suntikul, W. (eds) Tourism and Political Change, 2nd edn. Goodfellow, Oxford, 
pp. 75–89.

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) (1987) Our Common Future. Oxford Uni-
versity Press, London.

United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) (2016) Tourism Highlights, 2016 edn. UNWTO, 
Madrid.




