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Abstract:  

Sustainable tourism has become a hot topic due to the negative impacts of traditional tourism. The concept is designed to 
balance economic, social, and environmental objectives, but is complex and multifaceted. It has advantages, including the 
preservation of the environment and cultural heritage, and economic benefits for local communities. However, I contend that 
sustainable tourism also presents vast challenges such as being difficult to define and measure, being more expensive than 
traditional forms of tourism (in part), and potentially having negative impacts on local communities. Another major challenge 
is the lack of incentives for industry players, which makes it hard for stakeholders to embrace sustainable tourism methods 
and practices. The article concludes that governments must prioritize sustainable tourism initiatives and provide adequate 
resources and support to ensure their successful implementation. 

Keywords: sustainable tourism; challenges; tourism development; tourism incentives; implementation; stakeholders. 

JEL Classification: L83; R11; Q01; Q56; Z32; Z38. 

Introduction 

The tourism industry has become one of the largest and fastest-growing industries in the world, providing 
significant economic benefits for both host countries and tourists (Fuchs 2021). According to the United Nations 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), one in every ten dollars was generated directly as a result of tourism. In 
other words, tourism contributes about ten percent to the global gross domestic product (GDP). However, the 
rapid expansion of tourism has also led to a range of negative impacts, such as environmental degradation 
(Shahbaz et al. 2021), cultural exploitation (Ferreira da Silva et al. 2022), and displacement of local communities 
(Cocola-Gant & Gago, 2021). In response to these challenges, the concept of sustainable tourism has emerged 
as a means of mitigating these negative impacts while providing economic benefits for local communities 
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Streimikiene et al. 2021; Obeidat 2023).  

In this article, I will delve into the complexities of sustainable tourism, exploring the opportunities and 
challenges that accompany this approach to tourism development. Drawing on findings from previous studies, I 
will critically analyze the benefits and argue for drawbacks of sustainable tourism, providing a comprehensive 
overview of the issues at play. Through this analysis, I will seek to better understand the fine line between the 
opportunities and challenges of sustainable tourism and provide insights into the steps to be taken to ensure its 
success. This critical analysis of the status quo advances the discussion about sustainable tourism, its practices, 
and its implementation at the intersection of multifaceted stakeholder involvement. The article presents an 
opportunity to map the issue(s) at hand by highlighting future areas of research that are instrumental for the 
advancement of the field. 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14505/jemt.v14.4(68).02 
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1. Navigating the Fine Line of Sustainable 

The renowned theologian Saint Augustine said that “the world is a book, and those who do not travel read only a 
page." This quote highlights the importance of travel and exploration as well as the valuable perspectives and 
experiences that they can create. In the context of sustainable tourism, the concept emphasizes the need to 
preserve the destinations we visit so that they may continue to provide new perspectives and experiences for 
future generations. Hence, sustainable tourism aims to balance economic, social, and environmental objectives in 
a way that is sustainable over the long term (Roxas et al. 2020a; Scheyvens et al. 2021). It seeks to minimize 
negative impacts, such as environmental degradation and cultural exploitation, while maximizing positive benefits, 
such as job creation and cultural preservation (Tien et al. 2021). Despite the growing interest in sustainable 
tourism, it remains a complex and multifaceted issue, presenting a range of opportunities and challenges that 
must be carefully navigated. 

2. The Importance of Adopting Sustainable Tourism Practices 

Sustainable tourism is an environmentally and culturally friendly approach to travel that is becoming increasingly 
popular (Chambers 2022). One of its main advantages is that it helps preserve and protect the environment and 
cultural heritage (Bridgewater & Rotherham 2019). This helps maintain the well-being of local communities, 
creates economic opportunities and jobs, and ensures the long-term viability of the tourism industry. A study by 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) found that sustainable tourism practices, such as reducing 
energy and water usage and promoting environmentally friendly transportation options, can help reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and limit the loss of biodiversity (Sharpley 2021). Additionally, sustainable tourism can 
preserve cultural heritage sites and traditional practices as well as provide significant economic benefits to local 
communities. Moreover, a study by the World Tourism Organization (WTO) found that sustainable tourism is a 
catalyst to create jobs, increase income, and promote the development of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(as cited in Geoffrey Deladem et al. 2021).  

Ultimately, accessing the status quo provides an opportunity to contribute to a deeper understanding of 
this important and rapidly evolving field and to provide recommendations for moving forward toward a more 
sustainable future for tourism. Sustainable tourism has become an emerging and controversial topic in recent 
years as the negative impacts of traditional tourism on the environment and local communities become more 
apparent (as similarly argued by Novy & Colomb 2021). Sustainable tourism aims to minimize these negative 
impacts while maximizing the positive economic, social, and cultural benefits for local communities (Sharpley 
2020). The concept of sustainable tourism has been widely discussed, but implementing it in practice is not 
straightforward (Guo et al. 2019). The biggest challenge to implementing sustainable tourism is balancing the 
often competing interests of different stakeholders (Szromek et al. 2021). 

3. Sustainable Tourism or Sustaining Tourism? 

Sustainable tourism has several advantages, including the preservation and protection of the environment and 
cultural heritage sites (Roxas et al. 2020b). It can provide economic benefits to local communities by creating jobs 
and supporting local entrepreneurs and artisans (Gica et al. 2021). However, sustainable tourism also presents 
several challenges, such as being difficult to define and measure (Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020), being more 
expensive than traditional forms of tourism (Garg & Pandey 2021), and potentially having such negative impacts 
on local communities as cultural appropriation (Gertner 2019) and exploitation of local labor (Ioannides et al. 
2021). Additionally, tourism development can increase competition for resources and services (Streimikiene et al. 
2021), exacerbating existing socioeconomic inequalities (Rastegar et al. 2021).  

One of the main challenges in implementing sustainable tourism is the difficulty in defining and measuring 
it (Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020). There is no clear and universally accepted definition of sustainable tourism (Guo 
et al. 2019), which makes it difficult for governments and industry stakeholders to implement sustainable tourism 
policies and practices. Additionally, there is a lack of agreed-upon methods for measuring the sustainability of 
tourism, making it challenging to assess the effectiveness of sustainable tourism initiatives (Martínez et al. 2019). 
Sustainable tourism is an increasingly important topic in the travel industry, but it remains a challenging concept 
to implement in practice. This lack of a clear definition makes it difficult for policymakers to develop and 
implement effective sustainable tourism policies and for industry players to adopt sustainable tourism practices. 

Similarly, Carr et al. (2016) argue that despite its widespread use and importance, sustainable tourism has 
faced several challenges in its implementation, including a lack of clear definition and understanding of the 
concept. A lack of coordination among different stakeholders, a lack of integration with wider sustainable 
development goals, and limited engagement with local communities are additional challenges (Carr et al. 2016). 
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To address these challenges and effectively achieve sustainable tourism, more attention should be focused on 
creating a shared understanding of the concept and improving coordination among stakeholders. Additionally, a 
stronger emphasis must be placed on the integration of sustainable tourism with broader sustainable 
development goals stressing the multifaceted inclusion of different stakeholders (i.e., businesses, residents, and 
tourists). 

One of the difficulties involved in implementing sustainable tourism is the absence of incentives for 
industry players (Licastro & Sergi 2021). Sustainable tourism methods often cost more than traditional tourist 
activities, making it hard for industry stakeholders to see the direct financial gain from adopting these practices 
(Musavengane 2019). This lack of incentives presents a challenge in convincing industry stakeholders, especially 
in highly competitive tourist areas, to embrace sustainable tourism methods. Therefore, the absence of financial 
incentives creates a barrier to the implementation of sustainable tourism, as industry stakeholders might be more 
likely to prioritize traditional, more profitable methods that are not environmentally or socially responsible. 
Furthermore, the absence of incentives can limit the adoption of sustainable tourism practices by smaller 
businesses and communities that lack the financial resources to invest in these initiatives (Fuchs 2021). 

4. Overcoming the Lack of Incentives and Government Support 

Implementing sustainable tourism can be a challenging task, especially when it comes to securing the support 
and resources required from governments (Spenceley 2019). Despite the increasing awareness of the 
importance of sustainable tourism, many governments continue to prioritize other initiatives and might not allocate 
enough resources to support sustainable tourism programs (Musavengane 2019; Sheller 2021). This lack of 
support can make it difficult for stakeholders to adopt and implement sustainable tourism practices. It is not an 
uncommon phenomenon across many countries for governments to prioritize tourism initiatives that generate 
more revenue in the short term, even if they are not sustainable. However, this approach is unsustainable in the 
long run and can have negative impacts on the environment and local communities. To ensure the successful 
implementation of sustainable tourism, governments must provide adequate resources and support to industry 
stakeholders and prioritize sustainable tourism initiatives.  

The lack of incentives for industry players is a major challenge in implementing sustainable tourism 
(Streimikiene et al. 2021). Compared to traditional tourist activities, sustainable tourism methods usually cost 
more (Musavengane 2019). Thus, industry stakeholders might have difficulty seeing the direct financial benefits of 
adopting sustainable tourism practices. This is especially true in highly competitive tourist areas where industry 
players are looking for ways to maximize their profits. The absence of incentives makes it challenging to convince 
industry stakeholders to embrace sustainable tourism methods and invest in their implementation (Erol et al. 
2020). Without proper incentives, industry players might be reluctant to adopt sustainable tourism practices and 
might instead opt for traditional, more profitable methods that are not environmentally or socially responsible 
(Delmas et al. 2019). This makes it crucial for governments and other organizations to provide incentives that 
encourage industry players to invest in sustainable tourism practices and help preserve the long-term health of 
the tourism industry.  

The implementation of sustainable tourism also necessitates proper resources and backing from 
governments (Achmad & Yulianah 2022). Unfortunately, several governments neglect the significance of 
sustainable tourism initiatives, leading to a lack of resources and support. This makes it difficult to carry out 
sustainable tourism practices effectively. In some instances, governments even promote traditional forms of 
tourism that are not sustainable, as these activities have the potential to bring in more short-term revenue. It is 
vital that governments prioritize sustainable tourism initiatives and provide adequate resources for businesses, as 
well as support to ensure their successful implementation. Only with the full backing and support of governments 
can the transition to sustainable tourism practices be successful and sustainable in the long run. 

5. Prevailing Against the Challenges of Implementing Sustainable Tourism 

Sustainable tourism is a vital aspect of the future of the tourism industry and the preservation of local 
communities and the environment (Pan et al. 2018). Despite the challenges in implementing it, efforts must be 
made to promote and encourage sustainable tourism practices (Pan et al. 2018; Higgins-Desbiolles 2020). 
Traditional forms of tourism have a long history of negative impacts on the environment and local communities, 
and if these practices continue unchecked, the tourism industry will not be sustainable in the long run. Therefore, 
it is necessary to adopt sustainable tourism practices to ensure the long-term viability of the industry and the well-
being of the environment and local communities. Additionally, promoting sustainable tourism has numerous 
benefits such as providing economic opportunities for local communities (Sutawa 2012), creating jobs (Ioannides 
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et al. 2021), and preserving cultural heritage and natural habitats (Kim et al. 2019). By implementing sustainable 
tourism practices, we can ensure a bright future for the tourism industry and the places in which it operates.  

Higgins-Desbiolles (2020) highlights the unique challenges that communities face in terms of 
environmental degradation, social and cultural impacts, and economic viability. Furthermore, she identifies 
several opportunities for sustainable tourism development in mountain regions, including the promotion of eco-
tourism and cultural tourism, the development of infrastructure and local products, and the involvement of local 
communities in tourism planning and management (Higgins-Desbiolles 2020). Fundamentally and unarguably, 
sustainable tourism can provide benefits for communities, but careful planning and management are necessary to 
minimize negative impacts and ensure long-term viability. Promoting eco-tourism and cultural tourism, developing 
infrastructure and local products, and carefully planning and managing tourism activities to minimize negative 
impacts is a possible avenue to achieve that outcome.  

Implementing sustainable tourism can be a complicated task, but it is crucial to the longevity of the tourism 
industry, the well-being of local communities, and the protection of the environment (Risteskia et al. 2012; Dwyer 
2020). Defining and measuring sustainable tourism practices is a challenge in and of itself but coupled with the 
lack of incentives for industry stakeholders and inadequate resources and support from governments, it can seem 
like an insurmountable obstacle. Despite these challenges, it is vital to continue working toward a more 
sustainable tourism industry. The negative impacts that traditional forms of tourism have on the environment and 
local communities cannot be ignored. With the implementation of sustainable tourism practices, not only can 
these negative impacts be mitigated, but local communities can benefit from increased economic opportunities, 
job creation, and the preservation of cultural heritage and natural habitats (Sutawa 2012; Kim et al. 2019; 
Ioannides et al. 2021). The tourism industry and the places on which it relies must be protected for the long term, 
and it is necessary to overcome these challenges to achieve that goal.  

A collaborative effort between industry stakeholders, governments, and local communities is necessary to 
surmount the challenges in implementing sustainable tourism (Khazaei et al. 2015; Nguyen et al. 2019; Song et 
al. 2021). Industry stakeholders must be incentivized and provided with the required resources to adopt 
sustainable tourism practices (Pan et al. 2018; Spenceley 2019). Governments must prioritize sustainable tourism 
initiatives and provide adequate support and resources. Local communities must be involved in, and benefit from, 
sustainable tourism practices to ensure their buy-in and support. Additionally, effective communication and 
education about the importance of sustainable tourism must be promoted to raise awareness and build 
consensus. By achieving that all tourism stakeholders are working together, the challenges in implementing 
sustainable tourism can be overcome, and a sustainable future for the tourism industry and the places on which it 
relies can be achieved. 

Conclusion  

Sustainable tourism is necessary for the long-term viability of the tourism industry and the well-being of local 
communities and the environment. While there are issues in defining and measuring sustainable tourism, it has 
the potential to deliver significant benefits to both the environment and local communities. To address the 
negative impacts of tourism, such as cultural appropriation, displacement, and exploitation, it is crucial for 
governments, industry stakeholders, and tourists to work toward sustainable tourism practices and policies. This 
may involve implementing policies that prioritize environmental conservation and cultural preservation and 
promoting sustainable tourism through education and outreach efforts. Furthermore, it is essential to ensure that 
sustainable tourism practices are accessible and affordable for all so that everyone can participate in and benefit 
from sustainable tourism. Therefore, I argue that further research is needed at the intersection of stakeholder 
involvement and how the interests of these different parties can be aligned for the benefit of sustained tourism 
development. 
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