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A change would do you good: advances in research impact
in sustainable tourism and some ‘home truths’ for the sector
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ABSTRACT
There is a growing impetus on academics working in higher education
to evidence the wider impact (i.e. the social and economic benefits) of
their research. As academic disciplines, tourism in general, and sustain-
able tourism more specifically, evolved to understand and address the
real-world challenges and opportunities facing the sector. It is thus wor-
rying that there are indications of a growing divide between researchers
and beneficiaries. This editorial introduces a special issue of the Journal
of Sustainable Tourism dedicated to showcasing examples of sustainable
tourism research that are bucking the trend by clearly evidencing the
applied value of research and the routes to creating change. First, we
outline the footings of the ‘impact agenda’ within academia and exam-
ine the distinction between the impact in its academic and wider forms.
With the focus on wider impact, we then consider its provenance within
the field of sustainable tourism before outlining the themes underpin-
ning the eight articles comprising this special issue. We end by consid-
ering the changes that are required within the academic environment
and to the psyche and approach of tourism scholars in order to
enhance the likelihood of wider impact being generated from the out-
comes of scholarly activity within the field.
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Introduction

Calls for closer collaboration between universities and society are not new. The notion that
knowledge is increasingly important in post-industrial society has long been maintained (Bell,
1973; Drucker, 1993). Consequently, a more outward facing higher education (HE) sector is part
of the reshaping of the role that universities play in society, and ‘economic development’ is often
now considered as the ‘third mission’ of universities (beside teaching and research) (see
Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020; Etzkowitz, 1998). And, the concept of ‘engaged scholarship’ –
the application of academic expertise to public purposes – lies at the core of many universities’
mission statements (Stanton, 2008) driven also by policy makers who call for greater societal
relevance of HE Institutions (HEIs).

Over the years, there has been growing pressure on HEIs to justify their keep and to play a
more important and visible role in society. These pressures have emanated from myriad sources
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(e.g. declining public finances especially since the 2008 financial crisis and COVID-19). As such,
there are growing requirements on HEIs to demonstrate research impact as a form of ‘value for
money’ consideration (Hughes et al., 2019) with the marketisation of the HE sector – including
its concern with impact metrics (Brown & Carasso, 2013; Phillips et al., 2020) – continuing apace.
This is particularly the case in countries such as the UK and Australia, where evidencing the ‘real-
world’ impact of academic inquiry forms an integral part of assessments of ‘research excellence’
(see below).

In these circumstances, we might expect a closer and more conscious coupling of academia
(the source of much knowledge generation) and practitioners and other beneficiaries (as users of
this knowledge) (see Cooper, 2006). However, despite the potential for closer coupling between
tourism academia and tourism practice, it is not immediately clear as to whether these two
worlds are drawing closer together or remain largely independent. The reproach that academic
research into tourism has only had limited ‘real-world’ impact is regularly made (e.g. Bramwell
et al., 2017; Tribe, 2008) and is certainly not new (Jenkins, 1999).

In this editorial we explore the ‘impact’ relationship between tourism academia and tourism
practice, focussing specifically on sustainable tourism. We proceed by outlining the concept of
research impact and the provenance of research in sustainable tourism. We suggest that sustain-
able tourism research arose out of immediate practical concerns surrounding tourism’s impact
on the planet, and that as such the relevance of sustainable tourism research beyond academia
cannot be avoided. We then outline summary details of the eight papers that make up the cur-
rent special issue. These eight papers offer diverse and rich perspectives on how sustainable
tourism research is being connected to practice, to the world beyond academic ‘ivory towers’.
Building on this, we end by offering some points for reflection and action to support tourism
academics in enhancing the impact of their research, including some suggestions as to how the
Journal of Sustainable Tourism (JoST) may support the impact agenda.

The research impact conundrum

In this section we provide a brief overview of the concept of research impact. The precis that we
provide is designed simply to highlight the importance of research impact and delineate its
‘academic’ and non-academic (i.e. ‘wider’) forms. For further depth and detail on research impact
and how to achieve it, we would encourage readers to access the following: UK Research and
Innovation’s (2021) guidance, Australian Research Council’s (2021) guidance, or texts such as that
by Denicolo (2014) and McKenna (2021). Other countries have their own systems and approach
at tackling research impact, but we mention the UK and Australia here as they have in many
respects been leading in this area (McKenna, 2021). For a more tourism-dedicated discussion see
Thomas (2018) and (Phillips et al., 2020).

Put simply, research impact is about making a difference. This difference is often distilled into
two forms of impact: ‘academic impact’ and ‘social and economic (or ‘wider’) impact’. In the con-
text of this editorial, we will introduce each form separately, although it should be recognised
that both forms are commonly interrelated. For example, Greenhalgh et al. (2016, p. 1) note that
“Impact occurs when research generates benefits (health, economic, cultural) in addition to build-
ing the academic knowledge base”.

Of the two forms of impact listed, it is academic impact that is arguably the most familiar to
scholars. It is academic impact that has also traditionally been the most valued within HEIs.
Academic impact can be defined as “… the demonstrable contribution that excellent research
makes to shifting understanding and advancing scientific method, theory and application across
and within disciplines” (UKRI, n.d.). Because the premise in this definition is excellent research the
metrics for assessing such impact are implicitly familiar to most academics, with the prospect of
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publishing research in ‘high impact’ journals (meaning high impact factor) or presenting at the
most prestigious conferences being a perennial (and often rewarded) goal.

Additional, formal, metrics of academic impact have also emerged in recent years with the
advent of national ‘research excellence’ exercises in some countries, including the UK and
Australia. For example, in the UK, the Research Excellence Framework (REF) invites panels of
experts to gauge the ‘originality’, ‘significance’ and ‘rigour’ of published outputs on a scale of 0
(unclassified) to 4 (world leading) stars. The idea being that highly original work, that makes a
very significant contribution to the literature, and that is conducted to the most robust meth-
odological standards, will be rated as 4� (i.e. highly impactful in terms of advancing academic
theory, understanding and/or method); while research that compromises on one of more of
these metrics will be rated as less impactful.

A less familiar form of impact for many academics, historically at least, is social and economic
(or ‘wider’) impact. Wider impact can be defined as “… the demonstrable contribution that excel-
lent research makes to society and the economy, and its benefits to individuals, organisations
and/or nations” (UKRI, n.d.). This form of impact essentially comprises the myriad benefits that
academic research has (or could have) for beneficiaries living and working beyond academia
(e.g. practitioners in the private, public and third sectors). This wider notion of impact has
received increasing focus and recognition among scholars in recent years (McKenna, 2021), and
staying with the UK example, can be seen in the growing contribution impact assessment is hav-
ing in research assessment exercises (from 20% in 2014 to 25% in 2021).

Examples of wider impact are manifold, and map to both the promotion of positive change and
the prevention of negative or undesirable outcomes. More specifically, these impacts range from
the application of research to: (1) inform policymaking or influence public policy; (2) enhance
health, well-being, and quality of life; (3) generate wealth and prosperity; (4) promote social cohe-
sion; (5) change organisational or societal practices; (6) promote public engagement with and
understanding of science and technology; or (7) enhance environmental sustainability, among
others (see UKRI, n.d.). Beneficiaries are also diverse and can include those within the public sector
(e.g. local, regional, and national governments; health and wellbeing agencies), private sector (e.g.
business and industry), third sector (e.g. NGOs, voluntary and charitable organisations) and publics
(e.g. communities of interest, communities of place), both domestically and internationally.

In essence, wider impact occurs where the outputs of research and innovation activity are
used by beneficiaries to inform decision-making and/or instigate positive (or prevent negative)
societal, including environmental, change. At this stage, we feel it important to distinguish
between pathways to impact and wider impact per se, as these terms are often wrongly con-
flated by academics. Pathways to impact refer to the routes or knowledge exchange that one
might use in order to ensure that the findings of research reach key beneficiaries. An example
would be engaging members of the public in the outcomes of a study (e.g. via traditional and
social media), such that they are made aware of the findings and the potential relevance to
them. This should be contrasted with impact, which is contingent upon the findings of one’s
research creating actual, measurable change(s). For example, engaging the public in the out-
comes of a study might provoke interest but might not result in a change to their beliefs and/or
practice. As such, this would not really constitute (strong) evidence of impact. Conversely, engag-
ing policy makers in the outputs of one’s research might directly inform the creation of new pol-
icies or protocols, which would be evidence of impact, particularly if these policies and protocols
influence practice.

Fostering wider impact is becoming ever more pertinent for the modern academic (Chubb &
Reed, 2017). In some countries, this is again being driven by the emergence of national research
excellence exercises where there is a growing metrication of wider impact, and thus a growing
emphasis on identifying and evidencing such impact. For example, a significant portion of the
UK’s REF exercise now hinges upon the scoring of impact case studies (ICS). These ICSs link
underpinning academic research activity (e.g. books and journal publications) to substantiated
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claims of societal benefit (see for example Phillips et al., 2020 for a review of the most recent
impact assessment in tourism). As with academic outputs, these ICS are evaluated on a 0� 4�
scale, assessed against dimensions of reach (the relative proportion of a target population that
are benefitted) and significance (the relative magnitude of the benefit engendered).

A third dimension that must be considered when considering wider impact – particularly
when considered through the lens of research excellence exercises – is that of attributability (i.e.
being able to directly attribute purported change to the outputs of one’s research). The defin-
ition of wider impact we have favoured for this article highlights the importance of academic
research making a ‘demonstrable contribution’ to society and the economy. However, linking
research demonstrably to impact is arguably trickier than defining what impact is. Impacts can
take time to materialise, may not be immediately identifiable and can occur in many (perhaps
non-targeted) areas and among different (sometimes non-targeted) beneficiaries. Thus, making
and evidencing causal inferences can be challenging, which is a view expressed by the LSE
Public Policy Group (2011, p. 66): “A research impact is a recorded or otherwise auditable occa-
sion of influence from academic research on another actor or organization. [… ] It is not the
same thing as a change in outputs or activities as a result of that influence, still less a change in
social outcomes. Changes in organizational outputs and social outcomes are always attributable
to multiple forces and influences. Consequently, verified causal links from one author or piece of
work to output changes or to social outcomes cannot realistically be made or measured in the
current state of knowledge”. While we would personally stop short of concluding that assess-
ment of causality is unrealistic, we do support the inference that demonstrating causality can be
difficult. In light of this, we offer some suggestions of how to make these challenges more sur-
mountable towards the end of this article.

Even where the demands of an external ‘research excellence’ exercise are not a concern or princi-
pal driver, there are many reasons why the modern academic should consider (and promote) the
wider impact of their research: (1) where research is funded through the investment of public monies
(e.g. from taxes or donations), there is the moral obligation or accountability drive to show societal
benefit; (2) there can be reputational and income benefits (for investors and researchers alike) arising
from research and innovation that realises tangible real-world benefit; and (3) a willingness to engage
(collaboratively) with beneficiaries and/or stakeholders can result in exciting research opportunities
(and potential for investment) (e.g. UKRI, n.d.). Others might simply argue what the point of research
is, if not to promote some kind of societal advancement; to make a difference as discussed above.

In summary, academic impact is all about doing ‘excellent research’: research that contributes
meaningfully to the health of academic disciplines, that contributes to the advancement of
knowledge (e.g. through the generation of new theories) and/or innovates the techniques and
tools to conduct the research. Excellent research may but does not have to find application out-
side academia. In contrast, wider impact, this is about creating and evidencing benefit beyond
the fields of academic inquiry: utilising the findings of research (potentially generated in collab-
oration with beneficiaries) to demonstrably change something to the betterment of a non-aca-
demic beneficiary. Our primary concern within the current special issue is on wider impact,
particularly in relation to sustainable tourism research. As such, from this juncture any references
to ‘research impact’ or ‘impact’ will concern wider impact, unless otherwise stated.

The intricacies of research impact

Despite the desire on the part of policy makers to ensure research impact is achieved, as well as the
personal reasons why impact might be pursued on the part of the academic, we acknowledge that
behind the ‘impact agenda’ reside complex philosophical and political concerns that go to the heart
of the role of universities and their contribution to knowledge in modern society. Deep-seated philo-
sophical views on the nature of knowledge (ontology), how knowledge can be perceived
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(epistemology) and which research should be pursued (ethics) reside within these impact discussions
(Greenhalgh et al., 2016; Jarzabkowski et al., 2010). Knowledge is never created in a vacuum, and so
the situation in which it is created should be understood (Knights & Scarbrough, 2010).

The search for impact may change the nature of knowledge itself. This is clearly presented by
Greenhalgh et al. (2016) who demonstrate how different philosophical assumptions underpinning
research and its purpose will inevitably affect the kind of impact that can be expected. From, for
example, the Positivist approach which presumes a fairly straightforward dissemination and applica-
tion of findings, to a Constructivist approach which presumes social impacts are unpredictable, to
Critical approaches where it is impossible to divorce research from a political dimension. On this
basis, asking an academic to demonstrate impact really goes to the heart of what they do, the kind
of research they engage in and, where occupational identity is involved, who they are.

Unsurprisingly then, concerns over loss of academic freedom and autonomy have been raised
where research programmes are determined from outside academia (Dredge, 2015; Thomas &
Ormerod, 2017; Watermeyer, 2016). The advent of the impact agenda within countries like the
UK and Australia (if viewed as a top-down, political creation) has caused notable disquiet in
some academic quarters; with an explicit preference for ‘utility’ seen to potentially stifle creativity
and conflict with the pursuit of more curiosity-driven (or ‘blue skies’) endeavours (Chubb & Reed,
2017). Moreover, it has served to re-surface the long-standing debate over what constitutes
‘societal value’ (Belfiore, 2015; Briggle et al., 2015), and, relatedly, what ‘value’ pure versus more
applied forms of academic enquiry possess (Chubb & Reed, 2017).

Critically, while philosophical debates abound, the issue does not solely lie with the notion of
impact per se, but rather its prescribed conceptualisation and metrification. That is, most academ-
ics are aligned with the concept of knowledge exchange and the moral imperative of bettering
society through research, but less so with its narrow and constrictive definition within top-down
research excellence exercises (Chubb & Reed, 2017). As argued above, different types of research
are more aligned with different types of outcomes and therefore different kinds of impacts. Put
bluntly, to be able to apply straightforward prescriptions requires a world that is equally straight-
forward. A messy, complex, and unpredictable social world is less receptive to research that pre-
sumes a mechanistic world view. However, if this is the kind of world that policy makers inhabit,
narrow definitions of impact (including how it should be measured), can be construed as placing
academic freedom in a straitjacket. Nonetheless, lack of engagement is not necessarily about a
lack of buy-in on the part of academics. It has been argued that academic resistance stems from
a lack of motivation to engage with the politically driven ‘impact agenda’, as opposed to there
being an absence of any actual or prospective benefit from their research (e.g. Holbrook &
Hrotic, 2013). There may be benefits of pursuing impact accepted by the academic, but these do
not weigh heavily enough to direct efforts towards seeking impact.

Our place is not to resolve the complex, ongoing, philosophical debates around the societal
‘value’ of academic research and/or how ‘impact’ should (or should not) be defined and meas-
ured. However, within a world where research excellence exercises are gaining in prominence,
and where enduring questions as to the purpose of public investment in academic enquiry per-
vade, we feel that showcasing examples of where academic sustainable tourism research is inter-
facing with and/or influencing the decisions and actions of stakeholders is prudent. Moreover,
we aim here to highlight some of the complexities inherent in the ‘impact agenda’ that can too
easily be overlooked, but that can have real-world implications (e.g. the danger of side-lining cer-
tain types of research, a preference of short rather than long-term impact, etc.).

Research impact and sustainable tourism

Despite not necessarily being a ‘policy darling’, and reverberations from COVID-19 notwithstand-
ing, tourism still holds much sway economically with estimates of tourism’s total contribution to
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global GDP for 2019 standing at over 10% (Lock, 2020). The adoption of tourism (at scale) into
HE, and the creation of new and niche graduate occupations, has occurred in response to calls
for a closer coupling between HE and economic growth (Purcell et al., 2004). Arguably, tourism
continues to be regarded as a vocational subject, reflected in the ongoing discussion around the
employability and preparedness to work of tourism graduates (Robinson et al., 2019; Walmsley,
2015). It is frequently regarded as an applied subject, where its very legitimacy as a stand-alone
academic discipline has been questioned (Tribe, 1997). We mention this not to detract from the
scholarship of tourism, which has proliferated in recent years but to recognise that this apparent
closeness to business, industry and other beneficiaries should stand in tourism’s favour when it
comes to impact generation.

In short, there are strong a priori reasons to believe the connection between tourism academe
and the tourism industry should be strong, and thus that tourism research should easily foster
wider impact. And yet, concerns about a gap between tourism research and tourism practice are
equally long-standing. Cooper (2006), for example, recognises that compared to other industries,
knowledge transfer from tourism academia to tourism practitioners is weak. Moreover, Jenkins
(1999) refers to there being a ‘great divide’ between tourism academics and tourism practi-
tioners. This ‘great divide’ would appear to be enduring as the question of the ‘real world’ rele-
vance of tourism research appears to be perennial.

It is now twenty years since Ritchie and Ritchie (2002, p. 451) claimed that the output of tour-
ism research was “… inefficiently used and rarely exploited to its full potential”, and yet similar
concerns have been aired in recent years (Cohen, Higham, G€ossling, Peeters, & Eijgelaak, 2016;
Font et al., 2019).

Worryingly, there is also evidence that this ‘great divide’ might be widening as academic tour-
ism research matures. Philipps et al.’s (2020: 8) analysis of UK REF impact case studies in tourism
provides some evidence to support this, where it is claimed that “… tourism ICS (impact case
studies) have primarily focussed on attaining high quality scholarship and outputs, but these are
not enhancing the engagement agenda with business”. Thus, in an attempt to become ‘more
academic’ (read: rigorous), tourism research may be witnessing a growing separation rather than
narrowing of the gap between academia and practice. This is reminiscent of the schism that
appeared at the turn of the millennium between management as a science and management
practitioners (e.g. Pfeffer and Fong (2002), and one that has also been identified in other disci-
plines, (see Fraser et al., 2020 for a recent example from accounting).

But are these dissociations in evidence within the specific field of sustainable tourism
research? Again, one might imagine that this field should be particularly suited to a close cou-
pling between academics and practitioners (and other non-academic beneficiaries). Its proven-
ance, and the creation of the Journal of Sustainable Tourism (JoST) were, after all, a concern with
tourism’s positive and negative impacts, both environmental and socio-economic and how these
could be addressed (Bramwell & Lane, 1993; McKercher, 1993). That is, sustainable tourism as a
form of academic endeavour was born out of a desire both to understand and resolve immedi-
ate practical, ‘real world’ concerns. This is something further confirmed in Bramwell et al. (2017,
p. 4) review of 25 years of JoST, where there was a direct call for the journal to “… connect with
the key challenges facing society”.

We can go so far as to suggest that scholarship in sustainable tourism principally does not
pretend to operate from the basis of positive science, characterised by a dispassionate search for
‘truth’, but adopts a normative stance from the outset, one that seeks to make a difference ‘on
the ground’ (in this sense it has leanings to Critical Theory) (Bramwell et al., 2017). Buckley’s
Buckley (2012) paper is a case in point where avenues for future research in sustainable tourism
that could create impact are outlined. Because of this provenance, one might expect that sus-
tainable tourism scholars should harbour greater concern for the practical implications of their
work (vs. other tourism scholars) which should then also lead to research with greater impact.
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That we are possibly wrong with this assertion is reflected in Thomas’ contribution within this
special issue.

Because of this concern with addressing tourism’s impacts, sustainable tourism has been cred-
ited with being “…one the great success stories of tourism research and knowledge transfer”
(Hall, 2011, p. 649). However, the extent to which business, industry and political practices have
been informed, influenced, or changed in response to the outputs of sustainable tourism
research does, in many instances, remain debatable. Sharpley (2009), for example, suggests that
there is limited evidence of implementation in practice, and even Hall himself, claimed that: “The
field of Tourism Studies has given substantial attention to the issue of sustainability since the
late 1980s. However, despite the plethora of publications, conferences, plans and strategies that
deal with sustainability, tourism is arguably less sustainable than it has even been” (Hall, 2010,
p. 131).

The sentiments of Hall and Sharply were voiced over 10 years ago now, and with the acceler-
ating recognition of the need to develop and operate society more sustainably, there has been
ample opportunity for sustainable tourism academics to translate the findings of their research
into ‘real world’ benefit. With this in mind, we should perhaps expect many recent examples of
impactful research within the sector, and the commissioning of this special issue of JoST is a tes-
tament to this. However, while the papers that make up this special issue provide a snapshot of
some of the research endeavour that is generating change within the sector, our difficulty in
attracting credible examples of ‘impactful’ research is of concern. Part of the issue we encoun-
tered stemmed from confusion over what is actual evidence of impact and what constitutes a
pathway to achieving this goal (a point we deal with above). Another issue was that prospective
authors spoke of the prospective real-world implications of their research, without showcasing
any actual change. While we were certainly encouraged to see prospective authors considering
the applied benefits of their work, to the extent that impact is change, this was clearly a prob-
lem. That being said, we have succeeded in accruing eight, stellar articles, which do demonstrate
different approaches at achieving and documenting wider impact within sustainable tourism –
we hope they serve to inform and inspire.

Overview of insights from the papers

The papers in this special issue demonstrate some similarities but also differences in their
approach at achieving and documenting wider impact. What becomes clear is the non-linear
way in which impact is achieved. A simplistic view of impact suggests a linear connecting of (A)
‘research findings’ to (B) ‘demonstration of impact’. This is generally not the case within our
papers – nor is it unique to the sector (Watermeyer, 2016; Wood, 2014) - and (importantly)
acknowledges that pathways to impact are often less straightforward, more nebulous, and more
convoluted than one might assume. There are implications here for academic practice which we
outline after the review of the featured articles.

Considering common approaches in the featured articles, one area that struck a chord with a
number of contributors was industry collaboration. Working closely with those who stand to
benefit from and/or use the findings of your research is a recognised means of enhancing the
chances of achieving impact, expediting the emergence of impact, and registering evidence of
impact where it occurs (Jackson, 2014). In Rinaldi et al.’s paper, a case study is presented on the
long-term (ongoing) collaboration between a university and local stakeholders, supported by a
project funded by the European Commission which set out to develop a sustainable food and
gastronomy tourism destination. At the outset, Rinaldi et al. make the pertinent point that issues
surrounding sustainability are typically so complex that only a collaborative, systemic approach
can meet sustainability challenges. In their words: “Sustainability challenges are not bounded by
disciplines, but rather require the pooling of different types of knowledge possessed by different
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actors”. Their paper offers insights into the process through which co-creation among university
and community stakeholders is established and maintained, noting that in their participatory
action research approach all elements of a university’s mission (teaching, research, and societal
impact) came together.

Hatipoglu’s paper, similar to Rinaldi et al.’s, investigates the impact of funded projects in
delivering sustainable tourism. Using an ‘impact value chain analysis’ framework, their paper
evaluates fifteen projects that were supported by the Future is in Tourism Fund in Turkey
between 2013 and 2018. The author focuses on the development of a range of ‘capitals’ (e.g.
social, human, cultural) and how these then impacted the notion of wellbeing. The focus on
wellbeing was very deliberate in an attempt to move away from narrow per capita GDP/eco-
nomic growth associations that traditionally have stood to the fore in policy making circles
(e.g.Bleys, 2012). In terms of implications for delivering successful sustainable tourism projects,
the author makes very clear the importance of social capital that derives from ongoing and close
collaboration between partners.

Both the Rinaldi et al. and Hatipoglu’s studies illustrate that impact is not something that
always happens spontaneously nor quickly but needs to be given time to develop and embed
(see also Hughes et al., 2019). This says something interesting about evidencing impact from
research, as it challenges the prevailing short-termist linearity of the research ‘cycle’ (i.e. where
research is conducted and the findings disseminated, before academics move onto the next pro-
ject). It also raises concerns about the ‘retrospective heuristic’ (Watermeyer, 2016) underpinning
many research impact assessments. Rather, the work of Hatipoglu and Rinaldi et al. highlights
the importance of sustained communication with the stakeholders and beneficiaries of a project
beyond the end of a given study, in order to help embed learning and identify evidence of
impact, if and where it occurs.

Two further papers, Koens et al. and Coghlan et al., also draw on a collaborative approach to
varying degrees, and yet distinguish themselves from the aforementioned papers via the inclu-
sion of a game element in their studies. Koens et al.’s paper uses serious gaming as a means of
exploring how difficulties inherent in the tourism participatory planning process can be tackled.
The use of games may appear to some as frivolous and yet advances in technology have seen
gamification (i.e. the integration of gaming dynamics into non-gaming environments) expand
rapidly (Metaari, 2020). In Koens et al.’s study, even initially sceptical participants were won over
to the usefulness of a serious gaming approach in helping understand the complexities and
dynamics of tourism planning. Koens et al.’s study is an example of how research conducted
with stakeholders can improve an aspect of tourism (in this case participatory planning), while
simultaneously offering valuable insights into decision-making dynamics within the context of
tourism planning. The paper also provides useful advice to others thinking of using serious
games in a participatory planning scenario.

Similar to Koens et al.’s paper, Coghlan et al. draw on the use of technology via a virtual real-
ity game to promote sustainable tourism. The authors’ case study, located on the Great Barrier
Reef (Australia), employs an Action Design Research (ADR) methodology to demonstrate how
employing this method can create conditions that are supportive of bridging the academic-prac-
titioner divide. The inclusion of non-academics or ‘practitioners’ in the design and implementa-
tion of research is, as was outlined above, a means of not only facilitating the transfer of
knowledge, but also the creation of knowledge that has relevance for practice. Coghlan et al.’s
paper provides the reader with a methodology that can be applied to their own scenario and is
arguably therefore, of immediate practical relevance. Coghlan’s paper also offers some brief and
yet welcome insights into the struggles a tourism researcher can face in trying to justify under-
taking a practice-orientated study, especially in a climate of ‘performativity’ (Thomas, 2020).

Hehir et al., while not adopting a gaming approach, use another form of collaborative
research called Community-Engaged Research (CER) design in their study of the longer-term
impacts of educational tourism in the Arctic. CER is defined as an approach to research where a

2080 C. R. JONES AND A. WALMSLEY



purposeful engagement of non-academic actors in the research process occurs (Stanton, 2008).
Hehir et al.’s paper sets out to evaluate whether expedition experiences in the Polar Regions can
lead to meaningful and long-lasting pro-environmental behaviours many years after the initial
travel. The authors use social identity theory (e.g. Rupert Brown, 2000) to help explain the long-
term impact of educational expeditions in terms of desired future pro-environmental behaviours.
Although it is difficult tracking change over time, it is, as Hehir et al. confirm, important to
understand both the immediate and the longer-term impacts of such educational experiences.
The paper thereby also draws our attention to the need to include the time dimension in our
appreciation of research impact.

Buijtendijk addresses the ‘elephant in the room’ in sustainable tourism – climate change – and
aviation’s role in greenhouse gas emissions. Viewed through a lens of post-structuralist discourse the-
ory, this paper explores the research-policy relationship, looking at how research in sustainable tour-
ism (here using the case of a PhD thesis) shapes policy. The paper also explores the meaning of
impact in sustainable tourism research and differs from most other papers in this special issue with
its focus on impact at a policy making level. Following Buijtendijk’s paper it is easy to conclude that
more work is needed to improve our understanding of how research in sustainable tourism can
shape policy, not least in demonstrating the political dimension of the ‘science-policy gap’, i.e. the
ongoing process of ‘power-knowledge’ interactions across different discourses that results in priori-
tisation of some truth claims and the subjugation of others (Van Assche et al., 2014).

Thomas’s work engages directly with the incentive for tourism academics to engage in the
‘impact agenda’. Although academic researchers with an interest in sustainable tourism are sympa-
thetic to their research having an impact beyond academia, the result of Thomas’s study demon-
strates that what is driving academics’ interest is their own performativity. That is, a self-serving
motivation; the pursuit of rewards, be they tangible (e.g. research income) or intangible (e.g. pres-
tige). It is thus difficult to avoid the conclusion that research in sustainable tourism is driven by pres-
tige considerations. Bramwell et al. (2017) put this less delicately with their description of research
that seeks no impact as being a form of narcissism. Interestingly, Thomas was also unable to estab-
lish a difference between academics engaged in sustainable tourism scholarship and other tourism
scholars in terms of their concerns with impact (Thomas, 2018). Contrary to what we might have
anticipated, there does not appear to be a greater concern for impact among sustainable tourism
scholars compared to tourism scholars more generally.

Ruhanen’s bibliometric analysis of sustainable tourism outputs covered 839 papers over thirty
years (1987–2017). It thereby provides a useful point of reflection in terms of how research in
sustainable tourism has developed, as well as a platform upon which we can consider future
developments. Ruhanen notes the “ongoing confusion and lack of direction in the field” and –
whilst acknowledging useful contributions both to theory and practice – suggests greater inte-
gration of findings is needed. Their findings point to a relative consistency over the last 30 years
in terms of the reported importance of considering the practical implications of research. Of all
papers reviewed, 28% did not provide any recommendations or implications for practice, a figure
that remained largely unchanged over the review period. Part of Ruhanen’s advice for tourism
scholars is to see the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a means of helping to con-
nect their study findings to real-word impact. She also calls for greater diligence from reviewers
and editors to ensure theoretical and/or practical implications are fully considered in paper
submissions.

Increasing the impact of sustainable tourism research

The body of literature we have assembled within this special issue not only points to an appetite
among practitioners and other stakeholders to hear from and work with tourism scholars, but
also showcases some telling examples of where impact is being generated. Alongside this,
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however, this literature also attests to the confusion and misperception that pervades the sector,
which is stifling meaningful knowledge exchange and impact. In this final section, we offer some
points for reflection and action that could serve the community of sustainable tourism scholars
(and scholars more generally) in attempts to increase the impact of their research. We focus on
three key areas of ‘change’: (1) the research environment, (2) the motivation of tourism academ-
ics, and (3) the research approach. We end by presenting a selection of pointers garnered from
our own experience and a reflection on the submissions to this special issue, that we hope will
help the community to enhance the wider impact of academic research in sustainable tourism.

Changing the research environment

A starting point for improving the impact of research in sustainable tourism is strengthening
institutional recognition that this is something desirable and achievable. As outlined above,
although greater emphasis is being placed on impact within academia, its embedding in institu-
tional structures is an ongoing process. There is further scope to recognise academics for gener-
ating research with impact – even if this is not published in premier journals – and to further
support them in this regard. We echo here McCool et al. (2013) point that instead of focussing
almost exclusively on academic publications, academics’ contributions to all three of a univer-
sity’s missions (Etzkowitz, 1998) should be rewarded and recognised.

In this special issue, the problem of institutions not appreciating engagement with external
practitioners and other stakeholders to drive impact was presented in Coghlan et al.’s paper.
Here it was suggested the success of collaboration was often down to an individual academic’s
efforts and motivation, with many of these people receiving no formal recognition at an institu-
tional level. Dredge (2015) writing about the situation in tourism more generally has even
argued that academics are actively discouraged from the time-consuming work of engaging with
practitioners and knowledge transfer activities. In an ideal world impact in both its academic and
wider forms might be on equal footing; however, at present academic prestige is often recog-
nised more (e.g. in terms of the likelihood of promotion) than whether a study evidences the
generation of societal benefit. While the landscape is changing (e.g. as illustrated by the rising
prominence of considerations of wider impact within research excellence exercises in countries
like the UK and Australia), whether a balance will ever be achieved and/or how long this balanc-
ing will take remain open questions.

Creating changes to the research environment in order to foster, promote and recognise
wider impact activities is, though, a crucial part of the equation. Drawing on learnings from
environmental psychology (excuse this indiscretion, but one of us is an environmental psycholo-
gist), we know that our actions are shaped by the reciprocal interactions between a person and
their environment (van den Berg & Staats, 2018). For example, even a person who is motivated
to act pro-environmentally may find this difficult if the physical and social environment around
them does not facilitate and/or support their intentions. In fact, an unfavourable environment
might even serve to quell some of their enthusiasm. Conversely, a supportive and supported
environment can both facilitate pro-environmental action and communicate that such action is
desirable and/or expected, which in turn can positively affect the motivation of the person in
question. While this example reflects the situation according to pro-environmental action, it is
clearly analogous to the need to create a supportive, supported academic environment to
encourage pro-impact action.

Changing the motivation of tourism academics

The other side of the coin to structural change is addressing the motivation of tourism scholars
to engage in impact generating practices. We have illustrated above, in our example about pro-
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environmental action, how structural change can have an effect on a person’s motivation to act.
However, success will also hinge on more targeted attempts to raise awareness of what consti-
tutes wider impact and to create an intrinsic desire among tourism scholars to consider the
wider impacts of their work.

That gaps exist in tourism scholars’ understanding of impact and how their impact can make
a difference was demonstrated, at least anecdotally, when compiling this special issue. To reiter-
ate an earlier point, many of the submissions that we received failed to fully meet the brief for
this special issue. While crudely stated, a number of submissions were ‘just’ an investigation of
industry-relevant or community-relevant issues, but with no discernible evidence of actual
change arising from the work. Exploring issues that might hold potential relevance for non-aca-
demic beneficiary groups (e.g. communities, industry, practitioners) within sustainable tourism is
commendable, however, putting the learning from one’s research into a form and a forum where
it can be utilised by these beneficiaries to create demonstrable, desirable change is a different
but important challenge.

We assert that the tenet of the final sentence of the preceding paragraph is key. The prospect
of having to personally create societal benefit from one’s research is likely to be seen as com-
plex, time-consuming, effortful and/or insurmountable task for many academics who are already
juggling competing priorities. However, we argue that the role of the academic is not to create
the change per se – although this can happen and some academics are drawn to the prospect
of doing so (e.g. through the codesign and delivery of research with beneficiaries) – but rather
to aid prospective beneficiaries in utilising the outcomes of their research. In this model, it is the
beneficiaries of academic research who are primarily responsible for generating impact, while
the academic goal is one of successful knowledge-exchange and recording evidence of impact
where it occurs. Recognising that it is not all on ‘us’ to create wider impact will hopefully be
motivating to academics already dealing with many competing demands on their time.

Finally, from a motivational standpoint, engaging with the wider community outside aca-
demia might become more necessary over time. We are currently witnessing a societal shift
away from a reliance on traditional sources of knowledge, like universities (Knights &
Scarbrough, 2010). Among the reasons for this shift include (commercial) organisations’ growing
access to data (often big data). More than a decade ago, Savage and Burrows (2007) wrote of a
‘coming crisis of empirical sociology’ with reference to the increasingly outdated modes of data
collection sociologists used (interviews and surveys) compared with the systematic collection of
large-scale data by public and private sector organisations. With different sources of data emerg-
ing (e.g. digital traces), accessible to different stakeholders in society, we may begin to see aca-
demics having to rely increasingly on collaboration with external organisations to access this
data for research purposes.

Changing the research approach

We recognise there is no one ‘best way’ to capture impact but clarifying different types of
impact and considering how impact might be achieved at the outset of a study (i.e. ‘baking it
into the study’) would be a good starting point. As part of the research design process academ-
ics should seek to identify potential impacts relating to their work and the relevant beneficiaries,
and then create a plan for linking their research outcomes to these beneficiaries and a means of
identifying evidence of impact if and where it was to occur. While achieving impact is never a
‘given’, thinking carefully about and then following planned pathways to achieving this goal will
certainly increase the chances of creating change and recording evidence of it. Of course, such
assertions are not new: concepts of ‘engaged scholarship’ (Stanton, 2008 writes of ’engaged
scholarship’) and ‘Mode 20 knowledge production (Kelemen & Bansal, 2002) – among others –
recognise and embody principles of early non-academic stakeholder involvement in research and
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innovation (see, e.g. Knights & Scarbrough, 2010). Moreover, Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) tri-
ple helix model of government-industry-university collaboration has been widely discussed as a
means of driving innovation, with the more general theme of tripartite collaboration – particu-
larly in relation to sustainable tourism – also being picked up and used by Font et al. (2019).

Engagement with non-academic stakeholders is not always easy (Thomas & Ormerod, 2017) and
one should not assume that there is a ‘one size fits all’ to such engagement. Different degrees and
models of engaged scholarship exist (Stanton, 2008), with each party (academic and non-academic)
being involved to a greater or lesser degree in the different parts of the research process (e.g. devis-
ing research questions, developing a research design, collecting data, and the implementation of
findings). While such diversity in approaches could perceptively be seen as limiting, we argue that it
presents opportunities for tourism scholars. There is scope here to identify and employ different
models of engaged scholarship that suit the specific purposes and requirements of individual proj-
ects. A number of such examples exist within this special issue, for example, the use of games/gami-
fication (Koens et al. or Coghlan et al.), building up a relationship with a community (Rinaldi et al.),
or a community-engaged research design that also works with industry (Hehir et al).

To the extent that impact is about creating demonstrable change, the practice of purposefully
documenting evidence of impact where it occurs needs to evolve. The linear, ‘conveyor belt’
model of academic inquiry (i.e. where projects are perceived to ‘end’ at the point of dissemin-
ation) needs to be supplanted with a more cyclical, ‘aftercare’ model (i.e. where we seek to
return to and record the reverberations that our dissemination has caused). When it comes to
documentation of impact, one must also recognise that numerous potential sources exist from
‘soft measurement’ (e.g. testimonials, interviews), to ‘hard’ measures (e.g. policy change, change
to behaviours or an improvement in key environmental quality indicators). Academics need to
get into the practice of (a) identifying what kinds of impact are likely to arise from a given study;
and (b) implementing suitable feedback mechanisms for collecting evidence of impact into a
project (including during the aftercare phase of the project).

Conclusion

In sum, academia is changing, both in general and specifically in relation to sustainable tourism
research. There are growing extrinsic pressures to showcase the value of research investment
and the associated emergence of external frameworks and institutional expectations that are
shaping and pushing the so-called ‘impact agenda’. While there is understandable reticence to
engage with this agenda from some quarters (e.g. due to concerns over how impact is concep-
tualised, metricised, or politicised, etc.), the premise of generating societal benefit from one’s
research – fulfilling the third mission of the university – we feel is sound.

This special issue is designed to profile some examples of studies where sustainable tourism
academics are working with and influencing the practices of beneficiaries in the ‘real world’, as
well as showcasing some of the different approaches that can be employed with this goal in
mind. It has also served to flag-up that there is more that we could (or should) do to translate
academic advancement into societal gain. Our intent here is to inspire and motivate. As academ-
ics ourselves, we know first-hand that the university environment is a pressurised one. However,
if planned and done correctly, there are myriad benefits to engaging in knowledge-exchange
and impact-related activity: be this in expediting societal change, increasing one’s public profile
and reputation; enhancing the likelihood of receiving research funding, increasing one’s chances
of promotion, etc. With this in mind, and while not exhaustive, we leave you with five considera-
tions for enhancing impact:

1. Understand what constitutes evidence of impact – impact can take many forms and is meas-
ured in different ways, but crucially it is about creating change. Consider early on who stands to
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benefit from your work and how, and how you might track and document evidence of any dir-
ect or incidental change that might result from the dissemination of your research.

2. Work with the beneficiaries or your research – collaboration and co-design of research activ-
ity with those who stand to benefit from your research can be a good way of: (a) expediting
knowledge exchange and the creation of impact (as research activity can be tailored to
address the problems affecting those beneficiaries); and (b) helping to find and document
evidence of change if and where it occurs. There are myriad published exemplars of how
such collaborative projects with a focus on sustainability can be run effectively (e.g. Hope,
2016; McCreesh et al., 2018; Reed et al., 2014).

3. Don’t think too linearly about impact – one of the key themes to emerge in this special issue is
the non-linear pathways by which impact is achieved. That is, while a study can directly impact
upon a targeted beneficiary group in an anticipated way, other impacts are more indirect and
serendipitous, influencing unexpected beneficiaries in unexpected ways. Keeping an ‘eye open’
for evidence of such impact is important, as is thinking laterally about the value of one’s
research for ‘less obvious’ beneficiaries and engaging these groups/individuals.

4. Embedding feedback mechanisms – if impact is about creating change, then documenting
evidence of change is important. This importance is sharpened further in countries with
research excellence exercises that require support for claims of impact. As such, one needs
to abandon the linear model of academia (where a project is perceived to end at the point
of dissemination) to adopt a more cyclical model, where beneficiaries are periodically
engaged after a project has ended in order to identify evidence of change; and/or embed
feedback mechanisms into the outputs of one’s research, such that impacts can be dir-
ectly monitored.

5. Creating an academic culture of impact - be an advocate for change. Seek to promote equiva-
lency in terms of how impact activity is valued and recognised (e.g. in terms of promotion and
career progression) relative to the prestige of publishing in a ‘high impact’ journal. Try not to
pass on stereotyped, traditional views of academia and hierarchy of what is valued.

At the same time the Journal of Sustainable Tourism (JoST) can support the wider impact
agenda by assessing the practical value of the papers it publishes. We say this with a degree of
trepidation given the value-laden nature of the issue and the implications this may have, at least
perceptively, for stifling academic freedoms. However, notwithstanding these concerns, and
grounded in the assumption that the JoST wishes to facilitate wider impact, we feel that editors
should review how the practical value of submissions is recognised and rewarded. This could
simply take the form of editors more explicitly soliciting research that focuses on application
and/or which is conducted collaboratively with practitioners and other beneficiaries/stakeholders.
JoST could also support wider impact through the provision of examples or guidance and train-
ing on what wider impact is and how it can be fostered. Indeed, we hope this special issue has
provided some practical insights and such guidance. Another small change would be the journal
adding author guidelines that request a statement relating to applied implications of research
findings within any submissions. Other leading journals in tourism such as Tourism Management
clearly state their relevance to both academics and practitioners and require an impact state-
ment to be provided with paper submissions. While these changes do not have to come at the
expense of academic relevance, we recognise that such stipulations might restrict the kinds of
papers that are submitted and published and so it comes down to what the editors and readers
of the journal want the journal to be – over to you!
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