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This literature review analysed 112 scientific papers published 
in 17 different social science journals from 2003 to the end of 
2007 discussing the relation between tourism, poverty alleviation 
and nature conservation. The majority of the articles is problem-
oriented, concentrates on the relation between tourism and nature 
conservation and focuses on impact assessment and management 
issues. The relation between tourism and poverty alleviation is 
still under researched. Based on the literature review this article 
not only provides an overview of past scientific research work, 
but also explores research gaps and suggests main directions of a 
future research agenda.

In the past years the dominant discourse on sustainable development has drawn the 
attention to the need to link tourism with nature conservation and poverty alleviation 
issues. It has become clear that natural areas cannot exist in isolation from the human 
systems that share the same space; especially in developing countries were natural 
resources are not only the main attractions for tourists, but also the major assets on 
which poor communities rely for their survival (MEA 2005). Consequently, sustai-
nable tourism development has increasingly been put forward by international and 
national nature conservation and development organisations, governments and the 
tourism industry as a promising mechanism to resolve vicious circle of nature degra-
dation and poverty in many developing countries and a way to achieve the UN Mil-
lennium Development Goals. As a consequence new institutional arrangements, poli-
cies and practices emerged at different levels of scale (from the global to the local). 
However, many of these have neither been theoretically nor empirically judged on 
their merits and contributions to sustainable development (Tassone, Van der Duim 



Matkailututkimus 1–2 (2010)8

& Kloek 2007). Research studies are scattered and there are relatively few studies 
available mapping the scientific knowledge produced on tourism, poverty reduction 
and nature conservation at the same time.

Recent studies have analyzed the making, the state and the evolution of tourism 
academic knowledge; some researchers (i.e. Xiao & Smith 2006a, 2006b; Jogarat-
nam Chon, McCleary, Mena & Yoo 2005) analyzed broadly trends and producti-
vity in tourism scientific research, whereas others (Weaver & Lawton 2007) focused 
on examining the state of ecotourism research. However, while the first examined 
tourism from a very general perspective, the latter based their analysis on articles 
selected according to a number of specific key words which were very much tourism 
and nature-oriented. These studies did not specifically investigate the state of know-
ledge on tourism, poverty reduction and nature conservation research concurrently.

This article aims to address this gap. By analyzing 112 scientific papers published 
in 17 different social science journals from 2003 to the end of 2007 and discus-
sing tourism, poverty alleviation and nature conservation issues, this study maps past 
scientific research work and explores research gaps and suggests a research agenda 
(see also Tassone & Van der Duim 2008; Tassone, Van der Duim & Kloek 2007). This 
article first presents the methodology used for mapping scientific knowledge. Second, 
it identifies and classifies the main research topics addressed by past studies. Third, it 
presents an examination of the modes of knowledge production. Fourth, it introduces 
a framework to cluster the knowledge produced according to the underlying focus 
and key objectives of past research. Fifth, and based on the findings described in the 
previous sections, it discusses the direction of future research efforts in this field.

Mapping scientific knowledge: the method

In order to be able to make an informed decision on the direction of a research agenda 
in this domain (see Tassone, Van der Duim & Kloek 2007), we analysed a large num-
ber of past studies discussing tourism, poverty reduction and nature conservation. 
Considering the scientific focus of this analysis, it was decided to scrutinize research 
papers published in a number of scientific journals in the field of social sciences. 
Research studies published elsewhere, for example in books, conference proceedings 
and magazines were not taken into account, although there are highly relevant for 
the development of a body of knowledge in this domain. Many case studies get pub-
lished in project reports, theses and similarly inaccessible forms (Krüger 2005). Part 
of the knowledge production and innovation in this field stems from these kind of 
outlets, just as consultancy assignments and reports commissioned and/or published 
by INGO’s and many of this ‘grey literature’ never or at a much later stage reaches 
scientific journals. For example collaborative research initiatives of the Internatio-
nal Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), the Centre for Responsible 
Tourism (CRT) and the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) on pro-poor tourism, 
which started around 2000, only very recently penetrated the academic journals (see 
for example the special issue of Current Issues in Tourism, 2007). Although fully 
acknowledging the importance of this ‘grey literature’, this article only maps articles 
published in a number of scientific, peer-reviewed, journals.
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After examining a number of scientific journals that could represent the richness 
and variety of social sciences perspectives and disciplines, a total number of 17 jour-
nals were selected, including top journals in the tourism field and journals dealing with 
sustainability, global change issues and focusing on a variety of social, environmental 
and economic issues. The selected journals are: Annals of Tourism research, Current 
Issues in Tourism, Journal of Ecotourism, Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Journal of 
Tourism Research, Journal of Travel Research, Tourism Economics, Tourism Mana-
gement, Tourist Studies and also Biodiversity and Conservation, Ecological Econo-
mics, Environmental and Development Economics, Environment Development and 
Sustainability, Environmental Monitoring and Assessment, Journal of Environmental 
Management, International Environmental Management, World Development. Alt-
hough we would have preferred to make an analysis of articles published over a 
period of 10 or even 15 years, time constraints forced us to only analyse articles 
published in the last 5 years (from 2003 to 2007). They were selected and analysed in 
2008 and 2009. In this selection we used keywords that directly or indirectly address 
some typical issues in tourism, poverty reduction and nature protection. The keywords 
were chosen by considering the key issues raised and discussed among researchers 
and representatives from international governmental and non-governmental organi-
zations, during the International Conference on Sustainable Tourism held in Breda in 
December 2006. The articles selected are those that contain in the title words and/or 
paper’s keywords at least one of the following keywords: sustainability, community, 
stakeholder, poverty, nature, environment, protected area, impact, management, deci-
sion making, social, cultural, fund raising, market mechanisms and that discusses in 
a general or specific manner tourism issues related to poverty reduction and nature 
conservation. In order to keep the analysis focused it was decided to not take into 
account (and therefore not included as keywords) other important issues and aspects, 
for example pollution and energy related problems, climate change, urban tourism, 
specific air and sea-coastal tourism issues that are gaining more and more attention in 
the research agenda. The total number of articles selected was 112.

Domains of knowledge 

These articles were examined and sorted out according to the theme they refer to. 
The analyses showed that some articles exclusively dealt with Tourism and Poverty 
Reduction; others exclusively with Tourism and Nature Conservation; while in total 
26 articles dealt with Tourism, Poverty Reduction and Nature Conservation. Finally, 
18 papers mainly focussed on conceptual or methodological issues. This fourth cate-
gory of papers was labelled as Tourism and Sustainability.

The first theme Tourism and Poverty deals with the relation between tourism and 
poverty issues. Poverty is intended in its broad term including not only its economic 
dimensions of jobs and income, but also fair distribution of resources, gender equa-
lity, health and education, community involvement, and any other tourism related 
social or political arrangements and assets that may play a role in the life of the poor 
(see also Simpson, 2007). Although the relation between tourism, poverty and nature 
is of particular importance in developing countries, this analysis includes also studies 
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discussing tourism and social poverty related problems of developed nations, but 
it does not refer to issues related to the economic development of these developed 
countries as a whole.

The second theme Tourism and Nature Conservation includes all studies discus-
sing the relation between tourism and nature conservation. The term nature conserva-
tion refers to the conservation of the natural environment comprising animals, micro-
organism and vegetation. It refers to preservation of threatened species, conservation 
of scarce resources, restoration or protection of ecosystems and biodiversity upon 
which human and other life on earth depends. Specific air and water issues are not 
included in this analysis.

The third theme Tourism, Poverty Reduction and Nature Conservation deals with 
the relation among tourism, poverty reduction and nature conservation, it investiga-
tes theoretically and practically the linkages, the potentials and the outcomes of this 
relation. The fourth theme Tourism and Sustainability discusses sustainable tourism 
in more general terms and includes concepts, theories, and values in relation to sustai-
nability. Papers under this theme discuss various issues related to nature and poverty 
but the accent lies on more general sustainability issues.

After selecting the papers according to keywords and themes as explained above, 
these papers were sorted out by topic, i.e. domain of knowledge. Only one main topic 
addressed in each paper was taken into account. This means that if a study simulta-
neously addresses more than one topic, this study was classified only according to the 
main topic discussed. Domains of knowledge were identified and classified, within 
each of the selected themes, by analyzing the specific key research questions and aim 
that each selected paper is addressing. Table 1 presents an overview of research topics 
of selected studies.

According to this analysis the theme Tourism-Poverty appears to be quite overloo-
ked until 2006. Starting from 2007 the number of studies has considerably increased 
(see for example Chok, Macbeth & C. Warren 2007; Scheyvens 2007; Zhao & Brent 
Ritchie 2007; Harrison & Schipani 2007; Spencely & Goodwin 2007). Past studies 
focus on conceptual defining and critically assessing the relation between tourism 
and poverty. Other studies focus on the ex-post evaluation of tourism impacts on live-
lihood and aim to assess the socio-cultural and socio-economic impacts of tourism. 
Past research deals also with communities’ participation, examines typologies of par-
ticipation in tourism development and investigates opportunities for the development 
of tourism through community participation and co-operation and partnerships bet-
ween local areas.

Tourism-Nature Conservation appears to be a very well studied theme. A number 
of papers focus on ethics and discourses, discussing the philosophical changes in 
the conceptions of protected areas and conservation principles in relation to tourism 
management and presenting a conceptual analysis of human relationships and the 
natural world. Impact evaluation studies deal with ex-post assessment of impacts of 
tourism projects, policy and plans on natural resources. Some other studies focus on 
management issues while dealing with impacts in a more indirect way. They ana-
lyze strengths and weakness of management measures, identify new management 
strategies and discuss problems and consequences of tourism management. Some 
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researchers examine the environmental performance of tourism enterprises, and the 
sustainability of these enterprises. Two studies dealing with financing mechanisms 
look at the pricing of protected areas in nature based tourism and possible economic 
incentives for nature conservation. Another group of papers investigate stakeholder 
roles, values and partnerships. They focus on the role of stakeholders in planning and 
decision making, look at stakeholder’s values, perspectives and behaviours related to 
tourism, investigate people’s preferences and willingness to pay for protected areas 
and discuss partnerships among stakeholders.

Within the theme Tourism-Poverty-Nature a number of studies deal with the 
impacts of tourism on economic, socio-cultural and environmental aspects. The 
majority of authors focus on ex-post evaluation of tourism impacts. Some studies 
discuss tourism management issues in relation to the environment and to poverty. A 
number of papers deal with stakeholder’s roles and involvement in decision making 
and tourism development. Community attitudes and intentions towards potential tou-
rism development are also investigated.

Finally, the theme Tourism-Sustainability includes a number of research studies 
describing concepts and approaches to sustainability, and focusing on methods and 
application to evaluate sustainability of projects, plans and policies.
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Table 1: Domains of academic knowledge

Tourism-Poverty Nr
Concepts & critical 
assessment

Chok et al., 2007; Scheyvens, 2007; Zhao & Brent Ritchie, 
2007

3

Ex-post impact 
evaluation

Akama & Kieti, 2007; Clifton & Benson, 2006; Dyer et al., 
2003; Harrison & Schipani, 2007; Nyaupane et al., 2006 ; 
Saayman & Saayman, 2006; Spencely & Goodwin, 2007 

7

Community 
participation and 
approaches

Briedenhann& Wickens, 2004; Hawkins & Mann, 2007; 
Manyara & Jones, 2007; Tosun, 2006; Ying & Zhou, 2007; 
Zorn & Farthing, 2007

6

Tourism-Nature
Ethics and 
discourses

Jamal et al., 2003; Holden, 2005; Shultis &Way, 2005 3

Ex-post impact 
evaluation

Guillemain at al., 2007; Heil et al, 2007; Hill & Pickering, 
2006; Kuvan, 2005; Li et al., 2006; Li et al., 2005; Pickering & 
Hill, 2007; Priskin, 2003

8

Management Bujosa Bestard & Rosselló Nadal, 2007; Brown, 2006; 
Buultjens et al., 2005; Cheng et al., 2005; Gios et al, 2006; 
Hannam, 2005; Henderson, 2005; Kenneth et al., 2004; 
Kruger, 2005; Li, W., 2004; Marion & Reid, 2007; Mason, 
2005; Phillips & Jones, 2006; Okello & Kiringe, 2004; Shrestha 
et al., 2007; Sorice et al., 2006; Stein et al, 2003; Tisdell & 
Wilson, 2005; Wachowiak, 2005

19

Environmental 
performance of 
tourism enterprises

Clarke, 2004; Jackson, 2007; Herremans et al. 2005; Masau & 
Brideaux, 2003; Spenceley, 2006; Van der Duim & Van Mar-
wijk, 2006

6

Financing 
mechanisms

Alpizar, 2006; Lindsey et al, 2007 2

Stakeholder roles, 
values and 
partnerships

Buckley, 2004; De Oliveira, 2005; Duffy, 2006; Fairweather et 
al., 2005; Fennell & Butler, 2003; Lewis & Newsome, 2003; 
Medina, 2005; Moore & Polley, 2007; Naidoo & Adamowicz, 
2005; Nyaupane et al., 2004; Su et al., 2007; Svoronou & Hol-
den, 2006; Watson et al, 2007 ; Wurzinger & Johansson, 2006

14

Tourism-Poverty-Nature
Ex-post en ex-ante 
impact evaluation

Ex-post: Gossling, 2003; Harrison, 2007; Kontogeorgopoulos, 
2005; Silori, 2004; Stone &Wall, 2004; Ex-ante: Mbaiwa, 2004

6

Management Fennel & Weaver, 2005; Hawkins, 2004; Jamal et al., 2006; 
Nepal, 2004; Northcote & Macbeth, 2006; Osland & Mackoy, 
2004; Tsaur et al., 2005; Weaver & Lawton, 2007

8

Stakeholders roles 
and involvement

Adams & Infield, 2003; Garrod, 2003; Li, 2006; Li, Y., 2004; 
Novelli & Gephardt, 2007; Palmer, 2006; Sithole, 2005; 
Southgate, 2006

8

Communities 
attitudes and 
intentions

Kuvan & Akan, 2005; Lai & Nepal, 2006; Lepp, 2007; Sekhar, 
2003

4
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Tourism-Sustainability
Concepts and 
approaches

Choi & Sirakaya, 2006; Farrell & Twining-Ward 2005; Ko, 
2005; Macbeth et al., 2004; Schianetz et al., 2007

5

Applications and 
methods to 
evaluate 
sustainability

Cottrell et al., 2004; De la Barre, 2005; Gezici, 2006; Helmy, 
2004; Jamal & Tanase, 2005; Johnston & Tyrrell, 2005; 
Mbaiwa, 2005; Mycoo, 2006; Parker & Khare, 2005; Rodger et 
al., 2007; Sausmarez, 2007; Van der Duim & Caalders, 2004; 
Woodland & Acott, 2007

13

Modes of knowledge production

The academic research agenda and the output of a researcher or research institute is 
often the result of complex negotiations between the agendas of universities, finan-
cing institutions, conservation and development organizations, international commu-
nities, governmental agencies, the tourism industry, and the theoretical and paradig-
matic interests and programs of the researcher and the scientific community he or she 
participates in. 

Although we, consequently, in practice have to deal with boundaries which are 
difficult to draw, analytically we can make a distinction between two ways in which 
the selection of a research topic is made (see also Lengkeek & Platenkamp 2006). 
First, a wide variety of practical concerns may present topics for research. In this 
mode of knowledge production research is first and foremost problem-oriented. The 
knowledge produced by research is oriented towards (possible) application and use. 
This type of knowledge production often accepts the socio-political, economic or cul-
tural context as given and source of problem. Second, an equally wide range of topics 
for research primarily derives from scientific and intellectual interest. Here the rese-
arch is concept-oriented, that is oriented towards development of theory, concepts 
and (new) methodologies, which should enable us to explain societal phenomenon 
(in a more positivistic tradition) or to interpret and understand meanings in a more 
phenomenological perspective. Here concepts are, as far as possible, abstracted from 
the daily context.

In this study the mode of knowledge production of the selected studies in tourism, 
nature conservation and poverty reduction is discussed by classifying these studies 
according to the problem- or concept-oriented modes. As depicted in figure 1, results 
of this research indicate that 77 % of the total papers analyzed are problem-oriented. 
They aim to increase clarity and understanding on specific problem-oriented ques-
tions and issues, to assess the impacts and the effectiveness of policies and projects 
(e.g. Clifton & Benson 2006; Hill & Pickering 2006; Li et al.. 2006; Pickering & 
Hill 2007, Spencely & Goodwin 2007; Tisdell & Wilson 2005), to identify specific 
management strategies that bring sustainable outcomes (e.g. Alpizar 2006; Lindsey 
et al. 2007; Phillips & Jones 2006; Sorice et al. 2006; Stone & Wall 2004), to analyze 
stakeholders relationships and values (e.g. Brown 2006; De Oliviera 2005; Gios et 
al. 2006; Lewis & Newsome 2003; Naidoo & Adamowics 2005; Sithole 2005; Svo-
ronou & Holden 2006; Watson et al. 2007 ) and to investigate outcomes and pros-
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pects of partnerships among various actors (e.g. Buckley. 2004). Although there is a 
remarkable amount of papers dealing with problem-oriented research, results appear 
fragmented, scarcely comparable and limited in their scope. Methodologically these 
studies mainly focus on the application of existing approaches such as for example 
regression analysis, contingent valuation, Delphi method and GIS applications.

Figure 1. Modes of knowledge production

Only 10 % of the papers analyzed are concept-oriented. Some of these studies are 
focusing on ethical issues, discourses and philosophical reflections about the role of 
protected areas and the relation between humans and nature and conceptual approa-
ches to manage natural assets (Jamal et al.. 2003; Holden 2005; Kenneth et al. 2004; 
Shultis & Way 2005). Few recent studies are critically analyzing the relation between 
tourism and poverty (Chok et al. 2007; Scheyvens 2007; Zhao & Brent Ritchie 2007). 
A number of authors are discussing concepts and aspects of sustainability science, and 
its evolution and meaning (Farrel et al. 2005; Johnston & Tyrrell 2005). Conceptual 
studies focusing on integrating discourses from the different domains of knowledge 
and focusing on the development of innovative tourism theories are lacking.

At first sight there seems to be a gap between problem- and concept-oriented 
modes of knowledge production, not only in relation to how knowledge is produced 
but also in terms of outcomes. Problem-oriented research may be perceived as use-
ful and able to provide concrete answers and solutions to policy agendas and daily 
issues but may not necessarily contribute to advancement in science. On the other 
hand concept-oriented research may be scientifically appealing but may be perceived 
as too abstract or practically irrelevant. However, this dichotomy is partly false as 
the two modes of knowledge production are and should be closely linked and inter-
related. The development of new theories and models as well as reflective thoughts 
about concepts and methods can in fact provide the philosophical, conceptual and 
methodological ground upon which practical research can be implemented. At the 
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same time concrete results in the field can inform science by identifying societal 
needs and current theoretical and methodological constraints that require attention 
and further investigation. This analysis suggests that 13 % of the selected studies 
are the results of a particular blending of problem- and concept-oriented research. 
This mix shows the existing link and inter-relation among the two modes of know-
ledge production. These studies are mainly focusing on conceptually discussing new 
approaches, frameworks or methods while presenting them in specific contexts or by 
means of particular case studies. Some of these papers examine the relation between 
tourism and poverty or tourism and nature conservation or their combination and 
investigate the nature of stakeholders interactions and partnerships (e.g. Fennell & 
Butler 2003; Fennel & Weaver 2005; Gossling 2003; Medina 2005; Spenceley 2006; 
Tosun 2006). Other authors examine the multi-dimensionality of the sustainability 
concept and sustainability evaluation issues (e.g. Choi & Sirakaya 2006; Farrel et al. 
2005; Ko 2005).

The majority of problem-oriented studies and of studies developed through a mix 
of problem- and concept-oriented research are focusing on the application of specific 
case studies in a number of regions. Results depicted in figure 2 suggest that past case 
study driven research mainly focused on investigating the relation between tourism 
and nature conservation in different world regions (see also Krüger 2005). Figure 
2 also shows those studies particularly focussing on tourism and poverty, either in 
combination with conservation issues or not, predominately address cases in Africa 
and Asia.
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Figure 2. Geographical distribution of case studies
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Clustering knowledge production

In a next step in this research project, the 112 scientific papers were classified and 
clustered according to the underlying focus and key objectives of the research carried 
out in each article. A variety of conceptual frameworks can be used to examine and 
structure the knowledge produced, but any clustering will be clearly arbitrary and 
imperfect. After analyzing the research approaches and methods presented in each 
paper and examining the research topics discussed, it was concluded that all papers 
could fit in one of the following four clusters presented in figure 3: 1. Valuation, 2. 
Impact assessment & Management, 3. Stakeholder processes, 4. Critical analysis. 
Clusters are often linked to one another and they may support and complement each 
other.

Figure 3: Clustering knowledge production (Source: adapted from Meyer, 2006)

Valuation studies include approaches and results related to the estimation of values 
that certain goods, services or experiences have for example for individuals or for 
society. The process and the results of such valuation studies are different according 
to the perspective considered. From the economic perspective valuation studies are 
often focusing on assigning a monetary value to goods and services through market 
price when feasible or through other indirect methods (see for example Pearce et al., 
2006). From the ecological point of view the valuation process focuses on identifying 
and measuring the role and the importance of attributes or functions of an ecosystem 
(see for example De Groot 1992; De Groot et al. 2002). In sociology research focuses 
for example on qualitative analysis of social and cultural values, on exploring expe-
rience values of nature by tourists, etc. (see for example Lengkeek 2001). Findings 
of this research reveal that valuation analysis is overlooked in past tourism studies 
and should be addressed in future research. The few papers dealing with valuation are 
mainly focusing on investigating ecological values. Valuation is often used in order 
to estimate the benefits provided by natural resources which can turn to be useful for 
the development of appropriate tourism management strategies (e.g. Brown 2006; 
Gios et al. 2006; Naaido & Adamowicz 2005). Methodologically, little innovation is 
produced in this cluster. 
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Impact Assessment & Management studies focus on quantitative and qualitative 
assessment of impacts and management of these impacts. Research included in the 
previous cluster (i.e. valuation) differs from research on impact assessment and mana-
gement, although the two types of studies are very often inter-linked. While valuation 
studies would for example focus on identifying and assigning the ecological, social 
and economic values a national park, the impact assessment and management studies 
could take advantage of this information, but they would mainly focus on assessing 
the positive or negative consequences of certain arrangements, projects and plans in 
that specific park and would strive toward the identification of good management 
strategies. Impact assessment and management studies include a variety of ecolo-
gical, economic and sociological oriented studies. In the case of potential plans (i.e. 
ex-ante evaluation studies) they can facilitate the identification of management and 
planning strategies leading to the desirable outcome; in the case of current and past 
projects (i.e. ex-post evaluation studies) they can highlight consequences and pro-
pose changes. Some approaches available in ecology, for example Environmental 
Risk Assessment, Carrying Capacity Calculation, Ecological Footprint, Environmen-
tal Impact Assessment, etc. can be useful when assessing environmental impacts and 
identifying good environmental management strategies. In economics the different 
approaches available, such as for example Cost-Benefit Analysis and Cost-Effecti-
veness Analysis are mainly aiming at assessing the impacts in terms of economic 
profitability and identifying management strategies that are the most profitable ones 
or the cheapest ones. From a social perspective studies focus on the development of 
socially meaningful management strategies, on the analysis of the impacts on society 
and on the way people live, work, play, relate to one another, organize to meet their 
needs and generally cope as members of society. Examples of social-oriented met-
hods are Social Impact Assessment and Social Risk Assessment (see for example 
Barrow 2000; Becker 1997). From the sustainability point of view the ecological, 
economic, and social perspectives are considered simultaneously. In this case appro-
aches and frameworks, such as Sustainability Indicators and Multi-Criteria Analy-
sis, can look at issues from an integrated point of view by taking into account the 
different perspectives. The remarkable number of impact and management studies 
indicates the growing social concern about the effects of tourism and about how to 
effectively manage tourism. Research in this field is mainly case study driven and 
there is sometimes an attempt to integrate ecological, economic and social approa-
ches and methods. However studies are scattered, empirical research is lacking, exis-
ting approaches lack a coherent framework around which natural assets and poverty 
issues can be clustered and managed consistently. Similar findings are presented by 
Weaver and Lawton (2007) which discuss, among other things, about the extensive 
number of papers analyzing the ecological impacts of ecotourism projects and plans 
whereas there is a lack of interdisciplinary research and not much is done to analyze 
impacts from an integrated perspective and to connect impact studies to other fields 
of research. Monitoring, evaluation and management frameworks should be further 
developed in order to take into account the complexity and uncertainty related to the 
tourism system. It should be examined what potential value the science of complexity 
holds for tourism management and governmental and non-governmental policies. 
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Research could focus also on adaptive management as a way of dealing with uncer-
tainty and unpredictability. Furthermore research should not only look at the overall 
benefits derived from tourism, but also on equity issues and the distribution of envi-
ronmental, economic and social benefits among stakeholders and especially among 
the poor. Additionally, studies are almost entirely focusing on ex-post evaluation of 
arrangements and policies, therefore a future research agenda could include ex-ante 
evaluation studies which can provide useful information when setting up new plans 
and strategies. 

Stakeholder issues and processes refer to issues among stakeholders and processes 
that bring together different stakeholders into dialogue and constructive engagement. 
Often the valuation and impact assessment and management studies just discussed 
are directly or indirectly taking into account stakeholders preferences, opinions, 
needs, desires, well being, etc. Issues and processes among stakeholders can differ 
according to the objectives (e.g. policy making and implementation issues, natural 
resource management, distribution of resources), the scale (local, national, global), 
the type of participants involved (e.g. local communities, business, government, non-
governmental organizations, scientists), etc. This analysis suggests that the majority 
of research studies in this cluster are mainly focusing on investigating the roles and 
perspectives of various actors in tourism. It appears clear that actors (like nature 
conservation organizations, developing organisations, market parties, governmental 
bodies, etc.) can differently give meaning to and deal with tourism and sustainability. 
In other words, they might have different modes of ordering (Van der Duim 2005). 
In order to contribute to global change, future research could investigate and iden-
tify new arrangements that integrate different stakeholder perspectives, new types 
of institutional mechanisms, new forms of multi-actor and multi-level governance. 
Therefore, innovative forms of global-local interactions, public-private partnerships, 
ecotourism ventures, pro-poor tourism strategies, etc. need to be found and to be set 
in place. These arrangements can contribute to reorder tourism by translating poverty 
and nature conservation into the process of tourism development and vice versa. Furt-
hermore, attention should be given to the role of the poor in potential partnerships and 
arrangements. Modes of participation of poor communities in the decision making 
process according to the local socio-political constraints and existing institutional 
arrangements should be further investigated. Research could also explore various 
manners for social and political empowerment of local communities. 

Finally critical analysis examines the relation between tourism, poverty allevi-
ation and nature conservation and the previously mentioned clusters from a critical 
perspective, it makes use of insights from for example political economy, political 
geography, political ecology and political sociology. Here disciplines intersect with 
political sciences by conceptualising the relation between tourism, nature conser-
vation and poverty alleviation in terms of more general development theories, and 
by linking this relation to political, economic and social structures and relations of 
power, politics, systems of government and economic organisation, and more recently 
processes of globalisation and complexity issues. The work of Farrell and Twining-
Ward (2005), Scheyvens (2007), Duffy (2005) and Shultis and Way (2005) are some 
examples of critical studies in tourism research. Future research could focus on cri-
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tically examining tourism and its role for nature conservation and poverty; especi-
ally it should focus on the role of tourism for poverty and the multi-dimensions of 
poverty, considering that there is a lack of studies addressing these issues. 

Figure 4 shows the number of times (referred to as frequency) that a specific 
cluster is discussed in the papers under analysis. Each paper can refer to one or more 
clusters
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Figure 4: Distribution of papers according to research clusters

Discussion

The vast array of problem-oriented and case study driven research could at first give 
the impression that research carried out in the past years in tourism, poverty alleviation 
and nature conservation is very much focused on contributing to enriching knowledge 
concerning concrete societal issues and needs. A more comprehensive examination 
of the topics, research questions and findings of the papers under analysis shows that 
several major societal and global concerns are actually very much overlooked in past 
studies. The current fragmentation and imbalance persists for multiple reasons, inclu-
ding funding priorities, mutual citation cliques, disciplinary self-isolation (Weaver & 
Lawton 2007), as well as a still existing gap between practitioners, consultants and 
academic researchers. For example pro-poor tourism research is still dominated by a 
relatively small group of pro-poor tourism researchers, practitioners and consultants. 
But as many of them are lacking permanent academic posts and (relative) financial 
security, they remain largely outside academic debates and similarly, their insights 
into the relation between tourism and development in general and the relationship 
between tourism and poverty alleviation are similarly ignored or under-rated in aca-
demic circles (Harrison 2008: 9). Once more the gap between theory and practice 
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has to be bridged: pro-poor tourism practitioners and followers must engage with the 
academic community and in return pro-poor tourism insistence on looking at the very 
basic impacts of tourism at community level, insisting on ‘development’ and bringing 
about direct and quantifiable change, will reintroduce in tourism studies and politics 
a dimension which has been neglected for too long (Harrison 2008: 14). The way 
forward in this path of detection is discussed below.

First, there is a lack of studies focusing and discussing the contribution of tou-
rism to Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), namely the eradication of extreme 
poverty and hunger (MDG 1); gender equality (MDG 3); environmental sustainability 
(MDG 7) and the development of global partnership (MDG 8). The UN clearly stated 
that in 2007, at the midway point between Millennium Development Goals adoption 
in 2000 and the 2015 target date for achieving these Goals, some countries, especially 
sub-Saharan Africa, are not on track to achieve any of the Goals (UN 2007). In these 
areas tourism can play an important role in the achievement of Millennium targets 
because of its already significant contribution to African economies and because tou-
rism in Africa is proving increasingly competitive and long term prospect seems to 
very positive. For example Africa’s comparative advantage in wilderness and wild-
life is likely to increase in value as such assets become scarcer globally (Ashley & 
Mitchell 2005). Although the UN, policy makers and researchers stresses that the 
capacity to systematic measure, monitor and report on progress of the various imple-
mented initiatives is at the heart of a sustainable development policy and the achie-
vement of Millennium Goals there is a lack of monitoring and evaluation studies. 
Research in the tourism field is needed to investigate, to monitor and to evaluate the 
actual or potential contribution of tourism to achieve any of these specific objectives. 
For example, Ashley and Mitchell (2008), discussing the challenges of monitoring 
impacts of pro-poor interventions in tourism value chains, contend that enhancing, 
and thus measuring impacts, is at the hart of the current shift in approach. However, at 
the same time they conclude that we still need to develop the methodology for good 
diagnostics, particular in order to get it done with reasonable resource investment and 
to make best use of data for decision making: “in developing an approach for baseli-
nes and monitoring, there is a long way to go” (ibid: 36).

Second and related, while monitoring impacts varies enormously between pro-
jects and in time, there is also the need for longitudinal research and comparative 
analysis across destinations. Research is characterized by fragmentation, lack of con-
tinuity and lack of a comparative perspective. As Weaver and Lawton (2007: 1176) 
contend, based on their review of twenty years of ecotourism research, fragmentation 
is evident “in the absence of longitudinal studies or of research that test outcomes 
from prior empirical research”. The literature analyzed consists predominantly of 
case studies about unique destinations in various regions. They provide results and 
reflections about management, impacts or other specific issues in a specific area. 
Although it is clear that constraints, challenges and opportunities posed by tourism 
differ across locations, it appears also evident that NGOs and other organizations are 
eager to increase their knowledge about a number of critical factors that influence 
the outcome of tourism for poverty alleviation and nature conservation. By taking 
into account the specific various institutional, socio-political, economic and ecologi-
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cal contexts and inter-relations in which tourism projects are developed and imple-
mented, research should attempt to identify and isolate underlying factors across des-
tinations that contributed, or not, to the effectiveness of tourism for poverty and for 
nature. Rather than providing fixed set of rules, comparative analysis can provide a 
set of options and elements upon which to reflect before the implementation of cer-
tain tourism arrangements and plans. Methodologically there is the need to elaborate 
new comparative approaches. Meaningful frameworks for comparative analysis that 
take into account conceptual and methodological issues, limitations and constraint, 
while delivering the benefits of such analysis, should be developed and carefully 
investigated (Baum 1999; Simpson 2007). For this purpose tourism research could 
build on the experience gained in other fields within social science such as politics, 
sociology and public policy which have extensively invested in the development and 
application of comparative methodologies (Pearce 1993).

A third and related challenge is to strengthen the links between monitoring econo-
mic, social and environmental impacts. For example, since a number of years societal 
organizations point out that tourism can play a very important role in providing sus-
tainable financing for protected areas and creating incentive measures for managing 
natural resources and for supporting the poor. INGO’s and other organizations have 
made some attempts to investigate and evaluate current financing mechanisms and to 
identify new ones that can support both the poor and nature (Landell-Mills & Porras, 
2002; Font, 2004, WWF, 2006). However, besides (entrance and user) fees, taxes and 
site-specific negotiation or donation, not much has yet been done to develop innova-
tive types of payment schemes (Gutman 2003). Studies addressing the role of tourism 
in payment for environmental services are extremely scarce. Moreover, very little is 
also known with regard to the impact of such schemes on the locals and on the poor. 
Research can contribute by providing knowledge about the application and the effec-
tiveness of current mechanisms like entrance, user and access fees, concessions and 
tourism conservation enterprises and by increasing their level of sophistication. New 
arrangements should also be investigated, like the role of tourism in conservation 
trust funds. The social and economic context in which new partnerships and arrange-
ments are taking place should also be carefully examined.

Conclusion

In the last decades biodiversity loss and persistent poverty in large parts of the world 
have been recognized as major international problems that require urgent atten-
tion. Conservation and development organisations, governments and the tourism 
industry increasingly propose (various forms of) tourism development as a promising 
mechanism to address these conservation and development issues simultaneously, 
and as a means to achieve the UN Millennium Development Goals. New partnerships 
linking private, governmental, non-governmental and community organisations have 
been promoted as a way forward. However, many of these initiatives have neither been 
theoretically nor empirically judged on their merits and contribution, even though 
their examination is critical if we are to move towards constructive solutions. 
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The main objective of this study therefore was to map the development of scienti-
fic research in the field of tourism, nature conservation and poverty reduction and to 
provide an insight in research gaps and to define priorities in future research which 
can support this pressing societal issue. Ultimately this paper hopes to make a small 
contribution to the development of a scientific meaningful and social relevant rese-
arch agenda in tourism, nature conservation and poverty alleviation. 

This article examined a total of 112 articles published in 17 peer-reviewed jour-
nals in the period 2003-2007. Findings suggest that there is a clear need to investi-
gate the effectiveness of tourism strategies for the poor. Distribution of resources, 
equity issues, community involvement, potential partnerships and institutional arran-
gements should be carefully examined. Researchers should also deepen their under-
standing about the inter-connection and inter-dependency between poverty, tourism 
and nature conservation issues. Problem-oriented research could be less fragmented 
and broader in its scope. Case studies should be more spread among regions, more 
comparative and should especially focus on less researched topics such as poverty 
and sustainability issues in developing countries. Concept-oriented research should 
gain more attention in the research agenda, also because it provides the philosophical, 
conceptual and methodological ground upon which practical research can be imple-
mented. The development of new concepts and frameworks and innovative ways of 
combining existing approaches is very much needed. 

Future research should also take into account the interdependence between science 
and society. Monitoring and evaluation studies in particular could provide meaning-
ful answers to the contribution of tourism to Millennium Development Goals. Long 
term assessment of tourism arrangements, policies and plans, comparative analysis 
across destinations and innovative financing mechanisms could remarkably contri-
bute to the knowledge and practices of sustainable development of tourism. Studies 
investigating how to integrate complexity theory to tourism management and govern-
mental and non-governmental policies can provide useful insights to management 
and governance. Research is therefore required to promptly address and investigate 
these and other urgent critical issues in order to contribute to the production of scien-
tifically robust and socially meaningful knowledge at a global and local level.
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