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Abstract: Increased global concern about sustainability has placed pressure on businesses 

to justify the value of their products and services beyond personal profit and to take 

responsibility for the negative impacts of their activities. Tourism is particularly 

susceptible to this pressure, given its generally poor track record in terms of negative 

social, cultural and environmental impacts, and the lack of compelling evidence of benefits 

for either the individual tourist or destination communities. While the management of 

tourism impacts and the relationship between tourism and sustainability have been paid 

considerable attention by tourism academics, there is little evidence of any significant 

change in tourism practice. This paper will argue that this lack of change reflects problems 

in the way tourism academics have conceptualized sustainable tourism. After reviewing 

these problems with sustainable tourism, this paper will offer an alternative framework for 

sustainable tourism that focuses on the concept of quality-of-life, recognizes the 

complexity of tourism within local and global systems, adheres to the principles of 

responsible tourism, and explicitly assesses the value of tourism as one tool, amongst 

many, for sustainability. One potential application of the framework will be demonstrated 

with a case study of tourism development on Magnetic Island in Australia. 

Keywords: tourism sustainability; quality of life; sustainable tourism; tourism planning 

 

OPEN ACCESS



Sustainability 2014, 6 2539 

 

 

1. Introduction 

A recent international media headline read “Hawaiian town of Kailua asks state to stop 

recommending it as a tourist destination” [1]. According to the article, the Neighborhood Board 

lobbied the state tourism agency to stop promoting tourism to their community reporting significant 

negative impacts of tourism that far outweighed any benefits. These negative impacts included 

inflation, increases in housing prices, loss of social networks, an influx of temporary strangers, 

increased crime, and tourists demonstrating undesirable behavior to local children [1]. The story seems 

sadly familiar, both in Hawaii, where Cohen [2] describes a 1971 media story with the headline 

“Please don’t visit Hawaii until we can save what’s left” (p. 227), and in many other destinations. 

While, the style of tourism may have changed over the forty years between these stories, the 

fundamental problem of trying to balance the competing pressures and impacts associated with tourism 

remains. Despite more than 30 years of academic attention and much discussion of sustainable tourism 

(ST), it appears that little has changed in the practice of tourism in many places. This paper will review 

some of the problems identified with the concept of ST. In particular it will argue that we need to very 

clearly distinguish between the concept of ST and the idea of tourism as one possible tool to support 

sustainability at multiple levels. Taking the idea of tourism as a tool for sustainability the paper will 

further suggest that a more explicit consideration of how tourism affects all aspects of quality of life 

could support more positive tourism contributions to sustainability. The paper will propose a new 

framework for tourism analysis and planning and demonstrate its potential application in a case study 

of tourism on Magnetic Island, Australia. 

Tourism and Sustainability: Confusion and Conflict 

In Jafari [3] proposed four tourism research and policy platforms that described different 

approaches to analyzing and planning tourism. The first was the Advocacy platform, referring to the 

presentation of tourism as an effective economic development strategy providing employment and 

income. The second was the Cautionary platform, which highlighted the negative impacts of tourism, 

arguing against tourism because of its potential as a destroyer of societies and environments. The third 

was the Adaptancy platform, which argued that it was possible to have the economic benefits without 

the social and environmental costs if alternative or adapted forms of tourism could be implemented. 

Jafari used the platforms as a guide for the development of tourism education and research programs 

arguing that each of the first three platforms was limited and that tourism academics need to take a 

more scientific or Knowledge Based platform [3]. Although these four platforms emerged sequentially 

over time, all continue to exist and it is in the interplay between the first three platforms that we can 

see the beginning of concerns about tourism and sustainability. Indeed Macbeth in 2005 [4] argued that 

tourism and sustainability could be seen as a fifth platform given the considerable attention that 

tourism academics have paid to this relationship since the early 1990s.  

One major outcome of this attention has been the rise of the concept of ST. Several authors have 

provided historical reviews of this concept and its previous and current use in tourism [5–7]. What is 

of most relevance to this special issue and the present paper are the critiques of its formulation.  

Five main issues with regard to ST have been identified—it is tourism or tourist-centric, it is focused 
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on the destination space and ignores the larger global system that tourism is a part of, it highlights 

environmental concerns and often ignores other dimensions of sustainability, it is usually driven by 

academics and institutions that present sustainability as an objective, scientific concept best achieved 

by the development and enforcement of rules and guidelines for specific practice, and it is not 

integrated into other activities [5–10]. 

Moscardo [11] repeated Getz’s [12] review of tourism planning models and concluded that very 

little had changed in thirty years in the way tourism planning processes are conceptualized and used in 

academic and government documents. Both reviews identified problems that included: 

 A narrow focus on specific projects, rather than considerations of tourism as a whole; 

 Limited attention given to tourism impacts; 

 A focus on economic factors with occasional limited acknowledgement of environmental issues; 

 A failure to consider how tourism would interact with, and effect other activities at a destination;  

 The naïve adoption of business strategic planning as the dominant framework for tourism 

planning, and, as a consequence; 

 The placement of market or tourist needs and expectations as the core drivers of tourism 

planning, giving destination residents a very limited role, if any. 

This placement of tourist or market needs as the core driver of the process, and the often unstated 

and unchallenged assumption that a viable and profitable tourism industry is the end goal of tourism 

planning has unfortunately also been adopted in most applications of ST [7,10,13,14]. Guidelines for 

ST practice assume that some form of tourism practice is sustainable and rarely, if ever, is “no 

tourism” considered as a serious option.  

ST is typically translated into sets of guidelines and rules for practice that focus almost exclusively 

on immediate, local, environmental impacts and are driven by academics and organizations that adhere 

to a view of sustainability as an objective concept supported by science [4–7,9,10,13,14]. While it is 

important to address immediate local environmental impacts of tourism, a failure to consider the wider, 

cumulative, long-term and other impacts of tourism means that it may be possible to label an activity 

as ST even if it fails to address the bulk of the issues identified in the wider sustainability literature.  

A critical examination of the application of ST to the Great Barrier Reef provides an example of this 

problem. While climate change is identified as a major threat to this natural environment, a 

distinguishing characteristic of many tourists to the destination is that they have to take long haul 

flights or drive considerable distances to get the destination, thus contributing directly to the problem 

of climate change. Discussions of ST in this destination do not, however, include consideration of the 

carbon emissions associated with travel to the destination [15]. This problem is not just limited to 

spatial and temporal limitations. According to Macbeth [4] ST is often locked into a conservation ethic 

and so emphasizes environmental issues adopting an ecological approach that “is susceptible to social 

indifference” (p. 968). These gaps in ST are partly the result of the fourth problem; the dominance of 

external experts in the development of ST rules, guidelines and standards which assume a shared 

objective scientific view of sustainability. This framing of ST further disempowers other stakeholders, 

especially local residents [7–10], ignores the value-laden, subjective, cultural nature of sustainability, 

and thus fails to address the justice issues that are critical to understanding the origins of 

unsustainability [4,6,7]. 
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Jafari provided an update to his four original platforms and argued for a fifth or Public platform in 

which tourism would look outwards towards other activities and other sources of knowledge [15].  

In this argument he described tourism as “self-endorsing, inward-looking [and] narcissistic” (p. 2). 

While Jafari was referring to tourism research and practice as a whole, ST is particularly problematic 

in this regard with no consideration given to the extent to which tourism in any place or at any level 

effects other socio-economic development strategies. Tourism is assumed to be not just an end in itself, 

but a solitary activity that neither impacts on, nor is impacted by, other sectors. This failure to consider 

integration with other development actions also limits the extent which tourism can be seen as 

sustainable [12,16]. 

Suggestions for addressing these issues fall into four categories. The first and most common is a 

more explicit consideration of ethical approaches to tourism and issues of social justice [4,7,17,18]. 

These discussions direct tourism researchers to consider more carefully their own personal ethics and 

the impacts of their actions on others [4]. According to Jamal, Camargo and Wilson [7], in their 

contribution to this special issue, the use of ethics and justice to guide tourism towards sustainability is 

better served by the idea of responsible tourism rather than ST. Responsible tourism is seen as tourism that: 

 Involves the host community in tourism governance; 

 Actively seeks to minimize all negative impacts; 

 Generates economic benefits for locals, contributes to cultural and natural heritage, and enhances 

the overall well-being of the host community; 

 Is accessible to all; and  

 Provides tourists with meaningful experiences that give them a better understanding of cultural, 

social and environmental issues relevant to the places they visit as well as the larger, global setting [19]. 

Responsible tourism is consistent with the second category of suggested future directions, which is 

the explicit recognition and assessment of tourism in terms of well-being or quality of life (QoL). 

These two terms, well-being and QoL, are often used interchangeably. The OECD [20], for example, 

defines QoL as “the notion of human welfare (wellbeing) measured by social indicators rather than by 

‘quantitative’ measures of income and production” (p. 1). QoL refers to the idea that a good and 

satisfying life depends on meeting key basic needs [21,22]. These needs are physiological, including 

food, water, good health, and security, opportunities for education, productive activity and 

involvement in relevant decisions, belongingness, and self-esteem. These needs are, in turn, met 

through access to a set of capitals described in Table 1 [21–23]. Well-being is often seen as the broader 

term and so for the purposes of this paper the term QoL will be used for the individual level of 

analysis, while the term community well-being (CW) will be used at the social level of analysis. This 

differentiation is provided to make subsequent discussion easier for the reader to follow.  

Definitions of sustainability increasingly use the idea of well-being or QoL and the importance of 

multiple forms of capital as central elements, suggesting that sustainability is about increasing all forms 

of capital, not just financial or built capital, recognizing that natural capital is especially important 

because it cannot be substituted with other forms [24–26]. The importance of multiple forms of capitals 

and QoL has been recognized in recent tourism and sustainability discussions [9,21,27–30] with a 

growing number of researchers arguing for the use of QoL as way to assess the sustainability of  

tourism [9,21,27,28,30].  
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Table 1. Main Types of Capital that Support QoL. Source: [24] (p. 534). 

Type of Capital Description 

Financial Income, savings, and access to funding for investment. 

Natural 
Natural ecosystems and the assets, services and resources that they provide includes 
landscape, environmental systems, green spaces and conservation areas 

Built 
Physical facilities and infrastructure that communities have available for use including 
buildings, transport systems, public spaces, technological systems and distribution 
systems for water, waste and energy.  

Social 
Features of social networks such as trust, reciprocity and cooperation and social 
institutions and associations 

Cultural 
Values and symbols shared by human groups and manifested in things such ritual and 
social activities, arts and crafts, spiritual practices, languages and celebrations 

Human The capabilities, skills, knowledge and health of the people who make up a community 

Political Ability to access political decision making processes and influence governance  

Moscardo, for example, proposes a QoL framework for considering tourism impacts that suggests 

that different types of tourist activity can be assessed according to their positive and negative impacts 

on each of the capitals listed in Table 1 [21]. Of importance to the present discussion is that this 

framework also argues that the assessment needs to be done at several levels including the individual 

tourist, stakeholders in the regions that tourists leave, stakeholders in transit regions, stakeholders in 

destination regions, and the people who work in tourism [21]. According to this framework ST has to 

result in net benefits across all the types of capital for the individual tourists, the generating, transit and 

destination communities, the people who work in tourism and more globally. This recognition that 

tourism exists simultaneously at multiple levels is the third theme in suggested new directions for ST [7]. 

The argument here is that assessment of tourism impacts must not be limited to the destination level. The 

growing literature on the contributions of tourism to climate change [31] is a clear example of how 

tourism impacts extend beyond the destination. In a similar fashion it could be argued that tourism that 

exploits the global North–South divide by offering experiences in the global South based on the lower 

costs resulting from lower standards of living is also not sustainable in a global sense [7,32]. 

Finally, there are calls to devise new approaches to tourism planning. Moscardo’s 2011 [11] review 

of tourism planning models and approaches identified a consistent set of patterns in terms of the 

number and sequence of steps or phases in the planning process, the identification and engagement of 

key stakeholders and the underlying assumptions. The main planning steps in their most common 

sequence are presented in Figure 1. Traditional formal approaches to tourism planning are typically 

focused on the destination level and generated by groups external to the destination community such as 

regional or national government agencies or development organizations. These external agents then 

usually appoint a planning group of some sort who take responsibility for the plan and set the 

objectives or goals. Within this traditional process it is always assumed that some form of tourism is 

desirable and the goal of the plan is to ensure that tourism as a commercial activity is financially 

successful for tourism businesses, regardless of who owns those businesses. The second common step 

is to analyze the situation combining both an assessment of the destination and its residents in terms of 

the assets and resources they can provide to support a viable tourism sector and an examination of 

potential tourist markets. This information is then used to develop plans or strategies and following 
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that to move to implementation and monitoring. It is typically presented and considered as a linear 

process. Where opportunities for community or public engagement or participation are provided, and 

that is not always the case, they are most often included after the development of the plans/strategies 

and focused almost exclusively on generating public support for the decisions already made. In some 

cases there is an opportunity for some input from the destination community into the development of 

the plans themselves. Other critical reviews of tourism planning processes and development policies 

by Hall [33] and Ruhanen [34] provide consistent conclusions to those described by Moscardo [8,11]. 

These critiques further argue that, despite the addition of sustainable tourism as a goal in many plans 

and increased attention paid to environmental impacts of tourism, this traditional approach to tourism 

planning remains largely unchanged and thus is unlikely to improve the sustainability of tourism. 

Figure 1. The traditional tourism planning process. 

 

The analysis thus far suggests that new approaches to tourism planning and development are 

needed. These new approaches should take into account the need for multiple levels of analysis and 

address QoL beyond simple economic and environmental dimensions [4,11]. New approaches to 

tourism planning would also need to respond to the challenges of effective governance and public 

participation, giving a stronger voice to destination residents and involving a wider range of stakeholders 

than those directly involved in tourism [5,11]. If tourism is to contribute to sustainability at all levels 

then arguably tourism planning should also involve some form of sustainability evaluation of tourism 
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development proposals before they are implemented. Despite a growing literature on sustainability 

assessment of tourism, the proposed systems are designed for existing tourism activities and the 

outcomes of tourism developments [35,36]. Such a pre-implementation assessment would more 

directly consider tourism as one possible tool for achieving sustainability and examine its value as a 

means to an end, rather than an end itself. Thus proposed tourism projects would be assessed according 

to the resources that they would provide for use by residents, the assets that would be enhanced and the 

opportunities that would be provided for other commercial, social and cultural activities [8]. Rather 

than asking what resources are available in the destination for tourism, this type of sustainability 

assessment would ask what resources tourism would bring to the region and how tourists could be used 

to meet the needs and aspirations of destination residents and non-tourism businesses. 

In summary the problems identified with current conceptualizations of ST and traditional tourism 

planning approaches stem from three unquestioned assumptions: 

 That tourism is an end in itself and so tourists are the key stakeholders of interest; 

 That tourism is primarily a source of financial capital which is assumed can be exchanged for 

other capitals, and  

 That negative tourism impacts are mostly confined to the physical environment of the  

specific destination.  

If tourism is to move towards a greater contribution to sustainability there is a need to reconsider 

the relationships between tourism and sustainability and to find, apply and test new planning 

approaches. The present paper seeks to address these needs by outlining a re-conceptualization of 

tourism development and sustainability that replaces these common assumptions and explicitly casts 

tourism as a means to improving well-being, rather than an end in itself, that the key stakeholders are 

those that have to live with consequences of tourism, and that tourism impacts extend beyond the 

destination in multiple dimensions and across multiple levels of analysis. As such the paper is not 

filling a research gap but rather seeks to address these conceptual issues in the dominant planning 

paradigms for tourism. To address this need it describes a possible alternative tourism planning 

framework and then uses a single case study to critically analyze how this new framework might work 

in practice. 

2. Re-Conceptualizing Tourism as a Tool for Sustainability 

This section outlines an alternative approach to conceptualizing the relationship between tourism 

and sustainability using a Quality of Life (QoL) approach. This QoL approach is used to build an 

alternative tourism planning framework for destinations that seeks to address the issues identified in 

the previous review sections. Figure 2 provides an overview of a QoL approach for assessing the 

sustainability of tourism in general. This approach proposes that in order to be considered sustainable, 

the tourism development or business must: 

 Demonstrate net positive contributions to each of the forms of capital listed on the right hand 

side of the diagram, paying particular attention to natural capital; 

 Be applied at all levels; and  

 Consider all the issues listed on the left hand side of diagram.  
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Figure 2. A quality of life (QoL) approach for assessing tourism sustainability. 
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For example, a proposal to develop farmstays in a rural region would have to demonstrate the 

benefits of the activity for all the forms of capital for the host farmers and their families, other 

residents and business in the destination region, and the tourists themselves. These analyses would 

include a consideration of any opportunity costs associated with the proposal and examine how the 

activity would contribute to other activities. The proposal would have to detail the risks and 

management responses associated with negative impacts on all the forms of capital for all the levels. 

At the level of the business the model is similar to the concept of sustainable livelihoods [37].  

The approach goes beyond this to include other businesses outside of tourism, the working conditions 

of tourism staff, the benefits and costs for the tourists, and the impacts of the tourism beyond the 

destination including such things as the carbon emissions for the associated travel to the region and 

impacts on transit regions. Finally the assessment of this proposed tourism activity would have to 

consider how it influences sustainability beyond tourism. It could be argued, for example, that the 

presence of tourists might support shifts towards more sustainable agricultural practice on the farms 

and that exposure to the daily lives of farmers, supported by appropriate interpretation, might 

encourage tourists to consider and change their subsequent food purchases.  

This example shows how the QoL approach could be used to assess tourism proposals and through 

that assessment how proposals could be revised to improve contributions to sustainability. The 

approach can be used to guide tourism planning at multiple levels. At the individual level with a focus 

on tourists, for example, it could be used to support more detailed and effective guidelines for being a 

responsible tourist. At the level of sustainability beyond tourism it directs attention to the potential role 



Sustainability 2014, 6 2546 

 

 

of tourism as a form of social marketing to support sustainability action [38]. At the destination level it 

provides a way to compare different types or forms of tourism and to compare tourism to other  

socio-economic development options. 

The QoL approach to assessing the sustainability of tourism outlined in Figure 2 can also be used to 

support alternative approaches to tourism planning. Although tourism planning can be conducted at a 

number of levels, regional or destination tourism planning remains the dominant point at which 

tourism proposals and projects are evaluated and the framework can be used to suggest alterations to 

traditional tourism planning processes at this level. Figure 3 provides a basic outline of an alternative 

framework for destination tourism planning based on the QoL approach. As this particular framework 

is applied to the destination it is focused on Community Wellbeing (CW). 

The framework places the destination community at the centre of tourism planning activity, 

strengthening community engagement across the whole process. A common conclusion in the 

literature on public participation in development planning is the need to move from simply informing 

residents about the plans or seeking their input into plans established by others, to empowering 

residents to control the planning and development process [39]. Thus a critical element of tourism 

planning has to be finding ways to build community capacity to effectively make decisions about 

tourism. Moscardo [21] addresses in more detail the dimensions of tourism governance needed to 

achieve this, highlighting the importance of developing effective leaders, networks and partnerships 

and, in particular, educating destination residents and stakeholders about tourism, especially its 

impacts [40]. The development of effective governance for tourism planning is not likely to be easy in 

practice and will vary according to the nature of the destination community and the larger political, 

social, and cultural context. Marzuki and Hay [39] offer a system that could be adapted to a wide range 

of situations to assist in the development of such governance structures. 

Reviews of community development beyond tourism also challenge the role of external consultants 

arguing for a shift away from consultant experts to facilitators and coordinators with longer term 

relationships with the communities in question [41]. Feighery makes a similar argument in his 

discussion of the ethics of academics acting as tourism development consultants, outlining in detail the 

conflicts of interest that often accompany the work of tourism academics [42]. While the framework 

described in Figure 3 does not include a specific element it is recognized that external agents will 

inevitably be involved in tourism planning. The framework suggests that such external agents should 

be assessed in terms of the resources they offer to the tourism planning process.  

As destination communities develop their capacity for tourism governance, the CW framework  

re-conceptualizes tourism as a tool for destination stakeholders and sets the main goal of tourism 

planning as supporting improvements in wellbeing for destination communities and achieving 

improvements to sustainability at a number of levels. Instead of assessing the resources available for 

tourism, this approach argues for an assessment of the stock of the various capitals available to 

destination residents, and the major sustainability issues that face the destination. The aim being to 

determine the destination needs rather than tourist attraction potential. Once these needs are identified, 

the process moves to the generation of tourism options that might address these needs. This requires 

the use of futures scenario building techniques that are not often used in tourism planning [43].  

Once the range of possible tourism scenarios is identified, the next stage in the planning process 

assesses each scenario according to the resources it offers to the destination, its likely impacts, both 
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positive and negative, on the different forms of capital that make up CW, its business viability and its 

sustainability with regard to the other four levels of the QoL assessment approach. The viability 

assessment is especially important as many alternative approaches to tourism such as community based 

tourism often fail to consider the market support for, and competitiveness of, tourism projects [44]. 

The sustainability assessment at this stage should also look at issues beyond the destination  

including costs and benefits for the tourists, the nature of the working environment for tourism staff, 

impacts on transit and generating regions and contributions to sustainability beyond tourism. The last 

two stages, implementation and monitoring are similar to those put forward for traditional tourism 

planning approaches. 

Figure 3. A community well-being approach to destination tourism planning. 
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explicitly seeking alternative styles of tourism and approaches to tourism development. Thirdly, 

Magnetic Island is located close to the university where the authors are employed making it easier to 

be involved with the whole process more intensively and extensively and offering an opportunity to be 

engaged in tourism research and outreach that made a more direct contribution to sustainability in 

practice. The aim of using a case study is to demonstrate how the proposed planning framework might 

be applied in practice. The case study is a demonstration or example of application, not a specific 

research study, so the focus of the case study description is on the overall sequence of events and 

actions with some key results from different phases to explain the process overall. 

Magnetic Island (MI), with an area of 52 km2 (20 square miles) is located eight kilometers (5 miles) 

off the northeastern coastline of Australia adjacent to the regional city of Townsville [45]. More than 

half of MI (65%) is National Park and much of the island is inaccessible to vehicles. It is a suburb of 

Townsville with a population of approximately 2300 residents, many of whom commute daily by ferry 

to the mainland for work and to attend school [46]. The island is home to a wide range of wildlife, has 

a number of historical sites related to both traditional use by local Indigenous groups and European 

settlement, especially in relation to World War Two forts and observation posts [45]. MI is also part of 

the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area and Marine Park and its beaches and fringing coral reefs 

attract local recreationists and tourists. 

3.1. A Brief history of Tourism Development on Magnetic Island 

MI has been a popular recreational site for Europeans since settlement in the area in the 1800s with 

Townsville residents sailing there for day trips and picnics [47]. From the late 1890s until the early 

1980s there was a steady increase in both residential growth and the development of small scale tourist 

accommodation and facilities [48]. In 1984 the announcement of a major tourist development proposal 

triggered twenty years of conflict over the nature of tourism development on MI. This development, 

which is most commonly referred to as the Nelly Bay Harbour project [49], has dominated 

considerations of tourism on MI to the present time. The original proposal was for an extensive 

complex including accommodation for more than 1300 tourists, nearly 100 home sites, an all-weather 

ferry terminal, a marina, tavern, sports complex, commercial center and new beach. The proposal 

involved significant alterations to the existing landscape including the removal of a headland and 

major reclamation and dredging [49]. The announcement marked the start of an extended period of 

permit and approval applications, impact assessments, public objections and court cases, accusations of 

political bribery, multiple changes in ownership and the financial collapse of several of the business 

stakeholders and ultimately the development consortium itself in 1998 [49–51]. In 2003 a much 

smaller development consisting of a ferry terminal, one resort and a marina was completed [49].  

The development site continues to create problems with significant areas of construction unfinished 

and in a decaying state, and ongoing environmental issues [52]. Most importantly for the present 

discussion is the legacy of conflict and mistrust amongst residents [49–51,53,54]. According to Moyle, 

Croy and Weiler [54], while there is recognition of the economic and infrastructure benefits of tourism, 

many residents continue to be opposed to any form of tourism and this can be expressed in hostility 

towards tourists. Many residents also report feeling a sense of no control over development decisions 

and disengagement from community life.  
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Arguably the development has also had negative impacts on tourism to the island, with widespread 

media coverage of the environmental damage, losses to tourism businesses who invested in the 

destination based on the development promises, the presence of the unfinished construction at the main 

arrival point for visitors, and confusion over the style of experience on offer. This sequence of events 

and patterns of impacts are consistent with those reported in many other locations. The reader is 

directed to Asher, Roe and Goodwin [55], Blackstock [56], Dredge [57], Holladay and Powell [58], 

Lee, Riley and Hamilton [59], Moscardo [21], and Park Lee, Choi and Yoon [60] for examples of 

similar histories for a range of different locations and for different types of tourism.  

The wider region attracts nearly one million tourists annually, made up of approximately 75% 

domestic and 25% international tourists, and around one quarter of these tourists visit MI [61]. It is 

difficult to estimate the number of recreational visits by regional residents, but generally there is a 

perception that all visitor numbers could be improved and that MI tourism businesses have faced 

significant challenges in recent years due to the global financial crisis, a strong Australian dollar, and 

damage from cyclones.  

3.2. Recent Tourism Planning Exercises 

In this setting formal tourism plans are made by the state government using traditional tourism 

planning approaches which include consultations with “government agencies, tourism industry, 

tourism stakeholders, developers and investors” [62] (p. 3). Two planning documents were relevant at 

the time of the start of the MI project, the Tourism Opportunity Plan (TOP) [63] and the Destination 

Management Plan (DMP) 2007–2010 [62]. The main goal of the Destination Management Plan was to 

increase visitor numbers, length of stay and visitor expenditure in the wider region. Secondary aims 

included improving overall marketing impact and promoting sustainable management and development 

of tourism. The bulk of the plan focusses on improved marketing to existing groups of tourists and 

capitalizing on the traditional assets of a tropical climate, beaches and proximity to natural environments. 

The aim of sustainable management is addressed with strategies aimed at enhancing the ongoing 

viability of tourism with statements such as “maintaining and expanding low-cost air access” [62] (p. 11). 

Consideration of sustainability beyond this is restricted to ensuring “ongoing protection of the 

destination’s natural attractions” and “distribution of up-to-date information on the effects of global 

warming” [62] (p. 11). Discussion of resident and non-tourism stakeholder engagement is covered in 

the following two statements: 

 Continue to promote the value of tourism and economic benefits to the community (including 

jobs, career paths) to encourage support of holiday, visiting friends and relatives and business visitors; 

 Maximize community support for tourism by increasing awareness of how the community’s 

interaction with visitors is central to the quality of the visitor experience [62] (p. 12). 

This plan is supplemented by the TOP which lists and describes a set of tourism projects and 

infrastructure development required to achieve the goals set in the DMP. In this plan MI is 

identified as a Sustainable Destination reflecting its location on the Great Barrier Reef and the 

commitment of the residents to a number of sustainability initiatives [63]. These plans and the 
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overall planning approach are very much like those identified and critiqued in reviews of tourism 

planning approaches [33,34]. 

3.3. Magnetic Island Sustainability Aspirations 

In recent years MI residents and businesses have pursued a number of sustainability initiatives. The 

most notable project has been involvement in the Solar City program [64]. As part of this program 

many residents and businesses installed solar panels to generate electricity with one of the highest 

residential uptakes of solar panels in the state [65]. The Solar City program also involved household 

energy audits, the establishment of a small education center on energy efficient suburban living, and 

has won an Australian Sustainable Cities Award [66]. The program has also postponed the need to 

install an additional sub-marine power cable from the mainland [67]. Water is piped to MI from the 

mainland and the local government, with the support of the residents, has invested in a water recycling 

plant and a number of programs to limit both the use of water and disposal of waste water into the 

ocean [68]. Other initiatives that have been discussed for the suburb include a ban on plastic bags and 

bottles, a move to electric powered public transport vehicles and the desire to become a carbon neutral 

suburb. These sustainability initiatives have been supported by MI tourism businesses. In 2010 a 

community forum was held to seek widespread input on how to build more sustainable tourism on the 

island. The key conclusion from these discussions was the need to manage tourism to be consistent 

with community sustainability aspirations and to develop new forms of tourism that could actively 

support these aspirations. Nineteen of the local tourism businesses have signed up to a ST program 

requiring them to audit their energy, water and carbon use and waste generation and commit to 

programs to improve performance in all these areas [69].  

3.4. Assessing Tourism as a Tool to Support Sustainable Lifestyles 

In 2010 the authors were involved in discussions with different stakeholder groups about the 

challenges of tourism and sustainability on MI as part of conducting research into tourism in the wider 

region. A change in the ownership of the passenger ferry that provides the main access to MI also 

prompted a series of discussions around how to revitalize tourism to MI. In 2011 the state government 

called for proposals to examine in more detail the feasibility of the projects described in the TOP. This 

represented an opportunity to work within the existing government planning system to attempt to 

develop tourism strategies that would be more sustainable and make a positive contribution to CW on 

MI. The authors were able to organize and coordinate a group consisting of representatives from local 

government, the regional tourism organization, MI tourism businesses, and MI community organizations to 

provide matching funding, successfully apply for the grant and guide the project. The funding 

opportunity was identified by several stakeholders and the decision to pursue it taken at group 

meetings. The actual proposal was directly funded by the ferry company, Sealink, the local city council 

and the state government development agency and indirectly supported by the university, the regional 

tourism promotion and marketing organization, and several MI business and community groups. Thus 

the main impetus for the project came from within the MI community and tourism businesses. 

The proposed project was a planning and action research exercise to determine what, if any, type of 

tourism or tourist would support the sustainability aspirations and overall well-being of the residents 
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and business operators of MI. The project was seen as a trial of the both framework and the planning 

approach outlined in Figure 3 with the starting point being local stakeholder needs and aspirations, 

with a focus on developing community capacity for tourism governance and explicitly assessing 

tourism as a tool for sustainability. The project was guided by the following questions. 

 What are the key dimensions of QoL for MI residents? 

 What sustainability initiatives are most important to MI residents and business operators? 

 What kinds of tourism development could support the sustainability aspirations of the MI 

residents and businesses?  

 What level of support is there amongst current tourists for these sustainability initiatives? 

 What are the characteristics of tourist markets that are most supportive of these  

sustainability initiatives? 

The authors acted as facilitators for the project, organizing and coordinating meetings and 

stakeholder inputs and liaising between different agencies and groups. They also acted as a resource 

providing examples from other locations and conducting research required by the stakeholders. The 

project involved continuous input from representatives of the MI community groups and the relevant 

government agencies at all stages. It began with the lists of community sustainability aspirations 

already outlined and developed through a range of community engagement activities and a series of 

meetings to determine required research and to develop sustainable tourism scenarios for assessment. 

Then the authors coordinated a survey of tourist and regional residents to assess the viability of these 

scenarios and general support for MI sustainability initiatives. After the completion of the survey the 

authors facilitated public meetings to revisit and confirm community well-being needs and to gather 

community perspectives on the different sustainable tourism scenarios. 

3.4.1. Resident and Business Consultation Outcomes  

In keeping with the CW destination planning framework the project was focused on the needs and 

aspirations of MI residents and involved MI stakeholders in all aspects of the project with regular 

group and individual meetings throughout the project. In the early stages the focus was on clarifying 

community aspirations for sustainability and developing specific tourism scenarios that might support 

these aspirations. In the later stages there were open public meetings that used futures visioning 

exercises to explore the key dimensions of MI community wellbeing, sought input into decisions about 

the sustainability initiatives and the tourism development options, and presented visitor research 

results. Two key themes emerged from the discussions about the important features that contribute to 

CW—the sense of community and that the suburb was embedded in the natural environment. The first 

theme is best summarized by one of the public meeting attendees who stated that “it is a small, friendly 

community with a village like atmosphere”. The second theme can be summarized with another quote, 

“the opportunity to live in harmony with the environment”. When asked about things that were needed 

to improve community wellbeing on MI, four key themes were identified: 

 Improvements to public transport; 

 A need to maintain or enhance public services such as education and health which can be 

difficult with a smaller population in a less accessible location; 



Sustainability 2014, 6 2552 

 

 

 Support to maintain and expand the sustainability activities and programs; and 

 A desire to find ways to use tourism as a support for the sustainability activities in particular, and 

MI wellbeing in general. 

The most important sustainability initiatives were the Solar City program, a desire to be a carbon 

neutral suburb, supporting better management of the National Park, moving to electric powered public 

transport, encouraging more tourism businesses to adopt specific sustainability initiatives, and an 

interest in education for visitors about both the natural environment and the sustainable lifestyles. 

Other programs suggested but given lower priority included eliminating plastic packaging and bottles 

and water conservation. Consultation with the various stakeholders identified four tourism scenarios 

that were both consistent with MI sustainability aspirations and responsible tourism principles: 

 Electric bicycle touring package; 

 Environmentally friendly camping options; 

 Guided Indigenous tours; and  

 Activities supporting an art/cultural precinct. 

3.4.2. Tourist and Mainland Resident Survey Outcomes  

In order to analyse the perspectives of both current and potential tourists as well as mainland 

residents who see MI as an important recreational setting, a survey was conducted in a variety of 

locations including on the ferry between MI and the mainland, at various sites on the island, at major 

tourist attractions and transport nodes on the adjacent mainland, and at major mainland resident 

recreation sites, with an online option also available through various regional web links. The survey 

was conducted over a three week period covering local school holidays, weekends and weekdays and 

the major tourist season. The survey was completed by 884 respondents with just over half (51%) 

surveyed at MI or on the MI ferry. The sample was relatively evenly split between regional residents 

(49%) and tourists from outside the region (51%) and included both respondents who had visited MI 

recently (78%) and those who had either never visited or had not been in the previous 12 month period 

(22%). The sample had a mean age of 36 years (SD = 14.5) and consisted of 36% males and  

64% females.  

The questionnaire was developed in consultation with key stakeholders and included questions to 

profile the respondents on key socio-demographic features, to describe their travel experiences on 

Magnetic Island, and to examine their evaluations of, and responses to, the proposed sustainability 

initiatives. Initial analyses to determine what, if any, significant differences existed between regional 

residents and tourists from outside the region found very few differences. There were some differences 

in travel experiences with MI including regional residents having a greater likelihood of having been to 

MI, higher use of the car ferry to access the island and then higher use of their own car for transport on 

the island, a higher use of holiday houses for accommodation, and lower use of tourism information 

sources. Aside from these there were no differences in their responses to the sustainability initiatives or 

in their patterns of motivation, with the exception of seeking a luxury experience which was slightly 

more important for regional residents than tourists. As there were no significant differences for the 

variables of primary interest, these two groups were combined for all the analyses reported here. 
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Table 2 provides a summary of the total sample responses to the questions asking about the 

sustainability initiatives identified by the stakeholder group. Overall the majority of respondents were 

supportive of the sustainability initiatives, especially the development of more responsible tourism 

options, a shift to electric-powered public transport and the introduction of a National Park Fee. The 

lower level of support for the Solar City Initiative possibly reflected low levels of awareness, with 58% 

reporting that they were not aware of the program. It is worth noting that the three most popular 

options were those that most closely related to managing tourism’s environmental impacts.  

Table 2. Summary of visitor support for magnetic island (MI) sustainability initiatives. 

Sustainability Initiative 
Negative 
Response 

Neutral  
Positive 

Response

The Solar City initiative was/would be important in my decision to visit MI 38% 31% 32% 

The tourism operator sustainability initiatives make MI a more 
interesting place to visit 

21% 36% 44% 

I am interested to learn more about these tourism operator sustainability 
initiatives 

28% 35% 37% 

It is important that these tourism operator sustainability initiatives are 
further developed 

10% 24% 66% 

MI would be more appealing if all buses and rental cars were powered 
by electricity 

17% 30% 53% 

I would be willing to pay a $5 National Park entry fee to visit MI if the 
income was invested back into improving park infrastructure and facilities 

25% 22% 53% 

MI would be a more appealing place to visit if it was fully carbon neutral 22% 35% 44% 

Figures are the percentage of respondents giving a 1 or 2 rating (Negative), a 3 rating (Neutral) or a 4–5 

rating (positive), all scales were 5 points from 1 not at all to 5 very. 

Table 3 provides a summary of responses to the four tourism scenarios. The two most appealing 

products were the Guided Indigenous Cultural Tours and the Self-guided Electric Bike Tours, although 

a substantial percentage of respondents found the other two products also appealing. In all cases at 

least one-fifth of the sample reported that they were willing and/or able to pay the suggested amount 

for the product. Taken together with the results presented in Table 2, it can be argued that there is 

sufficient support from both current tourists and regional residents for the MI sustainability proposals 

to be developed further.  
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Table 3. Summary of visitor responses to proposed responsible tourism products. 

Product Description 
Overall 
Appeal 

Make MI 
more 

attractive 
to visit 

Encourage 
a longer 

stay 

Willingness/
ability to 

Pay 

Environmentally Friendly Camping 
A solar powered campground set in natural surroundings 
providing either a deluxe ensuite eco-tent accommodation 
at approximately $130–$170 per night or self-catering tent 
sites for $20–$30 per night with composting toilets, BBQ 
facilities; and hot shower facilities 

 
 

29% 

 
 

21% 

 
 

17% 

 
Deluxe 24% 

 
Self-catering 

22% 

Guided Indigenous Cultural Tours 
A guided 1.5 hour cultural tour with a local indigenous 
guide which costs $25 for adults, $15 for children and 
provides the opportunity to learn about the indigenous 
history and culture of the island, the natural environment of 
the island from an indigenous perspective, and walk to sites 
of local aboriginal significance 

 
 
 

48% 

 
 
 

42% 

 
 
 

32% 

 
 
 

24% 

Self-Guided Electric Bike Tours 
A self-guided electric bike tour which costs approximately 
$220 per person and includes a return ferry transfer, 1 day 
hire of a state-of-the-art electric bike that can travel at 
speeds of 25 to 30 km/h on flat ground without pedaling, a 
gourmet lunch, 1 night accommodation in a 3 Star resort 
and an Island map and information 

 
 
 

48% 

 
 
 

39% 

 
 
 

34% 

 
 
 

29% 

Art/Cultural Precinct 
A cultural and sustainable living precinct on Magnetic 
Island which provides the opportunity to have a guided art 
safari of artist residences and galleries on the island $30 for 
2 hour tour or to participate in an art/craft workshop 
approximately $45 for 2 hours and to purchase local arts, 
crafts and sustainable products in shops 

 
 
 

28% 

 
 
 

39% 

 
 
 

29% 

 
Safari-21% 

 
Workshop-

34% 

Figures are the percentage of respondents giving a 4–5 rating, all scales were 5 points from 1 not at all to 5 very. 

The second step in the survey data analysis was to identify those visitors most interested in the 

sustainability initiatives and proposed tourism scenarios. Four sustainability market segments were 

identified. Committed Sustainable Visitors made up 17% of the sample and were those that scored a  

4 or 5 on all the items related to the overall appeal of the four ST products and support for the general 

sustainability initiatives. Passive Sustainability Supporters made up 35% of the sample and they  

scored moderately highly on all the sustainability items. The third segment (15%) was labeled 

Neutral/Indifferent as they mostly chose the neutral option. The remaining 33% of the sample were 

those respondents who gave mostly negative ratings for the sustainability options. A closer 

examination of the Committed and Passive sustainability markets indicated that they were very similar 

in their profiles and together were significantly different to the other two groups on a number of 

factors. The only significant differences between these two sustainability markets were that 
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respondents in the Committed Sustainability group were significantly more likely to say they were 

willing/able to pay for the ST products, to be staying longer in the region if they were tourists, to rank 

the opportunity to spend time in natural environments as more important to their visit to MI, and, if 

they did not visit MI, to report that they did not perceive it as a place that could provide the type of 

holiday and activities they were interested in. Visitors in Committed and Passive Sustainability 

segments were more likely than the other two groups to: 

 Be female;  

 Be first time visitors to the region if they were tourists; 

 Rank learning about local culture and history and Indigenous culture, seeing wildlife and 

selecting environmentally and socially responsible tours and accommodation as more important 

to their visit MI;  

 Use buses for transport on MI;  

 Report being busy as a major reason for not visiting MI; and 

 To be domestic tourists from the adjacent regions. 

Further, the majority of respondents in both these groups (more than 70% in each group) were 

either regional residents or tourists who came from surrounding areas. 

Overall there was support for the four tourism scenarios and the general MI sustainability initiatives 

suggesting that the actions could be commercially viable. In addition the strongest support came from 

visitors who do not have to travel far, who are interested in learning, and who are likely to stay longer 

both on MI and in the region. All of these are preliminary indicators of sustainability beyond MI. The 

results also suggested that there were low levels of awareness of the MI sustainability actions and 

therefore there is potential to increase visitation from markets with a stronger interest in responsible 

travel and recreation. 

3.5. Outcomes and Future Directions 

The results of the various activities within the funded project provided evidence that tourism had 

potential value in supporting MI residents’ sustainability and QoL aspirations. An action plan was 

drawn up to incorporate MI stakeholder responses to the action research results as a formal finish to 

the funded project. The main elements of the action plan are summarized in Table 4. Subsequent 

projects, funded by various agencies, include the design and installation of interpretive signage, the 

completion of an underwater snorkel trail, refurbishment of various walking trails and the formal 

adoption of an educational tourism program including the development of a social marketing 

professional short course that uses several MI tourism opportunities and locations to highlight aspects 

of social marketing. Preliminary steps have also been taken towards incorporating various 

environmental causes, particularly related to marine turtle conservation, into events and tourism 

experiences. In addition to pursuing the other actions in the plan, there is also a need to further 

examine the potential tourist markets, evaluate projects that have been completed, and to develop and 

apply a more detailed pre-implementation sustainability assessment to the tourism scenarios. 
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Table 4. Key elements of MI tourism action plan. 

Theme Proposed Actions 

Nelly Bay Terminal 
Improve appearance, better use of the space to educate/inform visitors,  
have greater resident engagement in consultation for further planning  

Enhancing Visitor 
Experience 

Communicate the Solar City story, develop interpretive programs for sustainable 
lifestyles, wildlife, and environment, and interpretive signage to walks. 

National Park User Fee Investigate implementation options for user fee, identify sustainable camping options 

Sustainable Transport 
Systems 

Increase subsidies for residents, extend public transport hours, investigate costs of 
electric buses, improve roads, extend foot paths and bicycle paths 

Revitalisation of Picnic 
Bay 

Develop as art and culture precinct, research alternative uses of original jetty,  
identify and develop events  

Indigenous Tours Identify guides and potential content, increase capacity of Indigenous guides 

Protect Key Assets 
Reduce litter and waste, monitor effect of dredging associated with Townsville  
port expansion  

Art Tours Build network of artists, establish a workshop program, find a venue for workshops 

Event Strategy Develop a calendar of events, research new event ideas 

Destination Marketing 
Use Solar City as a marketing tool, link to slow travel, encourage longer stays, 
change use of images to reflect aspirations, develop educational tourism 

Further Understand 
Visitors 

Regular collection of visitors information, further investigate new/potential markets 

3.6. Cautionary Notes 

It is important to recognize some of the problems faced during the project. Firstly, the funded 

project is not sufficient on its own to move towards a new model of sustainability in tourism practice 

and further work is clearly necessary, although it is not clear where the support for such ongoing work 

will come from. The project did bring together a number of individuals and organizations and achieved 

some consensus, but there remains considerable mistrust and unwillingness amongst some MI 

residents and businesses to engage in the kinds of activities that are needed for greater community or 

public involvement in tourism governance. The project, especially the tourist and visitor survey, was 

opposed by some residents as a waste of resources, and there certainly continues to be a group of 

people reluctant to even discuss tourism. Some of the tourism businesses also felt that any discussion 

of tourism and sustainability, especially about new tourism options, implied that current activities were 

not sustainable and they felt the need to defend their existing track record. This particular case is also 

hampered by the problems of how to best deal with the physical legacy of the Nelly Bay Harbour 

development, which was not directly considered in this project. 

There is also reluctance on the part of government and quasi-government agencies to relinquish 

control over tourism planning and the formal government funded tourism planning process is still very 

much a top down externally driven exercise. The lack of community consensus exacerbates this lack of 

trust in communities from government agencies and this is not an uncommon situation in community 

development [70]. Changes in state and national governments have also resulted in considerably less 

government support for community sustainability actions and this wider political context can 

significantly change the parameters for tourism. Taken together these factors can make the role of the 

academic facilitators difficult and the prospect of continued engagement in the process is a daunting one. 
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4. Implications and Conclusions 

Dunphy and Benveniste have identified six different ways in which businesses can approach 

sustainability [71]. The first two are rejection, where the business denies both the issues driving, and 

the importance of, sustainability, and non-responsiveness, referring to a lack of awareness of 

sustainability. The second two are compliance and eco-efficiency. Compliant businesses do what is 

required by regulation and/or pressure from key stakeholders and no more, while eco-efficient 

businesses go beyond compliance to adopt sustainability actions that can be directly linked to cost 

savings and efficient production. The fifth approach, called Strategic sustainability, is a logical 

extension of eco-efficiency which recognizes that sustainability can be used as a competitive strategy 

and linked to indirect business benefits. In this fifth approach the primary goal is the continued 

viability and profitability of the business. The final approach is Ideological Commitment or the 

Sustaining corporation and it is fundamentally different to the previous approaches in that the primary 

goal is a clear and significant contribution to the well-being of the planet and the quality of life of 

people in general [72]. Businesses in this approach examine not just the immediate impacts of their 

own business activities, but address impacts throughout the entire lifecycle of their product or service, 

consider the value of the product or service to those who consume it and actively work at improving 

sustainability beyond their business or sector [72].  

Current conceptualizations of sustainable tourism can be seen as falling between the eco-efficiency 

and strategic sustainability approaches. This paper argues that tourism overall needs to move into the 

Ideological commitment stage and tourism planners, managers and businesses need to strive to become 

sustaining rather than just sustainable. This paper has outlined a preliminary framework for analyzing 

tourism that could support such a move. While this is a preliminary framework and more development 

is needed, the case study demonstrated that it can be used to change the way governments, 

communities and businesses think about tourism and sustainability.  
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