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eTourism for Socio-Economic Development
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Abstract
Tourism has often been described as an economic driving force that contributes
to rural and emerging economies development. However, when it comes to the
social aspect of development the nature of this contribution is still debated by
academics. Information and Communication Technologies can help enhancing the
socio-economic contribution of tourism by fostering community-based tourism
independent marketing and sales dis-intermediation.
eT4D can be defined as the independent use of technologies by micro and small
community based tourism firms to market and sell their products and services thus
fostering local socio-economic development.
Keywords: ICT; Socio-Economic Development; eTourism4Development; Global
Tourism; Global Competition

1. Tourism Industry and ICT
Tourism is considered as a potential strategic factor for economic growth (Blake,
Arbache, Sinclair, & Teles, 2008; Stabler, Papatheodorou & Sinclair, 2009). It is
actually seen as an economic driving force in many developing countries as it
substantially contributes to the GDPs of many emerging economies (e.g. from the
roughly 9% in Ethiopia or Senegal rising to 25% in Mauritius - Sireyjol, 2010).
However, there is a lively discussion about the nature of the tourism contribution to
social aspects of development. Tourism generates new businesses, improves
infrastructures
and
services,
fosters
preservation
of
the
natural
environment/landscapes and helps with economic diversification (Herrero & San
Martín, 2012; Wang & Pfister, 2008). Despite this, tourism has also a controversial
effect on natural resources and hosting communities’ exploitation (Deller, 2010) by
international investors and enterprises. Although scientific work addressing the
issue of socio-economic development in tourism does exists (e.g. Lea, 2006;
Scheyvens, 2002; Sharpley & Telfer, 2014; Ezeuduji, 2015), the common vision of
tourism in developing contexts is that local communities are disempowered and
their resources aliened by international tourism development (Ashley, 2000).
Western tourism companies seem to dominate in these contexts due to marketing
and capital power (Cater, 1995). For example the role of big tour operators was
seen in the past as oligopolistic due to the possibility of these large companies to
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shift large mass of customers from one country to another, thus affecting the overall
tourism supply chain (Akama, 1999). Therefore, some authors, adopted an
imperialistic and post-colonial vision of tourism (Nash, 1989; Pastran, 2014), and
questioned the actual quality of the growth that tourism generates (Hall, 2007) or
argued that tourism can generate a general exploitation of the working poor by the
rich (Marcouiller, 1997). However, thanks to two main factors, namely (i) the
intrinsic nature of the tourism industry, populated by micro and small players, and
(ii) the rise of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), this vision
can be challenged (Gössling, 2016; Szopiński & Staniewski, 2016)
On the one side, the tourism industry is populated and operated by a galaxy of
(micro) Small and Medium size Enterprises (SMTEs), constituting the “life blood”
of travel industry (Thomas, Shaw, & Page, 2011). Furthermore, in developing
contexts, research also fussed on the contribution of Micro and Small Tourism
Enterprises (MSTEs) to the actual tourism value chain (Kirsten & Rogerson, 2002).
Looking at developing and emerging economies, on a community level, SMTEs
and MSTEs can create virtuous socio-economic development (Simpson, 2008) for
the actual communities and for the overall tourism supply chain (Kirsten &
Rogerson, 2002). Community involvement in tourism activities was firstly
discussed by Murphy (1985) who introduced the concept of Community Based
Tourism (CBT). CBT emphasises the inclusive participation of communities in
tourism initiatives to ensure economic returns to the locals (Murphy, 2012) and
promote the socio-economic evolution of rural and developing areas (Heeks, 2010).
On the other side, The disruptive rise of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs - Rieple & Pisano, 2015) is leading the digitalization of the
tourism sector (Buhalis, 2003), and is contributing to reach the Millennium
Developments Goals (Richard Heeks & Molla, 2009). Literature acknowledges the
impact of ICTs and especially the internet in the tourism field with a stream of
research dealing with eTourism (Buhalis, 2003). Furthermore, thanks to the slow
but progressive overcoming of the digital divide (Kleine & Unwin, 2009) ICTs are
seen to play a crucial role in socio-economic development with the rise of a specific
field of research called ICT4D (Information and Communication Technologies for
Development - Unwin & Unwin, 2009).
Therefore, grounded on the CBT perspective, this research note argues that
community owned tourism initiatives can benefit from the use of ICTs, to foster
independent marketing and selling activities, thus triggering socio-economic
development. An effective use of ICTs by SMTEs and MSTEs in developing
contexts can enhance firms’ visibility and competitiveness and, therefore, improve
the socio-economic conditions of local communities. This field of research is here
summarized with the acronym eT4D (eTourism 4 Development) and it sits in the
intersections among (i) development studies, (ii) tourism studies and (iii) ICTs. In
order to better describe eT4D the following paragraph will present the abovementioned intersections.

Edited by: ISTEI – University of Milan-Bicocca

ISSN: 1593-0319

76

© SYMPHONYA Emerging Issues in Management, n. 1, 2016
symphonya.unimib.it

2. Mapping the Intersections among Development, Tourism and ICT
2.1 Tourism Studies and Development Studies
Literature presents an ever-growing corpus of researches about the intersection
between development studies and tourism studies (Sharpley & Telfer, 2014).
Academics acknowledge that the imperialistic and post-colonialist (Nash, 1989;
Pastran, 2014) approach of international tourism players in developing countries
generates an exploitation of the working poor by the rich (Marcouiller, 1997).
Exploitative tourism was historically challenged (Krippendorf, 2010) and
alternative forms arose with a renewed focus on local sustainability and community
development. Alternative tourism is an ideologically different form of tourism that
is considered preferable to mass, consumer-driven and exploitative travel (Wearing,
2001). This is connected with the rise of alternative markets, which include
sustainable tourism (Hunter, 1997), ecotourism (Erlet Cater, 1993), ethical tourism
(Weeden, 2002), and volunteer tourism (Uriely, Reichel, & Ron, 2003). These are
driven by a growing demand for products and services that are more sustainable,
pro-poor, and less harmful to local environments and communities (Callanan &
Thomas, 2005). Alternative tourism is often coupled with Community Based
Tourism (Murphy 1985; Simpson, 2008) that is a bottom up approach to involve
community in the creation and execution of tourism products (Sebele, 2010).
Community participation is often regarded as one of the most essential tools to
drive tourism towards a substantial contribution to the local, regional and national
development of a country (Lea, 2006). When the community fully participates in
tourism activities there is sustainability (Woodley, 1993), better opportunities for
local people to gain benefits from tourism taking place in their locality, positive
local attitudes and the conservation of local resources (Tosun, 2006).
2.2 Tourism Studies and ICT
ICTs have revolutionized the structure and organization of the tourism industry
(Poon, 1993). Additionally, the advent of the internet produced a paradigm shift in
the industry thanks to the convergence among informatics, communication, and
multimedia (eTourism - Buhalis 2003). ICTs and especially the internet, enabled
tourism organizations to create personalized marketing campaigns (Buhalis, 2000)
and to sell their experiences without intermediaries (Law, 2009). Furthermore, all
players within the tourism value chain can be connected thus enabling an effective
management of products and services (Zhang, Song, & Huang, 2009). This vision
challenges the one of Cater (1995) ad the one of Akama (1999) who were
describing an oligopolistic scenario dominated by big tour operators and travel
agencies determining the visitation to the destinations. Thanks to the advancements
of technologies peripheral tourism firms, that are outside the popular distribution
channels, can have a virtual size (Spencer, Buhalis, & Moital, 2012), that is to say
to be visible and bookable by travellers. However, the access to peripheral areas is
often problematic both physically and electronically (Hall & Page, 2014; Nash &
Martin, 2003). Less developed tourism areas are subject to disparity in
technological access (Minghetti and Buhalis, 2009). Therefore, also in these
contexts, tourism firms need to enhance their visibility (Lituchy & Rail, 2000)
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towards a rising share of the market that is increasingly relying on the internet for
travel search and purchase (Morrison & Thomas, 1999).
2.3 Development and ICT
With the advent of ICTs and the rise of the internet, development specialists and
practitioners started to reflect on how to use these tools to support socio-economic
development processes. Thus, in the last decade (Heeks, 2010; Unwin, 2009) a new
interdisciplinary field of research emerged, that is the one of ICT4D (Information
and Communication for Development). ICT4D brings together computer scientists
and social scientists tackling a broad range of developmental domain, such as
agriculture, health, education and political participation (Unwin, 2009). The
underpinning is that access to digital technology can promote social and economic
development (Rega, Vannini, Fino, & Cantoni, 2013) thus helping in reaching the
Millennium Development Goals (Heeks, 2008) and supporting the Post-2015
Development Agenda. Although, there is a lack of studies focusing on tourism
(VanZyl, Inversini, & Rega, 2015) an interesting set of works focuses on
entrepreneurship and suggests micro-small and medium size enterprises as unit of
analysis (Heeks, 2010) to investigate the intertwine between technologies and
development (Kleine & Unwin, 2009). Within these studies, ICTs are seen to
generate benefits related for example to the interaction between customers and
suppliers (Donner & Escobari, 2010) or to enhance the labour productivity leading
to higher salaries (Esselaar, Stork, Ndiwalana, & Deen-Swarray, 2006).

3. The Missing Piece: eTourism For Development
The above-discussed intersection among Development, Tourism and ICT clearly
describes three distinct research areas in which academies have been engaging in
the past years. However, when pulling together the research areas, there is a
missing piece that refers to the intersection among all the three above mentioned
disciplines; this is where eTourism for Developments (eT4D) sits on a theoretical
level.
eT4D conceptualizations builds upon the following concepts:
− The Community Base Tourism perspective (Murphy, 1985; Simpson, 2008;
Sebele, 2010) where tourism is driven by the local community with a
bottom up approach leading to socio-economic development (Lea, 1988);
− The disruptive rise of ICTs and the internet in the field of tourism and its the
impact on both (i) new and personal marketing practices (Buhalis, 2003)
and (ii) distribution disintermediation (Law, 2009). of the travel and
tourism operators;
− The importance of technologies for socio-economic development and local
empowerment (ICT4D – Unwin 2009), given by their role in boosting
entrepreneurship (Heeks 2010).
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Merging these three perspectives, tourism can contribute in disrupting its
imperialistic and post colonialist tradition in developing countries (Nash, 1989;
Pastran, 2014) by giving access to the global market to community owned tourism
initiatives. Community based and alternative touristic firms (Bimonte & Faralla,
2012) have the unprecedented opportunity to promote and sell their products online
without intermediaries (Law, 2009). This can foster the growth of community based
tourism initiatives and enhance the economic and social status of local
entrepreneurs and collaborators thus generating better living conditions in
disadvantaged communities.

4. Conclusion and Emerging Issues
This note contributes to the body of knowledge about CBT, eTourism and
ICT4D, by shading light on the intersection among these domains. It gives a
theoretical lens to approach the ever-growing technology adoption by micro and
small tourism firms in developing countries.
It is here argued that the disruptive rise of technology can contribute in
questioning the imperialistic and post-colonial (Nash, 1989; Pastran, 2014) vision
of tourism in developing countries by empowering community based tourism
businesses in marketing and selling their products without intermediaries (Buhalis,
2003; Law, 2009). The late nineties vision, based on the oligopolistic marketing
and capital power of few organizations (Cater, 1995; Akama, 1999) is here
challenged due to the increasing availability and accessibility of technology to
micro small and medium enterprises (Brondoni, 2014).
Ultimately, this paper connects technology usage by community lead micro and
small tourism firms with the possibility of generating socio-economic development
at local level in line with the study of Heeks (2010). This enables community based
tourism firms entrepreneurs to be ‘on the map’ and therefore to find their virtual
size (Spencer et al., 2012). Furthermore, the whole supply chain of community
based tourism initiatives can benefit at socio-economic level by these technology
advancements. This is due to the galaxy of micro and small enterprises contributing
to the tourism ecosystem in at community level in developing contexts (Kirsten &
Rogerson, 2002). Therefore, given the nature of the issue at stake, the socioeconomic benefit can relapse both on the experience provider and on the supply
chain members. Exploring this new interdisciplinary field is going to generate a
deep understanding of current technological practices of micro and small tourism
enterprises in developing contexts and of the interconnection among tourism supply
chain players.
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