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BACKGROUND 
 
Humans have always been driven by an interest in travel to distant and unfamiliar places.  There are 
a variety of reasons for this: curiosity, self-discovery, adventure. Whilst the experience of travel is 
not always one of physical comfort, it is usually felt to be justified in terms of the benefits gained.  

In contemporary society, we have now begun to look critically beyond the benefits to the individual 
traveller to the mixed impact of travel in a broader sense. This is largely a result of the 
commercialisation of travel in the form of the tourism industry. Tourism has a significant impact on 
the natural environment, including resource impact on both the host country as well as modes of 
travel; there is the impact on local societies – usually felt to be beneficial in providing work and 
advancing local economies, although these have to be balanced against the potential negative 
effects of commercialisation and pollution that tourism brings with it. 

The repercussions of increased tourism are vast. In a recent report, a nature photographer grappled 
with the ethics of disseminating photos of rare natural beauties on social media, as this often led to 
an influx of visitors to the remote location which was ill-equipped with walking tracks etc. Others 
have expressed concern with the taking of selfies in locations like Auschwitz. And in some countries, 
authorities ban the taking of photographs of people standing next to ancient statues on the grounds 
that this debases the edifice. 

In considering this topic, it can sometimes be difficult to separate out the ethical from values of a 
more psychological kind like self-development, or ‘good manners’.  For this reason, the discussion 
can help us sharpen our understanding of what we mean by ‘the ethical,’ and whether and how to 
differentiate the ethical from ‘behaving badly.’ 

QUESTIONS 

1. What is the difference between travel and tourism?  What are the specific purposes that drive 
tourism? How does economics relate to tourism? What is the role of commerce and business in the 
transformation of ‘travel’ to ‘tourism’?  In the transformation of the client? 

2. Have you ever experienced an ‘ethical moment’ on any of your holiday travels? How did you 
resolve it? 

3. Can you list the ethical pros and cons of tourism generally? Consider these under the headings of  

(a) environmental;  

(b) social; (impact upon local communities; economies; values) 

(c) political; (e.g., Should one visit Myanmar? Cambodia? And, for reverse reason, Jordan?) 

(d) cultural/historical (e.g., exposure of Aboriginal rock art; westernisation? commercialisation?) 

(e) benefits to the tourist 



4. What are the ethical implications of the means of travel? Evaluate the ethics of e.g., air vs land vs 
sea. 

5. What are the benefits of tourism to the traveller? How many of these can be described as moral 
benefits? Can travel make one a morally better person? 

6. Consider the morality of the holiday resort (in overseas countries). Are resorts a new form of 
colonialism? If so, what are the ethical objections to this? Is there an entitlement to a holiday free of 
moral discomforts?  Is a holiday motivated by a quest for authenticity and uniqueness in any way 
morally superior to resort-style holidays?  

8. What are the ethical implications of social media e.g., photographers publicising remote locations; 
selfie tourism, especially in sites such as Auschwitz and Cambodia’s killing fields; use of 
apps/facebook, etc. Can insensitivity be labelled unethical ? 

9. What new ethical challenges can we expect in future forms of travel and travel destinations, e.g., 
space tourism? 

10. Is there anything morally objectionable in ‘slum tourism’, e.g., staying in the home of a slum-
dweller of Mumbai to experience what life is like in that situation? 

11. Does utilitarianism have a role to play in deciding the ethics of tourism? What other principles 
could be used in making decisions about the ethics of particular forms of travel and travel 
destinations?  

RESOURCES  

*** The Minefield: http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/theminefield/do-our-ethical-

convictions-need-to-go-on-holiday-when-we-do/8248218  (includes morality of ‘the resort’) 

Some ethical dilemmas in travel: https://www.vergemagazine.com/travel-intelligence/budget-

travel/79-what-are-your-travel-ethics.html 

Ethical dilemmas in travel: http://www.ethics.org.au/on-ethics/blog/june-2017/the-ethics-of-travel 

Environmental aspects: https://theconversation.com/in-the-age-of-cheap-flights-city-breaks-and-

world-cruises-how-to-make-your-holiday-better-for-the-environment-85478 

https://theconversation.com/a-green-and-happy-holiday-you-can-have-it-all-65038 

Animal welfare and tourism: https://theconversation.com/not-all-fun-and-games-the-missing-ethics-

of-animals-in-tourism-8986 

Slum tourism: https://theconversation.com/slumming-it-how-tourism-is-putting-the-worlds-

poorest-places-on-the-map-61320 

Selfie-tourism: https://theconversation.com/metourism-the-hidden-costs-of-selfie-tourism-87865 

 ‘Over’-tourism: http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/drive/anti-tourism-sentiment-in-

barcelona/8791016 
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FURTHER READING/LISTENING (OPTIONAL) 

Ecotourism: https://theconversation.com/can-tourism-really-have-conservation-benefits-1337 

Behaving badly in distant places: https://theconversation.com/explainer-the-rise-of-naked-tourism-

76933 

Death tourism: https://theconversation.com/death-tourism-auschwitz-selfies-and-online-souvenirs-

29635 

Global code of ethics for tourism:  http://ethics.unwto.org/en/content/global-code-ethics-tourism 

The Future of Travel Big Ideas:  http://radio.abc.net.au/programitem/pejD81Gbo3?play=true 

history of tourism: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tourism#History 

animal tourism: http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/blueprintforliving/animal-

tourism/6776914 
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