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Tourism’s Second Transaction
Rethinking the value travellers leave behind

Nicos Rossides
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Your hotel app remembers you prefer a quiet room away from the elevator.
The booking platform suggests restaurants based on your past choices. The
airline sends a polite nudge to “arrive early.” All of this reflects decades of
refinementin a service logic designed to anticipate needs and remove
obstacles before you have to ask.

It is serious work. It makes travel easier, safer, more predictable. It also
leaves something out.

When people talk about the trips that stayed with them, the stories are
rarely about seamless delivery. They are about the moment the trip stopped
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being a product and became a relationship. Getting lost in Kyoto and
ending up at a neighbourhood festival. Learning to make injera in Ethiopia,
not from a recipe card but from a host’s grandmother. Joining a beach
cleanup because the hotel left a flyer in the elevator, and seeing the
coastline differently afterwards.

These memories share a pattern. They are about being involved, even
briefly, in an environment that other people live in, work in, and depend on.

Modern tourism is highly optimised for the first exchange, money for
service. Itis far less deliberate about the second exchange, the value a
visitor leaves behind.

The industrial trap

»

For a long time, tourism scholars have wrestled with the “hosts and guests
dynamic, a framing that captures a basic asymmetry. On one side are
hosts, whose daily reality becomes someone else’s holiday. On the other
are guests, temporary visitors whose expectations are shaped by
marketing, reviews, and the promise of an experience that will “go
smoothly.”

To manage the friction in that relationship, the industry built a professional
buffer. We built a service layer of hotels, guides, and operators to mediate
between hosts and guests. We standardised. We packaged. The genius of
the early package tour was not only logistics, it was predictability.

For a century, this worked fairly well. Specialisation brought reliability.
Standardisation reduced risk.

But industrialisation always involves trade-offs. We professionalised the
messiness away, and in doing so we often removed reciprocity as well. The
medieval pilgrim relied on the hospitality of strangers, and this vulnerability
created a kind of relationship. Today’s tourist can glide through a city
without needing to ask anyone for anything. That convenience is real, but
so too is the cost.

We gain reliability, but we sometimes lose contact with the people and
places we came to see.

There is also a quiet third party in this relationship: the frontline workforce.
Much of what we call a “smooth trip” is human effort kept deliberately out
of view. As more travel becomes mediated by apps and automated



recommendations, some friction does not vanish, it relocates, and staff
end up doing the repair work when expectations and reality diverge.

Friction, handled carefully

This is where the word friction needs restraint. A delayed flight, a confusing
check-in, and a badly designed queue are not “good friction.” That is just
hassle, or sometimes plain bad luck. The friction that matters is the kind
we choose and shape, not the kind a system accidentally dumps on
people.

By friction, | mean the small costs of presence: effort, unpredictability, and
the need to adapt when a place does not meet you on your terms.

A simple idea shows up again and again: we value what we have had to
participate in. Effort creates investment, and investment can create a
sense of ownership. This is not an argument for inconvenience. Itis a
reminder that meaning often requires direct personal involvement.

A helpful parallel comes from organisational thinking. Some environments
optimise for smooth delivery, removing obstacles so the customer feels
taken care of. Other environments accept uncertainty and invite
participation, not as chaos but as shared problem-solving. One produces
reliability. The other produces learning.

Tourism needs both. The mistake is to assume that all value is produced by
removing every bump.

A plurality of tastes

Not everyone wants problem-solving on holiday. For some people, a
vacation is precisely the suspension of responsibility, the relief of not
having to decide. Others recoil from being “waited on” and would rather
spend a morning in a market learning how locals cook, even if the
restaurant is excellent. Still others love knowledge, but only in the right
form. A guided tour that lingers over a Raphael can feel like heaven to one
traveller and like needless delay to another.

So participation is not one thing. It has a spectrum.

At the light end is curiosity, learning the name of a spice like sumac and
how to use it. In the middle is hands-on learning: markets, cooking, local
crafts, conversations that require you to pay attention. At the deeper end



are forms of contribution that ask something more: time, skills, or modest
support for a local initiative.

The problem is not that people differ. The problem is that platform design
often assumes a single model of value, optimised for speed, certainty, and
frictionless consumption. That model will always have a market. Itis just
not the only market.

From recommendation to serendipity

Platforms measure what they can see. Click-through rates, booking speed,
checkout completion, and time-to-confirmation. In that measurement
system, any complication looks like a defect.

Yet the stories people carry home are rarely stories of optimisation. They
are stories of engagement. What the platform sees as a failure to fix
(figuring out the local bus system, navigating unfamiliar customs, asking for
help) can be the mechanism that makes a trip feel alive.

There is another misalignment too. Platforms assume you arrive knowing
what you want. But the encounters that change us are often accidental. A
curious conversation in a park. A casual invitation to play tennis with
strangers. A driver who hears you mention “monasteries might be
interesting” and treats it as a serious research brief. He takes you to twenty
of Cyprus’s hundreds of Byzantine chapels, some breathtaking, some
barely held together, all revealing something about the island’s layered
history.

You cannot search for what you do not yet know will matter.

This is why “serendipity” is not a romantic add-on. It is a design problem.
The goal is not to programme surprise. It is to leave room for the
unscripted, and to help travellers choose the kind of trip they actually want,
rather than the kind the algorithm is best at selling.

The second transaction

The platform economy has changed how tourism value is captured. In
China, “super apps” such as Meituan and major travel platforms such as
Trip.com (Ctrip) bundle transport, dining, and experiences into integrated
ecosystems. A Western traveller might book a hotel on one platform, find
restaurants on another, arrange tours through a third provider, and post



photos elsewhere. The relationship is fragmented across silos. Integration
in China is not perfect, but it is structurally different.

I’ve been exploring related questions in Fujian with Professor Ren JinFang at
Minjiang University, looking at how technology, demographic change, and
platform design shape tourism value. The aim is not simply faster
transactions, but a shift from scale to quality.

The infrastructure exists. The question is whether market demand,
regulation, or competitive differentiation pushes platforms to use it
differently.

Right now, the dominant architecture assumes a simple exchange, money
for service. This is tourism’s first transaction. It scales, but it is incomplete.

To move forward, we need a second transaction — not as a moral upgrade,
and not as a requirement for every traveller, but as an expanded menu.
Tourism can be designed not only around what visitors take, but also
around what they leave behind.

What the two transactions look like

The first transaction (current model)

Pre-trip, you consume marketing materials, and what gets marketed is the
vacation as reward and escape. During the trip, you consume a curated
product. After the trip, you leave a review and post photos. The data flow is
mostly one-way, feeding the system for the next customer.

The second transaction (a more complete model)

Pre-trip, you get context, not only persuasion. Destinations share crowd
patterns, environmental constraints, cultural expectations, and seasonal
pressures, not as a guilt trip, but as information that helps you understand
the place before you arrive.

During the trip, you can choose involvement at the level that suits you. That
might mean learning, asking, noticing, and participating in local life without
pretending you are not a tourist. In some cases it can include shared
problem-solving, but it does not have to. A hotel does not need to turn
every guest into a volunteer. It can simply make real constraints visible —
water, waste, congestion — and offer practical ways to respond that
respect the guest’s desire for rest.



After the trip, the relationship does not have to vanish at checkout. If you
joined a reef monitoring activity, you might receive a short update on what
your observations helped reveal. If you supported a local craft initiative, you
might see how funds were used. If you did nothing beyond learning, you
might still keep access to a curated “learning trail” that deepens what you
encountered.

The second transaction, in other words, is not one behaviour. It is a design
stance: make reciprocity possible, and make plurality easy.

The management challenge

Moving from pure service delivery to co-creation requires a different kind of
confidence. Traditional service models rest on control: predictable inputs,
standardised processes, measurable outputs. Co-creation requires
comfort with variability.

Travelers will want different things. Some will challenge your assumptions.
Some will expose problems you would rather keep backstage.
Organisations that can name those constraints without sounding defensive
are better placed to invite guests into sensible choices. Organisations that
feel threatened by transparency will hide constraints, then complain about
“difficult tourists” when reality forces the issue.

This is not an argument against professionalism. It is an argument for a
more mature form of it: knowing which parts of the experience must be
smooth, and which parts should remain human.

Respecting place

There is arisk here. Talk of “involvement” can slide into a kind of
entitlement, as if a visitor earns ownership by participating. We should be
clear. Places belong first to the people who live there, work there, and
depend on them. A reef is not “yours” because you spent a week admiring
it. A neighbourhood is not a backdrop for someone else’s self-
actualisation.

That does not mean visitors must tiptoe around their own meaning. It
means meaning has to be earned through respect. Contribution, properly
understood, means recognising that your presence has impact and taking
responsibility for it rather than outsourcing it to service providers. It means
engaging with a place on its own terms. Authenticity does not come from



pretending you are not a tourist. It comes from honest relationships, fair
exchange, and basic regard for the people who call the place home.

The legacy demographic

Why does this matter now? Partly because of demography. In many
markets, older travellers are a fast-growing and comparatively affluent
segment. A meaningful share of them are motivated by legacy, not only
what they take from travel, but what they leave behind.

Some have expertise to offer and time to invest. Others simply want a
slower, more thoughtful mode of travel that feels connected to local life
rather than insulated from it. Seen this way, the second transaction is not a
sermon. It is segment strategy.

What comes next?

Tourism faces compounding pressures: climate change, overtourism,
cultural preservation, economic inequality. The first-transaction model
does not have good answers to these on its own. The platform model, as
currently configured, does not either.

Platforms are not inherently extractive. They are infrastructure. The
question is what they are built to enable. When destinations make it easy
for visitors to contribute, if they want to, they turn passing traffic into
something closer to a relationship. They also widen the pool of people who
will accept constraints, respect limits, and support sensible rules that
protect the place.

What comes next will be messier than the industrial package tour. It will
also be closer to what many people actually want when they leave home;
not to be served perfectly, and not to be recruited into someone else’s
agenda, but to take part in something real in the way that fits them.

We have better infrastructure than any pilgrim or Grand Tour traveller could
have imagined. The open question is what we choose to build with it.
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