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A B S T R A C T   

This paper introduces the Smart City Hospitality Framework, which could serve as the foundation for a 
destination-design-driven approach to urban tourism governance and dealing with overtourism issues. This 
conceptual framework is purposely designed to stimulate collaborative (informed) reflections on overtourism 
and urban tourism development that could support system analyses, problem structuring and development of 
transition agendas and pathways within the context of turning urban tourism into a transition arena that con-
tributes to setting in motion a sustainability transition at city level. It merges the dimensions of sustainable 
development (environmentally responsible and equitable economic development) and city hospitality (the extent 
to which the city acts as a good ‘host’ to all its ‘guests’, including residents and businesses). Resilience resides at 
its centre to highlight the temporal aspects of these dimensions, and their interdependencies. To show how this 
framework can serve as the foundation for destination design efforts in practice, a short description of (expe-
riences with) serious game-playing sessions that employ its logic in six European cities is provided.   

1. Introduction 

Historically, tourism has been regarded as a relatively low-impact 
economic activity that contributes to cultural progress within societies 
and the mostly increased welfare of the resident population. It has also 
established itself as an integral part of city life, even in cities where the 
local economy is not dominated by tourism and leisure production (Hall, 
2006). At the same time, the sector and its associated challenges and 
opportunities, has largely been ignored in the discourse on sustainable 
urban development and urban planning (see e.g. UNHABITAT, 2016). 
The rapid growth of tourism, however, represents an increasingly 
important concern within urbanised societies. Increasing pressure on 
urban destinations as a result of tourism has led to the popularisation of 
the term ’overtourism’, to describe a situation where tourism “exces-
sively influences the perceived quality of life of citizens and/or quality 
of visitors’ experiences in a negative way” (UNWTO, 2018, p. 6). Within 
this context, it is important to note that this negative impact is not just 
linked to absolute numbers of tourists but also further aggravated by 
changes in the behaviour of tourists and physical touristification of 
cities, with the negative effects of the growing popularity of Airbnb and 
the like on availability and affordability of housing for residents, and the 

rise of so-called Nutella-shops as two well-known examples of the latter 
(Koens, Postma, & Papp, 2018, 2019; Nieuwland & van Melik, 2018). 
Simultaneously, the contribution of tourism to local, regional and global 
environmental issues like pollution, reduced air quality and climate 
change has become highly problematic and is predicted to increase even 
further (Aall, 2014). 

In dealing with these negative influences, policymakers have so far 
mostly focused on increasing the capacity of existing systems in efforts 
to adapt to or mitigate the negative effects of tourism. Tackling the 
underlying causes of these effects has received less attention both in 
practice and in literature (Santarius, Walnum, & Aall, 2016). The limi-
tations of relying on these ‘effect-oriented’ approaches in the context of 
urban tourism are highlighted by the situation in popular European 
tourism cities (e.g. Amsterdam, Barcelona, Venice), where opponents 
question current management strategies and call for limiting visitor 
numbers (Russo & Scarnato, 2017). What is more, based on increasing 
mobility and travel worldwide, visitor numbers are expected to rise for 
the foreseeable future and, thus, so are the negative effects. To be able to 
cope, cause-oriented strategies and radical solutions may be required to 
allow city tourism to transform into a structurally more inclusive and 
sustainable practice (Paavola, Gouldson, & Kluvánková-Oravská, 2009). 
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“Engagement between tourism and the multiplicity of public and com-
mercial organisations with varying levels of involvement with tourism 
in urban areas” is required to help develop a coherent vision on tourism 
that relates to and integrates with wider city development (Edwards, 
Griffin, & Hayllar, 2008, p. 1033; Koens et al., 2018). This means rec-
onceptualising the role of tourism within urban societies, rather than 
limiting the discussion to an unbalanced development of tourism and the 
way tourism policy creates ‘tourist bubbles’ (Füller & Michel, 2014). A 
deeper analysis of underlying issues is needed, with an eye on creating a 
more sustainable city to live in for current and future generations. As 
succinctly put by Pasquinelli (2017, p. 30), “instead of limiting the 
analysis of urban tourism to its stigmatisation as the ‘big enemy’ of the 
liveable city, there is a need to produce analytical frameworks able to 
support the planning, managing, and even engineering of city tourism”. 

The current paper answers to this call by focusing on a systemic 
conceptualisation of sustainable tourism development within the wider 
context of sustainable urban development. This conceptualisation is based 
on reflecting on the culmination of findings from a three-year research 
programme on sustainable urban tourism in six European cities that included 
an extensive literature review, 60 interviews with key stakeholders, partic-
ipant observation, a Q-sort study and serious-gaming stakeholder workshops 
based on a serious game specifically developed for this purpose. This serious 
game was developed to stimulate collaborative reflections by local stake-
holders on sustainable urban tourism futures. This paper introduces the 
conceptual framework that served as the basis for this game and that could 
support a destination design-driven approach to tourism governance beyond 
the scope of this particular research programme. This approach is based on 
eliciting ‘reflective conversations with the situation at hand’ (Schön, 1983) 
and collaboratively exploring implications of possible interventions; key 
elements of a design-thinking perspective (Cross, 2011) on tourism gover-
nance. By analysing the impact and role of tourism within the wider context 
of sustainable development, such an approach can support the transition 
towards environmentally and socially responsible tourism that actually 
contributes to long-term prosperity of cities as a whole, in every sense of the 
word. The underlying premise is that a sustainable city needs to act as a good 
host to both its visitors and its residents and other local stakeholders. 
Collaborative informed reflections on the future of urban systems and the 
role of tourism in this future are essential to help redirect (Fry, 2009) tourism 
decision- and policymaking, and align it with dominant discourses in a city. 
In this way it can assist in setting in motion a transition towards systems that 
are based on principles of long-term resilience and sustainable development 
of those systems (Wittmayer, Steenbergen, Frantzeskaki, & Bach, 2018). 

The paper starts with a discussion of current work on sustainable 
urban tourism and highlights the necessity to apply a cause-oriented 
systemic perspective to destination design, which addresses the sys-
temic flaws underlying current tourism systems and the management of 
these systems. Following this, transformative or transition approaches 
are introduced as an innovative perspective to further the debate on this 
matter. Based on this thinking, the Smart City Hospitality Framework is 
introduced as a reference point for using the principles of a transition 
approach as the foundation for a destination design-driven approach to 
urban tourism governance and dealing with overtourism issues, the 
relevance of which is subsequently discussed in the final section of the 
paper. 

2. The need for a systematic conceptualisation of sustainable 
urban tourism 

Historically, urban tourism has received relatively little attention in the 
literature on both urban planning and sustainable tourism (Ashworth & 
Page, 2011). Moreover, the emphasis has long since been put on environ-
mental issues compared to the socio-cultural impacts and prospects 
(Bramwell, 2015; Buckley, 2012; Ruhanen, Weiler, Moyle, & McLennan, 
2015). However, largely due to the increasing attention to what is now called 
overtourism, the industry and tourism scholars have started to engage more 
with urban tourism in general and social impacts in particular in recent years 

(Koens et al., 2018). Representative tourism organisations have produced 
reports that describe options to tackle overtourism (UNWTO, 2018, 2019; 
WTTC, 2017). In tourism academia, an ever-increasing range of output, 
mostly case studies, is being published to discuss the impact of tourism on 
specific cities. Their focus has been, among others, to determine factors that 
impact on resident satisfaction (Kuščer & Mihalič, 2019), establish potential 
areas of conflict (Postma & Schmuecker, 2017), management and planning 
strategies (Seraphin, Sheeran, & Pilato, 2018; Smith et al., 2018), protest 
movements’ engagement with tourism and the role of the media (Hughes, 
2018; Milano, 2018). 

Koens et al. (2018; 2019) have moved beyond a single-case-study 
approach as they compare perceptions of overtourism in cities across 
Europe. They show how issues ascribed to overtourism in cities, are not 
tourism-only problems and argue it is necessary to place tourism impacts 
and solutions in a wider economic, social and cultural city context. With 
this, they reiterate Hannam, Butler and Paris’ (2014) argument that 
tourism should be “seen as integral to wider processes of economic and 
political development processes and even constitutive of everyday life” 
(p. 172). The binary distinction that is often made between guests and 
hosts insufficiently encompasses this perspective. Instead, all different 
city stakeholders, such as indigenous residents, day-trippers, immi-
grants, business and leisure visitors, are jointly responsible for creating 
the unique city environment that plays host to all of them (Smith & 
Zátori, 2016). Tourism can thus be argued to have the potential to 
contribute to sustainable urban development, for example by supporting 
participatory public spaces, where people from different backgrounds 
mingle and hope to create a civil, vibrant and safe urban environment 
(Fainstein, 2010; Sennett, 1992, 2013). The viability of retail businesses 
in cities also increasingly depends on the combined spending of in-
habitants, tourists and transient customers (e.g. commuters) (Ruault, 
2017). 

However, without an overarching shared decision-making frame-
work, it remains very difficult to ensure the benefits and burdens of 
tourism are shared in an equitable way and that the root causes of an 
unsustainable development are addressed. In theory, seeking shared 
interests between hosts, visitors and the tourism industry is a very 
attractive idea, and indeed cooperation with residents has been sug-
gested as a means to mitigate annoyances (Kuščer & Mihalič, 2019). 
However, it is proving difficult to ensure that such cooperation feeds 
into actual policymaking. If decision-making rests on seeking unin-
formed consensus “under the banner of democratic design” (Fry, 2009, 
p. 10), rather than being truly participatory and circumstantially reac-
tive, it will fail. It will also fail if the onus for acting remains on indi-
vidual tourists, tourism entrepreneurs and residents, all of whom are 
unable to take fully informed decisions regarding the future develop-
ment of the city and the role tourism can play in that development 
(Koens & Thomas, 2016). Simultaneously, urban tourism planning ‘on 
the ground’ remains fragmented, as policymakers predominantly take 
ad-hoc approaches to issues as they arise (Smith et al., 2018). As a result, 
residents and entrepreneurs at the margins will commonly struggle to 
benefit from tourism, even when it brings substantial social and eco-
nomic gains at the city level (Paton, McCall, & Mooney, 2016; Rogerson, 
2016; Russo & Scarnato, 2017). 

Here, reference can be made to the systemic dimension of the 
concept of sustainable development, which relates to more than simply 
balancing the environmental, social and economic dimensions of spe-
cific ‘isolated’ actions/decisions/policies at a specific point in time at an 
aggregated level (Destatte, 2010): it relates to aiming for long-term 
ecological sustainability while meeting the needs of all people today 
and in the future (Aall, 2014). Within the context of tourism in cities, 
this means that operationalizing sustainable urban tourism (develop-
ment) cannot be limited to simply aiming to sustain urban tourism or 
even to minimise the negative impacts of urban tourism through 
balancing its environmental, social and economic dimensions. Instead, it 
requires operationalizing sustainable urban tourism (development) as 
urban tourism (development) that promotes/contributes to this wider 
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process of change. 
However, even the most advanced and inclusive existing sustainable 

governance practices such as collaborative planning (Parker, 1999), 
community-based destination governance (Jamal & Watt, 2011) or 
relational and multi-stakeholder approaches (Bramwell, 2011; Waligo, 
Clarke, & Hawkins, 2013) tend to focus on increasing the capacity of 
existing systems to adapt to an increasingly complex society. Such a 
perspective is increasingly problematic for decision-making and policy 
development aimed at the management of urban tourism (Cheer, 
Milano, & Novelli, 2019). Take, for example, the current practices of 
spreading tourists to previously undiscovered areas, which have become 
an integral part of tourism management strategies in more and more 
cities. While this may increase the overall tourism carrying capacity of 
these cities, spreading of visitors can actually reinforce the negative 
perceptions of residents with regards to tourism in the newly visited 
areas (Koens et al., 2018), particularly if these perceptions are further 
strengthened by seeing shared economy accommodation services in 
these areas as the cause of increased house prices and rents (Matoga & 
Pawłowska, 2016). 

Unfortunately, so far only a few authors have applied a cause- 
oriented systemic perspective that addresses the driving forces of 
urban development and the role of tourism within that development 
(Næss & Vogel, 2012). This contributes to radical solutions that chal-
lenge the existing system largely remaining ignored on the ground, as 
the focus of tourism governance mostly continues to be on incremental 
improvements, even when these are unlikely to sufficiently address the 
challenges that face urban tourism today, such as climate change or 
multifaceted and inequitable distribution of impacts of overtourism. 
Some even argue that if decision- and policymakers continue to fail to 
address the underlying causes of unsustainable tourism development, 
the “increasing dimension of tourism in urban societies could be a driver 
for regime changes” (Russo & Scarnato, 2017, p. 1). However, given the 
urgency of the situation, rather than waiting and hoping for regime 
changes to magically produce a panacea, it may be wiser for academics, 
policymakers, practitioners and other stakeholders to take a more 
pro-active approach to destination design. Such a cause-oriented sys-
temic perspective focuses on realising a transformative change of 
tourism that is based on new forms of governance of the tourism system 
and its surroundings (Gössling, Hall, Ekström, Engeset, & Aall, 2012; 
Scuttari, Volgger, & Pechlaner, 2016). While there is only limited 
knowledge within the tourism domain on how to make the transition to 
a more sustainable system, such transitions have already been discussed 
extensively within wider literature. 

3. Transformations and transitions 

Transformative or transition approaches have come to the forefront 
in literature in recent years, as a reaction to the limitations of current 
socio-economic and political systems to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. The premise here is that stakeholders prefer adaptive manage-
ment and effect-oriented solutions that increase the resistance of the 
system to negative impacts. In other words, the logic and direction of 
current systems will be towards “incremental socio-technological 
change along established pathways of development” (Markard, Raven, 
& Truffer, 2012, p. 957). However, it is becoming increasingly clear that 
such measures may be insufficient to deal with complex sustainability 
issues like climate change or the overconsumption of natural resources 
and the fair distribution of wealth across the population (Gillard, 
Gouldson, Paavola, & Van Alstine, 2016). The aim of sustainability 
transition approaches therefore is to shift the existing system and to 
replace it with one that is more sustainable. In other words it seeks a 
“radical transformation towards a sustainable society, as a response to a 
number of persistent problems confronting contemporary modern so-
cieties” (Grin, Rotmans, & Schot, 2010, p. 1). A transformation is ach-
ieved by displacing entrenched forms of governance, to enable 
innovation and lead to fundamental, presumably positive changes in the 

nature of socio-economic systems (Folke et al., 2004). 
While societal transformation can happen spontaneously, for 

example due to technological developments (e.g. the advent of Airbnb or 
online tour operators within the tourism sector), there is a strand of 
work that seeks to purposely stimulate the advent of sustainability 
transitions. Through transition management they seek to achieve “a shift 
in the dominant ‘rules of the game’, a transformation of established 
technologies and societal practices, movement from one dynamic 
equilibrium to anothe – typically stretching over several generations 
(25–50 years)” (Meadowcroft, 2009, p. 324). Economic, technological 
and institutional barriers ingrained in the current system need to be 
overcome, not least the tendency to only address sector specific 
‘manageable’ problems by means of formalised policymaking processes 
(Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010). Within policymaking processes, powerful 
actors, who are part of and depend on the existing system, are likely to 
be “adverse to disruptive and swift transitions” (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki, 
& Lijnis Huffenreuter, 2015, p. 50). In addition, decisions are often 
based on discussions and compromises between stakeholders who are 
influenced as much by their own values and perspectives as they are by 
rational scientific information (Pelling & Manuel-Navarrete, 2011). 

To achieve systemic change, it is therefore necessary to appreciate 
“the sedimented patterns in which actors are embedded and the struc-
tures that they take for granted (e.g. rules and routines)” (Geels, 2010, p. 
507), but also ways to integrate “excluded groups, as well as those with 
counter or critical perspectives” (Genus & Coles, 2008, p. 1443). Geels 
(2010, p. 507) argues that this sets multi-level transition management 
apart from other innovative approaches, such as actor-network theory, 
that have already been taken up in tourism research (e.g. Duim, Ren, & 
Jóhannesson, 2012; Markard et al., 2012). 

Transition management implies multi-actor processes with involve-
ment and interaction of a wide variety of stakeholders from within and 
outside of the system. The idea is that all state and non-state actors 
manage or at least influence some part of the system and that they “co- 
produce and coordinate policies in an interactive and evolutionary 
manner” (Kemp, Loorbach, & Rotmans, 2007, p. 5). The focus lies in 
creating spaces where stakeholders can search for, learn from and 
experiment with solutions to accelerate transitions and then try to relate 
these to existing dynamics, making use of the complexity in society, 
rather than directly control it (Wittmayer et al., 2018). At the same time, 
transitions require some form of coordination through policymaking and 
institutional support, while a shared understanding by frontrunner 
business stakeholders also enables a more rapid and more dynamic 
development of transitions (Frantzeskaki, Loorbach, & Meadowcroft, 
2012; Markard et al., 2012). For these reasons, a multi-level governance 
structure has been suggested, which incorporates activities on four 
levels (Table 1). 

Starting at a strategic level, an initial transition arena is created by 
bringing together a relatively small group of frontrunners. This sets up 
long-term goals, based upon system-wide analysis of the problem and 
the issues that need to be overcome to achieve these goals. The transition 
team then identifies potential contributors to the transition (regime and 

Table 1 
Multi-level governance structure for transition management.  

Governance 
Level 

Main activities 

Strategic Creation of a transition arena consisting of a small network of 
frontrunners, system analysis, formulation of long-term goals, 
problem structuring 

Tactical Transition agendas, images, transition paths and coalitions are 
developed 

Operation Actors are mobilised, experiments executed and solutions 
implemented 

Reflexive Monitoring, assessing and evaluating policies and ongoing 
change 

Source: (Kemp et al., 2007): 
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niche-actors), who are brought together in coalitions to create a shared 
discourse, agenda and potential transition paths towards systemic 
change. Contributors are given the freedom to translate the joint dis-
courses in their own way and for their own daily environments. They are 
stimulated to engage their formal and informal networks to come up 
with new ideas and work on radical experiments: “iconic projects with a 
high level of risk that can make a potentially large innovative contri-
bution to a transition process” (Loorbach, 2010, p. 176). The ideas, 
thoughts and innovations that come out of experiments and discussions 
on the micro level are fed back to all contributors so that they can relate 
them to existing policies and ambitions in their organisations and acti-
vate other actors, and thus contribute to systemic change (Wittmayer 
et al., 2018). 

Simultaneously, “the coexistence of more hierarchical levels in so-
cioeconomic systems implies an unavoidable coexistence of conflicting 
values” (Giampietro, 1994, p. 617). On the individual stakeholder level, 
a lack of time, knowledge and resources, as well as conflicts of priorities 
and interests, all contribute to social dilemmas that hinder 
systems-oriented solutions (Melissen, Koens, Brinkman, & Smit, 2016). 
On the one hand, ensuring the long-term success of transition manage-
ment initiatives implies that “achieving coherence, consistency and 
congruence across complex policy mixes will need to receive much more 
explicit attention from practitioners and analysts” (Kern & Howlett, 
2009, p. 404). On the other, care needs to be taken not to dilute the 
ability of stakeholders to generate innovative ideas because they do not 
align with converging transition pathways. In fact, a common under-
standing does not imply that stakeholders are expected or even need to 
agree with each other. Efforts to redesigning our socioeconomic systems 
require a participatory approach but do not necessarily benefit from 
being consensual in nature (cf. Fry, 2009). Differences of opinion and 
discussions could actually lead to richer insights, more innovative so-
lutions and better cooperation (Sennett, 2013). Ultimately, an explicit 
desire for coherence, consistency and congruence may therefore make it 
more difficult to achieve a transition, particularly if this desire is 
equated with a need for consensus among stakeholders. Instead, it may 
be more useful to allow stakeholders to disagree, as long as they remain 
respectful, reflective, and willing to engage with others. Such ‘dignified 
disagreements’ stimulate divergent thinking patterns, which may be key 
to allow all stakeholders to contribute to and benefit from the required 
sustainability transitions. 

In recent years, the focus of transition management has very much 
switched to the city level instead of the national or even global level. 
Cities are dynamic and multifaceted, with a great number of different 
actors, but most of them are located in a small geographical and rela-
tional space and this could make it the appropriate level to initiate 
transitions (Bulkeley, Broto, Hodson, & Marvin, 2010; Loorbach, Witt-
mayer, Shiroyama, Fujino, & Mizuguchi, 2016). However, despite its 
apparent and significant impact on sustainable city development, the 
role of tourism and hospitality has so far rarely been addressed within 
this burgeoning body of literature. Beyond the predicted further increase 
in mobility and travel, this impact is set to become even more significant 
with the continued and ever-growing influence of the rise of the 
so-called experience economy (Smit et al., 2018), increasingly shaping 
cities as creative spaces and stimulating a focus on shared experiences 
between residents and visitors (Russo & Richards, 2016). 

The fact that tourism and residential functions of cities are becoming 
more and more entwined, not only increases the social, environmental 
and economic impact of tourism on city development. It also provides 
opportunities for new and innovative solutions for destination design, 
based on concepts and ideas related to tourism and hospitality (Mar-
kusen, 2014). Whereas tourism and hospitality businesses have histor-
ically focused on creating environments in which visitors feel welcome, 
knowledge, insights and expertise linked to these sectors can also be 
used to make a neighbourhood or the city as a whole more welcoming 
and inclusive for all stakeholders: for instance by applying concepts and 
ideas such as sustainable experience design, placemaking and 

hostmanship. By exchanging ideas and collaborating with representa-
tives of local communities and neighbourhoods, the tourism sector – 
both academics and practitioners – could very well assist policymakers, 
urban planners and other city stakeholders to successfully deal with is-
sues that, at first sight, appear to lie outside of the realm of tourism, such 
as loneliness, social cohesion, increasing inequality and environmental 
degradation (Melissen & Sauer, 2019). In fact, urban tourism could 
represent an interesting and promising context for applying the 
multi-level governance structure for transition management suggested 
by Kemp et al. (2007) and prove a fruitful transition arena for initiating 
sustainability transitions in (communities and neighbourhoods in) 
cities. 

The remainder of this paper therefore aims to contribute to this 
burgeoning set of literature by outlining a conceptual framework for 
sustainable urban tourism design and development that could assist in 
staging the types of collaborative reflections and reflective conversa-
tions with and about the situation at hand (cf. Schön, 1983). This allows 
it to support system analyses, problem structuring as well as develop-
ment of transition agendas and pathways within the context of setting in 
motion a sustainability transition at city level. 

4. Towards a Smart City Hospitality Framework 

4.1. Introducing smart city hospitality 

For urban tourism to be able to serve as a fruitful transition arena for 
sustainable urban development, it is not only important that urban 
planners and decision- and policymakers take more note of the role of 
tourism and hospitality, but also that tourism stakeholders widen their 
perspective. Rather than ignoring or narrowly focusing on minimising 
their short-term impact on the locality, the aim needs to be to improve 
the long-term value of tourism for the city as a whole. To achieve this, a 
greater common understanding of the potential role and impact of 
tourism is required. Within urban planning literature, such a perspective 
has been related to that of a ‘smart city’, which can be defined as a city 
where “investments in human and social capital and traditional (trans-
port) and modern (ICT) communication infrastructure fuel sustainable 
economic growth and a high quality of life, with a wise management of 
natural resources, through participatory governance” (Caragliu, Del Bo, 
& Nijkamp, 2011, p. 6). 

However, realising truly smart cities and turning urban tourism into 
a transition arena is anything but a sinecure. Tensions between the 
perspectives and interests of residents, tourists, the local tourism in-
dustry, the local non-tourism industry and city decision- and policy-
makers are key to truly understanding issues like overtourism and the 
impact of the sharing economy: topics that have come to dominate the 
debate on urban tourism (Koens et al., 2018; Russo & Scarnato, 2017; 
Stylidis, Belhassen, & Shani, 2015). Therefore, for urban tourism to 
serve as a fruitful transition arena, urban tourism governance needs to 
be based on reconceptualising the role of tourism within urban societies 
and explicitly acknowledging and addressing these tensions. The Smart 
City Hospitality (SCITHOS) Framework (Fig. 1) acknowledges these 
tensions and provides such a theorisation through representing the core 
topics, and their interdependencies, that should serve as the reference 
point for system analysis, formulation of long-term goals and problem 
structuring within the context of applying a transition management 
approach to sustainable urban tourism development. By serving as the 
foundation for systematic process-based analysis of sustainable urban 
tourism development through collaborative reflections by relevant 
stakeholders, it could play a key role in destination design efforts and at 
all four levels of (setting up) the multi-level governance structure for 
transition management as suggested by Kemp et al. (2007). 

The rationale for this framework is to provide a solid foundation for 
merging the concepts of sustainable development and city hospitality 
within discussions on and decision- and policymaking in relation to 
sustainable urban tourism development. Whereas the sustainable 

K. Koens et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Journal of Destination Marketing & Management 19 (2021) 100376

5

development dimension of the framework focuses on environmentally 
responsible and equitable economic development of the city – the 
environmental, social and economic aspects of sustainable development 
–, the city hospitality dimension focuses on the need for the city to act as 
a good ‘host’ to all its ‘guests’ (i.e. residents, tourists, businesses, NGOs, 
and the like) in realising this ambition. Placing resilience at the centre of 
the framework then highlights the temporal aspects of both dimensions, 
and their interdependencies. 

4.2. City hospitality as the first cornerstone 

The first step in shaping the city hospitality concept as a cornerstone 
for urban tourism analyses, goal-setting, envisioning transition paths, 
executing experiments, and the like, is to explicitly include liveability and 
experience quality as two of the core topics in this framework. 

However, in collaborative reflections, and subsequent decision- 
making, based on applying the SCITHOS Framework, it is important to 
realise that, these days, liveability has, unfortunately, turned into a 
rather fuzzy concept in literature and application on the ground, mostly 
as a result of using it as an all-encompassing blanket term to represent 
the presumed hospitableness of the city as a whole (Lloyd, Fullagar, & 
Reid, 2016). A wide range of liveability indices has emerged that sup-
posedly can assist in benchmarking cities. Most of these indices focus on 
quantifiable and aggregated data such as crime rates, urban design and 
business conditions. Ironically, these indices linked to and perspectives 
on liveability take little to no account of the actual quality of ‘daily life’ 
experiences of residents and other stakeholders, nor of activities and 
interactions that add to vibrancy and social life (Vine, 2012). As such, 
they are of little use to determine the actual quality of the city for its 
users. 

Simultaneously, especially in the literature and on the ground ap-
plications within the leisure, tourism and hospitality domains, experi-
ence quality is usually described exclusively from the perspective of the 
visitor and ignored by urban planning departments and urban decision- 
and policymakers (Russo, 2002). From the perspective of applying a 
destination design approach to sustainable urban tourism development, 
this is not a constructive interpretation of the experience quality 
concept. Real life in a city is more than a collection of ‘tourist bubbles’ 

(Füller & Michel, 2014) as cities represent “spaces with multiple dy-
namic functions” (Beritelli & Laesser, 2017, p. 195). In real life, leisure 
activities and services in a city are not the exclusive terrain of tourists. 
These activities and services form an integral part of the quality of life 
for non-tourists as well. Consequently, cities need to focus on their 
quality as the provider of these experiences to all their ‘users’, including 
residents. 

What is more, addressing the quality level of the city as a provider of 
these experiences moves beyond commercial leisure, tourism and hos-
pitality services and also needs to address the quality of other types of 
leisure activities and services, such as sports, children playing and going 
for a walk. The quality of these experiences is very much influenced by 
the quality of the city in terms of its natural environment, its facilities 
and infrastructure, as well as a range of other non-tourism specific as-
pects, such as providing a sense of security, ensuring courtesy of other 
city users and value for money (Soler & Gemar, 2017). 

In order to assist stakeholders of sustainable urban tourism devel-
opment in moving beyond the contentious boundaries between tourists 
and residents, between tourism and non-tourism, the SCITHOS Frame-
work defines liveability as the quality (level) of the city as a place to live 
and work for residents and other stakeholders who make use of the city 
for these purposes (e.g. commuters, local business owners and visitors). 
Experience quality is defined as the quality of the city as a provider of 
experiences that fulfil visitors’ and residents’ and other stakeholders’ 
experience needs and wishes from a leisure perspective (cf. Smit, 2016). 

By defining liveability and experience quality this way, stakeholders 
are assisted in accounting for the fact that, in essence, residents, tourism 
and non-tourism business owners and employees, commuters, visitors, 
and the like, all make use of the same services, yet they differ in the way 
that they use and appreciate these services. Urban tourism (decision- 
and policymaking) influences these services, as well as the way they are 
used and appreciated by these different users. For instance, urban 
tourism can (re)define places as places of interest, which could very well 
enrich the quality of life of residents by improving these places from an 
experience quality perspective. Simultaneously, urban tourism can also 
lead to an increase of “transient populations with little commitment to 
the locality, cultural conflict and concern for security and personal 
safety”, which can inhibit social interactions and actually negatively 
impact the liveability of a city or a neighbourhood (Ife, Ife, & Tesoriero, 
2006, p. 100). Obviously, urban tourism can also generate other ten-
sions, such as overcrowding and traffic and parking problems. The 
impact of tourism is generally perceived more negatively when tourists 
‘consume’ a destination with little knowledge or interest, when they 
disrupt the routines of residents (e.g. by blocking pavements, being rude 
or noisy), but also when their presence increases the cost of living (Koens 
et al., 2018). In other words, if tourists are unwilling or unable to 
reciprocate the hostmanship of the city and its (temporary) residents or 
if their presence disturbs or dilutes the city’s ability to properly host its 
residents at a price that is perceived as reasonable for the quality pro-
vided, urban tourism could decrease liveability of a city. 

Once again, though, a binary distinction between guests and hosts 
would be unhelpful in addressing these tensions. In fact, it would 
probably be impossible to assign one, fixed label to a number of parties 
involved. Just consider the increasing numbers of students and pro-
fessionals (i.e. global nomads) living in cities for several months, or 
residents seeking out leisure activities within their own locality (i.e. 
proximity tourism) (Diaz-Soria, 2017; Mordue, 2007). While inhabitants 
may contribute to the attractiveness of the city to visitors, in turn, those 
same visitors contribute to its upliftment, conviviality, sociality and 
vitalisation of social life. Especially from a destination design and 
transition management perspective, it is therefore more useful to pur-
posely focus on the joint responsibility of all different providers and 
users of a city’s services for creating the environment that hosts all of 
them (Smith & Zátori, 2016). Rather than making a binary and fixed 
distinction between hosts and guests, all stakeholders are seen as both 
(temporary) hosts and guests. These roles are “mutually constitutive of 

Fig. 1. Smart city hospitality framework.  
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each other and thus relational and shifting” (Dikeç, 2002, p. 239). 
What is more, acknowledging and accepting the constitutive, rela-

tional and shifting nature of these roles implies that it would be logical 
and reasonable for all of these stakeholders to have a say in shaping the 
development of the environment that hosts all of them. Simply put: one 
cannot expect someone to take responsibility without delegating au-
thority to him or her. 

For fully gauging these tensions and this joint responsibility and 
authority in collaboratively reflecting on sustainable urban tourism 
development, the city hospitality dimension of the SCITHOS Framework 
therefore incorporates a third core topic: smart hospitality. It is defined as 
the level to which various stakeholders are stimulated and enabled to 
take on their responsibility in jointly shaping the city’s urban tourism 
system. By using the Cittaslow movement as inspiration and the design 
futuring concept (Fry, 2009) and the multi-level governance structure 
for transition management (Kemp et al., 2007) as points of reference, 
this third topic focuses attention on purposely creating a shared “sys-
tematic consciousness and coordination among local stakeholders” in 
relation to sustainable urban tourism development (Hatipoglu, 2015; 
Presenza, Abbate, & Micera, 2015, p. 485; Šegota, Mihalič, & Kuščer, 
2017). 

For properly addressing the topic of smart hospitality, the interpre-
tation of ‘smart’ during collaborative reflections on sustainable urban 
tourism development needs to move well beyond its technological 
interpretation and (mis)use in a significant portion of current literature 
and policymaking dedicated to urban tourism governance. As such, the 
SCITHOS Framework differs strongly from most other approaches that 
claim to address ‘smartness’ but actually simply focus on greater 
development, commercialisation and consumption of digital technolo-
gies and infrastructure within the context of (ambitions to realise) citi-
zen involvement in discussions on shaping urban futures. Instead, the 
inclusion of smart hospitality as a core topic in this framework implies 
that ‘complementary digitally mediated and face-to-face processes that 
respect local knowledge systems’ (Sadoway & Shekhar, 2014) are vital 
to but not sufficient for stimulating and enabling stakeholders to fulfil 
their role in the transition arena and move beyond consensus-seeking 
approaches (cf. Fry, 2009). These processes are only helpful if they 
actually increase the ability of stakeholders to mobilise and influence 
the direction of governance, ensure stakeholders’ perspectives are better 
integrated into transition agendas, assist in developing coalitions, 
mobilise key actors, contribute to executing experiments, and the like. In 
other words, and crucially, they should not serve as a means for “atti-
tudinal change” (Fry, 2009, p. 11) and to subjectify citizens’ initiatives 
to existing, oftentimes growth-oriented, narratives (Wise, 2016) but 
assist in truly accounting for the different perspectives and interests of 
and delegating authority to stakeholders as a prerequisite for shaping 
sustainable urban (tourism) futures. 

4.3. Sustainable development and resilience as additional cornerstones 

As discussed earlier, if urban tourism development is to serve as a 
fruitful transition arena for initiating sustainability transitions in 
(communities and neighbourhoods in) cities, shaping urban tourism 
futures needs to acknowledge and account for the role of tourism within 
a wider process of change (cf. Aall, 2014; Brundtland & Khalid, 1987; 
Destatte, 2010). The potential impact of tourism on this wider process of 
change, the process towards realising sustainable development, has 
already been discussed extensively in the tourism literature commonly 
using a people, planet, profit framework (e.g. Bramwell, 2015; Buckley, 
2012). As such, these concepts will be only discussed in brief and in 
relation to the SCITHOS Framework. They are addressed in this frame-
work by incorporating natural viability, economic wealth, equitability and 
resilience as additional core topics to ensure that these topics are incor-
porated in collaborative reflections on shaping viable urban tourism 
futures. 

Natural viability is defined as the ability of the natural (eco)system, 

locally and globally, to support the needs and wishes of current and 
future generations (cf. Brundtland & Khalid, 1987). It is useful to note 
that the relationships between tourism and environmental issues are 
most evident when tourists compete for resources with local stake-
holders (e.g. through water use) or where they put additional strain on 
the city system (e.g. through waste, congestion, noise) and thus directly 
affect short-term liveability and experience quality. More global and 
long-term issues, such a climate change or micro plastics, may be less 
top-of-mind among stakeholders, but can also prove to be disastrous for 
shaping ‘positive’ long-term futures of the city and its tourism (Gössling 
et al., 2012). Simultaneously, tourism itself is directly responsible for a 
significant contribution to some of these global and long-term issues, 
with CO2 emissions linked to tourist travel as the most widely known 
and obvious example (Peeters & Eijgelaar, 2014). Therefore, it is 
essential to include both these interdependencies and this long-term 
perspective in collaborative reflections based on the city hospitality 
dimension of the SCITHOS Framework. 

The same applies to the economic and social components of sus-
tainable development. Economic wealth relates to the value of all the 
assets of worth owned by individuals, communities, companies or gov-
ernment, locally and globally (cf. Balaguer & Cantavella-Jordá, 2002). 
Obviously, economic wealth of a city influences its liveability and 
experience quality, for instance through its ability to finance construc-
tion and maintenance of facilities and infrastructure. In turn, tourism 
can contribute to creating (long-term) economic wealth of the city as a 
whole directly, by generating income at city level – for instance through 
tourist taxes – and indirectly, by generating income at individual resi-
dent level – for instance through providing employment (for employees) 
and generating revenues (for business owners). What is more, these 
impacts are closely linked to the overall quality of life of city residents 
and thus to the social component of sustainable development, also from 
a fair distribution of wealth perspective. 

The social component is represented as equitability; a measure for 
the fair distribution of economic wealth and other costs and benefits 
between different groups and stakeholders (cf. Brundtland & Khalid, 
1987; McElduff, Peel, Ritchie, & Lloyd, 2016). For instance, the tourism 
sector employs a relatively high number of women and people with 
relatively low levels of education, which could be argued to contribute 
to improving the quality of life of these vulnerable groups of city resi-
dents. Simultaneously, to put it mildly, this specific sector of the econ-
omy is not known for providing optimal working conditions for its 
employees and this could be argued to represent a negative impact of 
tourism on the social component of sustainable development, and 
overtourism can be argued to only increase this problem (Walmsley, 
2017). 

The complexities and ambiguities involved with urban tourism – 
including their impact on issues that are traditionally seen as ‘beyond 
the scope of tourism’, as well as the predicted continuing increase in 
visitor numbers, imply that it also key that decision- and policymaking 
in relation to tourism contributes to cities’ long-term ability to deal with 
new and/or changing issues that impede on the sustainability transition 
of the city. This continuing “ability of urban systems to adapt and thrive 
in changing circumstances” has earlier been described as resilience 
(Buijs et al., 2016, p. 2), which stands at the core of the SCITHOS 
Framework. Resilience and sustainability are commonly considered as 
complementary in the thinking about destination design and it “has 
often been suggested that […] for cities to be sustainable they must be 
resilient” (Redman, 2014, p. 36). In the tourism discourse, the combi-
nation of sustainability and resilience has received relatively little 
attention, although multiple authors have argued for further research 
theorisation on the matter (e.g. Cheer et al., 2019; Innerhofer, Fontanari, 
& Pechlaner, 2018; Luthe & Wyss, 2014). 

A full and detailed discussion on all (highly situational) in-
terdependencies between urban tourism and the overall process towards 
sustainable development at a local, regional or global level is beyond the 
scope of this paper. However, as indicated earlier, such a ‘situated and 
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circumstantially reactive’ discussion (Fry, 2009, p. 10) needs to be 
incorporated in collaborative reflections by involved stakeholders 
within the context of destination design efforts, especially when aiming 
to actually create transition arenas based on sustainable urban tourism 
development. These reflections need to address all relevant short-term 
and direct impacts of tourism as well as its long-term and indirect 
impacts. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

Together, these core topics and their interdependencies shape the 
SCITHOS Framework. The choice for the specific wording used in the 
definitions of the three dimensions of sustainable development, resil-
ience and the three core topics linked to city hospitality, is dictated by 
the specific purpose of the SCITHOS Framework. This purpose is to 
provide a solid foundation for collaborative reflections – by all relevant 
stakeholders – that support destination design efforts and initiatives 
from the perspective of a transition management approach to sustain-
able urban tourism development. To serve this purpose, these reflections 
need to move beyond a ‘traditional’ triple-bottom-line approach to 
discussing and analysing the relationships between (urban) tourism and 
the wider process towards realising sustainable (urban) development 
(Aall, 2014). 

To illustrate how applying the SCITHOS Framework could assist in 
doing so, consider the choice to frame the social component of sus-
tainable development as equitability and defining it in terms of a fair 
distribution of all costs and benefits associated with urban tourism fu-
tures. This particular perspective should assist those involved in desti-
nation design efforts in ensuring that urban tourism analyses, goal- 
setting, envisioning transition paths, executing experiments, and the 
like – in other words, the actions that actually shape cities’ futures – 
move well beyond discussions and decision-making based on aggregated 
data. Through highlighting the direct links between equitability and all 
other core topics included in the SCITHOS framework, it not only 
stimulates collaborative reflections on how economic and other costs 
and benefits are distributed fairly among specific groups of residents, 
visitors, tourism and non-tourism business owners, and the like, both in 
the short-term and in the long-term. It could also assist in purposely 
shaping transition agendas and experiments aimed at ensuring that 
benefits that tourism can bring, both in terms of quality of life and 
experience quality, actually reach groups that would otherwise be 
excluded from these benefits. Inclusion of (the relationships with) smart 
hospitality highlights the relevance of bringing together a group of 
frontrunners with specific characteristics, for instance in terms of their 
ability to engage these various groups and to stimulate and assist them in 
translating the transition arena’s joint discourses in their own way and 
for their own daily environments. Simultaneously, the links to natural 
viability and resilience highlight the relevance of ensuring that new 
ideas and radical experiments not only focus on ‘fighting’ short-term 
unequal distribution of quality of life and experience quality benefits 
but also on their impact on resolving short-term and long-term envi-
ronmental issues. 

In some instances and under some circumstances, it might suffice to 
simply use the SCITHOS Framework as a (visual) reminder for 
addressing all relevant aspects in brainstorming sessions, agenda setting, 
and the like, in small scale destination design initiatives aimed at 
experimenting with sustainable urban tourism futures, for instance at 
neighbourhood level. However, it could also be used as the basis for in- 
depth analysis of scenarios and their impacts on a city level through 
applying a participatory design approach to tourism experience design 
(Tussyadiah, 2014) that moves well beyond focusing on ‘tourist bubbles’ 
and, instead, treats tourism as one of the functions of the destination 

(Beritelli & Laesser, 2017) that impacts all of its users, not just tourists. 
An example of how the latter could be shaped, is the JPI-Urban 

Europe project entitled SCITHOS (www.scithos.eu), in which the SCI-
THOS Framework has been developed and, consequently, used as the 
foundation for setting up serious game-playing sessions with relevant 
stakeholders in six European cities, supported by quantitative system 
dynamics analyses of alternative strategies for sustainable urban tourism 
development. These serious game-playing sessions combine a board 
game that is able to represent the actual situation ‘on the ground’ in 
cities, as well as potential interventions to change this situation, with 
real-time in-depth quantitative analyses of the impact of these in-
terventions through calculating the resulting ‘scores’ for all core topics 
included in the SCITHOS Framework, as well as the relevant variables 
that determine these overall scores. For instance, during game-play, 
players can not only monitor the changes in liveability of the city as a 
whole as a result of their joint decision-making but also how these scores 
may vary across different types of residents and different areas within 
the city, as well as how aspects such as crowdedness and house prices 
have impacted these various scores. In this way the game allows for 
more specific discussions on the impacts of tourism that may lead to 
perceptions of overtourism. 

As such, these serious game-playing sessions allow for the types of 
reflective conversations with the situation at hand as suggested by Schön 
(1983) that, as explained by Cross (2011), are crucial to applying a 
design thinking approach to problem solving. Applying the SCITHOS 
Framework in this way allows for applying constructive methods (Tus-
syadiah, 2014) within the context of truly participatory destination 
design efforts based on combining techniques such as flexible modelling, 
storyboarding and (quantitative) simulation (Martin & Hanington, 
2012). A full and in-depth evaluation of the approach applied in the 
SCITHOS project, including the impact of using the SCITHOS Frame-
work as the foundation for collaborative reflections, is executed at the 
time of writing this paper. However, it would be fair to say that pre-
liminary results – including direct feedback from participants in all six 
cities – indicate that application of the SCITHOS Framework in this way 
provides a useful reference point for an interactive process in which 
participants are stimulated and supported to not only collaboratively 
reflect on the current situation but also its true complexity, as well as the 
intended and unintended implications of a range of possible 
interventions. 

Based on these first experiences with applying the SCITHOS 
Framework as a foundation for collaborative informed reflections on 
overtourism, both with respect to the situation at hand and the impli-
cations of potential interventions, the authors of this paper feel it could 
contribute to further exploring and strengthening the contribution of 
design-oriented thinking to destination management and governance. A 
framework such as the SCITHOS Framework could prove helpful in 
making ‘crucial judgements about actions that could increase or 
decrease futuring potential’, as Fry (2009, p.12) expresses it so 
eloquently. In other words, if we are to deepen our understanding of 
how tourism destinations work, particularly in relation to one of soci-
ety’s most urgent challenges, i.e. realising a transition towards a sus-
tainable society, these types of frameworks could prove useful in making 
optimal use of the potential of design thinking in shaping solutions. 
Therefore, the SCITHOS Framework has been designed as a means to 
purposely direct collaborative reflections towards creating ‘an interac-
tive process based on posing a problem frame and exploring its impli-
cations in ‘moves’ that investigate the arising solution possibilities’ 
(Cross, 2011, p. 23). Applying the SCITHOS Framework allows for 
shaping destination futures that, as Cross puts it, ‘talk back’ to the ‘de-
signers’ through highlighting the complexities involved and all conse-
quences of potential actions, also those not intended. 
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With respect to the particular conceptual framework presented in 
this paper, i.e. the SCITHOS Framework, application in various desti-
nation design circumstances and combining it with particular design 
methods might very well require further refinement or even adjust-
ments. In addition, the framework has been developed with application 
of the framework as part of serious-gaming workshops within a Western 
European context in mind, and may thus not automatically be applicable 
in other settings and for cities in other regions. Even in a Western Eu-
ropean context, its ability to support citizen participation and resilient 
design will depend on the openness of key stakeholders to engage with 
such processes and follow through on any potential outcomes and design 
decisions. However, the train of thought presented in this paper and 
experiences so far give rise to optimism about its potential to contribute 
to further development of the destination design concept, associated 
tools and methods, as well as sustainable destination development ‘on 
the ground’, especially in relation to a transition management 
perspective on destination development driven by design thinking 
principles. 
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