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Although the pre-pandemic tourism debate was led by Overtourism, when the pan-
demic erupted, the increasing literature on this topic was still in an initial stage. The 
mobility restrictions derived from Covid-19 stopped Overtourism, but the problem is 
still far from being eradicated. There is an increasingly need for a solid body of 
knowledge on which to build recovery to avoid making past mistakes.
A comprehensive pre-pandemic literature review is carried out, by proposing an 
overtourism conceptual framework that integrates its causes and consequences. 
How the pandemic could become an opportunity to transition to a responsible tou-
rism model is discussed.
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El debate turístico previo a la pandemia estuvo protagonizado por el fenómeno del 
overtourism, con un crecimiento exponencial de la literatura científica. No obstante, 
en el momento de la irrupción del coronavirus, este topic aún estaba en un estadio 
inicial. Aunque las restricciones de movilidad derivadas del Covid-19 frenaron el over-
tourism, el problema está aún lejos de haberse erradicado. Hoy es más patente la 
necesidad de un cuerpo sólido de conocimientos sobre el cual construir la recuper-
ación del sector, evitando cometer los errores del pasado.
Este trabajo realiza una revisión exhaustiva de la literatura previa a la pandemia, 
proponiendo un marco conceptual para el análisis del overtourism que integra sus 
causas y consecuencias. Se discute cómo la pandemia podría convertirse en una 
oportunidad para la transición hacia un modelo de turismo responsable.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

The Covid-19 pandemic has paralysed the world and has caused immense human and economic losses. 
However, like all crises, it is an opportunity: this stoppage of activity can and should be employed to rethink 
the desirable tourist model for the future (Lew et al., 2020). The revival of the sector must be carefully planned 
and implemented in order to prevent the pre-pandemic overtourism situations from being repeated.

Before the pandemic, one of the hot topics in the tourism debate, especially in urban tourism, was over-
tourism. UNWTO (2018) defines overtourism as “the impact of tourism on a destination, or parts thereof, 
that excessively influences the perceived quality of life of citizens and / or the quality of visitors experiences 
negatively. (…) It is the opposite of Responsible Tourism, which is about using tourism to make better places 
to live in and better places to visit”(p. 4).

Although most of the issues underlying overtourism were not new to the sector (overcrowding, carrying 
capacity, destination irritation index, tourism area life cycle), additional nuances had emerged that re-
quired innovative formulae both for its scientific analysis and for those responsible for its management. 
Information and communication technology (ICT) and globalization modified not only the way of travelling, 
but also the business model (Boluk et al., 2019). Tourist flows grew exponentially and concentrated in certain 
places, mainly cities; this in turn generated overcrowding situations that damaged both the quality of life of 
the resident and the satisfaction of the tourist. The geopolitical context in which tourist activity takes place 
is becoming increasingly complex. The elements that make up the tourism system and the different agents 
that participate there are more connected and their relationships are more profound. Overtourism is a mul-
tidimensional phenomenon that must be tackled in a multidisciplinary way, by combining approaches that 
incorporate economics, geography, ecology, sociology, political science, and psychology.

Although scientific work on overtourism had increased in the previous pandemic years, no widely ac-
cepted conceptual framework had yet been established on which future studies could be based and through 
which those responsible for tourism management can support their decisions (Capocchi et al., 2020).

Since overtourism became a ‘fashionable’ term (Capocchi et al., 2019) in a significant part of the existing 
literature, it is often only mentioned in the introduction or in the conclusions as part of the pre-covid tourism 
problems. Besides, many studies that carried out specific analyzes of overtourism did so in a partial way 
and focused on a limited number of its causes and/or consequences (Del Chiappa et al., 2018; Milano et al., 
2019). Certain literature reviews also exist, but again they are partial studies in which only a few of the di-
mensions associated with the term are analyzed (see, e.g., Dodds & Butler, 2019). Recently, theoretical con-
ceptualization and modelling studies have begun to be published, which could be taken as the starting point 
for the rigorous analysis of the phenomenon (Mihalic, 2020; Nilsson, 2020; Wall, 2020). Our work belongs to 
this new line of research. Thus, an exhaustive review of the scientific literature earlier pandemic is carried 
out in order to contribute towards the development of a systematic and integrated conceptual framework 
that can guide the post-pandemic tourism model. Specifically, the following objectives are set out:

1. Determine the limitations of the research carried out on overtourism and establish future lines of 
work.

2. Distil the essential elements that are hidden behind the term overtourism and bring to light the new 
nuances that it introduces, thus contributing to building a conceptual framework that captures the 
complexity of the phenomenon and integrates its causes and consequences.

3. Systematize the actions that have been applied and/or proposed for the management of pre-
pandemic overtourism. Mark the changes that are being produced in the sector as a consequence of 
the pandemic and outline how this can become an opportunity to transition towards a post-pandemic 
model of responsible tourism.

Our paper therefore makes a double contribution. On the one hand, it enriches the existing literature 
by systematising previous results and contributes towards the construction of an integrated conceptual 
framework for the analysis of overtourism. On the other hand, the results achieved in this paper could 
be significant for policy makers since they provide tools to handle overtourism. This can provide a key to 
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overcoming past mistakes and to planning a suitable transition from pre-pandemic overtourism to a post-
pandemic responsible tourism model.

This paper is structured as follows: This Introduction is followed by the description of the research method 
and sample profile; Section 3 proposes a conceptual framework for the analysis of overtourism, presented 
in pictorial form, from the literature review carried out; Section 4 discusses pre-pandemic alternatives for 
the management of overtourism; Section 5 presents the results and discusses how the pandemic can be 
converted into an opportunity for the transition to a post-pandemic responsible tourism model; and finally, 
a set of concluding remarks is laid out in Section 6.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1.  Research approach, data collection, and sampling

This paper shows results through the collection, assessment, and integration of pre-pandemic scientific 
literature on overtourism. A qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) of the existing literature on 
overtourism was carried out in order to bring to light the elements that characterize this complex and 
multidimensional phenomenon (Gough et al., 2013). As a non-linear conceptualization of a cross-study 
data collection tool, QIMS is intended to merge topics from a collection of related studies into a holistic 
understanding.

The papers have been reviewed and synthesized using in both deductive and inductive methods by 
determining a collection of linked overtourism features based on how they are applied in the literature. 
Therefore, the selected documents were coded in a double process: in a first stage, those codes recurring 
in the academic tourism literature were deductively determined; in a second phase, an inductive method 
was utilized, by extracting new codes from the particularized study of each of the papers in our sample. This 
codification has enabled a detailed analysis of the dimensions of overtourism discussed in the literature, 
which has served as the basis for the design, in pictorial form, of a holistic conceptual framework regarding 
the phenomenon.

Data for QIMS was collected through the use of purposive sampling to select relevant papers on over-
tourism. These studies were found using scientific databases, mainly those of the Web of Science and Science 
Direct. The search was then completed with Google Scholar. In addition, relevant publications were iden-
tified as they were cited in the publications under scrutiny. Keywords used in the search included different 
forms of writing ‘overtourism’ and, given its multidisciplinary character, the search tackled various areas of 
knowledge (sociology, geography, economics, politics, ecology and psychology). The search period ranged 
from 1990 to the onset of the covid-19 pandemic (early 2020).

The first search resulted in the collection of approximately 200 articles. After a filtering process, in which 
repeated documents and previous versions of the same work were excluded, the sample was reduced to 
154 papers. A first screening of those documents was carried out largely based on abstracts and executive 
summaries to sort out irrelevant publications. In all, we collected 99 unique studies (see the complete list in 
the Supplementary Material).

According to the objectives of the work, the final sample was coded. Our coding framework was de-
veloped in an iterative process. Initial coding dimensions were developed deductively, based on the 
knowledge of the topic from the academic tourism literature: identification of the work; treatment of 
overtourism; type of paper; tourist typology and geographical area. Additional coding dimensions were 
added inductively throughout the coding process, based on the profound review of our sample. They 
were added to identify the topics related to overtourism addressed in the work: measurement (indicators, 
surveys, interviews, and social networks), causes (supply, demand, management), impacts (touristification, 
gentrification, degradation, and sociopsychological impacts), and management alternatives (integral 
planning, strategic goals and measures). An overview of the information of all the studies is available as 
Supplementary Material.
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2.2.  Profile of the sample

We observed that 80% of the papers had been published in the last two years of the period studied, which 
confirms that we are dealing with a term whose study is recent, as shown in figure 1.

Almost half of the selected papers refer to overtourism indirectly (49%) and, in many cases, overtourism is 
reduced to a mere quote in the introduction or in the conclusions as a cause or side effect of the main topic 
of the paper.

Although most of the work in the entire sample is empirical (55%), most of those who handle overtourism 
directly are theoretical and carry out partial analyzes focused on a number of the causes, consequences, 
and/or alternatives proposed in order to tackle the phenomenon. Only half of these studies that deal with 
overtourism directly include any type of measurement of overtourism. On the other hand, they are mostly 
case studies of specific cities (40%) and of these, 86% are located in Europe (figure 2).

The photography obtained from the pre-pandemic literature review shows that overtourism became a 
‘fashionable’ word, which has been largely used in exploratory case studies, located mainly in European 
cities, and focused solely on one of the dimensions of overtourism. In fact, together with the deficiencies in 
the measurement of overtourism (Buitrago & Yñiguez, 2021), one of the main weaknesses of these studies 
is their partial focus.

In order to overcome this lack of an all-encompassing approach, our work proposes an integrated con-
ceptual framework design presented in pictorial form and based on the conclusions of the reviewed work. 
Although overtourism is a multidimensional concept that presents differential elements in each case, we 
have striven to group its possible causes and consequences through an integrated theoretical framework, 
focusing on its driving forces and on the new nuances that explain both the emergence of the phenomenon 
and the need for new multidisciplinary approaches to its scientific study and its management.

Figure 1. Trends in the Publication of Direct and Indirect Papers. Source: Authors´own.
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Figure 2. Features of the sample of direct papers. Source: Authors´own.

3.  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE ANALYSIS OF OVERTOURISM: A LITERATURE REVIEW

Despite the fact that the concept of sustainable tourism is widely consolidated theoretically (Butler, 1974; 
Inskeep, 1991), there are major shortcomings in its practical implementation. In fact, the very existence of 
overtourism situations is a clear reflection thereof. The term responsible tourism has been developed over 
the past decade (see, e.g., Goodwin, 2011) to expand the sustainable tourism paradigm by focusing not only 
on the theoretical pillars of sustainability, but also on the actions and behaviours necessary for its effective 
implementation. According to Mihalic (2020), in this work, the phenomenon of overtourism is analyzed in 
the conceptual framework of (ir)-responsible tourism, delving into the theories that support both its causes 
and its consequences.

In summary, and as shown in figure 3, the increasingly complex geopolitical contexts linked to the ex-
pansion of the neoliberal economic paradigm, ICT, and globalization, have accelerated changes both in the 
way of travelling and business models and in tourism policy (Boluk et al., 2019). Guided by these driving 
forces, tourist flows have grown exponentially, having concentrated both spatially and temporally, whereby 
the tourism industry is increasingly controlled by unregulated capital flows. Furthermore, tourism policy, 
focused on tourism growth strategies, has granted power to the private sector and has failed to react with 
sufficient speed and flexibility. Faced with this situation, tourists and residents compete for scarce resources, 
often in fragile environments, which has generated serious economic, social, environmental, and institu-
tional impacts on destinations. Therefore, a major contradiction is revealed that can largely explain the 
difficulties in managing overtourism: While the causes are especially linked to the global scale, the impacts 
are focused on the local scale.

In figure 4, from the literature review carried out, the possible causes of overtourism (on the side of 
supply, demand, and tourism management) have been systematized by them in the underlying geopolitical 
context, and references to the paper that addressed these causes are given (the numbers in the figure cor-
respond to the code of the reviewed papers).
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Figure 3. Integrated Conceptual Framework for the Analysis of Overtourism. Source: Authors´own.

Supply factors are strongly influenced by both technological advances and the neoliberal economic 
paradigm, which has generated profound changes throughout the tourist industry (accommodation, 
transport, infrastructure and intermediary sectors). The expansion of the internet has fostered a process 
of disintermediation in a large part of the tourism subsectors by reducing costs, making travel more 
flexible, and rendering tourism more difficult to control (Alexis, 2017). At the same time, the spread of 
neoliberalism and globalization has led to a tourism industry that is more highly susceptible to global 
capital flows (Bianchi, 2018) and more dependent on the global travel supply chain operating outside the 
destination communities (Milano et al., 2019). In accommodation, the most significant change is found in 
the rise of digital platforms that allow direct contact between hosts and tourists. Many residential homes 
are subject to tourist use, when they are rented and/or temporarily exchanged by their owners through 
platforms such as Airbnb, HomeAway, and Home Exchange (Sarantakou & Terkenli, 2019). The tourist can 
make the reservation directly, view the accommodation and even discover the experience of previous 
clients. This type of accommodation is more difficult to control than traditional tourism accommodation, 
making its expansion more complex to limit (Ghidouche & Ghidouche, 2019). This new business model 
has attracted large corporations and large investors by fostering intense real-estate speculation pro-
cesses, especially in urban centres (González-Pérez, 2020). All this has markedly increased the supply of 
tourism accommodation and reduced its prices, making it possible for more tourists to concentrate in 
the same place at the same time, thereby causing overtourism and intensifying the gentrification process 
(Novy, 2019).

Transport is also responsible for this excess tourism, particularly low-cost airlines and large cruise ships. 
The liberalization of international aviation and the growing use of online distribution channels explain the 
profound change in the commercial models of air transport, dominated today by low-cost airlines. These 
airlines, by offering lower prices for more destinations, allow more people to travel to farther destinations 
(Dodds & Butler, 2019) and enable more short trips to be made throughout the year (Peeters et al., 2018). 
In turn, this increase in customers generates new price reductions, which again encourage more trips. The 
existence of low-cost flights has become a determining factor both in the decision to travel and in the choice 
of destination (Nilsson, 2020). On the other hand, large cruises allow an enormous number of tourists to 
visit destinations without having the limitation of having to stay there overnight. Accommodation at the 
destination no longer constitutes a limitation to tourist demand. Cruise tourists spend little time at each 
destination and visit only the most prominent attractions, which explains the large concentration of tourists 
in the same space at the same time (Seraphin et al., 2018). Furthermore, transport is another sector where 
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collaborative economy platforms have appeared (BlaBlaCar, Uber, Cabify, shared bicycles or scooters, etc.) 
and have altered both ways of travelling and moving around (Novy, 19).

Likewise, overtourism is also explained by changes in the infrastructures that support such transport. The 
prevailing neoliberalism in the global economy has led to the privatization of certain infrastructures, making 
it more difficult to control tourist arrivals, since the interests of the owners are often in opposition to this 
control (Alexis, 2017).

In short, the tourist industry is currently less intermediated and is more flexible and varied, destinations 
are more accessible and affordable for tourists, there is greater accommodation capacity, and most impor-
tantly, the industry is more difficult to control (see figure 4).

On the demand side, a combination of demographic, economic, and social factors linked to the afore-
mentioned driving forces have led to a sharp increase in tourism and the appearance of new consumption 
patterns that have contributed to the concentration of tourism in both space and time.

Demographic factors include the growth of the world’s population, the ageing of the population, and 
the appearance of increasingly diverse households. UNWTO (2013) points out that these trends affect both 
the number of tourists and the patterns of demand (frequency and duration of trips, products demanded, 
spending and tourist behaviour). Intergenerational differences and differences in the composition of 
households diversify the ways of travelling: millennials and baby boomers; singles or couples (heterosexual 
or homosexual); in family groups; or groups of friends. In general, the number of trips has increased and 
their duration has been shortened. These short-term trips are limited to visiting the main tourist attractions 
of the destination, thereby contributing towards its overcrowding (McKinsey & WTTC, 2017).

On the demand side, a combination of demographic, economic, and social factors linked to the afore-
mentioned driving forces have led to a sharp increase in tourism and the appearance of new consumption 
patterns that have contributed to the concentration of tourism in both space and time.

Figure 4. Overtourism Conceptual Framework: Causes. Literature review.  
Note: The numbers in parentheses correspond to the code of the reviewed papers that deal 

with causes of overtourism. See references in Table A1 of the Appendix. Source: Authors´own.
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Demographic factors include the growth of the world’s population, the ageing of the population, and 
the appearance of increasingly diverse households. UNWTO (2013) points out that these trends affect both 
the number of tourists and the patterns of demand (frequency and duration of trips, products demanded, 
spending and tourist behaviour). Intergenerational differences and differences in the composition of 
households diversify the ways of travelling: millennials and baby boomers; singles or couples (heterosexual 
or homosexual); in family groups; or groups of friends. In general, the number of trips has increased and 
their duration has been shortened. These short-term trips are limited to visiting the main tourist attractions 
of the destination, thereby contributing towards its overcrowding (McKinsey & WTTC, 2017).

Globalization of media and social networks has become an accelerator of this overcrowding process (Jang 
& Park, 2020). On the one hand, the internet and social networks offer new horizons regarding where to 
travel, what to visit, and how to live certain experiences, thereby generating a multiplier effect (Papathanassis, 
2017). In this sense, digital social recommendation platforms, such as TripAdvisor, are an effective lever of 
persuasion in the stages of collecting information from consumers (Bourliataux-Lajoinie et al., 2019). All this 
opens up new horizons, but it also tends to focus visits on the most highly recommended destinations and 
attractions. Facebook, Instagram, and Pinterest further accelerate these processes through the so-called 
imitation effect. The publications posted on these networks by influencers create fads and trends with re-
percussions on millions of followers, who travel to the same place and at the same time to attain the same 
photo. Thus, as Nilsson (2020, p. 665) points out, “marketing power is shifting away from destinations toward 
an amorphous network of influencers and common users, managed by profit seeking algorithms”.

Similarly, globalization of the media and the entertainment industry contributes to this effect. Platforms, 
such as Netflix, HBO, and Amazon Prime, allow films and series to be seen around the world, thereby con-
verting the settings where they are filmed into tourist attractions for millions of fans (Dodds & Butler, 2019). 
These trends occur with greater intensity with the Millennials; this generation is entering their peak-earning 
years and uses this income to travel in a different way to previous generations.

Economic factors have also exerted a decisive influence on overtourism demand. The growing middle 
class in many countries means that more people can afford to travel. According to McKinsey and WTTC (2017), 
this is especially significant in countries such as China and India where the expansion of the middle class 
is incorporating millions of new tourists every year. Improvement in standard of living associated with in-
creased income modifies consumption patterns and attitudes towards work and leisure. There is a reduction 
in working hours and greater flexibility in the workplace, which leaves more free time for leisure, travel, and 
personal development. Again, this results in a greater number of shorter trips, which tend towards the con-
centration of the visitors in the most significant attractions.

Finally, tourism management based on the paradigm of permanent economic growth characteristic of 
neoliberalism has been largely responsible for the processes analyzed above. This paradigm has led to des-
tination planning strategies to capture more demand in a public-private collaboration framework (García-
Hernández et al., 2019). These growth strategies have been associated, in many cases, with selling cities as 
tourist commodities, thus handing over their control to global supply chains that operate outside commu-
nities (Milano et al., 2019). In a sector where market failures are well documented (Buitrago & Caraballo, 
2019), this loss of control of public space explains a major part of the aforementioned problems.

As overtourism has worsened, managers of certain destinations have sought to regain control by pro-
posing management alternatives. These alternatives have been clearly insufficient to overcome overtourism, 
since they are primarily measures at the destination level within the prevailing paradigm and fail to act on 
the driving forces of overtourism at the global level (see Section 4.1). Overtourism is not just a matter of the 
number of tourists, but also involves how these tourists are managed (UNWTO, 2018).

3.2.  Negative impacts

Despite the extensive general scientific literature on the impacts of tourism, there are few studies that 
analyze the specific impacts of overtourism, and even scarcer are those that do so empirically by providing 
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solid methodologies that demonstrate the causality of such impacts. Most studies we have reviewed focus 
on the study of negative impacts, which confirms that this is certainly an unsustainable phenomenon to 
be avoided.

On the other hand, although the reviewed work analyzes economic, environmental and social impacts, 
overtourism is mainly associated with how residents and tourists perceive these impacts and how these 
perceptions affect quality of life and satisfaction with the trip. This introduces a new group of sociopsycho-
logical impacts into the game, thereby necessitating the use of measurement tools in addition to social 
indicators to capture the implicit subjective elements. Surveys and interviews with residents, stakeholders 
and tourists are emphasized, since they enable information to be collected on the perceived impacts, 
both on the level of irritation and attitudes of residents towards the future of the sector, and on tourist 
satisfaction.

Based on the literature review carried out, in figure 5 the possible impacts of overtourism are system-
atized and the references to the studies that have analyzed these impacts are given.

A major part of the resources that the tourist uses and/or consumes is shared with residents at the des-
tinations. The excess of tourists caused by overtourism puts intense pressure on resources that are scarce 
and, on many occasions, fragile. Pressure is placed on infrastructure, public services, leisure activities, ac-
commodation, commercial activities, and environmental resources. This can result in alterations in economic 
activity, the way of life, and the identity of destinations.

Figure 5. Overtourism Conceptual Framework: Negative Impacts. Literature review.  
Note: The numbers in parentheses correspond to the code of the reviewed papers that deal with negative  

impacts of overtourism. See references in Table A1 of the Appendix. Source: Authors´own.
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Overtourism is degrading the environment, both locally and globally. Forms of transport linked to over-
tourism generate serious impacts on climate change (see the review carried out by Veiga et al. (2018)). 
Low-cost airlines have led to an increase in the number of short-term trips on long-haul flights with a high 
carbon footprint (Butler, 2018). Regarding cruises, the degradation of maritime environments must also be 
added to the carbon footprint (Trancoso, 2018).

Furthermore, overtourism has a significant impact at the local level, mainly due to water consumption and 
waste generation (Baños et al., 2019). Likewise, excessive tourism situations endanger fragile environments such 
as historical heritage (Jamieson & Jamieson, 2019; Seraphin et al., 2019) and/or protected areas (Maingi, 2019).

Economic impacts lead to gentrification in several ways. On the one hand, the increases in demand 
produced by excess tourism place an upward pressure on prices, negatively affecting the purchasing power 
of the resident (Milano, 2018). This process is especially intense in the real-estate market, where speculative 
dynamics are frequent. One of the forms of hosting characteristic of overtourism involves the rental activity 
through P2P platforms. The increase in housing for tourist use reduces the supply of residential housing, 
resulting in increased house prices for both rental and purchase (Gutiérrez-Tao et al., 2019). As a result, 
members of the local population are forced to leave the tourist neighbourhoods, thereby promoting tourist 
gentrification (Panayiotopoulos & Pisano, 2019).

Another problem related to this type of accommodation is that it presents high levels of the shadow 
economy, which exerts a very negative impact on public income, generates unfair competition against other 
forms of accommodation, and makes it more difficult for tourism managers to control both its quantity and 
quality (Goodwin, 2017).

Recent studies point towards an intense relationship between tourist gentrification and commercial 
gentrification due to the touristification of the city’s historic centre (Peeters et al., 2018). The intensification 
and concentration of tourism in these areas has led to the substitution of traditional commerce for ac-
tivities more geared towards tourism, mainly in the form of souvenir and restaurant franchises. These new 
economic uses imply a loss of identity of the neighbourhood (Gravari-Barbas & Jacquot, 2019) that affects 
both local inhabitants (by increasing the reasons for their exodus to other areas) and tourists themselves 
(due to the loss of charm and authenticity of the destination).

Overtourism, by involving a high spatio-temporal concentration, increases the pressure on infrastructures, 
public services, and leisure activities, which generates overcrowding situations. Furthermore, when over-
tourism is linked to certain tourist typologies, it exacerbates problems of security and coexistence, van-
dalism, crime, noise, and solid waste disposal (see Smith et al. (2019) regarding Budapest).

All the aforementioned issues diminish the quality of life of residents (Gutiérrez-Taño et al., 2019) and 
create negative experiences for tourists (Liu & Ma, 2019). Relations between residents and tourists are un-
dermined, which explains why anti-tourism citizen movements have emerged in destinations like Barcelona: 
a phenomenon known as ‘anti-tourism’ or “tourismphobia” (Milano et al., 2019; Papathanassis, 2017). When 
these limits are reached, the process can become irreversible (Cheung & Li, 2019). In this respect, the work 
of Perkumienė & Pranskūnienė (2019) is highly interesting, in which, based on a review of the literature, the 
balance between the right to reside and the right to travel is discussed.

4.  ALTERNATIVES FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF OVERTOURISM: LITERATURE REVIEW

As has been pointed out, the very existence of the phenomenon of overtourism constitutes practical ev-
idence of the lack of implementation of the pillars of sustainability, which makes it necessary to take another 
step to facilitate the effective implementation of a responsible tourism model. In this context, the third pillar 
of an integrated conceptual framework for the analysis of overtourism must include management alter-
natives, that is, governance models that enable the transition. In this Section, we include the conclusions 
of the earlier pandemic literature review regarding the alternatives that have been developed. Then, in 
Section 5, we present the results and discuss how the changes that are taking place in the sector as a result 
of the pandemic may represent an opportunity for the transition towards a responsible tourism model.
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As the situations of overtourism worsened, the responsible for certain destinations proposed various man-
agement alternatives in order to regain control. In Table 1, the contributions of the earlier pandemic literature 
review carried out on this topic have been systematized. Overtourism management measures have been 
classified into categories (Regulatory measures, Financial and tax measures, Measures on ICT, Marketing 
measures and Awareness and sensitization measures), whereby the objective(s) with which they are linked 
are indicated (Adjust the flow of tourism to the carrying capacities, Promote a new behaviour of tourists and 
residents, Adapt the tourism sector to environmental aims) and the related papers are referenced.

Table 1. Strategic goals and measures for the management of pre-pandemic overtourism. Literature review.

INTEGRAL PLANNING (3,8,20,24,38,47,57,59,60,71,81,90)

MEASURES

STRATEGIC GOALS

Adjust tourism 
flow (3,59,60,65, 
67,71,83,90,91)

Promote a new 
behaviour tourists 
& residents (3,11, 

29,31,57,65,73,91,93)

Adapt tourism to 
environmental 

aims (5,8,12,18,46, 
57,59,71,83,90,93)

1.  Regulatory measures (5,8,26,29,31,38,42,46,57,73,
91,93) — — —

Limit flights, ships, or passengers disembarking X — X

Limit accommodation in hotels or tourist apartments 
(e.g., moratorium on new hotel licences, control over 
licensed and unlicensed accommodation, introduction 
social licences to operate through sharing-economy 
platforms).

X — X

Review regulations regarding opening times of visitor 
attractions X X —

Review regulations regarding access for large groups to 
popular attractions X X —

Limit any unacceptable social behaviour on the part of 
tourists (e.g., fines for walking around half-naked or for 
drinking in public spaces)

— X —

2.  Financial and tax measures (3,11,18,31,57,59,91) — — —

Promote investment in facilities and infrastructure 
to involve residents (e.g., crowdfunding or matching 
grants)

— X —

Tourist taxes (e.g., “bed tax” on accommodation, “day 
visitor” tax) X X X

3.  ICT measures (3,8,11,18,20,26,42,46,47,59,91,93) — — —

Big data, smart technological solutions, and specific 
applications X X X

4.  Marketing measures (11,18,20,57,60) — — —

Demarketing X X

Tourist selection strategies X X

Promotion of less popular attractions/destinations/
itineraries X X X
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INTEGRAL PLANNING (3,8,20,24,38,47,57,59,60,71,81,90)

MEASURES

STRATEGIC GOALS

Adjust tourism 
flow (3,59,60,65, 
67,71,83,90,91)

Promote a new 
behaviour tourists 
& residents (3,11, 

29,31,57,65,73,91,93)

Adapt tourism to 
environmental 

aims (5,8,12,18,46, 
57,59,71,83,90,93)

5.  Awareness and sensitization measures 
(5,24,31,57,59,91,93) — — —

Engaging local communities in tourist activity — X —

Educating tourists regarding the issues of sustainability 
and overcrowding — X X

Communication campaigns to foster positive 
coexistence between tourists and residents — X —

Creation of city experiences that benefit both residents 
and visitors could be advisable — X —

Awareness campaigns to reduce environmental impact 
(e.g., more sustainable use of water in hotels; or 
‘flying shame’ campaign to replace planes with other 
transports fewer pollutant)

— X X

Note: The numbers in parentheses correspond to the code of the reviewed papers that deal with alternative stra-
tegies to handle overtourism. See references in Table A1 of the Appendix.

Hitherto, these alternatives have clearly proven insufficient to overcome overtourism (Butler & Dodds, 
2022), since very few proposals act on the driving forces of overtourism at a global level and/or impose 
changes in the dominant socio-economic paradigm. They mostly comprise destination-level measures 
focused on alleviating the local consequences of overtourism and remain within the prevailing paradigm.One 
example of such measures is known as the 5D solutions: Deseasonalization, Decongestion, Decentralization, 
Diversification and Deluxe tourism. These measures, if implemented in isolation, are only technical solutions 
that could temporarily alleviate some of the negative impacts of overtourism, but would fail to eradicate 
them by not addressing their underlying causes (Milano et al., 2019). In fact, staying within the status quo of 
continued tourism growth and consumption, 5D solutions could even contribute to perpetuating situations 
of overtourism (Hall, 2019).

The same happens with many of the initiatives carried out in practice in the context of smart cities. Many 
of them remain mere technical solutions framed in neoliberal ideals. An “intelligent ecosystem” is created 
that favours the privatization of public services and the interests of global private corporations, thereby 
generating an increased dependence on technology and a depoliticization of city management (García-
Hernández et al., 2019, p.11). The holistic concept of a smart city should be implemented, which would 
combine the digital revolution and the democratic revolution (Cardullo & Kitchin, 2018), so that smart cities 
can become a true alternative.

Driven by social movements of resistance to overtourism, the growing literature under development in-
volves the ability to promote a paradigm shift in tourism planning: tourism degrowth (see Milano et al. (2019) 
for an analysis of the theoretical bases of tourism degrowth and its application to the case of Barcelona). The 
following questions lie at the centre of this debate: Who benefits from the continued growth of tourism? How 
are the costs and benefits of overtourism shared? As discussed in Section 3, while the costs of overtourism are 
borne by the destination communities, a large part of its benefits are absorbed by global chains outside its 
scope. Therefore, Milano et al. (2019, p. 1870) advocate a change from ‘growth for development’ to ‘degrowth 
for liveability’.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.es_ES


Eva María Buitrago-Esquinas et al. / REA N. 45 (2023) 71-90

83

© Editorial Universidad de Sevilla 2023 | Sevilla, España| CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 | e-ISSN: 2340-2776 | doi: https://dx.doi.org/10.12795/rea.2023.i45.04

Although sustainable degrowth (Kallis et al., 2018) could become an alternative to overtourism, con-
flicting interests regarding tourism and the external forces that dominated pre-pandemic tourism explain 
the real difficulties for its implementation.

5.   RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION:  IS  COVID-19  AN  OPPORTUNITY  FOR  THE  TRANSITION  FROM 
OVERTOURISM TO RESPONSIBLE TOURISM?

Despite the emergence of the aforementioned approaches to management, the pre-Covid tourism reality 
continued to be dominated by situations of overtourism (Butler & Dodds, 2022). Although recent awareness 
of the problems derived from this phenomenon and the apparently broad consensus that responsible 
tourism must be the model to follow (Burrai et al., 2019; Koščak & O’Rourke, 2021), the problem lay in the 
implementation of the changes necessary for the transition, in the actors involved, and in the different roles 
assumed by the public administration. The global geopolitical context and the dynamics of the tourism 
system itself, conditioned by multiple conflicting interests, explain that breaking the existing inertia and 
reprogramming the sector when it is running is a practically impossible task (it is not possible to change the 
engine of a Formula1 car in full race: a pit stop is necessary).

The COVID-19 pandemic paralysed economic activity, with immediate devastating effects on the tourism 
sector. UNWTO (2021) shows a 74% fall in international arrivals for 2020, which translates into a loss of $ 
1,300 million in export revenues from international tourism. Overnight, it went from overtourism to under-
tourism or zero tourism (Gössling et al., 2021; Kainthola et al., 2021). However, this “halt” in activity could 
have become an opportunity to reset the situation and, by breaking the inertia indicated, to change the ex-
isting paradigm and begin the effective transition towards responsible tourism (Niewiadomski, 2020).

Furthermore, the pandemic has modified individual and collective attitudes and behaviours that are in-
ducing not only relevant changes in society and in the business sector, but also political-institutional trans-
formations (Brouder, 2020). Much of these changes are in line with the characteristics of responsible tourism 
(Brouder, 2020), which also presents an exciting opportunity to regain control of spaces and societies.

On the demand side, tourists and residents have begun to prefer safer and less crowded environments, 
slower rhythms of life, close-proximity and nature trips, and the local area is valued with greater involvement 
with the community, thereby increasing both concern and environmental occupation. Although it is too early 
to confirm, a change in values is beginning to point towards those of responsible tourism (Lew et al., 2020).

On the supply side, the changes that the pandemic is inducing in the business sector also represent an 
opportunity to replace the previous model. Certain mainstream business formats are declining and, simul-
taneously, others are emerging (Chaney & Seraphin, 2021), which invest in practices of a more sustainable 
nature. We are in a favourable context for innovation in which reforms that the tourism industry still had 
pending are accelerating, such as the ecological and digital transitions (Nunes & Cooke, 2021).

Finally, the political-institutional transformations derived both from the changes in the international geopo-
litical situation and from the growing role of public institutions in the management of Covid could become the 
main spring for the change of model. The international situation experienced temporary deglobalization due to 
mobility restrictions, which forced each country to demonstrate its mechanisms to the market (Niewiadomski, 
2020). Likewise, the role of public institutions in managing the pandemic and its consequences is being de-
cisive: first, in relation to health and safety; second, in the protection of the most affected groups; third, in the 
reactivation of economic activity; and fourth, in the promotion of models of a more sustainable, responsible, 
and resilient nature against future shocks (Brouder, 2020). This last point is crucial to ensure an effective tran-
sition to responsible tourism. In a context in which bailouts are necessary to reactivate the economy and where 
social and environmental objectives are more present, conditioning said aid to the effective fulfilment of these 
objectives can serve as the trigger for change. This is the case of the European Union, which has conditioned 
its NextGenerationEU rescue plan on the Member States making progress in the ecological and digital tran-
sition (European Commission, 2020). All the aforementioned factors could represent a golden opportunity to 
overhaul overtourism and to lay the foundations for the implementation of a model for responsible tourism.
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Even if the pandemic has opened up a favourable scenario for the change of model, it could also carry 
serious risks. The urgency for a rapid recovery and to compensate for the losses caused during periods of 
confinement can lead to strategies that revert to focusing on increasing the number of tourists without 
worrying about the externalities they generate (Hall et al., 2020). This second scenario, defended by a part of 
the tourism industry and certain governments, could lead to new situations of overtourism: re-overtourism.

In figure 6, based on the pre-Covid tourism situation and the opportunities that the pandemic has re-
vealed for the change of model, the possible scenarios are summarized.

Faced with this situation, the various administrative levels share a common responsibility, but with differ-
entiated roles. The supranational level is appropriate for the assumption of the leading role in the paradigm 
shift, by establishing the theoretical bases to guide the strategies to be followed and by providing the nec-
essary funding for their implementation. The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations 
could provide a suitable framework (see Boluk et al., 2019).

The local level has the mission of adapting these strategies to the reality of its territory and society, 
while working in three perspectives: normative, organizational, and innovative (Fontaniri & Traskevich, 2021; 
Pasquinelli & Trunfio, 2021). Thus, strategies are characterized by their integral, participative, flexible, smart, 
and sustainable character. These strategies are integral, in the sense of addressing both the driving forces 
and causes of overtourism, in order to prevent overtourism and its consequences from mitigating their 
effects. They are also participative to the extent that the design and implementation of the actions must 
be based on cooperation and co-management between all stakeholders (public and private, global and 
local levels). Flexibility involves adapting to each specific situation since there are no one-size-fits-all recipes. 
Strategies must also be smart to promote changes in tourism governance, taking advantage of the opportu-
nities provided by ITC (Perles-Ribes et al., 2020), but without forgetting the identity and history of the desti-
nation, in terms of ambidextrous management (Seraphin et al., 2018). Sustainability is achieved by including 
approaches that go beyond quantitative growth models of tourism, through the long-term, socially, cul-
turally, and environmentally sustainable development of tourism (Benner, 2019; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018).

Figure 6. Tourism scenarios post-covid. Source: Authors´own.

6.  CONCLUSIONS

In this work, a literature review on earlier pandemic overtourism has been carried out to contribute towards 
the development of a systematic and integrated conceptual framework.

This review of the literature has enabled us to characterize the state of research in this area, determine 
its main limitations, and establish future lines of work. Although the literature on overtourism has grown 
exponentially in recent years, most research deals with the subject in a very indirect and partial way. The 
research studies that tackle overtourism as their main topic are mostly exploratory case studies focused on 
specific cities (mainly European), which carry out partial analyzes of only a certain dimension of the phe-
nomenon. The main limitations found involve the partial focus and the deficiencies in the measurement 
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of the studies. Although overtourism is an eminently quantitative term (it refers to an excessive amount of 
tourism), most of the work analyzed assumes the existence of overtourism without offering new tools and/
or measurement methodologies to corroborate this supposition. Likewise, the causes or consequences of 
overtourism are addressed theoretically and in isolation, with few empirical studies that provide solid meth-
odologies to demonstrate causality among the factors analyzed. Furthermore, these studies do not focus on 
the underlying causes or drivers of overtourism.

The debate over whether overtourism is a new phenomenon remains open in the Academy with reputed 
arguments reported both in favour (Doods & Butler, 2019; Mihalic, 2020; Nilsson, 2020) and against 
(Capocchi et al. 2020; Wall, 2020). After having reviewed the literature, we are situated on the front line since, 
although overtourism is rooted in concepts that are highly consolidated in the tourism literature, it also 
presents relevant new nuances that make it necessary to introduce new analytical approaches, new ways of 
measuring, and especially new management approaches that avoid repeating the pre-pandemic mistakes 
(Butler & Dodds, 2022).

We propose a multidisciplinary conceptual framework that systematizes in pictorial form the different 
dimensions of overtourism, centres on its driving forces, and integrates its causes and consequences by 
focusing on new nuances that explain the emergence of the phenomenon. In this way, we extend the ap-
proach offered by most of the authors who have negotiated with the conceptualization of the phenomenon 
and who have focused solely on the consequences (Mihalic, 2020; Perkumienė & Pranskūnienė, 2019) or on 
the causes (Doods & Butler, 2019; Nilsson, 2020). In doing so, we have been able to reveal a major contra-
diction that may explain the difficulties in overcoming overtourism. Although the driving forces and causes 
are in the global context, the negative impacts are primarily concentrated in destinations.

According to Mihalic (2020) and Burrai et al. (2019), the analysis framework in which we have developed 
the conceptual model is that of (ir)-responsible tourism. The existence of situations of overtourism provides 
empirical evidence of the lack of implementation of the ideas of sustainability. Hence, to overcome over-
tourism, it is also necessary to consider facilitators of responsibility, understood as the step towards action. 
Therefore, in addition to integrating causes and consequences into the conceptual framework of over-
tourism, we have considered the role of tourism governance by analyzing both the management alternatives 
that have been proposed and the opportunities that may arise from the pandemic for the change of model.

In the pre-Covid stage, the problems derived from overtourism (gentrification, degradation, and touristifi-
cation) and their damaging impacts on the quality of life of the resident and on the satisfaction of the tourist 
were unmasked, and revealed the urgent need to promote a change of model; however, it remained impossible 
to implement. Most of the proposed measures have to date remained within the existing tourism growth 
paradigm and have not addressed the true driving forces behind overtourism. These measures are at the local 
level and deal with some of the consequences of overtourism but, by themselves, have insufficient capacity to 
modify its global underlying causes. The very inertia of the neoliberal economic system and the acceleration 
in ICT together with the loss of control over destinations explains the difficulties in changing the model. When 
any machine is at full capacity, it is difficult to repair its engines. The Covid-19 pandemic paralysed tourism 
activity and has induced changes in society and in the business sector and has triggered political-institutional 
transformations. All this is presented as a golden opportunity for the transition towards responsible tourism: 
the real challenge for the new post-Covid era is not when tourism will return, but how it will return.

In this respect, a debate has been opened among academics in which we find sceptical voices regarding 
the transition (Brouder, 2020; Hall et al., 2020) and other more optimistic researchers with whom we identify 
(Gössling et al. 2021; Lew et al., 2020). We expect a global adaptation of the sector to new values   that facilitate 
responsible tourism: that destinations adapt to sustainability (green energy, circular economy, safeguarding 
of heritage, citizen participation, stable employment); that local destinations and markets are rediscovered; 
that the boom in slow tourism becomes a trend for the future; that security is established as one more char-
acteristic for destinations; that the capacity for resilience becomes the central element of the sector, thereby 
allowing destinations to remain flexible and to adapt to increasingly changing realities. We have the reasons 
and the occasion to provide the transition from overtourism to responsible tourism: it is now time to take 
action. Tourism research has, today more than ever, the mission of signalling the way forward.
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This work opens relevant lines of future research. On the one hand, using a similar methodology, it would 
be possible to deepen the analysis of overtourism in different geographical areas or tourist typologies. On 
the other hand, it would be interesting to complete this review of the pre-pandemic tourism literature with 
a review of the post-pandemic literature in order to assess the differences.
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