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ABSTRACT
The tourist area life cycle has been in existence for over four decades 
since its publication in The Canadian Geographer and was described 
as ‘one of the most cited and contentious areas of tourism knowl-
edge….(and) has gone on to become one of the best known theo-
ries of destination growth and change within the field of tourism 
studies’ It was noted as one ‘Of the most influential conceptual mod-
els for explaining tourist, development’. The model was developed 
primarily from the Product Life Cycle model used in business and 
management studies and modified to explain the process of devel-
opment and change that took place in tourist destinations through-
out the world. The model has received considerable attention over its 
life span, but has often been cited from second hand sources or 
misquoted on many occasions. Its appearance in a non-tourist jour-
nal has resulted in it often not appearing in various early literature 
surveys based on tourism-focused sources and for its first decade 
access to the original article was limited and difficult, as demon-
strated by many requests to the author for copies of the article. 
Electronic access to journals and libraries have resolved this problem, 
but its considerable visibility (in excess of 56,000 reads on Research 
Gate) and use (close to 5000 citations) means that it has possibly 
entered the realm of tourism myths and become part of accepted 
dogma in the field of tourism development. This could present prob-
lems to those challenging the original concept and introducing alter-
native or contradictory ideas and propositions, and it is perhaps, 
appropriate to briefly review the history of the concept.

Introduction and definition

The tourist area life cycle (Butler, 1980) has been in existence for over four decades 
since its publication in The Canadian Geographer and was described by Hall and Butler 
(2006, p. xv) as ‘one of the most cited and contentious areas of tourism knowledge….
(and) has gone on to become one of the best known theories of destination growth 
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and change within the field of tourism studies’ It was included in what Che (2017, p. 
164) noted as ‘some of the most influential conceptual models for explaining tourist, 
development, including resort morphology, the tourist-historic city and the tourist area 
life cycle’. The model was developed primarily from the Product Life Cycle model used 
in business and management studies and modified to explain the process of develop-
ment and change that took place in tourist destinations throughout the world. It 
proposed that the life cycle of a tourist area could be divided into a number of stages 
(exploration, involvement, development, consolidation, stagnation, followed by a range 
of options from rejuvenation to decline), and the rather brief discussion noted the 
different characteristics of destinations at each of those stages. It also commented on 
the emergence of tourist destination regions and placed considerable importance on 
the concept of carrying capacity and tourist numbers in determining the shape of the 
curve of development for each destination. The model did not state that all destinations 
would enter decline, rather arguing the opposite, by proposing that appropriate man-
agement of its resources should enable a destination to continue in operation and 
attract tourists. The model has received considerable attention over its life span, but 
as Wang et  al. (2016) illustrated, has often been cited from second hand sources or 
misquoted on many occasions. Its appearance in a non-tourist journal has resulted in 
it often not appearing in various early literature surveys based on tourism-focused 
sources and for its first decade access to the original article was limited and difficult, 
as demonstrated by many requests to the author for copies of the article. Electronic 
access to journals and libraries have resolved this problem, but its considerable visibility 
(in excess of 56,000 reads on Research Gate) and use (close to 5000 citations) means 
that it has possibly entered the realm of tourism myths (McKercher & Prideaux, 2014) 
and become part of accepted dogma in the field of tourism development. This could 
present problems to those challenging the original concept and introducing alternative 
or contradictory ideas and propositions, however, It remains a frequently cited model, 
and it is perhaps, appropriate to briefly review the history of the concept.

Historical review

The three decades following the second World War saw enormous changes in tourism 
at both the domestic and international scales. Domestic tourism saw the car and to 
a lesser extent the coach replace rail as the predominant mode of travel to tourist 
destinations, while at the international level, air travel became widespread, enabling 
the establishment of new tourist destinations for a rapidly growing market as the 
world’s economies grew in the peace time boom. It was against that backdrop that 
writing and research on tourist destinations began to appear in academic publications. 
Of particular relevance are the works of Christaller (1963), Plog (1973) and Wolfe 
(1952) who all focused on the ways in which tourist destinations grew and changed 
over time Christaller (1963) promoting an evolutionary approach involving the gradual 
conversion of communities to a tourism dominated locale, echoing earlier writing on 
the English holiday resorts (Barrett, 1958). Plog’s (1973) conclusions on the pattern 
of destination development was prompted by work on the psychology of visitors and 
their changing tastes, while Wolfe (1952) neatly summarised the results of such 
developments as ‘the divorce from the geographic environment’ in recognition of the 
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way tourism development was physically changing communities, as well as altering 
their economic and social functions. Research on the form or morphology of such 
places was presented by Jarrett (1954) and more widely by stansfield (1972) and 
stansfield and Rickert (1970), and the dispersal of tourism development at a regional 
scale discussed by Miossec (1977) and others (Pearce 1989)

The original article was very short by modern research paper standards and limited 
in references and devoid of empirical data. It was a classic example of much writing 
in that period, when concepts and ideas were proposed based on observation, induc-
tion, and experience, often not being subjected to data gathering, analysis and 
interpretation. since publication the model has been used extensively in a variety of 
settings, from the south Pacific to family scale enterprises in Mexico. A number of 
alternative approaches have been applied, most notably by Agarwal (2002) who 
introduced the idea of a modification or pause in the development process reflecting 
the introduction of a post-Fordist approach and refocusing of development. Other 
writers, e.g. Gale (2005) discussed the model in the context of modernism and 
post-modernism, and questioned specific aspects of the model including the value 
of the carrying capacity argument and the difficulties of measuring whatever was 
meant by ‘development’ and by the phrase ‘tourism area’. A wide range of uses and 
alternative viewpoints and approaches to the model were included in two volumes 
dealing with its applications and modifications (Butler, 2006a, 2006b).

One aspect of the model that has been become more relevant over time is the 
relationship implied between level of use and quality of experience. The original 
article argued for the management of resources of destinations to preserve their 
integrity and thus maintain the appeal and attractiveness of a location to visitors. It 
can be regarded as an early call for sustainable management in that maintaining 
quality by operating with the limits of its resources as the model proposed would 
ensure long-term viability as illustrated by consistent or increasing visitor numbers. 
Clearly, in the early stages of the model’s application, growth was the principal, if 
not the only aim of most tourist destinations, a view being increasingly challenged 
in the current era (Dwyer, 2022), but much less so during the first three decades of 
the TALC’s existence. The relationship between destination development and external 
forces has been discussed less than that with internal influences, although Keller 
(1987) had noted the existence of instability as destinations changed stage of devel-
opment, reflecting local adaptation to difference levels of external control and influ-
ence. As noted below, the COVID19 pandemic was the clearest indication of the 
dependence of destinations and tourism as a whole on stability and security in travel, 
and how little individual destinations could do to counteract such massive external 
constraints and impacts on tourism in general.

Current trends

There are three significant trends and theories which have impacted or have begun 
to impact on the TALC concept and model; further developments in sustainable 
tourism management, application of path dependency concepts, and linkage of devel-
opment concepts with evolutionary economic geography (EEG). All three concepts 
were summarised and discussed together in Brouder’s seminal paper (2017).
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sustainable tourism is a term which has gained massive support in theory and 
principle, although one can argue strongly that it has had little overall effect on 
tourism and its environmental impacts at the global level. While many individual 
enterprises have moved significantly towards reducing energy consumption, carbon 
emissions, food miles, imported labour and the use of non-renewable sources of 
supply in many areas, the continued growth of long-haul tourist travel, mostly by air, 
the growth of cruise traffic, and apparently unsatiable demand for tourism of most 
kinds have left the tourism footprint larger than ever. As noted below, this situation 
may change in response to the belated efforts to diminish climate change, but the 
rapid recovery from COVID19 suggests both the tourist market and the tourism 
industry, along with many governments at all levels, do not yet appreciate the need 
to curtail and redirect tourism development. It has fallen to individual destinations 
to take steps to avoid what has become known as overtourism (Dodds & Butler, 2019, 
Milano et  al., 2019). Whether overtourism really exists or whether it is, as some pro-
ponents of continued tourism growth (unWTO 2020) would argue, simply a matter 
of poor management and not excessive numbers, it has become too significant in 
media of all forms to be ignored. Failure to deal with the problem (Butler & Dodds, 
2022) has mirrored the failure to successfully implement sustainable tourism policies 
despite their widespread approval in principle and the lack of the level of integration 
that is necessary for effective action is widespread and clear. saarinen (2004) argued 
two decades ago of the competing viewpoints in destination development and their 
failure to work together to define and reach common goals. Little has changed in 
the intervening period, with continued growth remaining the dominant approach in 
most locations, sometimes despite local opposition, but often with local support in 
an absence of perceived viable alternatives. As Hall (2011) has argued, there is little 
evidence of widespread support for massive change in policy with regard to devel-
opment, and while others (e.g. Fletcher 2011) regard sustainable development as 
sustaining capitalism when they wish for an alternative ideological approach, there 
has inevitably been no major progress along the sustainable pathway.

Path dependency in tourism has been paid limited attention in the context of the 
TALC until relatively recently, but the volume by Brouder et  al. (2017) on Tourism 
Destination Evolution makes a valuable and significant contribution in this area. Further 
examination of how pathways develop, under whose control they are formulated and 
directed and how they can be modified and refocused is important. Ma and Hassink 
(2014) showed how path dependency has affected tourism destination development 
in China, and Halkier et  al. (2019) explored the relationships between governance, 
development and EEG. The ability to alter what may have been regarded previously 
as an inevitable and unalterable path of development was illustrated in Gill and 
Williams’s (2011) work on Whistler, however, significant movement from the continuous 
growth paradigm to a more sustainable pathway can be halted or modified by both 
internal and external forces, emphasising the vulnerability of the limited development 
approach to established ways of thinking, especially in remoter areas with limited 
alternative possibilities (Carson & Carson, 2017). In the context of the TALC too little 
attention has generally been paid to the idea of stability and sustainability as a 
desirable pathway, with most attention being paid on ways to avoid the decline 
scenario of that model because of the fear that any cessation in growth would 
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represent the first step towards decline. such was not the intention of the model but 
the long expectation of continual growth meant such an outcome was perceived  
as inevitable

The emergence of what has become known as evolutionary economic geography 
was highlighted in the special issue of this journal (2014) and hailed by the editors 
(Ionnides et  al 2014, p. 536) as ‘a promising avenue of research and theory building’, 
with the ability to ‘better understand how tourism evolves through time’. The potential 
links to the TALC are obvious, with the latter’s focus on how tourism spaces evolve 
over time. Boschma and Martin’s (2010) handbook described in some detail the new 
approach in economic geography and its relevance to other fields although with 
limited reference to tourism, and the contributors to the special issue added invaluable 
links and examples of how that approach could be utilised in the tourism context, 
in particular sanz-Ibáñez and Anton Clavé (2014). The relevance of EEG to destination 
development is clear, and the fact that the TALC argues for destinations to be treated 
as products strengthens the validity of that approach, as shown by the work on 
agglomeration and clustering of tourist attractions and developments (Weidenfeld 
et  al., 2010, 2013). As Brouder (2017, p. 444) concludes, it should be possible to use 
‘the concept of sustainable development as a critical lens on EEG in tourism studies 
and vice versa’, and perhaps in the context of the TALC in particular.

Future research directions

One obvious line for future research is to continue the work done related to the 
general field of evolutionary studies, such as EEG noted above. The advent of COVID19 
and the subsequent pandemic focused a great deal of academic attention on its 
impacts on tourism and travel and revealed to many audiences, not least political 
ones, just how important tourism was and is to many economies and to peoples’ 
well-being because of its economic and social importance. Enabling tourism focused 
communities to survive and continue is important, not just because there is often 
no obvious alternative economic pathway, but because many potential tourists wish 
them to continue to provide leisure opportunities. Leisure (recreation/tourism) has 
continually evolved, and what were tourist destinations have become recreation 
resources and in turn leisure locations, reflecting changes in transportation, market 
tastes and other forces. Thus, further examination of how agglomeration works in a 
tourism context (e.g. Weidenfeld et  al., 2013) could be a useful path to follow, as 
would work on incorporating the roles of entrepreneurs, public sector agencies and 
local stakeholders in determining the ongoing well being of destination 
communities.

A second potentially valuable topic of research would be much deeper examination 
of the political ecology of tourist destinations, the ways in such communities are 
actually managed and controlled, and the decision-making processes at work within 
them, building on the research of Gale (2005) and others such as saarinen and Kask 
(2008). The whole issue of sustainable development in the tourism context is certainly 
due for more critical and detailed examination. In the three decades or more since 
sustainable development) it has been a topic more suited to geographical study than 
any other field. The general global failing to move tourism convincingly towards the 
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admittedly impossible goal of sustainability, despite considerable advances at an 
individual enterprise level might lead one might to argue that little has really changed 
in that field since a review almost a quarter of a century ago (Butler, 1999).

In the context of the TALC, most of the initial studies followed a descriptive appli-
cation of the model, focusing on one or a small group of destinations. sanz-Ibáñez 
and Anton Clavé’s paper (2014) noted above, has gone some way in this direction in 
linking evolutionary studies with economic and destination development, as did 
Brouder (2017) in drawing attention to the difficulties in challenging the pro-growth 
model, citing the vulnerability of local destination stakeholder attempts to move 
towards a more sustainable future and the legacy of institutional inertia maintaining 
the status quo in favour of growth, and why such a situation exists deserves closer 
examination. The development of the concept of regenerative tourism (Bellato et  al., 
2023) may present an alternative way of moving towards a more positive and less 
problematic form of development of tourist destinations.

One problem in pursuing a non-growth or de-growth (Andriotis, 2018) agenda is 
that many local stakeholders and tourists at large do not support such an agenda, 
and neither does ‘the industry’ or many public sector agencies. While residents may 
oppose further growth in some locations, as shown in Barcelona, Venice, and other 
cities (Dodds & Butler, 2019; Milano et  al., 2019), they are often not willing to accept 
reduced employment or income generation, particularly when participating in tourism 
operations, and the tourist population in general appears in favour of more, not less, 
development of opportunities. The idea that COVID19 might provide a change of 
heart at a global and industry scale has proved predictably incorrect, however worth-
while proponents’ goals may have been.

Part of the problem lies in the fact that there is no ‘tourism industry’ as such where 
that might imply a single agency which could be controlled and managed at the 
global or even regional scale. Tourism is made up of a vast number of enterprises at 
all scales, most in competition with each other and with little willingness to give up 
any competitive advantage or market opportunity they may have. There is no single 
body to appeal to for moderation or a more sustainable approach and examination 
of how to move successfully and globally towards a seriously sustainable approach 
at the destination level when other areas such as air transport are showing little 
inclination to do so, is essential. It is necessary to move significantly beyond relying 
on green washing and promoting sustainability to attract tourists in large numbers, 
especially when sustainable options often cost more than conventional ones. Most 
tourists’ decisions are driven by cost and value and in times of uncertainty, conflict, 
inflation, and economic recession will remain so until attitudes can be changed. 
Actions to mitigate climate change, including realistic taxation of aviation fuel and 
similar measures may be effective in reducing some of the unsustainable elements 
of tourism and may result in some destinations entering a decline phase of their life 
cycles because of reduced markets, particularly in the case of long-haul destinations 
where alternative opportunities exist closer to home. The effect of such potential 
measures should be a focus of immediate attention to ensure that such effects, both 
reduced and increased visitation to destinations, can be anticipated and appropriate 
management decisions be identified in order to avoid otherwise inevitable problems 
(Gerritsma, 2019).
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Conclusion

A number of conclusions may be identified. One is the fact that the TALC model is still 
being used, albeit with modifications and adjustments as might be expected. Beginning 
with the recognition by Agarwal (2002) and others that ‘one curve does not fit all’, 
various versions of the original model have appeared and continue to be promoted. 
The call for a sustainable approach (although not using that terminology in 1980) was 
recognised somewhat belatedly compared to the initial applications and testing of the 
model, both as a descriptive and a predictive model but has become more significant 
as dissatisfaction with growth as the only measure of success has developed. numbers 
of visitors were taken as the measure of development in the original model because 
they were felt to be the only common statistic available in most destinations as a 
measure of growth and development, but alternatives, although more difficult to access, 
should be available, such as resident attitudes, visitor satisfaction and other expressions 
of well-being and quality of experience, of both visitors and visited alike.

Concern over excessive tourist numbers in destinations, harking back to the initial 
argument about the importance of carrying capacities in the TALC model, have 
appeared in a considerable number of locations, and such opposition to current levels 
of visitation need to be recognised and addressed. no-growth or de-growth options 
are now becoming reality, as too is the influence of COVID19. Any model of destina-
tion development from now on has to illustrate the almost total disappearance of 
tourists during the period 2020–2022, and the original TALC curve has been modified 
accordingly (Butler, 2024). The likelihood in the future for many destinations can and 
should be stability, preferably sustainability rather than growth, and in more cases 
than anticipated in 2018, decline and even exit from tourism may be a realistic if 
unwanted result of the pandemic. The full effects of COVID19 will not be know for 
many years, if ever, and its impacts on destinations and their life cycles are uncertain 
with a range of possible regrowth or decline futures inevitable (Butler, 2021)

Exploring the past and future of tourist destinations remains an important element 
in the geographic panoply of research topics, in part because of the importance of these 
places and the need to understand their development pathways and options, as well 
as linkages with other forms of economic activity, and in part because it is essentially 
geographic in focus and purpose. Managing such communities for sustainable long-term 
success in environmental, social and economic terms is simply commonsense and essen-
tial for the future well-being of those destinations for both residents and visitors.
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