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Abstract

Tourism, as one of the world’s largest industries, not only generates extensive economic benefits but also produces
profound social, cultural, and environmental consequences. Nevertheless, much of the existing research has
primarily focused on economic and managerial perspectives, while the sociological dimensions of tourism have
received comparatively little attention. This study aims to explore the role of different sociological schools of
thought in analyzing tourism and to construct a cognitive map that delineates the boundaries of the sociology
of tourism. The research employs a cognitive mapping approach, which enables the organization of concepts
and the identification of relationships among them. The findings reveal that each sociological school highlights
distinct aspects of tourism. Functionalism emphasizes the positive and negative roles of tourism in maintaining
social cohesion, while conflict theory and critical theory focus on the reproduction of structural inequalities and
cultural domination within tourism. Micro-level perspectives such as symbolic interactionism and phenomenology
underscore the importance of meaning-making and the lived experiences of both tourists and host communities.
Feminist approaches further demonstrate that, despite new employment opportunities for women, the tourism
industry continues to reproduce gender-based inequalities and stereotypical representations. Overall, the study
aligns with recent critical turns in tourism studies and underscores the necessity of adopting an integrative approach
that considers both macro-level structures and institutions as well as micro-level processes of meaning-making and
interaction. Such an approach can strengthen the position of the sociology of tourism within broader sociological
debates and provide a foundation for more equitable and sustainable tourism policies.
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1. Introduction

Tourism has become one of the largest and most dynamic global industries, generating significant eco-
nomic benefits while simultaneously reshaping cultural, social, and environmental systems. Despite
this importance, the majority of academic research has approached tourism primarily from economic
and managerial perspectives, often neglecting its deeper social dimensions. Yet, the interactions be-
tween tourists and host communities, the symbolic constructions of destinations, the reproduction of
inequalities, and the lived experiences of travelers demonstrate that tourism is fundamentally a social
phenomenon.

This study addresses the need to reposition tourism research within the field of sociology. By apply-
ing a range of sociological perspectives—from functionalism and conflict theory to critical theory, phe-
nomenology, symbolic interactionism, and feminism—the study seeks to map the conceptual boundaries
of the sociology of tourism. The aim is to demonstrate how these diverse frameworks, when synthesized,
provide a holistic understanding of tourism as a complex social practice embedded in broader systems
of culture, power, and meaning.

2. Literature Review

The sociology of tourism emerged in the 1970s, most notably with Cohen’s typologies of tourists (1972),
MacCannell’s work on staged authenticity (1973, 1976), and Plog’s psychographic models (1974). Early
research focused on categorizing tourist types, motivations, and behaviors, but gradually expanded to
explore relationships between tourists and host societies, structural functions of tourism systems, and the
consequences—both positive and negative—of tourism for communities (Cohen, 1984).

Dean MacCannell’s foundational studies highlighted the commodification of culture and authentic-
ity, while later contributions by Bianchi (2009) and Cohen & Cohen (2019) emphasized critical turns
in tourism studies, including globalization, power relations, and cultural justice. Despite these advance-
ments, the sociology of tourism remains underrepresented within mainstream sociology, often treated as
a peripheral or applied subfield rather than a core area of theoretical innovation.

This study builds on these prior works but advances a comprehensive mapping approach, integrating
both classical and contemporary sociological schools of thought to better define the boundaries of the
sociology of tourism.

3. Methodology
The study adopts a cognitive mapping method (Eden & Ackermann, 1998; Jones, 1993) as its analytical
framework. Cognitive mapping allows the researcher to identify, encode, and interpret conceptual re-
lationships across multiple domains. In this context, sociological concepts and theories were treated as
nodes, while their interconnections with tourism phenomena were expressed as causal or semantic links.
This approach is particularly suited to interdisciplinary inquiries such as the sociology of tourism,
where theoretical concepts from diverse schools must be synthesized into a coherent analytical frame-
work. The process was guided by a systematic review of sociological literature relevant to tourism, as
well as comparative analysis of previous tourism studies.

4. Findings
The findings demonstrate that different sociological schools highlight distinct yet complementary as-
pects of tourism:

1. Functionalism

- Views tourism as a social institution contributing to adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and
pattern maintenance (Parsons, 1951).
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- Highlights manifest functions (employment, income, welfare) and latent functions (revival of tra-
ditions, intercultural understanding), as well as dysfunctions such as cultural erosion and environmental
degradation.

2. Conflict Theory

- Emphasizes inequalities and struggles over resources within tourism.

- Key issues include economic leakage (profits flowing to multinational corporations), neo-exploita-
tion of women and workers, and the role of tourism in reproducing class and cultural domination.

3. Critical Theory

- Builds on the Frankfurt School to critique the commodification of culture, alienation, and one-di-
mensionality (Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse).

- Tourism often reduces cultural expressions to standardized commodities, undermining authenticity
and reinforcing neoliberal logics.

- However, commodification can also incentivize cultural preservation, producing ambivalent out-
comes.

4. Symbolic Interactionism

- Focuses on micro-level interactions between tourists and hosts.

- Examines processes of labeling, stigma management, and the dramaturgical division between “front
stage” and “back stage” (Goffman, 1959).

- Demonstrates how tourism involves continuous negotiation of meanings, identities, and symbolic
boundaries.

5. Phenomenology

- Emphasizes the lived experience of tourism, highlighting perception, intentionality, and mean-
ing-making (Schutz, 1967).

- Tourism as an escape from the “lifeworld” of everyday routines, where sensory experiences (sight,
sound, taste, smell, touch) construct profound memories.

- Urry’s (1990) “tourist gaze” exemplifies the phenomenological orientation toward novelty and
difference.

6. Feminism

- Reveals structural gender inequalities within tourism industries.

- Identifies phenomena such as the glass ceiling, gender pay gaps, and exploitation of female bodies
in tourism marketing.

- Explores ecofeminist critiques of tourism’s environmental destruction, postcolonial feminist cri-
tiques of global inequalities, and the persistence of sexual tourism as a form of structural violence.

5. Discussion

Comparing these findings with previous research underscores the value of an integrative approach.
While earlier studies often emphasized tourism’s economic contributions (Hall & Williams, 2019; Ink-
son & Minnaert, 2018), the current study demonstrates that reducing tourism to its economic dimensions
obscures its role in reproducing power relations, shaping cultural identities, and generating complex
social meanings.

This study aligns with Bianchi’s (2009) call for a “critical turn” in tourism studies and Cohen &
Cohen’s (2019) argument for greater theoretical engagement with globalization, de-globalization, and
nationalism. It also extends symbolic and phenomenological perspectives by emphasizing the interpre-
tive and experiential nature of tourism, situating it within broader debates on social construction and
meaning-making.
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Feminist contributions remain crucial, highlighting that although tourism can create opportunities
for women, it frequently reproduces patriarchal norms and gendered divisions of labor. These findings
resonate with global concerns about inequality and justice, suggesting that the sociology of tourism must
continue to address intersectional dynamics of gender, race, and class.

6. Conclusion

The study concludes that the sociology of tourism cannot be adequately captured by any single theo-
retical framework. Rather, it requires a multi-perspectival and integrative approach that simultaneously
addresses structural, cultural, and experiential dimensions. Functionalist insights into stability and inte-
gration must be complemented by conflict and critical theories of inequality and commodification; sym-
bolic interactionism and phenomenology enrich our understanding of lived experiences; and feminism
underscores the persistence of gendered and intersectional inequalities.

By synthesizing these perspectives, the sociology of tourism can move beyond disciplinary marginality
and establish itself as a vital contributor to core sociological debates. Such an approach also provides a
foundation for more just and sustainable tourism policies.

6-1. Practical Implications
The findings of this study suggest several practical applications:

1. Policy Integration: Tourism policies should incorporate sociological insights, ensuring that eco-
nomic planning also addresses social justice, cultural sustainability, and environmental responsibility.

2. Reducing Inequalities: Mechanisms must be developed to minimize economic leakage and ensure
that local communities benefit equitably from tourism revenues.

3. Gender Empowerment: The industry must actively combat structural discrimination by creating
pathways for women’s career advancement and addressing gender pay gaps.

4. Sustainable Development: Policies should adopt ecofeminist perspectives, integrating gender and
environmental justice into sustainable tourism frameworks.

5. Experience-Centered Design: Tourism operators should design offerings that prioritize authentic-
ity and meaningful cultural exchange rather than commodified staging.

6. Interdisciplinary Research: Future studies should combine sociology with economics, environ-
mental science, and cultural studies to produce comprehensive frameworks.
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Fig. 1: Cognitive Map of Tourism Sociology (Authors, 2025).
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