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ABSTRACT
Children empowerment should be a core component of any responsible tourism initiatives and
their involvement and support is required to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). Drawing on a theory adaptation research approach, this study proposes a framework for
children’s empowerment for responsible and sustainable tourism, inside and outside of the
family context. The study sought to answer two key questions: Why children should be engaged
in responsible tourism? How should children be engaged in responsible tourism? In addressing
these key questions, the study developed a Future Responsible Tourist Capital Development
(FRTCD) framework that advises on a prospective process of developing and nurturing children
to have the essential skills, education and experience required for the responsible and
sustainable development of the tourism industry. The findings of this study propose a new
perspective on children empowerment inside and outside of the family context, and highlight
the significance of children as sustainability thinkers, actioners, and transformers. Overall, the
study contributes to the growing research on empowerment in sustainability discourse in
general and children’s empowerment in particular.
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1. Introduction

Sustainability has become a well-established topic and
concept in relation to tourism planning and develop-
ment (Hall et al., 2015; Weaver, 2006). Within the exten-
sive body of literature on sustainable tourism, it is
widely suggested that tourism will becomemore sustain-
able if all stakeholders participate in the tourism devel-
opment process (Byrd, 2007; Lindberg et al., 2019;
Waligo et al., 2013). Although much tourism research
has identified four main stakeholder categories: private
businesses, tourists, public sector, and destination com-
munities (Renkert, 2019), there is increased recognition
that a more nuanced approach to stakeholder identifi-
cation is required (Hazra et al., 2017; Nyanjom et al.,
2018). Therefore, other stakeholder categories may
include, for example, specific sectoral interests such as
farmers (Xu & Sun, 2020Q3

¶
); employees (Tuan, 2020); aca-

demics (Higham & Font, 2020); temporary populations
(Hall & Müller, 2018); and students (Hergesell & Dickinger,
2013). Nevertheless, despite widespread interest in sta-
keholder involvement, sustainability programmes have
received growing criticism given their failure to generate
the changes needed for tourism to become sustainable
(Font, 2017; Hall, 2019).

In response to continued failure to achieve sustain-
able change that goes beyond business-as-normal,
Visser (2015) called for the development of long-term
strategies to unlock changes to achieve the main goals
of sustainability through transformational leadership.
Against this backdrop, this study therefore aims to
tackle the issue by focusing on the ‘source’, namely chil-
dren and their education (Madruga & Da Silveira, 2003). It
is often argued that promoting sustainable tourism
change and development can only be truly achieved
by concentrating on the source of an issue (Butcher,
2017; Font, 2017). Indeed, ‘possible ways of increasing
environmental consciousness and commitment is to
attack the sources in the education of children’
(Madruga & Da Silveira, 2003, p. 520). Nevertheless, it is
one of the great ironies of sustainability research, that
despite sustainability being inherently concerned with
intergenerational equity (Hall et al., 2015; Perry et al.,
2018), there has been precious little research on the
role and understandings of children with respect to sus-
tainability and tourism. This is somewhat ironic because,
as the WHO – UNICEF–Lancet Commission on A future for
the world’s children? noted, ‘we must respond to environ-
mental and existential threats, which jeopardise the
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future for children on this planet’ (Clark et al., 2020,
p. 607). This is all the more challenging for tourism
given its substantial contributions to global environ-
mental change, and especially climate change and bio-
logical invasion (Rutty et al., 2015), and that many of
the children that have the opportunity to be tourists
come from the wealthier elements of the world’s wealth-
iest countries (Hall, 2010). As the WHO–UNICEF–Lancet
Commission found.

The poorest countries have a long way to go towards
supporting their children’s ability to live healthy lives,
but wealthier countries threaten the future of all children
through carbon pollution, on course to cause runaway
climate change and environmental disaster. Not a
single country performed well on all three measures of
child flourishing, sustainability, and equity (Clark et al.,
2020, p. 607).

The involvement of children in responsible tourism
initiatives is therefore imperative and there is a great
need for such enquiry in scholarly research on sustain-
able tourism, especially as only limited research has
been devoted to children and sustainable tourism
(Madruga & Da Silveira, 2003), with more attention
being given to understandings of sustainability by
tourism students (Camargo & Gretzel, 2017; Hales & Jen-
nings, 2017). As Cullingford (1995) highlights, children
are the tourists of the future and, as per Visser’s (2015)
long-term strategy to achieve sustainability, they can
act as powerful agents of social change, including
playing a pivotal role in achieving sustainable develop-
ment (Doel-Mackaway, 2018; Schill et al., 2020). As
active and competent citizens in schools and commu-
nities (Percy-Smith & Burns, 2013) and as engaged stake-
holders (Howard & Wheeler, 2015; Lundy, 2007;
McCafferty, 2017; Restless Development, 2016), children
have great potential to make powerful contributions
toward reaching the sustainable development goals
(SDGs) of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development (Clark et al., 2020; UN Sustainable
Development Goals Knowledge Platform, n.d.).

Yet, children, despite occupying multiple roles as:
community members (Dowse et al., 2018), consumers
(Dowse et al., 2018; Lugosi et al., 2016), and key influen-
cers of family choice of holiday destinations (Nickerson &
Jurowski, 2001; Poria & Timothy, 2014; Ram & Hall, 2015;
Thornton et al., 1997), have been neglected by academic
research on sustainable tourism (Schill et al., 2020; Séra-
phin & Yallop, 2019a, 2019b). Canosa et al. (2017, p. 1)
argue that such neglect is because of ‘the slow engage-
ment and adoption of alternative and critical method-
ologies which open up new and fresh ways of
interpreting reality’. Several reasons can be given for
this reason. From a research perspective, conducting

research with children as the subjects raises substantial
ethical issues and is therefore more time consuming
(Alderson & Morrow, 2011) while, more instrumentally,
omission may be due to the children not being regarded
as significant enough decision-makers in tourism con-
sumption and with them children not perceiving and
understanding the world in the same way most adults
do (Rakic & Chambers, 2012). From a societal perspective,
in some cultures children’s role may be to ‘be seen and
not heard’ with an overall lack of acceptance or recog-
nition of the rights of the child (Alderson, 2017; Franklin,
2002; Lundy, 2007). Nevertheless, it is important to high-
light the fact that research involving children is valid and
significant (Beazley et al., 2009; Greig et al., 2007).

This study therefore seeks to address the following
two knowledge gaps: (a) Why should children be
engaged in responsible tourism? (b) How should children
be engaged in responsible tourism? Drawing on Kemper,
Ballantine and Hall’s (2019) research on sustainability
education typology, the study investigates why and
how children should be empowered to become active
agents of responsible tourism and contributors to the
achievement and implementation of SDGs. Recent litera-
ture has focused on the need for more inclusive sustain-
able tourism (Burrai et al., 2019), long-term strategies
such as education of the next generation either in
formal (such as business schools and universities; see
Kemper et al., 2019) or informal structures (such as
guided tours; see Smith et al., 2019, or interpretation,
see Stoddard et al., 2018), and empowering stakeholders
(Joo et al., 2020). In line with this prior body of work, this
study is, thus, not only highlighting children’s empower-
ment as an emerging research area in the sustainability
literature, but is also indicating that children are
neither passive nor powerless (Hutton, 2016; Wong
et al., 2010), in making responsible consumption
decisions. Also, it is emphasising the view that, with
the appropriate pedagogical approach, children can
become environmentally aware, change their behaviour
and, equally important, can encourage and contribute to
changes among their peers, in other words, be sustain-
ability transformers (Kemper et al., 2019; Madruga
et al., 2003 Q4

¶
; Schill et al., 2020).

To address the research questions, this study uses a
theory adaptation research approach (Jaakkola, 2020)
to conceptualise children’s empowerment in responsible
and sustainable tourism. Within this approach, the study
draws upon the framework of Séraphin and Yallop
(2019b), which has determined the dimensions of fun
within the play activities offered in resort mini-clubs.
This framework represents the starting point for this
theory-based adaptation paper in which other domain
theories were used as tools (Kemper et al., 2019; Lukka
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& Vinnari, 2014) to offer an alternative frame of reference
to expand its conceptual scope (Jaakkola, 2020). Conse-
quently, this conceptual paper’s aim is to revise extant
knowledge on sustainability and empowerment in
tourism by introducing an alternative frame of reference
in order to propose a novel perspective (on children
empowerment) on an extant conceptualisation (Jaak-
kola, 2020), such as dimensions and types of fun activities
for children (Séraphin & Yallop, 2019b) and the sustain-
ability educator typology (Kemper et al., 2019). Within
this theory-based adaptation approach, the study
adopts a bricolage strategy, as ‘ways in which people
would refashion objects for new purposes’ (Hammond
& Wellington, 2013Q5

¶
). The paper is therefore arguing for

the refashioning of some activities from children’s daily
practice (informal educational environments) in order
to educate them about responsible tourism and aiming
to transform them into responsible tourists in their
adulthood.

The paper proceeds as follows: After a detailed discus-
sion of key issues related to empowerment in tourism,
particularly children empowerment in tourism and sus-
tainable development goals, the paper conceptualises
children empowerment in responsible tourism. The
resulting theoretical framework is then discussed
before conclusions and implications are drawn. The fra-
mework proposed in this study offers a composite
picture, allowing comment on the interactions between
children empowerment and sustainable responsible
tourism, and conclusions about the implications of
such connections.

2. Literature review

2.1. Empowerment in tourism

Modern use of the term ‘sustainability’ is broad and
difficult to define precisely. Nevertheless, a foundational
and widely used definition is provided by the UN World
Commission on Environment and Development: ‘sustain-
able development is development that meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs’ (WCED, 1987Q6

¶
). The

literature on sustainable tourism clearly suggests that
involving present and future generations is integral in
order to establish any sustainable tourism development
(Hall et al., 2015). It is widely recognised that industry sus-
tainability requires involvement and commitment of
multiple stakeholders (Sloan et al., 2013) through regu-
lations or environment standards; market approaches
or pricing strategies; and finally, soft tools (or citizenship
and education) in order to raise awareness about
environmental issues (Tribe, 2012). Nevertheless, a

significant and core component of stakeholders, such
as children, is overlooked.

‘Empowerment’ is a group or individual efforts to gain
control over their destiny and/or affairs through compe-
tency enhancement which happens as the result of a
learning process (Joo et al., 2020). Words such as
‘enabling’; ‘to make responsible’; ‘reengineering’;
‘mastery’ and ‘control’ are associated with ‘empower-
ment’ (Boella & Goss-Turner, 2020; Boley & McGehee,
2014). The concept of empowerment has been widely
studied in contexts such as community development;
behavioural change, and psychology, however it is a
more recent addition to the tourism lexicon (Scheyvens,
1999; Strzelecka et al., 2017). Empowerment is a key
requirement for tourism sustainability as, once achieved
by a group or individual, people become more active
within the destination community (Scheyvens, 1999).
This is because, according to Rocha’s (1997) notion of a
ladder of empowerment, knowledgeable individuals (at
the bottom of the ladder) engage more in decision-
making and hence manage to get others from the com-
munity (at the top of the ladder) involved. Sustainability
and empowerment are interconnected given that resi-
dent empowerment appears crucial to the long-term
sustainability of a destination (Boley & McGehee, 2014)
because it gives locals a sense of ownership and, conse-
quently, they become more supportive of the industry
(Joo et al., 2020; Strzelecka et al., 2017).

In tourism, ‘empowerment’ tends to be understood as
the participation of local people in tourism decision-
making with sufficient power to bring benefits to a des-
tination community in terms of an improved quality of
life (Boley & McGehee, 2014; Scheyvens, 1999). Boley
and McGehee (2014) and Strzelecka et al. (2017) ident-
ified three types of empowerment in tourism: (a) psycho-
logical empowerment (apparent when locals display
some pride for their community and neighbourhood);
(b) social empowerment (occurs when social capital is
developed within the community); and (c), political
empowerment (that occurs with the involvement of
locals in decision-making). This study focuses on social
empowerment which involves bringing changes in the
community by empowering designated previously dis-
empowered members of the society (Strzelecka et al.,
2017). Social empowerment also helps in involving and
engaging all members of a community and contributing
to a greater sense of cohesion (Boley & McGehee, 2014)
as a result of strengthening social capital (Boley et al.,
2014). The focus on social empowerment is also signifi-
cant as this form of empowerment may also generate
political action (Joo et al., 2020).

In local communities, empowerment tends to be
initiated through awareness campaigns and training
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programmes (Mosedale & Voll, 2017). However, empow-
erment initiatives aimed at local communities need to be
facilitated in particular ways, as prescriptive, informative,
confrontational and intervening approaches are con-
sidered less empowering (Adams, 2008). According to
Adams (2008), the most effective approaches of empow-
erment are: cathartic and facilitative (enabling people to
express their feelings); catalytic (enabling people to
engage in self-discovery, self-directed living and
problem-solving); supportive and catalytic (enabling
people to build self-confidence); and finally, self-advo-
cacy (enabling people to speak for themselves). In this
study, all these effective empowerment approaches are
considered and employed in the development of the
programme of activities suggested to empower children
to be future responsible tourists (section 3).

2.2. Children’s empowerment and tourism

The study of children and childhood has long been neg-
lected in tourism studies (Canosa & Graham, 2016;
Canosa et al., 2018a; Poria & Timothy, 2014; Séraphin &
Vo-Than, 2020; Séraphin & Yallop, 2019a, 2019b). This
arises for a range of reasons including: the need to
obtain ethical approval; the skills required by researchers
to work with children; logistics; the potential lack of trac-
tion of the topic (Khoo-Lattimore, 2015; Poria & Timothy,
2014); and the absence of practice frameworks when
conducting research with children and young people
(Canosa et al., 2018a, 2018b). The lack of research on chil-
dren in tourism may also be exacerbated by perceptions
of children as passive and powerless (Hutton, 2016);
immature; vulnerable; incompetent (Canosa & Graham,
2016); unreliable; and unable to express their own
views and opinions (Canosa et al., 2018a). Several
tourism studies on children are researching teenagers
close to the age of 18 (Hixson, 2014), however, arguably,
such age groups do not necessarily fall under the chil-
dren category (Khoo-Lattimore et al., 2015). For Canosa
et al. (2018a, p. 520), ‘the paucity of tourism and hospital-
ity research involving children is rather disconcerting’.
‘Tourism and hospitality research to date has focused
almost exclusively on adult perspectives, often overlook-
ing, if not neglecting, the views of children and young
people’ (Canosa et al., 2018a, p. 519).

An increasing number of scholars believe that current
perception and practice of research with children in
tourism need to be reviewed, and new approaches put
forward, as many of them argue that children are
equally as important as adults for academic research in
tourism (Canosa et al., 2018a; Khoo-Lattimore, 2015;
Poria & Timothy, 2014; Radic, 2017). ‘Children’s voices
ought to be heard if the aim of the scholarly inquiry is

to conceptualise the tourist experience more compre-
hensively and responsibly’ (Poria & Timothy, 2014,
p. 93). Despite the shift in perspective, there are few
studies on the topic (Canosa et al., 2016; Canosa et al.,
2019; Canosa et al., 2016). Canosa et al. (2016) believe
that uncovering the deeply embedded issues relating
to tourism development for host communities requires
the active involvement of children and young people
in the research process. Consequentially, such involve-
ment potentially becomes a process of empowerment
which leads to ‘a virtuous circle of increased confidence
and raised self-esteem, resulting in more active partici-
pation by children in other aspects affecting their lives’
(Kellett, 2010, p. 197). Such confidence and self-esteem
can help enable children to feel happy and comfortable
with who they are, trying new things and managing their
behaviour (Kellett, 2010; Khoo-Lattimore, 2015). Empow-
erment has also been claimed as a key factor in building
resilience and one of the important benefits of children’s
participation (Kellett, 2010; White & Choudhury, 2010).

Empowerment of children in a tourism related context
may be approached through different lenses. Through
the lens of family environment, the empowerment of
children is a key component of family-centred interven-
tions in promoting child growth and well-being (Dunst
et al., 2007) as well as a key predictor of their future out-
comes. In this context, Staples (1990) described empow-
erment as both a multidimensional mechanism (gaining
greater influence and control over life) and an outcome
(holding power). Such process can be expressed on
various levels including economic (personal power and
self-efficacy), interpersonal (influencing others) and pol-
itical (social action or change). Koren et al. (1992) noted
that skills, self-perception and actions can be considered
as another dimension in the expression of empower-
ment and developed the Family Empowerment Scale
which incorporates and operationalises two dimensions,
i.e. children’s empowerment with respect to family and
the larger community, and the expression of empower-
ment as attitudes, knowledge, and behaviours.

Without doubt, the family context has a significant
role in children’s education with respect to guiding
their behaviours. Studies in tourism have stressed the
importance of intergenerational relations (e.g. parent–
child, grandparent-child relations) in the passing down
of values from generation to generation whilst on
holiday time (Bernal & De la Fuente Anuncibay, 2007;
Bertaux & Thomson, 2005; Gram et al., 2019; Hebble-
thwaite & Norris, 2011; Schänzel & Jenkins, 2016). Such
‘desire to transmit wisdom, stories and values to
younger generations’ is termed in literature as generativ-
ity (Gram et al., 2019, p. 3) and occurs through shared
and meaningful activities (Gram et al., 2019). The close
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connections that children build with their family during
holiday time can enable meaningful intergenerational
relations and valuable educational opportunities.

Taking the example of fathers going on holidays with
their children, Schänzel and Jenkins (2016) explain that
family holidays are opportunities for the transmission
of skills and values to children. Similarly, for Gram et al.
(2019), family holidays represent legacy time, during
which grandparents teach their grandchildren life skills
and pass on practical knowledge, therefore generating
‘affective flows of hope, purpose, and confidence’ (p 9).
The legacy role of family is often at the heart of heritage
tourism (Boutte et al., 2017; Huang et al., 2016). For this
type of tourism, the family can be a starting point that
lays the basis of a foundation (Huang et al., 2016;
Mandel, 1995; Williams, 2001). Furthermore, the literature
suggests that when the transmission of skills and values
happens within the family, there is a higher chance of
continuum in adulthood (Davidson & Sahli, 2014; De
Haan, 2000; Minto-Coy, 2009, 2016).

Although early studies in family tourism suggest that
children have relatively little power to persuade family
holidays decisions (Beatty & Talpade, 1994; Thornton
et al., 1997), and that children are largely neglected in
the family tourism decision (Wang et al., 2004), more
recent studies have different findings. For instance,
Khoo-Lattimore et al. (2015) argued that children co-
create the travel experience with parents. Gram’s study
(2007) also shows that children influence the family
decision-making process of choosing the family vacation.
Nevertheless, the cultural context of such studies are
often not sufficiently explored.

Empowerment of children in a tourism related context
may also be approached through competency enhance-
ment of individuals or groups as the result of a learning
process (Joo et al., 2020). Child empowerment emerges
as one of the most pertinent aspects in developing a
community-based tourism (Canosa et al., 2016). Empow-
erment of children towards responsible tourism is at the
basis of actions developed by the Education for Sustain-
ability (EfS) discourse developed by the United Nation
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development and
the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC,
2020 [Online]). EfS is an educational approach that
aims to develop students, primary and secondary edu-
cation schools, and communities with the values and
the motivation to act for sustainability. Education for sus-
tainability is based on five pillars: environmental, social,
economic, interpreting and understanding sustainability
(Kemper et al., 2019). Madruga and Da Silveira (2003)
argued that school curricula was not particularly innova-
tive as they are mainly based on traditional approaches
to sustainability and that a student change of the

industrial worldview is required. However, children may
also be educated to be responsible citizens and tourists
in informal educational environments, such as nature
walks (Honig, 2019; Milne et al., 2019).

Another framework that could be adopted is the sus-
tainability educator typology developed by Kemper et al.
(2019), which categorises sustainability educators in
three main types depending on the varying degrees of
interest in sustainability and the educators’ preferred
pedagogies for EfS, namely sustainability actioners, thin-
kers, and transformers. Based on Kemper et al.’s (2019)
framework, the assumption of this study is that children
will go through all stages of the typology. First, in the
short-term, children will become sustainability thinkers
(individuals with critical thinking and questioning atti-
tude). This could be materialised by children asking
more and more questions related to their holidays (e.g.
the place they visited, activities they undertook). Then,
in the long term, they may turn into sustainability
actioners (individuals looking to encourage change in
individuals and/or community). This could be materia-
lised by influencing families’ choice of destinations,
activities, and mobilities. Finally, in the even longer
term, they may turn into sustainability transformers (indi-
viduals wanting to unlock changes in the surrounding
environment). This could be materialised by praising
those who are opting for more responsible forms of
tourism. This study’s assumption is, to some extent, in
line with the results of Madruga and Da Silveira’s study
(2003) aimed at developing children’s environmental
awareness. Their results revealed that ‘a positive
approach for environmental classes can result in con-
crete actions, which lead to improved environmental
concern and action among teenagers and school chil-
dren’ (Madruga & Da Silveira, 2003, p. 525).

Furthermore, children empowerment has rarely been
discussed from the host community’s perspective
(Canosa et al., 2017). In their study on empowering
young people through participatory film, Canosa et al.
(2017) explored the potential for participatory film from
the perspectives of disadvantaged community groups
such as children and young people. Researchers
noticed that children and youth felt strongly about
their community and show feelings of rage and resent-
ment towards perceived unethical practices of tourists
with respect to the community and empowerment.

2.3. Children’s contribution to tourism
sustainability in informal educational
environments

This section of the paper illustrates the sustainability
educator typology developed by Kemper et al. (2019),
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while discussing children empowerment from a host
community’s perspective (Canosa et al., 2017). In this
study, the term educator refers to children instructors
and carers, in other words, staff in charge of developing
activities for children; but also looking after children
(FRAM, 2020; Groupe Barriere, 2020; TUI, 2020]Q7

¶
). As

there is a demand in the hospitality sector for staff
with a strong understanding of sustainability (Ali et al.,
2017; Camargo & Gretzel, 2017), there is sufficient
reason to believe that children can and should be
involved in responsible and sustainable tourism
activities.

A series of activities and initiatives undertaken in
informal educational environments may contribute to
educating children, building their awareness about
responsible and sustainable tourism practices, and devel-
oping an environmental sensitivity (Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 4: Quality education; Sustainable
Development Goal 12); hence facilitating the enactment
of Kemper et al.’s (2019) progression from sustainability
actioners, to thinkers, and to transformers. Fostering
encounters between locals and visitors (Sustainable
Development Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong insti-
tutions) is also useful (e.g. making the mini-clubs pro-
grammes available to local children too), as ‘giving
locals access to enclaves can foster a stronger link
between locals and visitors’ (Séraphin & Yallop, 2019a,
p. 8).

Mini-clubs’ children programmes (type of fun and
activities) should be delivered with the aim to provide
children and their parents an opportunity to participate
in environmental related family activities. Indeed,
‘sense of stewardship towards the environment is devel-
oped among children and young people when they
actively contribute to protecting the environment in a
variety of ways from regular beach clean ups and educat-
ing visiting tourists to participating in rallies and anti-
development protests’ (Canosa et al., 2020, p. 1). Simi-
larity, Canosa et al. (2020) suggest practical activities to
empower children to be sustainable tourists.

Empowering fun, are fun activities that contribute to
learning, discovering and feelings of accomplishment
(Poris, 2006Q8

¶
; Séraphin & Yallop, 2019b). This type of fun

activities includes, for instance, learning the local
language, cultural workshops, local dancing and
singing workshops, and handicraft workshops of local
artefacts (Poris, 2006; Séraphin & Yallop, 2019b). Last
but not least, events (live or virtual) should be organised
by mini-clubs to promote children’s achievements as the
new generation appreciate having opportunities to
parade their experiences and celebrate their achieve-
ments. Beyond celebrating children and their achieve-
ments, events could also be used to promote the

inclusion of mini-clubs in the local environment. Accord-
ing to the Kemper et al. (2019) framework, the range of
activities suggested above should contribute to turn chil-
dren into sustainability thinkers and actioners, the ulti-
mate objective being to achieve the sustainability
transformers level.

2.3.1. Sustainability transformers
Tourism must transform and recalibrate in order to
become more sustainable (Cheer et al., 2019). Sub-
sequently, considering children as part of a strategy
towards tourism sustainability would be evidence of
the ability of practitioners and researchers to promote
change by concretely considering future generations.
This is all the more important, as mitigating the rate
and pace of change is vital to tourism sustainability
(Lew, 2014). While sustainable development is the main
concern for people of all ages, the youngest members
of the society, and more specifically children, may have
the most to lose if targets for sustainable living are not
achieved in the near future.

Overlooking children and related elements to child-
hood in responsible tourism is a common mistake
because not all stakeholders to be engaged in the
process are known, and have been in fact engaged, in
the process (Burrai et al., 2019). However, involving chil-
dren in planning and implementation processes is chal-
lenging (Freeman et al., 1999). Research conducted by
Schill et al. (2020) demonstrated that it would be a
mistake to underestimate children’s contribution to sus-
tainable and responsible practices. Within the context of
recycling, for example, children’s knowledge and
concern about recycling (i.e. personal determinants),
other behavioural determinants (e.g. training at school),
self-learning and observational learning that can take
place both at school and in their family setting, as well
as environmental determinants (e.g. access to bins, par-
ental recycling practices) can enhance children’s aware-
ness and engagement in responsible practices (Schill
et al., 2020). Furthermore, when they are taken into con-
sideration, children feel respected and empowered
(Adams, 2019). Children should also be valued because:
they are stakeholders of the community; they are not
just mere recipients as they influence their environment;
they play a role in the competitive advantage of organis-
ations that can identify and develop products and ser-
vices that meet their needs (Dowse et al., 2018; Greig
et al., 2007).

In this line of thoughts, in December 2019, Eastbourne
Borough Council, View Hotel, East Sussex College Group,
Eastbourne Chamber of Commerce, East Sussex County
Council and the University of Brighton developed a
pop-up school concept aimed at school pupils to
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inform them about careers in hospitality. The pop-up
school was ‘focusing on hospitality skills in a real life
setting and including interactive presentations about a
career in hospitality’ (University of Brighton, 2019
[Online]). At a wider scale, the Italian government has
put sustainability and climate at the heart of learning
in schools (Guardian, 2019 [Online]). In both cases chil-
dren are considered an important variable of the long-
term sustainability of the planet.

2.4. Conceptual framework

In line with previous research discussed in this paper, the
study puts forward the following successive (and linked)
propositions: (1) children are disempowered from the
tourism industry but can be empowered with the right
pedagogical approach; (2) social empowerment could
happen through activities that would be empowering
fun; cathartic; facilitative; catalytic; supportive and self-
advocating (3) children should be encouraged to
become sustainability thinkers; actioners; and transformers
(4) and finally, the transformation of children experience
should continue to adulthood as there is a continuum
between childhood and adulthood. The propositions pre-
sented in Figure 1 also answer the research questions of
this study, namely, why and how should children be
empowered to be engaged in responsible tourism.

The first stage (proposition 1) has been established
and discussed earlier in this paper; the remainder of
the study focuses hereafter on the treatment of stages
two to four of the framework (propositions 2–4).

3. Fun pedagogy for the responsible tourism
education of children

3.1. Examples of responsible tourism empowering
activities for children

As explained earlier in this paper, in order to empower
children toward responsible tourism through education
it is important to offer fun educational activities.
Drawing on Séraphin and Yallop (2019b) framework
and other relevant literature (Poris, 2006; Lugosi et al.,
2016; Madruga & Da Silveira, 2003) Table 1 presents a
range (but not exhaustive) of such activities.

3.2. Rationale

3.2.1. ‘type of fun’ and ‘Type of activities’
The first two columns in Table 2 reflect the type of fun
and activities for children. Sport-orientated fun, friend-
orientated fun and empowering fun are the most
popular types of activities (Séraphin & Yallop, 2019b).
These types of activities are an adaptation of activities
provided by Poris (2006) for each type of fun, who
suggested that play is an integral part of children’s life.
Indeed, play contributes to their learning and knowledge
development as well as understanding of their surround-
ing environment, promotes communication with others,
and is evidence of their behavioural transformation. Play
is an essential strategy for learning and teaching and
‘learning through play’ is a pedagogical approach that
creates opportunities for the development of key com-
petencies, values, and knowledge through play-based
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of children empowerment inside and outside the family context. Source: The authors.
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learning. There is a continuum of playful learning with
different levels of child–adult involvement in playful
experiences – at one end, free play gives children the
freedom to play, explore and discover; this progresses
towards more guided or structured play with adult par-
ticipation (UNICEF, 2018; Zosh et al., 2017).

Children between 3–14 are concerned with play,
with the climax occurring between 7–11 years of age
and the decline between 13–14 (Smith, 2010). It is
also worth highlighting that ‘play is also associated in
the literature with concepts and terms such as child-
hood memory, nostalgia, tradition, communities, and
social capital (Frost, 2015). Equally important, fun
needs to be an integral part of children play (or other
products and services offered to them) as it is the
key criteria for the activities to appeal to them and
be understood by them (Poris, 2006).

Finally, three main types of fun are normally inte-
grated in activities delivered to children within a
holiday context by importance order, namely sports-
orientated fun; friend-orientated fun and finally, empow-
ering fun (Séraphin & Yallop, 2019b). More closely related
to (environmental) sustainability, Madruga and Da Sil-
veira (2003) explained that environmental education of
children needs to be achieved in a playful way, hence
they suggested the use of music; children’s stories;
study trips; and games dealing with recycling and life

cycles (such as ‘box with mirror’, ‘game with cards’ and
‘transparent glass box’). Activities, such as beach clean-
ups (Canosa et al., 2020), which have the potential to
develop the environmental sensitivity and awareness of
children could be assimilated to empowering fun activi-
ties (Table 1).

The activities suggested in Table 1 have the potential
to foster encounters between locals and visitors, and the
development of a sense of cohesion, which is the core
criteria of social capital empowerment (Boley et al.,
2014; Boley & McGehee, 2014). Clean-ups, activities,
and rallies (Canosa et al., 2020), as well as competitions,
could contribute to encounters between local and visit-
ing children.

3.2.2. ‘context’ and ‘When’
The third and fourth columns in Table 2 explain the
context in which these types of fun and activities can
occur and the potential timing for these. Empowering
learning activities about responsible tourism can take
place in different contexts: for example, when (on
holiday) at the destinations; during school trips; at chil-
dren’s clubs; after school clubs; and within hotel-
schools or travel agencies. In terms of timing, these learn-
ing activities may also be delivered at any time: for
example, during school holidays, during the academic
year, within leisure time, or when purchasing holidays,

Table 1. Empowering responsible tourism activities for children.
Type of fun (by order
of popularity) Type of activities Context When

Sustainability
children typology Source (e.g.)

Outdoor recreation /
sport activity
oriented

Glass bottom boat rides (to identify
endangered species)

Visited destination/School trip On holiday/
academic
year

Thinker Poris (2006)

Snorkelling (to pick up litter) Resort mini-club (teen club) /
School related project

On holiday/
Academic
year

Actioner

Snorkelling (instructing parents and/or
carers / friends on the DONTS)

Visited destination/home On holiday /
leisure time

Transformer

Friend / Social
orientated

Mini disco (Super SDG heroes – each
child to be dress up like superman
with a SDG number instead of a ‘S’)

Resort mini – club On holiday Thinker Séraphin and
Yallop (2019b)

Team competition for best video or
poster to raise awareness about an
issue face by visited destination

Resort mini – club On holiday Actioner Séraphin and
Yallop (2019b)

Encouraging parents and/ or carers to
purchasing Local products (from
locals)

Visited destination On holiday Transformer

Empowering Survey (using drawing) After school club Leisure time Thinker Séraphin and
Green (2019)

Pop-up hotel schools Schools & partner hotels Academic year Actioner University of
Brighton (2019)
(Online)

Holiday purchasing (Influencing parents
and/or carers to choose responsible
holidays)

Travel agency and/or when
booking online

Before
departing on
holiday

Transformer Lugosi et al.
(2016)

Study trip Visit tourism businesses
(hotels/theme parks/etc.) to
see how they recycle wastes

Academic year Thinker Madruga and Da
Silveira (2003)

Clean-ups activities; rallies; and anti-
development protests activities

Resort mini-clubs On holiday Thinker / actioner Canosa et al.
(2020)

Source: The authors.
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and at any place; however it requires flexibility of part-
ners or system (Silva, 1997).

3.2.3. ‘sustainability children typology’
Next, column five of Table 2, identifies the typology of
children in the process of educating children toward sus-
tainability. The typology used is an adaptation of the sus-
tainability educator typology developed and proposed
by Kemper et al. (2019). Nonetheless, this study is
taking a step further by adding a progression dimension
to this typology and by connecting the different types to
the various types of fun and activities (see Figure 2). As
such, children involved in this sustainability empower-
ment process are progressing through three different
stages: first, in stage one, they experience the stage of
‘sustainability thinker’, i.e. they develop critical thinking
and a questioning attitude. The second stage of their
development process is the ‘sustainability actioner’, in
other words, children become involved in sustainability
projects, while trying to incite change in people around
them (e.g. family, school friends). Finally, stage three of
the children development represents the ‘sustainability

transformer’. At this stage, children advocate a world-
view shift. Lastly, the final column in Table 2 (i.e.
‘Sources’) indicates the sources of the domain theories,
literature and information provided in the table.

3.3. Evaluation of the empowering responsible
tourism activities for children

Coordinated efforts are being made in tourism to
develop and offer sustainable products to customers
(Font et al., 2018). Measures such as the Resident
Empowerment through Tourism Scales (RETS) have also
been put in place to evaluate the sustainability of
these products and services (Boley & McGehee, 2014).
Thus, the programme of activities developed in Table 1
has been assessed in terms of its effectiveness using
two existing frameworks namely, the Dale and Robinson
(2001) and the Adams (2008) frameworks. Based on the
assessment illustrated in Table 2, the programme of
activities for children developed in Table 1 may help
encourage the long-term sustainability of the industry
due to its children empowerment potential.

Dale and Robinson (2001) argued that a good tourism
education programme in tourism needs to meet the
needs of stakeholders (learners; education institutions;
industry), and therefore it needs to have four main
characteristics, namely to contribute to learners (1)
development of interdisciplinary skills; (2) development
of expertise in a specific area; (3) ability to respond to a
demand from the industry; and (4) to benefit each stake-
holder. Adams (2008) argued that the most empowering
activities must be cathartic and facilitative (enabling

Table 2. Evaluation of the empowering responsible tourism activities for children developed in table 1.
Criteria Evidence Source

Development of
interdisciplinary skills

Catalytic approach

Range of activities delivered in a range of context + In its approach
tourism is multi-disciplinary.

Annan-Diab & Molinari (2017); Oviedo-Garcia (2016);
Tribe & Xiao (2011); Tribe & Liburd (2016 Q9

¶
)

Development of expertise in
a specific area

Catalytic / facilitative
approach

Environmental sustainability + Responsible tourism through a range
of activities and context

Séraphin & Yallop (2019a, 2019b); Madruga and Da
Silveira (2003)

Ability to respond to a
demand from the industry

Catalytic approach

Sustainability is possibly the most important issue facing the tourism
industry in the twenty-first century + Programme developed in
partnership with the industry.

Edgell & Swanson (2018 Q10
¶

)

Benefits each stakeholder

Cathartic / facilitative / self-
advocating approach

Children will feel valued (as empowered) as they can be actively
involved in some activities

Madruga and Da Silveira (2003); Joo et al. (2020);
Canosa et al. (2020); Dale and Robinson (2001);
Madruga and Da Silveira (2003)

For academics this could be an opportunity to collect data to improve
understanding of sustainability in tourism; work more closely with
industry to develop programmes

For the industry, ensure that future collaborators will be trained
properly; closer relationship with academia; contribute the long-
term sustainability of the industry by educating the tourists of the
future.

Séraphin and Yallop (2019a, 2019b); Dale and Robinson
(2001).

Source: The authors.
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Figure 2. The progressive steps of children’s sustainability
process. Source: The authors.

TOURISM RECREATION RESEARCH 9

805

810

815

820

825

830

835

840

845

850

855

860

865

870

875

880

885

890

895

900

Changes
Deleted Text
S

Author Query
Deleted Text
The reference "Tribe & Liburd, 2016" is cited in the text but is not listed in the references list. Please either delete the in- text citation or provide full reference details following journal style.

Author Query
Deleted Text
The reference "Edgell & Swanson, (2018" is cited in the text but is not listed in the references list. Please either delete the in- text citation or provide full reference details following journal style.



people to express their feelings); catalytic (enabling
people to engage in self-discovery, self-directed living;
problem-solving); supportive and catalytic (enabling
people to build self-confidence); and finally, self-advo-
cacy (enabling people to speak for themselves). The
strategies for the social capital empowerment of children
suggested in this paper (Table 1), and compared against
the two existing models, indicate matches in both cases.
The educational and empowering effectiveness of the
activities are therefore supported (Table 2).

Overall, the conceptual framework for sustainability
addressed in the questions of ‘why’ and’ how’ to
empower children towards responsible and sustainable
tourism is summarised in Figure 3. This resulting frame-
work is an adaptation of the theoretical framework for
sustainability in hospitality developed by Sloan et al.
(2013, p. 27).

3.4. Future responsible tourist capital
development (FRTCD) and sustainability tourism
development

‘Human capital development refers to the process of
acquiring and increasing the number of persons who
have the skills, education and experience which are criti-
cal for the economic growth of the country’ (Harbison,
1962Q11

¶
, cited in Johnson, 2011, p. 30). Arguably, this

study has developed a framework for the development
of Responsible Tourism Capital (RTC), which is the
process of developing and nurturing an increasing
number of children to have the skills, education and
experience which are critical for the responsible and sus-
tainable development of the tourism industry. Within the
same line of thought, as it appears that ‘a more edu-
cated/skilled workforce makes it easier for an organis-
ation to adopt and implement new technologies’
(Johnson, 2011, p. 30). From such a perspective, it may
be argued that an educated and skilled pool of children
who have adopted sustainability values at an early age as
part of their understanding of what the tourism industry

should be, would contribute greatly to the long-term and
progressive sustainable transformation of the tourism
industry and contribute to the attainment of the SDGs.

The strategy and approach suggested in this study is
important because education and training contribute
not only to the development of human resources in a
narrow sense, but also because there is a sense of
urgency for implementation of sustainable education
and resource strategies such as the one developed in
this study, in a broader context (Kemper et al., 2019).
More so, the strategic approach developed in this
study suggests that the tourism industry, can also
reinforce the value of play, and its vital role in children’s
learning and their literary, social, emotional and cogni-
tive development (Lewis, 2017). The strategy of empow-
erment of children suggested here may also be extended
into early adulthood, and the promotion of a sustainable
tourism curriculum in higher education (Floher, 2001;
Visser, 2015). Tourism can therefore benefit from an
early empowerment of their customers.

The approach suggested in this research was
designed for young children up to the age of 11.
Indeed, the hospitality sector generally considers
anyone under the age of 12 to be children (Khoo-Latti-
more et al., 2015). A significant amount of research in
tourism and cognate sectors involving children is
based on children age 5–11 (Cullingford, 1995; Israfilova
& Khoo-Lattimore, 2019; Kerr & Moore, 2015; Khoo-Lati-
more et al., 2015 Q12

¶
; Khoo-Lattimore & Jihyun Yang, 2020;

Radic, 2017; Séraphin & Green, 2019). Within this age
range, children are able to pronounce correctly; they
can argue; and give their point of view (Khoo-Lattimore,
2015). Older children are also involved in tourism
research (Canosa et al., 2017; Hixson, 2014). As for the
16–19 age group, they are picked for research focusing
on interaction; rationale behind choices; and for more
advanced discussions (Hixson, 2014). Based on the fact
that tourism education provisions in France and in
England were originally developed, among other
reasons, to retain young people in education (Huggett
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Figure 3. Framework for the empowerment of children to be responsible tourists of the future. Source: The authors.
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& Pownall, 2010; Séraphin, 2012), children’s clubs, and
more specifically ‘teen clubs’ offering sustainability
related activities might be able to appeal to older chil-
dren/teenagers. This is further supported by the fact
that environmental protection activities involving
young people on holidays tend to play a role in the
development of their environmental sensibility (Canosa
et al., 2020). The emerging global eco-guilt/shame
culture in tourism consumption contexts (Mkono &
Hughes, 2020) might also be a pull factor. That said,
this study acknowledges that ‘children’s play is being
eroded across four distinct areas: commercial media;
fear and safety concerns; school curriculum and policy
that value and teach quieter forms of behaviour; and
ideology’ (Lewis, 2017, p. 10).

4. Conclusion

The key findings of this paper suggest that the tourism
sustainability education of young people can occur in
different places in their life; and it can follow different
models. However, a variety of stakeholders need to be
involved for its effectiveness. Informal educational
environments, which are widely overlooked in tourism
and hospitality literature, are of importance in the sus-
tainability education of young people.

Children are as important as adults in the global
endeavour to achieve sustainability. Overall, the key
message conveyed by this paper is that by engaging chil-
dren in tourism responsible strategies it means embark-
ing into a long-term strategic plan that will pay off on the
long term. This approach is different from other existing
strategies which are short-term in nature, with short-
term impacts. By engaging children in this sustainability
journey, this paper also reflects the ambition of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). According
to this convention, children’s rights are not just about
their protection from harm but are also about ‘their par-
ticipation in matters that affects them, such as research
about their lives’ (Canosa & Graham, 2016, p. 219).

4.1. Theoretical contributions

The empowerment of children in responsible tourism can
be defined as: A responsible tourism management strategy
that enables children to influence current development that
meets the needs of the present and the future without com-
promising the ability to meet the needs of their own gener-
ation. This empowerment strategy can be achieved
through competency enhancement using thinker,
actioner and transformer sustainability activities. Previous
research has overlooked the involvement of children and
their role in sustainable tourism development.

Nevertheless, Madruga and Da Silveira (2003) suggested
that stakeholder engagement in (environmental) sustain-
ability needs to be maximised, including the involvement
of children. Séraphin andYallop (2019a, 2019b) evidenced
that neither research nor the industry had put in place
strategies to involve children in the sustainable develop-
ment of the tourism industry. Themain theoretical contri-
bution of this study lies in that it extended this line of
research by providing a framework to explain why and
how children should be involved in responsible and sus-
tainable tourism. This study has reframed the existing
limited research and the discourse around children’s
role in sustainable and responsible tourism actions via a
range of fun play activities that involves the contributions
of a variety of stakeholders engaged directly or indirectly
in the tourism industry. Furthermore, this study contrib-
utes to the growing literature on children and (environ-
mental) sustainability and has endeavoured to provide a
long overdue answer to the question raised by Madruga
and Da Silveira (2003) that asked ‘What kind of approach
we should adopt to increase environmental concern in
order to provoke essential behaviour change’? The
answer might lie in the framework proposed in this
paper, that advises on a prospective process of develop-
ing and nurturing children to have the skills, education
and experience, which are deemed critical for the respon-
sible and sustainable development of the tourism
industry.

4.2. Practical contributions

This study has also practical implications. The proposed
framework may be useful for a wide range of organis-
ations and practitioners as it allows them to develop
an educational empowering programme aiming at chil-
dren. Such a programme could be implemented along-
side other national government initiatives (such as, for
instance, the national initiative of the Italian government
that aims to educate all school children about sustain-
ability). A wide range of education institutions may use
the framework in the design of sustainability-focused
curricula, particularly as an increased focus on respon-
sible and sustainable tourism practices is called for in
tourism education. Likewise, tourism organisations may
find inspiration from the proposed framework in the
design of their offerings of educational activities for chil-
dren aimed at increasing their awareness and engage-
ment in sustainable and responsible behaviours. Thus
far, the limited existing research on the potential
impacts and/or contribution of children on the sustain-
ability of the tourism industry has not been empirically
tested since such empirical studies are primarily calling
for longitudinal studies.
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4.3. Directions for future research

Future research in this area could focus on experiential
studies aimed at developing pilot educational pro-
grammes which may be implemented over a period of
time in order to evaluate the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and barriers to implementation of the strat-
egy developed. Although such strategic longitudinal
approaches imply that the outcomes of these educational
programmes would take longer to be proven successful,
the ultimate predicted outcome is the early empower-
ment of tourism customers, namely children, and their
awareness and engagement in responsible practices.
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