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Abstract

Tourism-dependent small states offer valuable insights into sustainability, resilience, cultural
identity and crisis management. With limited resources, fragile ecosystems and undiversified
economies, these states face challenges that amplify global tourism debates. This essay
synthesises small state theory, tourism development theories, the sustainability framework,
the cultural preservation and identity framework and crisis management strategies to
highlight how small states provide scalable solutions for global tourism challenges, offering
lessons in adaptive governance, sustainable tourism development and cultural resilience.
Case studies from Bhutan, Barbados, Dominica, Fiji, Seychelles, Palau and Samoa illustrate
innovative policies in high-value tourism, environmental conservation, cultural protection
and disaster resilience. Their experiences challenge conventional tourism growth models,
emphasising sustainability over mass expansion.

Keywords: sustainability, resilience, cultural identity, small states, tourism-dependence



Small island nations heavily reliant on tourism face profound challenges related to
sustainability, cultural preservation, resilience, and their unique identities. These states,
characterised by scarce resources, small populations, geographic isolation, fragile ecosystems
and over-exposed to tourism’s volatility, grapple with dilemmas that extend beyond mere
economic concerns. Their responses to these challenges reflect broader societal discussions
on protecting the environment, maintaining cultural authenticity, and managing crises while
pursuing equitable and inclusive growth. By drawing upon small state theory, tourism
development frameworks, sustainability principles, cultural preservation and identity
concepts, and crisis management and resilience strategies, this essay shows how small states
offer answers to big questions on sustainability, cultural preservation, economic equity and

resilience in the tourism industry.

Small state theory highlights the distinct challenges that small states face (Baldacchino,
2007), especially those heavily reliant on tourism, as seen in the Caribbean where the sector
contributes up to 98% of GDP and employs up to 99% of the workforce (Hampton &
Jeyacheya, 2020). Overdependence renders these economies vulnerable to external shocks
like economic downturns or environmental crises, raising concerns about resource overuse.
However, such vulnerability has led to innovative governance approaches aligning tourism
strategies with long-term interests. In small countries, the close relationship between
governments and populations fosters responsive and inclusive decision-making, allowing for
quicker policy adjustments (Veenendaal & Corbett, 2015). The Seychelles exemplifies this
approach, prioritising long-term sustainability over short-term economic gains through

carefully managed tourism policies, including restriction of large-scale hotel construction



(de-Miguel-Molina, de-Miguel-Molina, & Rumiche-Sosa, 2014) and charging of visitor fees
to tourists (Clifton, Osman, Suggett, & Smith, 2021), reflecting a broader commitment to
intergenerational equity while ensuring future generations benefit from the same rich natural

environment sustaining the country's tourism industry today.

Small states offer valuable insights into how tourism develops, adapts and sustains itself
within constrained environments, providing insights that refine and challenge established
theories on tourism development. The Destination Lifecycle Model (Butler, 1980) outlines
tourism development stages, from exploration to potential stagnation or decline, emphasising
that unchecked growth is neither inevitable nor desirable. Small states often move through
these stages more rapidly due to limited carrying capacities (McCool, 2001), necessitating
careful tourism management. Bhutan’s high-value, low-impact tourism policy focuses on
quality over quantity by capping visitor numbers and implementing high fees, slowing
tourism expansion, preserving cultural and environmental assets and ensuring sustainable
long-term tourism (Rinzin, Vermeulen, & Glasbergen, 2007). Palau's “Palau Pledge” requires
visitors to commit to responsible environmental practices, exemplifying how small states
proactively manage tourism’s lifecycle while promoting conservation (Albrecht & Raymond,
2021). Such policies are particularly relevant for small island states, where environmental
degradation can rapidly erode tourism appeal (Scott, Hall, & Gdssling, 2012, p. 337) and
demonstrate that tourism growth does not always mean expansion; sometimes, sustainability

depends on setting limits and prioritising long-term environmental and cultural well-being.



Tourism-dependent small nations must also balance economic growth with environmental
protection. As climate change escalates, the adaptive strategies employed by small island
countries, such as integrating renewable energy sources and developing climate-resilient
infrastructure, offer invaluable lessons for destinations worldwide. Barbados, for instance,
has incorporated renewable energy projects into its tourism sector to reduce its carbon
footprint (Scott, Hall, & Gossling, 2012, p. 160). Seychelles has taken proactive measures to
safeguard its natural treasures by implementing robust conservation policies, including the
establishment of marine reserves covering over 30% of its exclusive economic zone that
impose restrictions on tourism activities (GOssling & Horstmeier, 2003), showcasing how
environmental protection efforts can harmoniously align with high-end tourism. Likewise,
the Maldives, confronted with the existential peril of rising sea levels, depends on luxury
tourism to bolster its economic stability (Shakeela & Becken, 2015), channelling a portion of
their tourism revenues towards initiatives aimed at restoring coral reefs and promoting
renewable energy sources, establishing a standard for environmentally responsible tourism
practices that balance economic growth with ecological preservation and social

responsibility, embodying the triple-bottom-line concept of sustainability (Elkington, 1997).

Globalisation and the rise of commercial tourism pose a significant challenge in preserving
cultural identity, an acute concern for small nations renowned for their distinct cultural
traditions and heritage. Samoa skilfully incorporates age-old practices like traditional
tattooing (tatau) and ceremonial dance (siva) into its tourism industry, empowering local
communities while preserving their rich cultural heritage (Sofield, 2003). Malta’s allure lies

in its storied past, spanning ancient temples to medieval marvels, enticing tourists while



channelling revenue into safeguarding its cultural heritage. The island nation adeptly
leverages its rich tapestry of history as a magnet for visitors, simultaneously reinvesting
tourism proceeds into preservation initiatives that protect its invaluable legacy (Baldacchino,
2007). Does transforming cultural heritage into a tourism commodity dilute its significance,
or can tourism alternatively function as a means for cultural empowerment? The experiences
of Samoa and Malta imply that when local communities exert control over how their culture
is portrayed, tourism can foster pride and reinforce identity rather than diminishing it.
Ensuring that local perspectives shape the representation and management of cultural
heritage enables small nations to safeguard their traditions and circumvent the cultural

homogenisation frequently associated with mass tourism.

Resilience and adaptability raise questions about human agency when facing uncertainty and
crisis. Dominica’s recovery after Hurricane Maria in 2017 showcases how a small nation can
reinvent itself following devastation. Dominica’s decision to rebrand itself as the “Nature
Island of the Caribbean” in 2022 was a strategic move that turned a crisis into an opportunity,
embodying the concept of resilience as more than just bouncing back, but rather evolving
into a stronger and more adaptable entity (Patullo, 2005). Fiji’s adoption of climate-resilient
infrastructure, like cyclone-resistant eco-lodges, highlights the significance of integrating
crisis preparedness with sustainable tourism development strategies to ensure the industry’s

long-term viability in the face of environmental challenges (Becken, 2013).

At their core, the questions explored in this essay reflect humanity’s relationship with

sustainability, identity and resilience. Tourism, as an inherently place-based activity,



magnifies these relationships. Small tourism-dependent states are compelled to confront
these questions with urgency and creativity in ways that larger destinations may overlook.
Their responses not only address their unique challenges but also provide scalable solutions
for global tourism. These lessons underscore the importance of adaptability, stakeholder
engagement and strategic governance in tourism development. As the global tourism industry
continues to grapple with challenges such as overtourism, climate change and cultural

homogenisation, the experiences of small states remain invaluable.
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