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Abstract

Purpose — To explore the future visions outlined in one of the first academic books on UK tourism to venture into
tourism futures. Through today’s lens, their visions are explored through three topics: Future Markets and
Destinations; Future Resources; and the Future Organization of Tourism.

Design/methodology/approach — Exploring the backstory, key drivers and tipping points of UK tourism
development and tourism education during the 1960s and 1970s, they help to understand the rationale for the
authors 1974 future visions of UK tourism. These visions are tested against reality, using a mixture of data, softer
evidence and the authors’ judgements.

Findings — Acknowledging the authors showed courage in presenting their future visions, when so little was
known about the development of tourism, let alone tourism futures. The article highlights the successes and
failures of their future visions across 20 tourism sectors, through 55 tourism forecasts. The reasons for
weaknesses in some of their forecasts, and their foresight in highlighting little known issues are explored, along
with key learning points for tourism futurists.

Research limitations/implications — The future visions of UK tourism were tested against data and other
evidence, but this was not always possible. Therefore, the success or failures of some of the visions are based
on the authors’ judgement.

Originality/value — Over the past 50 years, there has been a steady growth in tourism futures studies. Given
the recent increase in awareness of history in driving futures thinking, perhaps now is the time to apply this
viewpoint to previously published tourism futures studies because such reviews provide a timely reminder of the
transient nature of tourism futures gazing.

Keywords Education, History, Forecasting, Future studies, Tourism policy, Long term trends

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Viewing past visions of the future from the comfort of today’s perspective, it is difficult to accept
some of them, including paperless offices, flying cars, personal jetpacks or even holidays on the
moon, as serious and thoughtful insights (Randerson, 2009). This cannot be said of Burkart and
Medlik’s future visions, outlined in their 1974 seminal book on UK tourism: Tourism: Past, Present,
and Future. Their future visions of tourism were developed from deep and knowledgeable insights
drawn from their extensive academic and practitioners’ experience of UK tourism in the late 1960s
and early 1970s (Airey, 2014; Middleton, 2017).

All futures insights carry an often-unknowable baggage of history for, as suggested by Yeoman
and McMahon-Beattie (2020, p. xi), the impact of the past on the future is based on the idea that
observation of “the past is a permanent component of human consciousness and the patterns of
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the future of human society”. Durie (2017, p. 121) perhaps goes allittle further by suggesting thereis
little that is really innovative in tourism, which he describes as “an industry of the past, for the
present and for the future”. However, as highlighted by Pearce and Butler (2010), although
exploring the future has always presented challenges for tourism practitioners and researchers,
and while they seem to be cautious in outlining definitive visions of the future, this should not
discourage conversations about the future.

In the first issue of the Journal of Tourism Futures, Yeoman et al. (2015, p. 3) suggested that the
challenge in tourism futures research was to “develop methods and perspectives to systematically
reflect on what lies ahead”. Three years later, Yeoman and McMahon-Beatte (2018, p. 179)
stressed the importance of looking at the past and suggested that the “futurist [should] look at the
past to predict the future”. They also highlighted the work by Mannermaa (1991) on the importance
of identifying turning points from the past that impacted the future development of tourism. Given
the growing number of reports, articles and discussions about tourism futures, this article reflects
on the insights, successes and failures of one of the first attempts, some 50 years ago, to explore
the future of tourism.

Tourism: past, present, and future

Burkart and Medlik, in the very title of their book (Tourism: Past, Present, and Future),
acknowledged, long before academics explored tourism futures as an academic discipline, the
continuous link between the baggage of the past, the management of the present and the
exploration of the future. Therefore, to understand the future issues highlighted in their book, it is
important to understand the backstory (Figure 1) behind its publication by recalling the major
economic, social and political issues impacting the UK in the 1960s and early 1970s.

Although rarely acknowledged, every study of the future has a beginning, and this is often fluid and
fuzzy. Following the end of the Second World War (1939-1945), the UK’s newly elected Labour
government increasingly tried to manage the economy through a nationalisation programme
involving key sectors: the Bank of England (1946), coal (1947), railways (1948) and iron and steel
(1949). The UK tourism sector was not immune from such actions, and both Conservative and
Labour governments took control of a number of tourism businesses/infrastructures: Thomas
Cook and Sons (1948), British Transport Hotels (1963), the National Bus Company (1969) and
British Airways (1974).

Driven by the need to modernised the UK economy, the policy of the newly elected Labour
government in 1964, focussed less on preserving the manufacturing industries of the past, but on
developing the emerging new technologies and the growing service sector, including tourism
(Labour Party, 1964). Although this could not be described as a mega driver, such as globalisation,
shifts in global power or demography and technological singularity (Yeoman, 2018), it could be
interpreted as a micro trend, which Penn and Fineman (2018, p. 13) suggest are “small, under-the-
table radar forces that . . . are shaping our society”. Along with two other key micro trends in the UK
— the expansion of higher, further and university education and the continuing excess of imports

Figure 1 The backstory to the emergence of Burkart and Medlik’s book Tourism: Past,

Present, and Future

Societal, Growth of Expansion of Development Shortage of Growth of Tourism:
Economic and Service the University of Tourism NSIE University Past, Present,
Political Trends Industries Sector Act Tourism Staff Tourism Courses and Future
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over exports (Labour Party, 1964) — these three micro trends combined to create a critical tipping
point, not only in terms of our understanding of the impact of tourism on the UK economy but also,
crucially, in the development of tourism as an academic discipline.

By the end of the 1960s, despite the efforts of the Labour government to control the economy, the
UK stillimported more goods than it exported. Even with currency restrictions with regard to how
much money UK tourists could take on overseas holidays, tourism accounted for an increasing
proportion of the growing imbalance in the national payment accounts. In one of the Labour
government’s last acts of nationalisation, it passed the 1969 Development of Tourism Act. This act
removed control of UK tourism promotion from the privately managed, but publicly funded, British
Travel Association and created the British Tourist Authority (BTA), along with separate national
tourist boards for England, Scotland and Wales (Middleton and Lickorish, 2005). These new
organisations had extensive powers over a swath of tourism activities, covering not only tourism
marketing but also new powers and financial instruments to assist with tourism development,
grading schemes, research, accommodation and visitor attraction development.

The creation of the BTA and other national tourism organisations, along with the expansion of
tourism development and marketing activities both in the private and public sectors, highlighted
the shortage of qualified and educated staff who had a broad understanding of the operation of the
various components of the tourism sector. The government acknowledged that tourism and the
other new emerging service sectors lacked skilled staff; therefore, to support these new sectors, a
major expansion of the university and higher education sector was required. This expansion was
supported by the publication of the Robbins Report (1963) into the future of higher education,
which created 25 new universities, including upgrading existing technological institutes, such as
The Royal College of Science and Technology in Glasgow (now Strathclyde University) and
Battersea Polytechnic in London (now University of Surrey), to full university status. Although the
driver for the upgrading of both of these institutions was their strong focus on science, engineering
and technology education and research, crucially, for the future of tourism, both had established
programmes in hospitality management.

As highlighted by the issues discussed above, by the early 1970s there was a demand for
graduates who understood the needs of the emerging service sectors, including tourism. The
quickest way to meet this demand was through the provision of one-year post-graduate
conversion courses, and in 1972, both Surrey and Strathclyde Universities offered the first UK
post-graduate courses in tourism. Because of the close association between hospitality and
tourism, both these courses found a home in their newly established university hospitality
management departments, rather than in say the areas of geography, planning, marketing or
sociology.

Recognising that there was no suitable academic tourism textbook for these new post-graduate
tourism programmes, in 1974, Burkart and Medlik, who were based at the University of Surrey and
responsible for delivering its post-graduate programme, produced the first major modern textbook
about UK tourism: Tourism: Past, Present, and Future, which, as Airey (2014, p. 494) suggested,
“influenced the curriculum for a generation of tourism programmes”. However, this textbook was
not the first in its field, and, for example, both Hunziker and Kraft (1942) and Lickorish and Kershaw
(1958) explored tourism as an academic discipline in its own right, rather than as an adjunct to other
areas of study, such as the economics of tourism or the geography of tourism. Although Burkart
and Medlik (1974, p. vi) explored tourism within a university hospitality management department,
they nevertheless also saw it “as a study of its own right, with its own boundaries and relationships”.
It was also the first UK tourism textbook to take seriously the exploration of tourism futures, by
providing “a framework in which tourism can be examined [both] now and in the future” (Burkart
and Medlik, 1974, p. vii).

The book is divided into 10 parts covering, in some 300 pages, a wide range of topics, and in the
last 30 pages, Burkart and Medlik explore the future of tourism, and this is the focus of this article.
Before proceeding further, | should declare a personal interest, as in 1976, | undertook a post-
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graduate diploma in tourism at the University of Surrey, where both John Burkart and Rik Medlik
taught me, and their book was the core text for this course. Unlike modern tourism textbooks, with
attractive covers, snappy titles and glowing endorsements from other academics, the cover of
Burkart and Medlik’s book could best be described as more functional than inspirational
(Appendix); this however downplays its impact on our understanding of tourism futures.

Discussion

The future-focused section of Burkart and Medlik’s book is explored through three chapters:
“Future Markets and Destinations”, “Future Resources” and the “Future Organization of Tourism”.
In order to make the discussion on Burkart and Medlik’s future insights manageable, the key issues
from each of these three chapters are highlighted and discussed. The selection of these key issues
and the subsequent comments on their success or failure are supported where possible by factual
evidence, and where there is no evidence, by the authors’ judgement, and this limitation is

acknowledged (see Table 1-3).

Conclusions

As noted by Airey (2008), with so many tourism programmes, textbooks and journals, and indeed
tourism professors, the world of tourism futures research today is very different from that in 1974
when Burkart and Medlik wrote Tourism: Past, Present, and Future. In 1974, there was no Internet;
social media did not exist; the Boeing 747 had just started flying; Concorde was flying the flag for
UK tourism; high street travel agents dominated the sale of holidays and charter and scheduled
flights; low-cost airlines (apart from highly regulated charter airlines) were unknown; budget hotels
were places to avoid; in Scotland bars closed at 10.00 p.m. and, on Sundays, alcohol was only
served to tourists, not to local residents. Therefore, it should not be a surprise that some, although
not all, of Burkart and Medlik’s 1974 visions of the future from the perspective of 50 years in the
future, do not the match the reality of tourism today. For as Yeoman and McMahon (2020, p. 243)
suggested, “Forecasting, by its very nature is a hazardous exercise” and is not about developing
“an exact future but working with plural futures”.

Burkart and Medlik’s visions of the future were, however, not about plural futures but more a
mixture of data/date-driven forecasts (population growth); the identification of emerging concerns
and issues (overtourism); new and emerging markets (Japan) and destinations (Asia);
transportation innovations (low-cost supersonic planes) and government instruments to
manage and direct the development of tourism. While some of their visions were right (the
growing importance of tourism management over tourism promotion), some were just wrong (no
future for the cruise market), and some are still unclear (the development of high-speed rail).

However, perhaps their greatest weaknesses were:
1. Assuming that tourism in the future would be an extension of existing trends;

2. A belief that the best method for managing tourism was through “big government” — national
and international government interventions;

3. Afailure to link their future snapshots of the different sectors of tourism into a coherent and
integrated series of plural future visions of tourism;

4. Afailure to foresee a shift in power from the providers of tourism services to the consumers of
tourism services, perhaps best illustrated by the emergence of both social media and
sustainable tourism as key drivers in tourism development;

5. Afailure to recognise and understand the impact of newly emerging (1970s) technology on the
travel, tourism and hospitality sectors;

6. Afailure to look over the horizon into the 1980s and 1990s to explore the possibility of other
new technological developments and their impact on tourism;
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7. A failure to recognise changing political structures at the regional, national and international
levels;

8. Afocus on the supply side of tourism rather than on the demand side.
Conversely, their greatest strengths were:

1. Tackling, arguing and possessing the courage to present their own visions of the future of
tourism when so little was known about the near future development of tourism, let alone about
tourism futures;

2. Atatime when others were encouraging the rapid expansion of tourism, their recognition of the
potential damage of the uncontrolled growth of tourism (overtourism) in terms of both the
experiences of consumers and the environment;

3. Recognising the wider societal impact of tourism by highlighting the need to involve local
residents in planning the development of tourism in their area;

4. Their foresight in understanding the start of a shift in power from the providers of tourism
services to the consumers of tourism services;

5. Highlighting that the traditional tourism promotion model is but one element in tourism
development and the need for the sector to adopt a more holistic tourism management model.

The backstory of the drivers of UK tourism and tourism education perhaps suggests why Burkart
and Medlik’s future visions were constrained to an extension of past trends, limited in many cases
to the end of the 1970s. Just as in the past, when futurists painted a picture of a world with flying
cars and holidays on the moon, it is easy to dismiss these visions as those of idealist dreamers.
However, steps taken towards achieving these visions can be seen today through the real
possibility that within a decade we will have driverless cars and gravity-free flights around the world.
Although it is easy to classify Burkart and Medlik’s futures gazing as limited in scope, they would
reject this view. It is important to recall that today’s tools of futures gazing, such as scenario
planning, cognitive mapping, data mining and artificial intelligence were all unknown in 1974. All
that existed then were the insights of talented pioneer tourism futurists. There was then, and still is
today, no cookbook to guide the creation of the future, but, as suggested by Burkart and Medlik, by
examining the present we can better understand the possible options for the future of tourism.

In conclusion, the key lessons from the book to be considered by tourism futurists are as follows:

1. Understanding that the future is not about painting a series of separate mini visions as
suggested by Burkart and Medlik; you need to join the dots to see the big picture. That is,
future gazing is much more than a series of separate individual pictures (transport, food,
income, etc.). To achieve coherent visions of the future, it is necessary to recognise that such
visions are greater than the sum of the mini visions.

2. There is no right or wrong vision of the future, and to paraphrase a well-known country and
western song, “the best you can hope for, is to break even”. Futurists should not try to envision
and propagate their own visions of the future; the future will happen with or without their
insights.

3. Unforeseen technological developments will continue to have more profound changes in
terms of tourism than can be predicted. However, long-term success lies not in simply building
different and better technology but in adapting it to more closely meet customer needs.
Futurists need to be more aware that today’s technology will not drive the future.

4. Changes to political and government structures have rarely been acknowledged in futurists’
insights. Given the rise of populist movements, demand for more local control of tourism, the
rise of powerful and autonomous cities and city-states and the growth of private sector control
over traditional public services, these changes in political structures need to be better
incorporated into tourism futures thinking.
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