
 

Tourism in Scotland & Edinburgh – insights from nearly two decades of research 
Dr Stephen Harwood 

 
Its June 2020 and the world has come to a standstill with covid19. Tourism is in enforced hibernation with 
international travel almost non-existent. Lockdown has seriously restricted domestic travel.  
 
When tourism emerges, I hope that it will be different for reasons that will become apparent with my unfolding 
story about my many years of research into tourism and specifically Edinburgh’s tourism. 
 
Tourism is a resilient industry, but it may be a while before tourism reaches the volumes previously experienced 
with nervousness and restrictions inhibiting growth. Moreover, increasing callsi for sustainable tourism which 
address not only environmental issues (e.g. plastics, energy), but also affected communities may result in lasting 
changes in the values underpinning being ‘in’ tourism. The mantra that ‘tourism is everyone’s business’ needs 
to be displaced by a new mantra - ‘tourism is everyone’s concern’. This concern is about the damage that has 
been done to both environment and communities and how to prevent this in future. However, this is not new 
thinking. Sustainable tourism guidelinesii for policy makers have existed since 2005, produced by the United 
Nations Environment Programme  (UNEP) and the World Tourism Organisation (WTO). Nevertheless, it is open 
to question about who has paid any attention to them, particularly on issues such as climate change, over-
tourism & community displacement.  
 
Sustainable tourism is an important issue which has dominated my more recent thoughts about tourism. It is a 
very different industry to that which existed fifty years ago in Scotland and specifically Edinburgh. Then, there 
was greater fusion between community and the many individual small independent tourism businesses. Today, 
tourism is big business with many of the smaller independent businesses (e.g. guest houses) faded into oblivion. 
One recent phenomenon is AirBnB with its transformative effect upon the rented accommodation market. 
Irrespective, tourism is a complex industry, which is reflected in the need for such measures as Tourism Satellite 
Accountsiii. Thus, it is not possible to go into all the issues relating to tourism. That would take time and many 
words. Instead, I would like to share my own research.    
 
My earliest memories of tourism was as a very small kid when my mother ran a B&B in the top flat of 2 
Merchiston Place. Then the family moved to 59 Linkfield Road, Musselburgh which led to my immersion into an 
industry from which there has been no escape – many older people in Edinburgh will remember what this family 
home became. It was also where Billy Connolly had his first solo gig. Whatever, tourism is in my blood and has 
become a love-hate relationship like no other.  
 
My academic interest in tourism started in 2003 examining the online practices of Scottish serviced 
accommodation providers. This revealed how the online is domesticated (2011iv), the metaphor of 
domestication capturing the manner in which we tame online technologies. Whilst my initial interest was 
technology, my tourism blood got the better of me. Aside from a detailed study of online practices, it allowed 
me to develop an understanding of the composition of serviced accommodation in Scotland (2007v) which 
offered the opportunity for me to map out the positions of all the sites (figure 1). It also prompted a discussion 
about the importance of location (2012vi) for attracting the visitor, whether this a physical location, but also 
location online and how found. One conspicuous aspect of this was insignificant presence of hotel chains at that 
time. The value of this profile is that it provides a baseline against which subsequent serviced accommodation 
developments can be evaluated such as the prominence of hotel chainsvii in Edinburgh. Moreover, since online 
practices involved online intermediaries, which included VisitScotland, nee Scottish Tourist Board (STB),  
attention was given to how the STB  developed over time (2008viii). At the time of writing this, the controversy 
erupted about VisitScotland’s online platform and its charges, with a petition to the Scottish Parliament, to 
which I was invited to give evidence (2007ix).  
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Figure 1 Mapping the distribution of serviced accommodation in Scotland.  
 
One of the unexpected aspects of my study into online practices was my discovery of local tourism groups 
scattered around Scotland. Mull had perhaps one of the earliest groups (1977). However, the dissolution of the 
membership based Area Tourist Boards (ATBs) on the 1st April, 2005 (2009x) triggered the emergence of new 
groups (e.g. The Orkney Tourism Group and the Shetland Tourism Association). I studied ten locations in detail, 
mainly island locations due to their bounded spatiality, but also Dumfries & Galloway  and Edinburgh. Each group 
was unique with a different operating model, their analysis allowing the critical elements to be identified (figure 
2). Edinburgh was conspicuous by its fragmentation with limited co-ordinated activity. Edinburgh Tourism Action 
Group (ETAG: formed in 2000) was the dominant organisation with emphasis upon destination development, 
whilst Destination Edinburgh Marketing Alliance (DEMA) was formed in 2009 to take responsibility for marketing 
Edinburgh, this transforming in 2011 into Marketing Edinburgh. 
 

 
Figure 2 The different elements of a local tourism action group 
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What was emerging was a deep appreciation of the interplay between policy and practice and the role of local 
groups, which I wrote up in a holistic analysis of the structure of Scottish tourism (2009xi). It explained the 
disconnect arising from the abolish of ATBs, which had led to an interest into how Scottish tourism was viewed 
strategically and how this managed, reflecting my industrial background in strategy development. Six national 
strategies emerged between 1975 and 2012, with the ill-fated 2006 strategy being the topic of two 
parliamentary reviews. Whilst the earlier strategies were public sector led, what distinguished the 2012 strategy 
was that it was industry led under the leadership of the Scottish Tourism Forum (STF) then the Scottish Tourism 
Alliance (STA), which replaced the STF in 2012. This strategy emerged after an admirable process of consultation 
with all parts of the industry. Moreover, the STA, through its membership, restored the integration of the diverse 
stakeholders, scattered with the demise of the ATBs.  
 
However, whilst I was interested in the industry’s dynamics, inspired by my long association with organisational 
cybernetics, I was being seduced by a word that constantly appeared in my reading of tourism materials. 
Authenticity – a word which appeared to be extensively used to enhance the attractiveness of a destination, 
but, what does it mean? I moved into unfamiliar territory and decided to explore this provocative word. I 
developed the argument that if I was to find authenticity then I would find it close at hand in the Royal Mile, 
which has led me to focus in upon the city of my childhood. Early in 2011, enrolling a colleague, we conducted 
an extensive review of the literatures on authenticity and carried out five audits of the Royal Mile, each audit 
conducted in a specific week in June. Three of the audits have been published as reports for the years 2011xii, 
2012xiii and 2013xiv. Even over this two year period the changes were marked, exposing the shift from community 
to tourist. In the search for authenticity, the Royal Mile revealed it its rich habitat. However, as explored in a 
paper (2012xv) and presented at NA:WH [0729]xvi [12-15th March 2013], the recognition of authenticity was 
elusive and complex, with an attempt to capture its dimension in figure 3. This is explained in the recordingxvii of 
my presentation, which, incidentally, was introduced by Jukka Jokilehto, an influential author on authenticy with 
a long association with the international cultural conservation organisation ICCROM!  Whilst authenticity might 
be difficult to define, if the meaning or significance is stripped out of whatever we are referring to, the more 
inauthentic it becomes – culminating in total disregard of the meaning or significance of whatever, in the pursuit 
of making a 'quick buck'. This has implications for those who are the guardians of the space  or ‘place’ and 
whether they ensure there is anything to pass on to future generation that has meaning and significance for this 
place.  
  

 
Figure 3 Deconstructing the concept of an authentic experience 
 
I am sad to say that there is more to my research that is un-published due to time. My reports of my audits of 
2014 and 2015 were never completed due to other demands, but I think three years sufficiently demonstrates 
the change. Further, there is other material. For example, I reconstructed the Royal Mile for the years 1774, 
1814, 1864, 1914 and 1964. This offered a fascinating insight into its changes, with all periods characterised by 
a strong community presence. It is all interesting, but at the end of the day, I do ask the question – so what?   
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Over the last seven years, I am perceiving Edinburgh to be changing into something unrecognisable and 
unpleasant, especially around August with its noise, overcrowding and cost. Has Edinburgh commodified itself 
and become a market, selling whatever there is to sell in order to make ‘quick buck’?. I have observed the 
explosive growth of city centre accommodation to service visitors as illustrated in the crude mapping in 2014 of 
hotels, hostels and serviced apartment in the vicinity of the Royal Mile (figure 4). How much of it was there in 
2005? How much has arisen since? I have also observed the growth in visitor numbers, informed by VisitBritain’s 
statisticsxviii about international visitors. Edinburgh in August. Indeed, one of the questions that I have repeatedly 
asked in meetings over the years is ‘who is the visitor?’. No-one seems to be able to answer my question. Is this 
not an important question? Further, what is the impact of these rising numbers upon the community, especially 
those who live in Edinburgh but are not part of the tourism machinery? The public debate about the Royal High 
School on Calton Hill has surfaced the growing tensions between community and tourism, becoming more acute 
with the more recent rise of AirBnB and the lack of affordable housing to rent. Add to this, issues such as climate 
change, plastics pollution, mobility, poverty and inclusion.  
 

 
Figure 4  Mapping out hotels, hostels and serviced apartments in the areas of the Royal Mile in 2014  
 
I am sure that there will be some who do not perceive there is a problem and have an opposing view to mine. 
In response, when it becomes a challenge for a long term resident of Edinburgh to rent affordable 
accommodation in Edinburgh, then perhaps this is symptomatic of a serious deep-rooted social problem that 
needs a major disruption to bring about a rethinking and change. Perhaps covid19 is that disruption.   
 
Unpleasant as it is to observe, tourism is going through the same pains as other Scottish industries have 
experienced in the past – textiles, ship-building, steel, mining, electronics… I, along with many others, was caught 
in the 1986 global collapse of oil exploration. It IS painful. However, it is an opportunity for rethinking the role 
of tourism in Edinburgh. Whilst this crisis calls for collaboration with those who can support, it also calls for re-
discovery and re-invention. It calls for perseverance. I suggest that as part of this re-discovery and re-invention 
that attention is given to the community and better integration of community into local planning decisions. I 
suggest deeper engagement with the  #SDGs. I suggest a move to sustainable tourism as defined by the 
aforementioned UNEP/WTO guidelinesxix on sustainable tourism.  
 
Whatever, tomorrow is surely to be different. 
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