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ABStRAct. with the ever increasing popularity of tours, flights 
and hotels that put ethics and responsibility at the forefront of their 
operations, what exactly does it mean to be responsible in tourism? 
Is it really so easy to be responsible? what actually happens on the 
ground in places where one tries to be responsible? Using fieldwork 
primarily conducted in/on thailand, this research aims to unpack 
notions of responsibility in tourism, and argues that there is a need 
to go beyond simplistic idea(l)s and discourses about responsibili-
ties, and instead interrogate actual and practical aspects of doing re-
sponsibilities. Fieldwork for this article is based on interviews with 
key decision makers in travel-related companies, and interviews 
and participant observation at two case studies, namely exotissimo 
travel based in Bangkok, and the elephant camp (pseudonym). It 
highlights several aspects of the “realities” of doing responsibilities 
which complicates our ideas of what responsibility is about – that 
doing responsibilities is not at all easy; involves a continual ques-
tioning and negotiation of who is responsible for what; and how re-
sponsibilities in tourism can in fact be done to please tourists. this 
article therefore argues that there is no, and possibly cannot be, a 
conclusive statement on what responsibility is in practice, or what 
should or should not be considered as responsibilities. Instead, it 
brings to light the importance of contextualizing responsibilities 
and stresses the complex and plural nature in which responsibilities 
play out on the ground.

Keywords: tourism geography, responsible tourism, geography of 
responsibility, ethical consumption, corporate social responsibili-
ty, thailand

Preamble
why don’t you be Santa this christmas? why 
not swap sitting up all night waiting for Santa 
with a night patrol protecting turtles on a costa 
Rican beach? or swap weeks of shopping for 
gifts that’ll never be used with a fortnight bring-
ing some real joy into underprivileged children’s 
lives? (i-to-i 2011).

A single trip can make a difference to someone’s 
life ... [Responsible travel] can reverse the im-
pact of destructive tourism, can genuinely con-
tribute towards good global development and 
can help preserve the beauty of the world for fu-
ture generation (wroe and doney 2004, p. 80).

why don’t you be Santa this christmas? It could be 
anyone – you, me, or any third person on the streets. 
And it is easy, or at least it sounds easy, anyone it 
seems could be Santa, anyone can ‘protect turtles’ or 
‘bring some real joy into underprivileged children’s 
lives’, and it does sound so much more meaning-
ful than ‘wasting’ time and money for ‘gifts that’ll 
never be used’.
 embedded in these quotations are indeed the 
aims of this article – with the ever increasing pop-
ularity of tours, flights and hotels that put moral re-
sponsibility at the forefront of their operations, what 
exactly does it mean to be responsible in tourism? 
Using fieldwork primarily conducted in/on thailand, 
this article seeks to unpack the notions of responsi-
bility as practised by individuals in their capacities 
as tourists, or as representatives of corporations, and 
argues that there is a need to go beyond simplistic 
idea(l)s and discourses about responsibilities, and in-
stead interrogate aspects of doing responsibilities – 
namely what are actually practised and performed in 
the name of responsibility in tourism.
 Particular focus is given to corporations’ and 
tourists’ performances of responsibilities in this arti-
cle with noted emphasis on the former, as it addresses 
a gap in empirical research where tourism develop-
ment is often assumed to be largely the job of gov-
ernment and public policies (see e.g. Hall 1994; Hall 
and Jenkins 1995; telfer 2002; edgell et al. 2008). 
At the same time, it is worthy to note that no matter 
whether it is the corporation or the tourist, responsi-
bilities are indeed performed by people – from sen-
ior management to operation staff in corporations, 
tour guides, tourists, and so on. while corporations 
form a collective for doing responsibilities, each 
and every act of responsibility is eventually enacted 
through the individuals involved. this article there-
fore begins the discussion with an overview on liter-
ature regarding ethical consumption and corporate 
social responsibility and/in responsible tourism and 
the methodological framing of this research. It will 
then introduce various issues on the realities of do-
ing responsibilities, suggesting that what happens 
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on the ground is far more complicated than how re-
sponsibilities are talked about and presented in pop-
ular media and literatures, and that attention needs 
to be given to the sorts of real and practical concerns 
companies and tourists have, while highlighting the 
situatedness and partiality that surrounds practices 
of responsibility.

Ethical consumption in responsible tourism

Since the emergence in the 1980s of a series of 
pieces severely reproving impacts of tourism 
(Britton 1982; cohen 1987; leong 1989; Richter 
1989; Butler 1990), a critical stance towards mass 
tourism can be observed in both academic and popu-
lar literature, where it is often highlighted that rather 
than delivering supposed benefits of economic de-
velopment in the third world, tourism has created 
economies dependent on volatile and uncertain mar-
ket demands, while multinational companies such 
as large hotel chains profit at the expense of cheap 
local labour. Indeed, mass tourism is now criticized 
for causing problems like income inequity, socio-
cultural issues such as loss of traditional practices 
in host destinations, and much environmental dam-
age. cleverdon and Kalisch (2000, p. 172), for ex-
ample, suggests that ‘eviction and displacement for 
construction of tourism resorts, rising land, food and 
fuel prices, and commoditisation of cultural assets 
are just some examples’ of the ills of mass tourism 
(see also de Kadt 1979; Scheyvens 2002; Smith and 
duffy 2003; mowforth et al. 2007).
 In response, many have sought to develop new 
ways of conducting tourism to reform the industry 
of its ills – all of which met with varying success. 
the “moral turn” in tourism has therefore seen in-
creasing focus on notions of responsibility, and this 
in the initial stages was seen to be represented by 
(Butler 1993, p. 29):

tourism which is developed and maintained in an 
area (community environment) in such a manner 
and at such a scale that it remains viable over an 
indefinite period and does not degrade or alter 
the environment (human and physical) in which 
it exists to such a degree that it prohibits the suc-
cessful development and wellbeing of other ac-
tivities and processes.

 “Responsible” forms of tourism have also sur-
faced in academic literature, popular media, and on 
the ground, where increasing numbers of tours now 

offer ecotourism, responsible tourism, just tour-
ism, pro-poor tourism, volunteer tourism, and so 
on.1 while each of these is a response and attempt to 
conduct tourism in a better or more responsible way, 
there is no clear definition of what exactly consti-
tutes responsible forms of tourism development, and 
it has been suggested that because of its complexity, 
no one definition that can comprehensively encom-
pass its many dimensions (Butcher 2003; Smith and 
duffy 2003; lovelock 2008). From what started out 
as largely biased towards environmental responsi-
bilities in tourism, since the turn of the millennium, 
increasing efforts have also been made to refocus 
on social responsibilities. central to these trends is 
the idea that tourism ought to consider ethics, mor-
als and responsibility, where implicit morality is ac-
cepted in all aspects of life – including consumer 
and corporate decisions – and that the distinction be-
tween what is social or ethical and the economy is 
but an artificial result of the larger ‘historical trans-
formation that disembedded the market from social 
life’ (Foster 2008, p. 225; see Polanyi [1944] 1957). 
material promoting responsibilities in tourism has 
therefore sought to encourage critical and reflexive 
thinking on the part of the consumer, who will in 
turn pressurize the industry into adopting responsi-
ble tourism practices in order to meet his demand 
(tearfund 2000a, 2000b; Goodwin and Francis 
2003). Research especially in volunteer tourism has 
also suggested that these forms of travel can have 
positive influences on its participants – volunteer 
tourism is frequently seen as an alternative to the 
ills observed in other forms of tourism (Gray and 
campbell 2007), or is at least assumed to bring about 
positive changes in either the volunteer tourists (see 
e.g. wearing 2001; Stoddart and Rogerson 2004; 
mcGehee and Santos 2005; Zahra and mcIntosh 
2007), and in host communities (Scheyvens 2002; 
Uriely et al. 2003).
 In looking at responsibility in tourism (and be-
yond) then, it is important to return to and concep-
tualize the role and position of the consumer and 
corporation as agents of responsibility, and their 
relationships with each other. to begin, since the 
1980s, the consumer has become a dominant figure 
in public debate and policy discourse (clarke et al. 
2007), where it is increasingly assumed that identi-
ties and loyalties are now less defined by traditional 
categories of work and labour, but rather by what in-
dividuals buy as consumers. the ability and availa-
bility of choice presented to the consumer is thought 
to enable individuals to exercise their power and 



rEALiTiES OF DOiNg rESPONSiBiLiTiES

© The author 2014
Geografiska Annaler: Series B © 2014 Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography

143

rights (especially through aggregate signalling, see 
needham 2003), and ‘choice is in turn presented as a 
means of making service-providers more responsive 
to the variegated needs of citizens’ (Barnett et al. 
2011, p. 28). As a subset of consumption, tourists 
have also been called to acknowledge their moral 
responsibilities, where tourism is seen not only as 
an act of consumption, but also as a potential sphere 
to create international peace and goodwill (se e.g. 
d’Amore 1988; Jafari 1989), through bringing to-
gether the tourist who is responsible and cares, and 
the local who is receptive of such care. the fact that 
the tourist encounters who or what he is supposedly 
responsible for, and is brought together in one local-
ity, is therefore a main differentiating factor it has 
with regular notions of ethical consumption.
 like the consumer, however, tourists are also 
often viewed with suspicion and typically charac-
terized as individualized, egoistic, hedonistic, and 
concerned primarily with self-interest, in contrast 
to an idealized citizen that is selfless and interested 
in the common good. the underlying assumptions 
with regard both to the consumer and the tourist is 
that ‘[e]ither consumption is in itself unvirtuous be-
cause it seeks the individual own pleasures, or its 
displacement of political activity has unfortunate 
consequences for the social good’ (Schudson 2007, 
p. 237). the consumer or tourist is hence considered 
to be veering more towards being ethically egois-
tic rather than altruistic (Holbrook 1999), and it is 
along such lines of criticism that grounds the idea 
that consumers and consumption (whether in tour-
ism or beyond) need to be governed, regulated, or at 
least nudged in the correct directions to ensure that 
consumer choice is exercised prudently and with 
broader public responsibilities in mind.
 contending this opinion, recent works have 
suggested instead that there is a growth in political 
consumerism where consumers are conscientious 
with their choice and use this to pressurize produc-
ers (or tourism-related corporations in this article) 
to change ethically or politically objectionable in-
stitutional or market practices. micheletti (2003, p. 
25) calls this ‘individualized collective action’, de-
fined as ‘citizen-prompted, citizen-created action 
involving people taking charge of matters that they 
themselves deem important in a variety of arenas’. 
In this respect, consumers self-govern their actions 
and responsibilities, while acknowledging the ordi-
nary ethics of care in situations where ‘citizens must 
juggle their lives in situations of unintended conse-
quences, incomplete knowledge, multiple choices 

and risk-taking’ (micheletti 2003, p. 25). Rather 
than assume that the consumer is selfish and indi-
vidualistic, consumption is instead set within prac-
tices of sociability, generosity and care, where ‘[f]ar 
from being individualistic, self-indulgent, and nar-
cissistic, much shopping is based on relationships, 
indeed on love’ (Sayer 2003, p. 353), and the pro-
cess of shopping, touring, or choosing where to go 
for holidays often involves a person’s consideration 
of others’ needs and desires. these highlight the re-
lational aspects of consumption, where choices are 
concurrently governed by a plethora of factors, in-
cluding but not limited to, the identity and moral self 
as shaped by the individual’s values and subjectivi-
ties, as well as all sorts of obligations and responsi-
bilities based on relationships and positions outside 
that of a consumer or tourist.
 At the same time, “individualized collective ac-
tion” suggests the importance of organizations’ role 
in providing ways and means through which indi-
viduals can express their commitments and val-
ues by choosing to buy particular products or going 
to particular places for holidays because of larger 
moral and ethical concerns. Jacobsen and dulsrud 
(2007, pp. 475–476), for example, note the role of 
collective actors that frame and mobilize consum-
ers, where ‘[a]s for the sovereign active, responsible 
consumer, there seems to be strong actors within the 
corporate sector, with governments as well as nGos 
that all support the framing of the consumer role and 
consumption practices in an active direction’.
 this again illustrates how being responsible in 
tourism is not only about the exercise of deliberate 
consumer choice, but instead, the politics of choice 
involves all sorts of agencies and collective organi-
zations that serve as mediators of ideas, notions and 
practices of what is to be considered ethical or re-
sponsible. this research therefore adopts Barnett 
et al.’s (2011, p. 37) approach, where

[t]hinking of consumer-based forms of expres-
sion and mobilization as part of a broad reper-
toire of political action helps us to see that these 
are not simply the spontaneous outcome of broad 
socio-cultural changes of individualization. It is 
the result of organized activities by strategic ac-
tors who are highly attuned to the potentials and 
pitfalls of consumer-activism.

It is in line with this approach that this article con-
siders the role of corporation (including small to 
medium scale tourism-related companies), and the 
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trends of corporate social responsibility (cSR) in 
tourism. the idea that corporations should assume 
some sort of moral responsibility has evolved from 
decades of related concepts, and in as early as the 
1960s, mcGuire (1963, p. 144) had already suc-
cinctly stated that ‘[t]he idea of social responsi-
bilities supposes that the corporation has not only 
economic and legal obligations but also certain re-
sponsibilities to society which extend beyond these 
obligations’. while the concept has evolved to en-
compass a myriad of practices from responsible 
investment to strategic philanthropy, current day 
definitions of cSR continues to give vague bounda-
ries on where or what corporate responsibilities en-
tail. the world Business council for Sustainable 
development, for example, defines cSR as ‘the 
commitment of business to contribute to sustaina-
ble economic development, working with employ-
ees, their families, the local community and society 
at large’ (wBcSd 2001, p. 6). like responsible 
tourism, despite or perhaps because of its undefined 
nature, cSR has become the buzzword in business 
literature (from academic to popular literature, and 
in company profiles and annual reports).
 Indeed, prevailing thoughts are that corpora-
tions today have become so massive (in terms of 
revenues generated, employees hired, and markets 
served) and transnational in nature that they have 
become or should at least be considered as power-
ful social institutions. At times (some of which are 
highlighted by respondents in this research), cor-
porations can potentially be more influential and/
or effective than states or civil society organiza-
tions in dealing with social issues, such as elim-
inating discrimination in employment, putting in 
place “fairer” trade practices, as well as improv-
ing environmental quality and standards. Hart 
(1997, p. 76), for example, suggests that, the ‘sus-
tainable world falls largely on the shoulders of the 
world’s enterprises, the economic engines of the 
future … [and] corporations can and should lead 
the way, helping to shape public policy and driv-
ing change in consumers’ behaviour’. Jamali and 
mirshak (2007, p. 244) further add that ‘[f]rom this 
perspective, business like ordinary persons or citi-
zens, is expected to assume responsibility and con-
form to the principles of morality, accountability, 
and integrity with a much wider scope for potential 
contributions and interventions’. In tourism, then, 
corporations are also largely involved in “produc-
ing” destinations and shaping places and cultures 
in line with what tourism deems to be desirable or 

marketable, and are hence “responsible” for the 
outcomes of such actions.
 However, while there is a popular consensus 
that corporations do have moral obligations, there 
is little agreement in what exactly these obliga-
tions should be, why corporations have such obli-
gations, and how corporations ought to act on such 
obligations. cSR has therefore been used in differ-
ent contexts to refer to varying obligations, includ-
ing but not limited to, environmental protection or 
implementing acceptable environmental standards 
(see e.g. Hart 1997; Gueterbock 2004); fair labour 
and trade standards (e.g. christopherson and lillie 
2005); and social progress or development related 
to the eradication of poverty (e.g. Blowfield and 
Frynas 2005; Jenkins 2005). Rather than judging a 
corporation as irresponsible in such instances, it is 
important to highlight here that such contestations 
and competing demands of responsibilities are part 
and parcel of (re)defining corporations’ moral ob-
ligations, and in the same way contestations about 
how and what constitutes responsibilities in tour-
ism highlight the fact that doing responsibilities is 
a process that is always situated and in the state of 
becoming.
 At the same time, it should be noted that cSR 
has traditionally focused on corporate giants like 
Shell or the coca-cola company. when looking at 
the tourism industry, however, one realizes that typ-
ical operations are often modest in size compared 
with these corporate giants, but often remain trans-
national in operation (given the nature of the tourism 
business). At times, cSR is considered to be “op-
tional” when a company or organization is small (see 
e.g. chatterton and maxey 2009, p. 434), but a quick 
look at the popularity and emergence of numerous 
eco, pro-poor, or responsible tourism initiatives sug-
gests that despite being dominated by smaller-scale 
operations, the adoption of notions similar to cSR 
(whether or not they are named as such) is prevalent. 
In fact, many tourism corporations, whether hotels 
or tour-providing companies, have made consid-
erable investments supporting rural communities, 
schools, and orphanages (often with related tie-ups 
for tourist visits). Amongst the need to contextualize 
moral responsibilities in business operations, then, 
is not only that corporations have moral responsibil-
ities, but also the need to consider the size and scale 
of corporations, and what this means for responsibil-
ities as enacted on the ground (see Sin 2011 for fur-
ther discussions on cSR and tourism).
 Responsibility as observed in tourism is 



rEALiTiES OF DOiNg rESPONSiBiLiTiES

© The author 2014
Geografiska Annaler: Series B © 2014 Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography

145

therefore a rather unique situation – other than be-
ing dominated by smaller-scale companies, it also 
involves an end-consumer (tourists) personally 
coming into contact, seeing and engaging with the 
“other” that he or she had committed responsibil-
ity to when he or she opted for “ethical tours”. Korf 
(2007, p. 371), for example, suggested, that ‘[i]n 
the 21st century, spatial distance has become much 
more fluid: life-styles have become more cosmopol-
itan, global tourism has brought large numbers of 
westerners into remote places where they person-
ally experience an encounter with distant others’, 
and this in turn encouraged a vanishing of distance 
between what was “proximate” or “at home”, and 
what was “distant” or “away” (see Smith 1998; 
massey 2004; england 2007; lawson 2007; Popke 
2007), and hence who we should care for or not. 
In responsible tourism, tourists also come face to 
face with “outcomes” of their practices of responsi-
bilities, and therefore have the chance to judge for 
themselves on whether what has been done is ethi-
cal or not (see Sin 2006, 2010).
 It is thus vital to realize that tourism destina-
tions bring together the tourist, corporation, and 
“locals”, and serve as places where each party is po-
tentially able to examine practices and outcomes of 
what is done in the name of responsibility. Similar 
to what massey (2004, p. 7) suggests, in tourism, 
‘“place” [all the more] must be a site of negotiation, 
and that often this will be conflictual negotiation’. 
Indeed, while many supposed responsible tourists 
might think it is possible or desire to be ethical in 
all respects, in reality, varying aspects of tourism are 
within or out of their controls, and what is consid-
ered ethical and responsible is itself also highly de-
batable as the rest of this article elucidates.

Methods
Fieldwork for this article was conducted in thailand, 
largely based on interviews with key decision mak-
ers in travel-related companies, and interviews 
and participant observation at two case studies, 
namely exotissimo travel based in Bangkok, and 
the elephant camp (pseudonym). In total, 38 in-
terviews were conducted between June 2009 and 
march 2010, in addition to participant observations 
conducted on site:

– 11 interviews/discussions with key decision ma-
kers at tour-providing companies (including five 
discussions at exotissimo travel);

– 14 interviews with key decision makers at hotels;
– 1 interview with thailand travel website author;
– 1 interview with nGo facilitator;
– 3 recorded interviews with coordinators of the 

elephant camp;
– 8 recorded interviews with volunteer tourists at 

the elephant camp.

Interviews were first of all sought with travel-related 
companies (namely tour-providing companies and 
hotels) – where it was envisioned that as travel fa-
cilitators and collectives of tourists, these compa-
nies can potentially play a (larger) role in shaping 
perceptions of responsibilities, and in providing ‘so-
lutions’ to achieving such desired responsibilities. 
Similar to Roy (2010, p. ix), who ‘wanted to under-
stand how powerful institutions, such as the world 
Bank, control “capital”, or circuits of knowledge 
production … [and] to make sense of this manage-
ment of poverty’, it was envisioned that this selec-
tion of respondents and in-depth understanding at 
the case studies could enable me to see how increas-
ingly (especially financially) powerful companies 
manage knowledge production and practices re-
garding responsibility.
 In these interviews, I discussed what respondents 
viewed as their (as well as other parties’) responsi-
bilities in tourism, how they put in place and practise 
such responsibilities, and what were some of their 
experiences with responsible tourism. Interviews 
were largely exploratory in nature, guided only gen-
erally by an aide memoire prepared beforehand. 
conforming to ethical guidelines, issues of confiden-
tiality and the ways in which research findings will 
be used were discussed with my respondents prior 
to the commencement of all interviews. It should 
also be highlighted here that this research in no 
way suggests that the respondents and the organiza-
tions they represent are responsible or irresponsible, 
but rather that the practise of responsibility is par-
tial and simultaneously enmeshed within many as-
pects of tourism and local livelihoods that may be 
considered responsible or not (depending on whose 
standpoint one was to adopt). Also, it is important to 
note that “responsibilities in tourism” as presented 
in this article represents what respondents deemed 
and expressed it to be, rather than what the author or 
prevailing classical moral reasoning argues it to be. 
All interviews were recorded with the consent of re-
spondents, and transcribed within a week by the au-
thor. In these transcriptions, further notes were added 
to indicate some of the less tangible and unspoken 
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aspects of interviews, for example, in times where 
pauses seemed to indicate that the respondent was 
hesitant or uneasy about answering a question. the 
interview transcripts were further coded according 
to key themes and trends that emerged, including for 
example, some of the subtitles of this article, such as 
what was considered as responsibilities, and whose 
responsibility mattered in tourism.
 In addition to one-off interviews, research in-
ternships were also arranged with two case study 
partners, both of which propound responsible tour-
ism, so as to further understand the realities of re-
sponsibilities in practise, and also to interview 
tourists and local communities involved in or af-
fected by the developments of responsible tourism 
destinations. It was envisioned that through per-
sonally participating and getting involved in the ac-
tual day-to-day work in these case studies, research 
in this aspect would foreground an embodied ex-
perience (see e.g. davies et al. 2005; waite 2005; 
whitelegg 2005 for the advantages of embodied re-
search work) that enables the researcher to truly en-
visage the real tensions and difficult decisions one 
might need to make in effecting what one views as 
good, moral, ethical, or responsible tourism.
 Research internships were thus organized 
with two partners at different ends of the spec-
trum – the first was the elephant camp, a tourist-
oriented camp with a responsible tourism twist – it 
was mainly involved in providing 20-minute ele-
phant rides for tourists typical in many places in 
thailand, but also had, on the side, a volunteer tour-
ism project that allowed some tourists to have a 
longer stay. Volunteer tourists in this camp are in-
volved in helping mahouts carry out day-to-day 
tasks of taking care of the elephants (such as feed-
ing, walking, showering the elephant), and learning 
how to ride and command elephants as if in train-
ing to be a mahout themselves. Here I was to sign 
up as a volunteer tourist, so I was at once the tour-
ist and the researcher, as I carried out interviews 
with the coordinators and volunteer tourists at the 
camp. Research at the elephant camp therefore 
reflected observations from niche and small-scale 
set-ups as typical of many responsible tourism op-
tions. Also, a pseudonym is used for this camp as 
parts of my research, some of which is presented in 
articles other than this one (Sin and minca 2014), 
highlighted sensitive issues, tensions, and contra-
dictions of responsibilities in practice. As such, in 
order to protect (especially the economic) interests 
of my research participants, I decided to withhold 

the actual names of the volunteer tourism project 
and respondents interviewed in this context.
 the second case study partner was exotissimo 
travel, a Bangkok-based headquarters of an inbound 
tourism destination management company that con-
ducts tours to thailand, Vietnam, laos, cambodia, 
myanmar and Indonesia. work here therefore re-
flected concerns of what can be considered a ma-
jor player as a tour-providing company in thailand 
and Southeast Asia, and explores how responsibil-
ities are incorporated within a mainstream tourism 
company, instead of limiting this research to niche 
responsible tourism initiatives. Rather than actu-
ally participating in responsible tours on the ground, 
then, with exotissimo travel, I concentrated on par-
ticipant observation at a management level, and was 
primarily involved in the company’s initial efforts 
to set up a philanthropic foundation. In both intern-
ships, I conducted recorded interviews with key de-
cision makers. I also took notes in the form of a field 
diary that was updated at least once every day (typi-
cally at the end of the day). this field diary included 
summaries of what occurred or was discussed by 
my respondents in the day, and also provided me 
a space to go deeper and capture my reflections on 
key encounters I found intriguing or relevant to my 
understanding of responsibilities in tourism. the 
field diary entries were in turn coded according to 
the same themes as the interview transcripts, so that 
notes from participant observation can be compared 
against interview transcripts.

Realities of doing responsibilities
while ethical consumption or responsible tourism 
campaigns tend to highlight a strong sense of a “re-
sponsibility imperative”, the situation appears to be 
slightly different on the ground amongst those inter-
viewed. the need to incorporate sustainability and 
responsibility in their businesses was often men-
tioned, but embedded in these quotes is also the fact 
that being responsible in travel businesses is a chal-
lenging process. For example, willem niemeijer, 
Founder of Khiri travel, elaborates that (interview 
11 January 2010):

we’ve seen that actually to it the right way you 
got to do it in a sustainable way, and we have to 
take the lead into many things … to get these pro-
jects … to be sustainable on their own … the best 
projects are the ones that take a life on their own, 
those are the best ones, that in itself is a challenge.
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thivagaran Kesavan, General manager of Alila 
cha Am, echoes such commitment (interview 30 
January 2010):

It’s also the Alila corporate policy, today we rep-
resent the community and the community repre-
sent us, and we are there to give back in terms of 
balance keepers, and we believe that as we go on 
to contribute in giving the satisfaction the value.

while there are projects that “take a life on their 
own”, there will also always be those that prove to 
be unsuccessful, and indeed those that Kesavan are 
conscious of not abandoning or going to waste in the 
long run. this differs from the discourses of respon-
sibility in campaigns, where responsibility is typi-
cally portrayed as crucial, imperative, and evidently 
necessary for both tourists and tour-related compa-
nies. It is assumed that the difficult step would be 
convincing one of such a responsibility impera-
tive. once one is convinced, the next step of prac-
ticing responsibility is often presented as simple and 
straightforward. However, companies quoted here 
suggest that despite their corporate and personal val-
ues and policies, taking on responsibilities in prac-
tice are a lot more tentative and exploratory. It is not 
so much the convincing or awareness that is lacking, 
but rather that the next step of practising responsibil-
ity presents numerous uncertainties and unknowns. 
michael Holland, author of the website thailand 
for Visitors, adds, ‘the challenge I think for me has 
been partially… just sort of figuring out how to tell 
if something is or not [responsible]’ (interview 25 
January 2010).
 At times, then, perhaps inaction may not nec-
essarily imply an abdication of responsibilities, but 
instead, as in Holland’s case, it may indeed be a re-
flection of much consideration towards what respon-
sibility means, and how one’s words and decisions 
can then impact peoples’ actions. (Responsible) 
tourists2 interviewed also share similar uncertain-
ties – Peter elaborated that (interview 19 november 
2009):

I would not easily define responsible tourism 
‘cause it means different things to different peo-
ple. In its most basic level is that you are not dam-
aging the environment more than you have to I 
would say. I mean all tourism is damaging real-
ly, up to a point just ‘cause you have to fly there 
apart from anything else so there’s no such thing 
as fully responsible tourism but it’s all relative 

and erm this [the elephant camp] I would say is 
certainly a lot more responsible than other holi-
days one could take, like skiing.

Interviews with various respondents highlighted that 
the realities of doing responsibilities are much more 
complex than discourses present. oftentimes, what 
is done or not is governed by very practical concerns 
rather than ideals of responsibility. Rather than as-
sume that the practices and performances of respon-
sibilities are the result of a highly reflexive process 
where consumers and corporations are consciously 
pursuing moral goals, what is shared by respondents 
highlights instead what Barnett et al. (2011) argue to 
be the ordinariness of consumption (and corporate 
responsibility in this article) (see also Hilton 2007). 
As warde (2005, p. 150) observed:

People mostly consume without registering or 
reflecting that that is what they are doing be-
cause they are, from their point of view, actu-
ally doing things like driving, eating or playing. 
they only rarely understand their behavior as 
“consuming”.

this section therefore focuses on aspects of doing 
responsibilities and highlights how consumer and 
corporate responsibilities are embedded in practices 
that are much more persistent than awareness cam-
paigns assume. while the situation on the ground is 
indeed more complex than what can be presented in 
this article, three pertinent issues have been selected 
here for discussion, namely how it is not at all easy 
to be responsible, the questions of who should be re-
sponsible for what, and how responsibilities in tour-
ism are often enacted with tourists rather than aid 
recipients in mind.

It’s not easy at all!
most significantly, despite the typical presenta-
tion that it is ‘easy being green [or responsible]’ 
(Shalgosky 2008, p. 41), most respondents high-
lighted the numerous limitations and contradictions 
they encounter in practice, and how one is never sure 
if what one does in the name of responsibility does 
any good in reality. Sukich Udindu, Vice President 
of cSR at minor International (the parent company 
of Anantara, Four Seasons, St Regis, J. w. marriott, 
and marriott in thailand3), for example, shared 
how even though awareness and the desire to be re-
sponsible often exist, it is easier to put off changing 



hArNg Luh SiN

© The author 2014
Geografiska Annaler: Series B © 2014 Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography

148

practices, as ‘[doing responsibilities is] very diffi-
cult, because [even if] everyone want to do the good 
thing, and they busy so their excuse is that they don’t 
have time, and then a day pass, a week pass, and a 
month pass’ (interview 26 January 2010).
 At which point does awareness translate into ac-
tion and practice is thus missing from existing works 
focusing on informing the consumer or corporation, 
and this also fails to appreciate that while, for ex-
ample, the act of ‘turn[ing] off lights and air-con-
ditioner (or heater) when you leave the hotel room’ 
(Shalgosky 2008, p. 41) is indeed an extremely easy 
act that only involves the flick of some switches, it is 
perhaps harder to incorporate these into practice to-
gether with numerous other also equally trivial prac-
tices in everyday life. At the same time, Sukich’s 
response shows that when queried about their “re-
sponsibilities”, tourists and corporations alike do 
not necessarily think of it as something as simple 
as switching off lights – instead, there is a sense 
that responsibility is something larger and more ab-
stract (like “helping the society”) than such banal 
and mundane practices, and that it requires more ef-
fort, time and money. In these instances, respond-
ents tended to highlight how it is not within their 
abilities to always be responsible in their operations, 
even though they do think that this would have been 
an ideal outcome. In a meeting at exotissimo travel, 
for example, Hamish Keith, managing director, 
shared such considerations (meeting 14 december 
2009):

But how much, how feasible is that for us to do 
that [only use hotels that fulfil certain responsi-
bility criterion], to keep that operating and keep 
that working, considering how many thousand 
hotels we work with, we’ve to be realistic about 
what we can achieve.

Inherent in this conservation, then, is a reflection 
of the broader discourses surrounding ethical con-
sumption or corporate social responsibility – re-
sponsibilities are typically placed on the shoulders 
of individuals like tourists and representatives of 
corporations. observations on the ground as pre-
sented in this section, however, clearly highlight 
that the practice of responsibility is instead formed 
across complex institutional and production–con-
sumption relations, where despite being armed with 
slogans like how you can make a difference (as an 
individual), what one encounters when trying to be 
responsible, are instead structural and institutional 

complexities that makes it clear that being respon-
sible involves numerous other actors. At the same 
time, such complexities also include the constant ne-
gotiations and need to balance between what is con-
sidered to be “ideal” and what is actually “practical” 
or “pragmatic”. For example, luzi matzig, ceo of 
Asian trails says (interview 22 december 2009):

Yarh, give me some that we haven’t introduced, 
which are feasible … like [glass] water bottles 
are one good thing, but at the moment we still 
use plastic. Because I don’t want to carry hun-
dreds of [glass] bottles 7 days around thailand 
in a bus, I need a separate bus to carry all the 
empty bottles … It’s not that we don’t want to 
help, we do want to help, but hey waiting for 
good ideas.

Such aspects of the realities and difficulties of do-
ing responsibilities are perhaps nothing shock-
ingly new or unexpected, but are typically left out 
in both publicity materials encouraging individu-
als and companies to be(come) more responsible, 
as well as in academic analysis. Perhaps due to the 
desire to encourage responsibility or fearful of po-
tential misrepresentation or discouragement, com-
panies, individuals, as well as responsible tourism 
(and other ethical consumption) publicity mate-
rial have tended to neglect this aspect – that it is 
not at all “easy to be responsible”. Ramamurthy 
(2003) suggested that there is instead an irreduc-
ible element of perplexity built into consump-
tion practices, and Foster (2008, p. 227) adds 
that ‘[c]onsumers do not choose between ethical 
and unethical consumption, smart and stupid shop-
ping; they instead negotiate multiple and some-
times contradictory moral demands’. the need to 
emphasize this point in itself shows the prevailing 
tendency to posit responsibilities in a binary na-
ture, where for example, the emergence of respon-
sible travel or ethical tours mean that established, 
standardized or mass-market tourism practices are 
now increasingly seen to be irresponsible. to echo 
Foster, then, it should be noted that consumption 
and production, whether in tourism or elsewhere, is 
in fact a lot more complex on the ground, and that 
even as doing some practices become known as 
standard best practice in the tourism industry (for 
example, having little placards for tourists to in-
dicate that they wish to reuse their towels and bed 
linens), such practices can still be intricately linked 
with controversy and uncertainty (hotel managers, 
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for example, highlighted that most towels will still 
be washing daily regardless of what the tourist in-
dicates, as the likelihood of receiving complaints 
from tourists with unwashed towels far outweighs 
that of receiving complaints of washed towels de-
spite indications).
 At the same time, to hold on to the perception 
that it is easy to be responsible and that one can be 
responsible or not creates a problematic situation, 
because at times it is precisely because the task at 
hand is so large, where for example, ‘there’s thou-
sands of hotels, it’s not completely realistic’, the 
natural course of action is not to pursue such en-
deavours at all. the lack of a halfway mark in be-
tween being responsible or not, or the recognition 
that doing responsibilities is a continual process be-
tween ideals and practice, is thus a persistent chal-
lenge, and acknowledging this thus sets the stage for 
more appropriate and critical analyses of what doing 
responsibilities is about.

Whose responsibility?
At the same time, there is often little consensus on 
who should be responsible for what in ensuring eth-
ical and sustainable development in tourism. the re-
lational nature of responsibility, and the fact that one 
is always entangled in a complex web of different ac-
tors and situations when one attempts to be respon-
sible, means that the performances of responsibility 
by tourists and individuals in corporations are con-
stantly shifting across space and over time. As this 
section will highlight, these performances may be 
thwarted or facilitated by their assumption about the 
(ir)responsibilities and (in)action of others.
 to begin with, for some respondents, responsi-
bilities clearly start from the self – for example, a 
volunteer tourist, Janet, highlighted that it is indeed 
“our responsibility”, and that it is important to real-
ize and understand her own impacts as a tourist such 
that she or other tourists in general should ‘blend 
into the town [or destination], bring the town money 
or income but not destroy the nature of the town’ 
(interview 27 november 2009). In a similar way, 
thivagaran Kesavan, General manager of Alila cha 
Am, emphasized what he as a general manager or 
they as a company can achieve through their plans, 
such as fulfilling Green Globe criteria (interview 
30 January 2010). For other respondents, respon-
sibilities can also be placed on others. Khun eng, 
director of let’s tour Bangkok, for example, said 
(interview 19 January 2010):

For the big company, the owner or the manage-
ment they have more time, they can be able to 
manage that if they really want to, I think it’s do-
able, it depends on how much they want.

Peter weingard, managing director of Arosa travel, 
also commented that it is ‘the government, and in 
that sense the authorities which are responsible for 
the tourism, they should play a big role in protect-
ing the environment’, even though he adds that there 
are numerous examples in thailand where he thinks 
that the government has not assumed this adequately 
(interview 12 January 2010). much like what was 
argued to be the tragedy of the commons (Hardin 
1968), issues like environmental protection and so-
cial equity were seen to be beyond the purview of 
individual consumers or corporations, and the as-
sumption of irresponsibility or inaction of others 
meant that respondents either do not see the need to 
act on them, or respond with inaction as they deem 
that whatever efforts they put in will go to waste.
 most common, however, were responses that it 
is everyone’s responsibility, and through acknowl-
edging the relational nature of responsibilities, there 
can be collaboration and negotiation between all 
parties involved for tourism to become responsi-
ble. Sukich Udindu, Vice President (cSR) of minor 
International, for example, highlights this in his ex-
ample on how cSR (both within and beyond the 
tourism sector) has evolved, and it is indeed the im-
portance of collaboration that is becoming key today 
(interview 26 January 2010):

I think very long time ago, [it was] just giving, 
philanthropy … [then] business people said we 
cannot do it alone … [in] cSR we know that eve-
ryone has competency in, we have different ex-
pertise, so we have resource, we can get in easi-
ly, but we don’t know much as nGo, so we have 
to work with nGo to go deeply. we have to go 
with the government, and if something develop 
and success, if the government can change poli-
cy, so now the impact.

the problem, however, is that while everyone is 
aware of and acknowledges the importance of as-
suming responsibilities and that this needs coordi-
nation and collaboration with many parties – they 
continue to be uncertain on who should be respon-
sible for what in tourism, and as such typically re-
main in an impasse on what exactly to do with their 
responsibilities. the very acknowledgement of the 
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relational nature of responsibilities can hence be-
come a valid reason not to act.
 At times, however, it was reflected that acknowl-
edging other’s inaction and irresponsibility can be-
come a strong impetus to be(come) responsible. For 
example, it is easy to observe respondents that po-
sition themselves as being in an uphill task, where 
they present the situation as a tough one as they take 
it upon themselves to uphold higher standards, de-
spite and against prevailing norms that are easier to 
live by. that it is not at all easy to be responsible then 
becomes a key reason why they commit time, effort 
and financial resources into doing so. In some situa-
tions, this lapsed into both a critical and competitive 
stance towards “others” in tourism – whether this 
was the stereotypical “mass tourist”, tourism busi-
nesses that seemingly do not pay attention to their 
social and environmental responsibilities, or in fact, 
even towards other companies and tourists who do 
proclaim themselves as responsible (but are consid-
ered to be not good enough). A quote from the inter-
view with thivagaran Kesavan, General manager of 
Alila cha Am, for example, highlights this (inter-
view 30 January 2010, my emphasis):

the knowledge is not there. Like for me I under-
stand, to me it’s critical, try to reduce the amount 
of plastic in the property, try to make sure you 
separate the garbage …

this is again observed in how respondents saw the 
differences between entrepreneurs like themselves 
and others like development agencies. luzi matzig, 
ceo of Asian trails ltd, for example, very candidly 
stated that he thinks (interview 22 december 2009):

nGos often live in a cloud cuckoo land. nice to 
be idealistic about things, but still we have the 
pay salaries of our staff. we don’t live on support 
by some government in wacaduckoo who give 
them 100,000 dollars every month. And then 
they spend it and waste it. we create income, we 
support people. It has to be financially feasible. 
not everybody can live on donations like most 
NgOs.

Inherent in these opinions, then, is the idea that as 
businesses, they are better equipped to practise re-
sponsibilities, as they are more in touch with real-
ity and the practicalities of economic development. 
As such, respondents see themselves as better able 
to understand the pragmatic aspects of the market 

economy, and profit and loss, and hence work out a 
proposition in tourism with a more effective balance 
between ideologies and pragmatism. As businesses, 
they therefore see themselves as better equipped to 
“do development” in ways that work and are (at least 
financially) sustainable – unlike nGos and interna-
tional development agencies that are deemed to be 
too concerned with the ideological rhetoric and need 
to protect the poor, and when endowed with gener-
ous funding from government organizations, these 
agencies become just driven to “disburse off the 
money”.
 Also, unlike what one might assume, notions 
of being more responsible than others – oftentimes 
conflated with locals – were not opinions exclusive 
to foreigners working in thailand. many thai na-
tionals themselves also express such opinions and 
differentiation. For example, Supanit Vimooktanon, 
Assistant managing director of mBK Hospitality 
management co., ltd, said (interview 26 January 
2010):

many local company [sic], they just expect some 
return in PR and say. But for us, we never expect 
anything, we just want to educate people, to re-
alize and understand the meaning of the environ-
ment … I am thai, I am Buddhist … I just be-
lieve that this is part of the social that we have to 
make responsible.

Herein lies the contradiction – while criticizing other 
local companies (who are presumably thai since this 
interview was done in Bangkok, thailand) and high-
lighting the difference of how ‘we never expect an-
ything’, the respondent also attributes his behaviour 
to being thai and Buddhist – now seemingly mak-
ing a distinction between himself and others who 
are not thai or Buddhist. these examples there-
fore highlight precisely how fluid the notions of the 
“self” and its associated attributes are, and are key 
in illustrating how responsibilities in practice are in-
deed constantly subject to such manoeuvring, even 
as respondents may not realize it themselves.

To please tourists (or not)
the question of who corporations are aiming to sat-
isfy through their responsible tourism initiatives 
is our next point for discussion. In an increasingly 
competitive field, popularity of responsible tour-
ism has meant that more and more such options are 
available to tourists. For niche destinations such as 
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the elephant camp, companies typically compete 
with a large range of other similar tours/destinations. 
For example, even within my limited knowledge, 
tourists wishing to participate in elephant mahout 
training programmes can easily do so in numerous 
projects, such as the thai elephant conservation 
centre, Anantara Golden triangle elephant camp, 
Boon lott’s elephant Sanctuary, maesa elephant 
camp, elephant mahout Project, and the elephant 
nature Park (at varying prices). In addition, tourists 
are typically the primary paying parties and hence 
the vital people to please. this creates a situation 
where companies may seek out responsible prac-
tices towards one party – such as the locals in tour-
ism destinations, or elephants in this case, but this 
can be done largely because of the company’s desire 
to appease another party – tourists or consumers. 
For example, during the internship with exotissimo 
travel, I assisted Hamish Keith, managing director 
of exotissimo thailand, to prepare his presentation 
at a training workshop, Integrating Business Skills 
into ecotourism operations, that was held in Phnom 
Penh (17–21 January 2010), and it was evident that 
marketing was a key area covered. this workshop 
was aimed at nGo participants wishing to harness 
tourism as a pro-poor strategy, and indeed the ar-
eas covered were: exploring the ecotourism poten-
tial of a site; making the most of the market context; 
ensuring sustainability; Focusing on health, safety 
and customer care; Marketing your ecotourism 
business (my emphasis). In this example we can ob-
serve that marketing to tourists is a major compo-
nent of ecotourism development, and this indeed 
I would add is rightly so as the most ecologically 
sound and protective tourism development will not 
be a successful ecotourism venture unless it is able 
to attract tourists. this emphasis on marketing, how-
ever, is yet another indication of the uneven agency 
attached to various actors in ethical consumption 
and cSR, which in turn creates and exacerbates in-
equalities between the consumer, tourist or corpora-
tion that should be responsible, and poor or local that 
requires such care and responsibilities to be enacted 
on their behalf (see Sin 2010).
 this unevenness is yet clearer in the next exam-
ple shared by luzi matzig, ceo of Asian trails ltd 
– one of the company’s new and considered respon-
sible initiative then were itineraries that combined 
cruises on the River Kwai together with visiting and 
giving donations to schools run by the border pa-
trol police because, ‘people [tourists] like to have 
a contact to the locals, because usually they are just 

being carried around here is a temple, here is a mu-
seum, here is this’. He added that, ‘we don’t want 
to go to the same place [school] all the time, then it 
gets, then the students don’t pay attention anymore. 
So our guides can choose which schools they like 
and which schools they go to visit once every time. 
wherever it is’ (interview 22 december 2009, my 
emphasis). In this anecdote, it can be observed that 
visiting and giving donations to schools are perhaps 
done not so much based on whether such acts bene-
fit locals (those we ought to be responsible for) but 
rather because tourists like and enjoy such activi-
ties. Also, what is practised on the ground – which 
schools to visit and how often – is dependent on 
whether students will pay attention to tourists. this 
is to say that in situations where visiting tourists are 
less of a rarity, students may not pay them any at-
tention, and tourists may hence be disappointed 
with their “less authentic” experience. However, 
it should be safe to assume that regular visits from 
tourists would be beneficial from the point of en-
suring continued and predictable income from tour-
ism (both in donations and from spending when for 
example a home stay is involved), even though the 
social impact of more regular visits would be hard 
to predict. the need to balance between the wel-
fare of locals versus the experience of tourists has in 
this case been tipped in favour of tourists’ expecta-
tions, and while this is but one example, in practice, 
similar situations were also discussed in a number 
of other interviews, such as with Jean-Yves Paille, 
Product manager, exotissmo travel laos, and Peter 
weingand, managing director of Arosa travel 
Service. the skewed power to assume responsi-
bilities is hence highlighted here – not only is the 
voice of those ‘we are responsible for’ notably ab-
sent, it is as Kant ([1793] 1960) suggests, that ‘to 
hold that someone does not qualify as a responsible 
agent represents an extremely serious deprivation 
of social status’. In understanding responsibilities, 
then, we need to not only be clearly aware that the 
outcome of this unequal agency that is placed on 
different groups of people is a distortion of responsi-
bility as practicsd on the ground (see also Raghuram 
et al. 2009; noxolo et al. 2012), but also to realize 
that such unevenness in agency presents a continual 
challenge for those who are in the process of trying 
or doing responsibilities.
 For example, something as simple as whether 
it was responsible for tourists to switch on the air 
conditioner in their rooms became a typical issue 
that was discussed between volunteer tourists at the 
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elephant camp. most respondents at the elephant 
camp (except one that was a repeat volunteer) ex-
pressed initial surprise that air conditioners were 
available in their accommodations. many (includ-
ing myself during a preliminary fieldwork visit) 
had come to the camp expecting to live in a village, 
and were highly surprised to find that accommoda-
tion was instead provided in two-storey bungalows 
within a gated community that was a five-minute 
drive from the elephant camp. Having come men-
tally prepared to live in “rustic” accommodations 
with very basic amenities, some felt that it was 
“wrong” to switch on the air conditioners. Also, one 
of the bungalows was personally owned by two of 
the thai hosts, which meant that tourists were living 
in homes rather than hotels. As Helen highlighted 
(interview 26 november 2009):

you’re living in somebody’s house, you don’t 
want to just throw your things on the floor and 
just make things very messy, and room service 
will come and clean it, because now it’s some-
one that you actually know. You know that the 
person who come and clean your nonsense, it’s 
not a faceless hotel staff that you can just avoid.

olivia also added that if she was in a regular ho-
tel she would probably have no qualms about turn-
ing on the air conditioner. during her two weeks at 
the elephant camp, however, she had kept the air 
conditioner off almost every night and in her own 
words this was simply because she was ‘trying to be 
responsible tourist’ (interview 30 november 2009). 
this example therefore highlights the situated na-
ture of responsibilities, where being at the elephant 
camp that has explicit overtones of responsible 
travel, and being in somebody’s home rather than 
in a hotel with a faceless staff has indeed accentu-
ated the need for tourists to self-regulate their per-
formances and practices of responsibilities.
 the need for corporations (including niche tour-
ism initiatives like the elephant camp) to ensure 
that their notions of responsibilities or how this is 
performed on site in tourism destinations is aligned 
with what the tourist expects and demands is also 
reflected in feedback mechanisms in some situa-
tions. For example, to some, being a (responsible) 
tourist clearly included an element of surveillance 
while on holiday, and those who booked their trips 
on responsibletravel.com would receive an email re-
questing tourists to provide their verdict on whether 
their holidays were indeed responsible once the trip 

has concluded. out of the four simple questions that 
are asked in this email, one questions: ‘did you feel 
that your holiday benefited local people, and mini-
mized impacts on the environment?’ most tourists 
interviewed are in fact familiar and aware that such 
reviews were expected of them after their trips, and 
much like how ethical consumerism campaigns ad-
vocate that consumers to use their powers to ensure 
the products they buy are made in a responsible man-
ner, tourists interviewed also show an awareness to-
wards their role in scrutinizing what is practised in 
the name of responsibilities in tourism destinations.
 However, interviews with michael Kwee, cSR 
director of Banyan tree Hotels and Resorts, and 
Srichan monrakkharom, cSR Representative of 
Six Senses evason Hua Hin Resort, present another 
side of this story. As corporations who pride them-
selves and are well known for their commitment 
to cSR, they (almost proudly) discussed instances 
where corporations’ views of responsibilities di-
rectly clashed with tourists’ expectations of respon-
sibilities or comfort and luxury in high-end resort 
spaces. michael Kwee, for example, shared that 
guests have complained that because Banyan tree 
sets the thermostat of air conditioners in the villas 
and other common areas to 25°c, this is too hot. He 
further shares that there was an incident where there 
was (interview 10 February 2010):

a complaint, in Bintan, somebody was saying 
that somebody gave them too much cold water 
… that it was wasting resources to give them, 
but then if you don’t provide good service, quick 
service, pre-emptive service, then there will be 
complaints about that … So it’s tough balance 
to achieve.

Srichan monrakkharom also said that (interview 31 
January 2010):

we don’t import water … we got complaints 
[from tourists] yes, because we don’t sell Perrier 
… because it [Perrier and evian] is a popu-
lar brand right, you can find everywhere, eve-
ry resort in the country … At the moment we sell 
Schweppes soda… because it’s local. It’s I think 
from Bangkok, [or] Ayutthaya.

In these instances, tourists are not interested in be-
ing responsible, and the divergent attitudes towards 
such matters can possibly bring tourists and corpo-
rations into conflict. Respondents in these cases, 
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however, pride themselves on encountering such 
conflicts and standing their ground, and add that in 
most situations, once the rationale of responsibilities 
is explained to tourists, most tourists will happily 
accept these explanations. corporations hence re-
flected that they saw such instances as important op-
portunities to educate tourists and enforce and align 
their notions of responsibilities with that of tourists. 
Such anecdotes therefore highlight the contentious 
nature of what exactly is considered as responsi-
ble or not, reinforces the argument that this article 
makes – that in order to critically discuss responsi-
bility one needs to bear in mind that differing and at 
times conflicting ideas are continually weaved to-
gether into an uneven patchwork of what becomes 
practised as responsibilities.

Concluding remarks
this article highlights that there is no, and possibly 
cannot be, a conclusive statement on what respon-
sibility is in practice, or what should or should not 
be considered as responsibilities. It critiques exist-
ing works both in classical morality and in the geog-
raphies of responsibility that has focused too much 
on the moralization of the subject – that is, the eth-
ical consumer, responsible corporate citizen and so 
on (cf. Barnett and land 2007; clarke et al. 2007; 
Foster 2008; Barnett et al. 2011) and what one needs 
to do to be the responsible subject. In emphasizing 
the need to change and to put in place certain prac-
tices that are considered as responsible, the flipside 
is that other practices hence become deemed as irre-
sponsible. the valorization of the “moral subject” in 
both geography and tourism is therefore often prob-
lematic, as it assumes that altruism and self-interest 
belong to two ends of an irreconcilable spectrum, 
and when one makes any decision that is partial, 
this is necessarily a wrongful and unjust act that fa-
vours the self. Indeed, the word partial itself often 
carries negative connotations of bias or unfair prej-
udices for or against particular matters. these as-
sumptions, however, fail to appreciate that practices 
are necessarily partial and situated – they are only 
realistically able to care for or be responsible about 
some things while simultaneously falling short in 
the taking on of responsibilities for other things. 
williams (2006, p. 146), for example highlighted 
that, ‘[i]t is not an accident or a limitation or a prej-
udice that we cannot care equally about all the suf-
fering in the world: it is a condition of our existence 
and sanity’. Although debates in the geographies of 

responsibility have been helpful in highlighting the 
spatial linkages between places, and have provided 
a strong case for assuming responsibility for distant 
others, in reality, whenever an individual chooses to 
act on any such responsibilities, the practice is al-
most always partial. one’s choice to support, for ex-
ample, eco-tourism in thailand, means that at that 
same point (in time and space), limited resources 
have been committed to this choice, instead of other 
eco-tourism initiatives elsewhere, or other practices 
of responsibility outside of tourism that one might 
be encouraged to assume. this is to say, although 
calls for universal justice have indeed opened up 
many possibilities (see e.g. Popke 2003, p. 300), the 
furtherance of academic debate has to acknowledge 
that situated partiality is part and parcel of enacting 
responsibilities in reality, and move on to explore re-
sponsibilities not as an abstract and comprehensive 
moral whole, but as a plural and multiple domain in 
which people, states and organizations make active 
and situated choices with practical reasoning (see 
also clarke et al. 2007).
 this article therefore brings to light the impor-
tance of understanding the situated nature in the 
practices of responsibilities, where rather than as-
suming that one set of instructions can address any 
individual (whether as consumers or as representa-
tives of corporations), we need to instead acknowl-
edge and incorporate the differentiated starting 
grounds from which responsibility is taken up. 
this builds upon literatures seeking to understand 
the relational politics of space and responsibilities 
(massey 2004), while emphasizing the need to look 
at practices in responsibilities (Barnett et al. 2011) – 
for these are necessarily partial (see also micheletti 
2003; Sayer 2003). For example, the practices of 
responsibilities can be situated within dissimilar 
processes, and this research reflects a mix of entre-
preneurial and reactive processes that invokes dif-
ferent forms of responsibilities. In some instances, 
for some respondents like Six Senses Resorts and 
Banyan tree Resorts where the business strategy is 
exactly to provide responsible options (that is other-
wise limited) in tourism, it is highlighted that being 
responsible has meant introducing processes that are 
not only innovative, but also profitable. more com-
mon, however, are reactive processes – where cor-
porations, tourists, and locals react to contexts and 
situations such as natural disasters like cyclone 
nargis, or changing societal norms that expects, for 
example, a stronger role of corporate social respon-
sibilities. this article highlights numerous examples 
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of such behaviour, where corporations, for example, 
typically react and respond to appeals for donations, 
rather than have a comprehensive strategy on what, 
who or how to support in their cSR projects.
 differential positions within society can also 
contribute to how responsibilities are enacted, and 
respondents from large corporations also share the 
mounting pressures that they face, and the increas-
ing need to perform responsibilities in reaction to 
tourists’ expectations of particular brand names. 
Philippe le Bourhis, General manager of novotel 
Siam Square Bangkok, for example, shares his prior 
experience working at novotel Bali (interview 15 
december 2009):

we had some customers … they hang the tow-
el [up to indicate this did not need washing] and 
the staff washed the towel, I would get complain. 
So quickly I would know that, oops I am having 
problems and [I need to] go train [my staff]

However, reasons for why responsibility is con-
sidered, as expressed by key actors interviewed in 
this research, suggests that these were not arrived 
at through comprehensive thought towards morals 
and responsibilities in the broader society, or be-
cause they hold positions of power as key decisions 
makers in larger corporations, but more often as a 
result of individual preferences, knowledges, ideas 
and experiences (see also micheletti 2003). For ex-
ample, Four Seasons Bangkok hosts a yearly cancer 
charitable run to raise funds for research on can-
cer, but this has got less to do with Four Seasons ho-
tel being a responsible corporate citizen within the 
larger contexts of Bangkok and thailand’s econ-
omy than the personal motivations of the chairman 
of Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts. nelson Hilton, 
director of marketing at Four Seasons Bangkok, 
elaborates on this: ‘it is because our chairman’s 
son passed away from cancer, it is a personal char-
ity, it is a personal goal of all of our hotels to give 
to this cause’ (interview 14 January 2010). In an-
other example, when asked whether he thought tour-
ism development was beneficial to thailand, Peter 
weingand, managing director of Arosa travel, said, 
‘of course [I think] it is good, I wouldn’t be doing 
what I do, if I find that it wouldn’t be good. my con-
science wouldn’t be clear, so of course it would be 
good’ (interview 12 January 2010).
 while reactive or entrepreneurial processes are 
not mutually exclusive and all showcase commit-
ments towards being responsible, they represent 

two ends of the spectrum in how ideas of respon-
sibility and irresponsibility are governed and reg-
ulated – on one end, being responsible appears to 
be passively about reacting to situations that calls 
for responsibility; on the other end, being respon-
sible means actively getting down to questioning 
existing practices, rethinking and remodelling the 
ways we do even the most mundane tasks to make 
these more responsible. Stating the different ways 
that responsibilities are situated does not in any way 
assume or suggest that one way or the other is supe-
rior, rather, the opposite holds true – both continue 
to co-exist within the framework of how responsi-
bilities and care play out in practice, and rather than 
assume that there is a correct way of being respon-
sible, it is vital for critics and academic research-
ers alike to acknowledge such varied starting points, 
and recognize the practical concerns, individual be-
liefs, and organization capabilities that often domi-
nate in the highly dynamic and complex situations 
in which social or environmental responsibilities are 
but one element in the mix when actual (and often 
pressing) decisions are made. what this article ar-
gues for, then, is to acknowledge such limitations 
– that it is difficult to practise responsibilities, that 
varying idea(l)s and realities of doing responsibili-
ties exist, and that there are people who do already 
desire to be responsible. As long as we do not recog-
nize such situated partiality in practices of responsi-
bilities, it is possible to create an illusion that there 
is a perfect way to be responsible – and in turn cre-
ating a space for those who criticize efforts simply 
because these are not yet perfect, or those who turn 
away from trying simply because it is not possible to 
be perfect.
 while emphasizing the need to understand 
corporation’s role in practices of responsibility in 
tourism, this article also highlights the limits and 
constraints cSR and ethical consumption cam-
paigns face in addressing issues in tourism – while 
these may have proven successful in other industries 
(see, for example, Hart 1997; dentchev 2004; Zadek 
2004; Foster 2006; and Bonini et al. 2006), it is im-
portant to consider the particularities of tourism as 
an industry to understand where, why, and how prac-
tices of responsibilities are enacted. to begin with, 
within tourism, there is little consensus on what ex-
actly responsibilities are, and the lack of central ac-
creditation like organic or fairtrade certifications, 
together with the varied nature of businesses that are 
deemed to make up the tourism industry, means that 
it is difficult to rally tourism corporations together 
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to collectively address certain aspects of responsi-
bilities in practice, or to make broad-based struc-
tural changes towards how tourism is organized (see 
Kalisch 2002; Henderson 2007; Sin 2011). looking 
at the tourism industry in this article has also high-
lighted that cSR is not limited to large multinational 
companies as often imagined (chatterton and maxey 
2009). the prevalence of ethics and responsibilities 
as a main corporate strategy in smaller-scale compa-
nies within tourism (whether it is named as cSR or 
not) reflects the need to reconsider and contextual-
ize the size and scale of corporations, and what this 
means to responsibilities as practised on the ground 
(see also Sin 2011).
 In addition, empirical discussions in this article 
has shown that corporations’ efforts tend to and are 
likely to remain largely individualized and patch-
work, even though financial means and powers of-
ten skew towards corporations (compared with, for 
example, local governments in debt situations and 
nGos that are mostly dependent on funding, dona-
tions, and goodwill). the fact that corporations in a 
capitalist society were made to compete with each 
other for scarce resources and profits, rather than to 
cooperate, puts further obstacles to cSR address-
ing issues of responsibility in tourism as an industry. 
If responsibility is the differentiating (and perhaps 
selling) factor for particular corporations that pride 
themselves on adopting broad-ranging practices in 
line with moral responsibility, then it should make 
business sense for such corporations to discourage 
adoption of responsible practices by other corpora-
tions – to ensure that they continue to stand out.
 Inherent in anecdotes shared in this article is 
also the ordinariness of day-to-day practices and 
performances related to responsibility – similar to 
what Barnett et al. (2011) argue about the politics of 
the ordinariness of consumption – when people “do 
responsibilities” (for example, selecting a suitable 
school to support corporate philanthropy), they may 
not necessarily have responsibility in the foreground 
of their minds. Instead, all sorts of practical and pos-
sibly mundane considerations like who will oversee 
the logistics of collecting donated funds and items 
seem to dominate. Such observations, together with 
the noted bias in power and agency given to tour-
ists and corporations over those “we are responsi-
ble for” highlights the complex and plural nature in 
which responsibilities play out on the ground, and 
stresses the importance of taking such into consid-
eration – something that has been neglected for far 
too long. this article is thus an intervention at this 

point, not so much to claim that ethical consumption 
and cSR is going nowhere, but rather the opposite – 
such trends and campaigns to consider responsibili-
ties are becoming increasingly popular, and they are 
here to stay no matter whether we as academics cel-
ebrate or lambast initiatives like responsible tour-
ism. what we need to do, then, is to stop trying to 
judge between good and bad tourism, consumption, 
or corporate behaviour, and instead, as this article 
has done, to conduct further research that acknowl-
edges the complex situatedness and partiality on the 
ground and accepts that people want to be responsi-
ble (despite possibly differing motivations) but are 
placed differentially in their attempts to do so. only 
then can we see what they actually do when they 
want to be responsible.
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Notes
1. the recent decades have seen the tourism industry fragment 

into multiple different niches of alternative travel that seek to 
address our moral responsibilities in different aspects. of these 
terms mentioned, responsible tourism is the broadest category 
that is sometimes used as a broad umbrella term and includes 
any form of tourism that aims to be responsible, regardless of 
who and what this responsibility emphasizes. Volunteer tour-
ism is similar in this respect, but is a specific form where the 
tourist does volunteer work towards some cause during his or 
her travels. ecotourism, however, focuses on responsibilities 
towards the environment and ecology, while just and pro-poor 
tourism focuses on responsibilities towards marginalized or 
“poor” people (note that “poverty” is differentially defined by 
different parties in the tourism industry).

2. All tourists interviewed were participating in volunteer tourism 
at the elephant camp. As such, they may potentially exhibit 
better understanding towards responsibilities in tourism than 
the “average tourist” as they represent what can be considered 
an already converted crowd towards responsible tourism.
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3. minor International also own, have joint ventures and manage 
numerous other hotel, restaurant, and retail chains globally. See 
mInt (2014) for more details.
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