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TOURISM – AN ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE 

(DISCURSIVE ARTICLE) 
 
Abstract: The article discusses the main methodological dilemmas connected with tourism as a field of academic research. The first part 
presents tourism as an area of interest in various academic disciplines. The second is a critical discussion on multidisciplinary and 
interdisciplinary approaches to the study of tourism. The third features an analysis of the methodological standpoints concerning possibilities 
for the autonomy of tourism as an academic discipline. The summary proposes a model of development for tourism studies aimed at the 
autonomy of academic tourism. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of the author is to try to determine the 
direction of methodological progress in the academic 
study of tourism – in the context of the possibility of 
autonomy (on a theoretical basis) of academic tourism. 
This issue has been presented against discussion in 
both Polish and foreign academic literature that has 
been going on for many years (and is still far from 
finding final conclusions). 

The article consists of three parts. The first, intro-
ductory one, points to tourism as an area of interest to 
various academic disciplines. To that end, it im-
plements a research scheme which combines LISZEW-
SKI’s analytic approach (2010) with the dominant 
academic aspects of tourism suggested by PRZECŁAW-
SKI (2010). The result is a list of academic disciplines 
for which tourism is an important object of research. 
The second part undertakes a discussion of multi-
disciplinary and interdisciplinary studies of tourism. 
The author focuses attention on a critical description 
of the contribution of both approaches to creating        
a theoretical basis for tourism as an academic field. 
The third, the main part, provides an analysis of the 
methodological standpoints concerning possibilities 
for the separation of tourism as a distinct academic 
discipline. The discussion is enclosed between the 
paradigm approach (KUHN 1968) and an evolutionary 
one which recognizes the unity of all academic 
disciplines (BERNSTEIN 1991, ECHTER, JAMAL 1997). 

The final part of the article is a summary. The 
analysis has  given grounds  to put forward two hypo- 

 
 

thetical models of development (in the methodological 
sense) of tourism studies aimed at distinguishing of    
a new discipline. 

 
 
2. TOURISM AS AN AREA OF INTEREST  
FOR VARIOUS ACADEMIC DISCIPLINES 

 
The growth of interest in tourism among representat-
ives from many academic disciplines, corresponding 
to particular aspects of tourism, has progressed 
together with the development of tourism as a multi-
dimensional and complex phenomenon of psycho-
logical, social, economic, spatial and cultural character 
(PRZECŁAWSKI 2010). From an historical point of view, 
the first to study tourism were geographers and 
economists, and later sociologists. It seems that     
these are still in the lead. At the same time, they are 
being increasingly complemented by others, including 
anthropology, ecology, physical culture, psychology 
and others. 

The idea of a chronological development in the 
academic study of tourism was presented by JAFARI 
(1992). He distinguished four phases in sequence but 
each does not supplant the others. In the last phase, 
named by the author ‘Knowledge-Based Platform’, 
stress is put on the need for systematic research on 
tourism. 
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T a b l e  1. Tourism as an area of interest to various academic 
disciplines in the context of the subject of tourism research 

 

The subject  
of tourism 
research 

Domina-
ting 

aspects 

Fields  
of study 

Main academic 
disciplines 

The economy Economics  
Philosophy 
Pedagogy 
Psychology 

Humanities 

Sociology 
The study of 
physical culture 

Physical culture 

Medical sciences Medicine 
Legal studies Law 

The tourist as 
the subject 
and the 
originator of 
the tourism 
phenomenon 

Psycho-
logical 
(psycho-
physical), 
cultural 

Theological 
studies 

Theology  

Economy 
Economics  Management 

studies 
Sociology Humanities 
History 

Earth sciences Geography 
Technical 
studies 

Transport 

Tourism 
movement 

Economic, 
spatial  

Theology Theological studies 
Biological 
sciences 

Ecology 

Economy 
Economics Management 

studies 
Earth sciences Geography 
Agricultural 
sciences 

Environmental 
management 
Architecture and 
urban planning 

Tourism 
space – 
destinations 
and transit 
areas  

Spatial 
(environ-
mental), 
eco-
nomical 

Technical 
studies Building 

engineering 
Economics 

Economics Management 
studies 
Cultural studies 
Pedagogics 
Psychology 
Sociology 

Humanities 

Management 
studies 

Medical studies Medicine 
The study of 
physical culture 

Physical culture 

Tourism 
activity – 
ways and 
forms of 
cultivating 
tourism 

Cultural, 
psycho-
logical 
(psycho-
physical) 

Earth sciences Geography 
Biological 
sciences 

Ecology 

Economics 
Economics Management 

studies 
Ethnology 
Culture 
History 
Management 
studies 
Political studies 

Humanities 
 
 

Sociology 
Administration 
studies Legal studies 
Law  

Effects and 
consequences 
of tourism 
activity – for 
tourists, for 
organizers, 
for the 
community 
hosting 
tourists, for 
the natural 
and socio-
cultural 
environment 

Economic, 
cultural, 
spatial,  
social 

Earth sciences Geography 
 

S o u r c e: author based on LISZEWSKI (2010). 

In the Polish literature of the past two decades 
numerous books devoted to the methodological basis 
of tourism studies conducted within various discip-
lines of academic can be found. Among them are 
monographs edited by WINIARSKI (1999, 2003), NOWA-
KOWSKI (2001), PRZYBYSZEWSKA-GUDELIS, GRABISZEW-
SKI (2002), GOŁEMBSKI (2003, 2008), KAZIMIERCZAK 
(2004), MAIK et al. (2005), WINIARSKI, ALEJZIAK (2005), 
NOWAKOWSKI, PRZYDZIAŁ (2006), KRUPA, BILIŃSKI 
(2006), WINIARSKI (2008). Among authors concerned 
with this issue (primarily from the perspective of 
particular disciplines) one should name from geo-
graphy WARSZYŃSKA, JACKOWSKI (1978), KRZYMOW-
SKA-KOSTROWICKA (1997), KOWALCZYK (2001 and later 
editions), LISZEWSKI (2003, 2010); from economics 
NOWAKOWSKA (2003), BOSIACKI (2005), GOŁEMBSKI 
(2001), GAWORECKI (1994 and later editions); from 
sociology and other humanities, and from the study of 
physical culture: WOŹNIAK (1995, 2004), PRZECŁAWSKI 
(1997, 2010), ŁOBOŻEWICZ (2001), ZDEBSKI (2003), PO-
DEMSKI (2004), KAZIMIERCZAK (2005, 2010), MAZURKIE-
WICZ (2009).  

In order to prepare a basis for further discussion 
the author has made an attempt to define the range of 
interest in tourism shown by various academic discip-
lines1. To this end, he implemented the scheme 
proposed by LISZEWSKI (2010) according to whom the 
phenomenon of tourism, treated as a system of 
elements (sets) consists of: 1) tourists – the subject of 
the phenomenon; 2) the process of movement (tourism 
‘migration’); 3) destinations and transit locations 
(tourism space); 4) tourism activity (its forms and how 
to cultivate them); 5) effects and consequences of the 
migration and staying of the tourist at each stage of 
the process. These elements have been juxtaposed 
with the dominating academic aspects (psychological, 
social, economic, spatial and cultural) named by 
PRZECŁAWSKI (2010). Keeping in mind the fact that the 
results of the analysis are simplified (as a consequence 
of the complexity of the phenomenon of tourism itself 
as well as the ‘stiffness’ of the formal division into 
fields and academic disciplines2), they have been 
presented in Table 1. 
 

 
3. THE STUDY OF TOURISM – 

MULTIDISCIPLINARY  
AND INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES 

 
Multidsciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches are 
often used to dealing with something that belongs to 
an area of interest of various disciplines. The former 
occurs when a common issue is researched within 
different disciplines producing separate results. The 
latter applies when a given issue is researched on the 
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basis of different disciplines, but the result is meant to 
be integrated (CHOJNICKI 2005). In such a context 
tourism appears to be especially predestined to be 
dealt with using both approaches. This was under-
lined by such as JAFARI, RITCHI (1981) who named 
economics, sociology, psychology, geography and 
anthropology as the main disciplines engaged in 
tourism studies. This list was extended by JAFARI, 
AASER (1988) to 15 disciplines on the basis of an 
analysis of PhD theses in the US. This statement is 
confirmed also by the number of doctoral and post-
doctoral theses on tourism within various academic 
disciplines in Poland (Table 2). 

 
 
T a b l e  2. Doctoral and post-doctoral on tourism according  

to academic discipline in the period 2001-010 
 

Academic  
fields 

Academic  
discipline 

Doctor-
ates 

Habili-
tation Total 

Biological 
sciences Biology 1 0 1   0.54% 

Management 
studies 18 1 Economics 
Economics 50 4 

73 39.67% 

Political studies 2 1 

Sociology 5 – 

Linguistics 3 – 

History 3 – 

Culture 1 – 

Humanities 

Pedagogics 2 – 

17   9.24% 

Studies of 
physical culture Physical culture 22 2 24 13.04% 

Forest science Forestry 3 – 3   1.63% 

Geography 42 3 Earth sciences 
Geology 2 – 

47 25.54% 

Legal studies Law 1 – 1   0.54% 
Environmental 
management 3 1 

Agronomy 7 – 
Food technology 
and nutrition 1 – 

Agricultural 
science 

Zootechnics 1 – 

13   7.07% 

Architecture and 
urban planning 2 1 
Building 
engineering 1 – 

Technical 
studies 

Geodesy and 
cartography 1 – 

5   2.72% 

Total 171 13 184 100.00 
 
     S o u r c e: author – based on database www.nauka-polska.pl. 

 
 
At the same time, it seems that most academics 

support (or at least declare to do so) the inter-
disciplinary study of tourism. Among them are the 

following who have placed their hopes on this type of 
study: THEUNS (1986), LEIPER (1990), GOŁEMBSKI (2003), 
ALEJZIAK (2003), VUKOVIĆ (2005). According to BO-
SIACKI (2005) the ground-breaking moment of the 
development of academic research into Polish tourism 
was the implementation of the interdisciplinary 
‘Central Research Programme’ entitled ‘Tourism as     
a factor in socio-economic development’ in 1986-1990. 

Taking into consideration the necessity of conduct-
ing interdisciplinary studies of tourism GRABURN, 
JAFARI (1991) among others, and in the Polish 
literature, MAIK (2002) and MAIK, PRZYBECKA-MAIK 
(2005), present a less optimistic evaluation. The latter 
believe that at present multidisciplinary research still 
dominates which results in a lack of integration in     
the research field, the lack of a coherent conception     
of research, and a low degree of issue integration. 
Simultaneously, the postulated interdisciplinary 
approach is still underdeveloped and faces numerous 
obstacles. This opinion seems to be confirmed by 
dispersion and the disappointing cooperation between 
those institutions concerned with tourism studies.   

Agreeing that tourism arouses the interest of 
numerous academic disciplines (within the meaning 
of the ‘material object’3), it can be seen that they 
simultaneously define the ‘formal object’ of their 
investigation according to different aspects. This leads 
to difficulties in the research integration especially in   
a multidisciplinary approach, but also in an inter-
disciplinary one. It seems that such a situation is one 
of the most significant barriers hindering methodo-
logical progress. One interesting way of overcoming 
that barrier is proposed on a theoretical basis by 
MACIOŁEK (2002). He postulates the creation of a so-
called tourism studies ‘boss’ whose task would be to 
synthesize the partial results coming from different 
disciplines. Until such a state of affairs the real 
dominance of interdisciplinary studies over multi-
disciplinary studies will not be achieved. The same 
author underlines that such a science should be 
formed basing on the reflection on the tourism object 
of the ex interno type instead of the commonly applied 
ex interno type. In other words, it should be formed by 
adjusting its formal subject to those aspects of tourism 
that refer to its substance.  

Considering the issue of the methodological and 
factual integration of interdisciplinary tourism studies 
(in the context of cooperation between theory and 
practice) the opposite opinion is represented by MAIK 
(2002). This author believes that interdisciplinary 
cooperation should take into consideration the 
individuality of every discipline and simultaneously 
reinforce the integrity of tourism studies. It should be 
acknowledged that this view is quite controversial 
since it contains two postulates which are difficult to 
reconcile. 
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To sum up this analysis of the issue of inter-
disciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, it should be 
noted that most academics do not question the need 
for developing research of the interdisciplinary type. 
They stress the potential benefits that can be reaped 
thanks to this kind of academic activity. On the other 
hand, when analysing the current state of affairs, the 
real scope for implementing interdisciplinary research 
in tourism is to be doubted. It seems that, as far as 
tourism is concerned, the multidisciplinary approach 
still dominates. 

Another issue is the contribution of inter-
disciplinary studies to the theoretical and methodo-
logical bases of tourism as a field of study. It seems 
that after the first, enthusiastic period when academics 
thought that such an approach would provide 
revolutionary progress in the theory of tourism, we 
are now dealing with more balanced evaluations. 
Advantage of methodological progress that occurred 
in other disciplines, which could have been expected 
from interdisciplinary research, failed to be taken. 
Many authors believe that tourism still lacks solid 
theory (DANN, NASH, PEARCE 1988, VUKONIC 2005, 
AIREY 20024, 2005). Such opinions give foundation to 
the conclusion that expected progress has not occurred 
and it is doubtful that this could happen in the short 
term. At the same time, views are appearing that there 
is a need to form a discipline (for the time being rather 
meta-disciplinary) which, based on a precisely defined 
and agreed substance of tourism (the object of its 
studies), would be able to integrate, from a methodo-
logical and factual position, the contributions of 
academic disciplines dealing with this field at the 
moment. 

 
 

4. TOURISM AS AN ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE – 
METHODOLOGICAL DILEMMAS 

 
Academics concerned with tourism often present 
totally different opinions upon the issue of the possib-
ility of the autonomy of tourism as a separate 
academic discipline (ALEJZIAK 2003, p. 159–162). These 
differences are based on various methodological 
premises and often also on institutional ones (CHŁO-
PECKI 2005). Internationally, strong proponents of the 
autonomy of tourism as an academic discipline (being 
in a minority) include JOVICIĆ (1988), COMIC (1989) and 
LEIPER (2000). Among Polish academics, the group of 
authors gathered around the departments (institutes) 
of tourism functioning within universities of physical 
education (ŁOBOŻEWICZ 2001, SIKORA 2001, KAZIMIER-
CZAK 2005) are proponents. One of the arguments   
they bring up is the recognition of similar rights for 

physical culture. In opposition is a relatively large 
group from traditional disciplines who think that there 
is no sufficient methodological basis to form tourism 
studies. At the same time they advocate conducting 
interdisciplinary research on tourism (DANN, NASH, 
PEARCE 1988, JAFARI 1989, TRIBE 1997, WITT, BROKE, 
BUCKLEY 1991, PEARCE, BUTLER 1993, SZUBERT-ZA-
RZECZNY 2001, GOŁEMBSKI 2003). Among academics 
who strongly stress a need for the improvement of 
theory in tourism are those from the humanities 
(WOŹNIAK 1995, 2005, PODEMSKI 2004, ALEJZIAK 2008). 
They discern methodological weaknesses in this field 
but simultaneously point to the necessity of qualitative 
changes in previous approaches without which 
academic progress will not be possible. In this context 
the evolution of the standpoints of some academics    
is interesting (ROGOZIŃSKI 1975, 1985, LISZEWSKI 1994, 
2010). 

One of more fierce opponents of the recognition of 
tourism as a separate discipline is TRIBE (1997), the 
author of a well-known article entitled ‘The Indiscip-
line of Tourism’ in which he indicates the ‘undiscip-
linarity’ of tourism. Tribe’s views met with the 
opposition of an Australian academic Leiper (2000) 
whose argument with Tribe was published in the 
Annals of Tourism Research. He tried to indicate 
(mostly on the basis of empirical premises) that tourism 
is on the right path to academic independence. 

ALEJZIAK (2003, pp. 162-164) points out that one     
of the basic conditions of the development and 
autonomy of tourism studies is their theoretical, 
methodological and practical integration. Un-
fortunately, the gauntlet is still too rarely picked up,  
in particular by tourism academics. Thus, in the 
opinion of CHOJNICKI (2005), who conducted an 
analysis from the theoretical-methodological point of 
view, is particularly valuable. He recognized that 
studies on tourism (at the current stage of develop-
ment) are at a proto-level which does not fulfil all the 
requirements expected. At the same time, he believes 
that it has an empirical character. It is mainly a social 
science, but of a complex type (it also includes the 
natural sciences) as well as an applied discipline.     
The same author, when analysing the object of 
academic interest in this field, sees it on two levels of 
complexity. He refers to 1) tourism as a specific 
phenomenon alongside other specific phenomena; and 
2) tourism as an economic, social and spatial 
phenomenon. At the same time, he stresses that only 
the former approach can constitute a basis for the 
autonomy of tourism. The latter leads to a multi-
disciplinary conception. This view agrees with the 
opinion of MACIOŁEK (2002), who stresses that the 
autonomy of tourism studies (from the methodo-
logical point of view) will not be possible until the 
essence of tourism, and on this basis the ‘formal object’ 
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of studies expressing the constitutive (specific) features 
of this field, are defined. 

If Chojnicki’s opinion about the protoacademic 
character of tourism is to be agreed, it should also be 
agreed that tourism is at the pre-paradigmatic stage 
(PEARCE 1993). In this context one further fundamental 
condition should be added to the list for recognition of 
tourism as a discipline: the need for the implementa-
tion, probably by way of a Kuhnian academic revolu-
tion5, of a convincing paradigm – a defined academic 
model of tourism. 

One who accepts this is SZUBERT-ZARZECZNY (2001), 
who believes that the implementation of a paradigm 
will enable integration of knowledge about tourism, 
presently dispersed, and thus it will facilitate defining 
its object6. ALEJZIAK (2008), in turn, conducted an 
analysis of general paradigms of social science in the 
context of the possibility for their implementation in 
tourism studies. To sum up, one can state that the 
paradigmatic approach contains logically and chrono-
logically ordered stages of 1) multidisciplinary research; 
2) interdisciplinary research; 3) qualitative changes 
(Kuhn’s academic revolution) that lead to the im-
plementation of a new paradigm; 4) the formation of 
new autonomous tourism studies. This process has 
been schematically presented in the Fig 1. 

 
 

Interdisciplinary
research

Paradigm of the
studies of tourism

Scientific revolution
according to 

T. Kuhn's theory

Direction
of changes

Tourism
studies as

a new discipline

Local paradigms
of particular

(sub) disciplines

Multidisciplinary
research within

particular (sub) disciplines

 
 

Fig. 1. Autonomy in the study of tourism according  
to the paradigmatic approach 

S o u r c e: author 
 
 
Exactly the opposite view is represented by 

ECHTNER, JAMAL (1997). They argue that because of the 

attachment of representatives of different disciplines 
(concerned with tourism) to their own paradigms it is 
very unlikely that a common academic model for this 
field will be adopted. At the same time, these authors 
incline to the model suggested by BERNSTEIN (1991) 
which assumes the unity of knowledge7. In this 
context the previous interdisciplinary barriers cease to 
be that significant and the complexity of tourism starts 
to appear an asset leading in a direct8 way to the 
formation of an autonomous discipline. In conclusion 
they suggest five directions leading to the autonomy 
of tourism studies: 1) creating theoretical bases for the 
new discipline; 2) implementation of a holistic and 
integrated approach; 3) focusing on interdisciplinary 
research; 4) explaining theory and methodology;         
5) taking advantage of various methodological tradi-
tions (positivist and interpretative). 

A diagram of such an approach, called evolu-
tionary, has been presented in Fig. 2. 

 
 

Local 
paradigms
of particular

(sub) disciplines

Multidisciplinary 
research within 
particular (sub)

disciplines

Direction
of changes

Studies of 
tourism as a 

new discipline
Interdisciplinary

research  
 

Fig. 2. Autonomy of the study of tourism according  
to the evolutionary approach 

S o u r c e: author 

 
 

5. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
Tourism, as a mass and global phenomenon, which at 
one and the same time is complex and multi-aspectual, 
is an area of interest of numerous academic discip-
lines. This field, due to its heterogeneity, appears to be 
particularly predestined to multi-disciplinary studies, 



22                                                           Tourism  2011, 21/1–2 
 

 
 

especially interdisciplinary research. On the other 
hand, it seems that the heterogeneity of the research 
object of tourism constitutes a basic obstacle for 
methodological and theoretical development. This 
makes the autonomy of tourism studies impossible 
and creates a barrier restraining further study and 
understanding of the phenomenon itself. 

Despite the above-mentioned problems research 
into tourism will definitely continue to be carried out. 
The article puts forward the proposal that its develop-
ment (in the methodological sense) leading to the 
autonomy of tourism studies, can proceed in one of 
two ways: according to the paradigmatic model or    
the evolutionary one (Fig. 3). It is difficult to decide 
which one will finally dominate. It seems that the 
paradigmatic model is more distinct. The condition 
that must be fulfilled in order for it to exist is                 
a fundamental change in awareness; there must be 
agreement to apply a common model and forego 
attachment to the ‘local paradigms’ of particular 
disciplines. In turn, a chance for the evolutionary 
approach may lay in the development of interdis-
ciplinary research. According to many this constitutes 
the best tool for understanding the complex processes 
occurring in the contemporary world.  

 
 

Tourism as an area
of interest

of various disciplines  

Tourism as a social,
spatial, economic,
other phenomenon

Tourism as
a specific phenomenon

Autonomy
of tourism studies

Multidisciplinary
conception

of tourism studies

Interdisciplinary
conception of tourism studies

Studies of tourism

Scientific
revolution

Evolutional
way

as the basis of the individuality

 
 

Fig. 3.  Hypothetical process of the autonomy of tourism studies 
S o u r c e: author 

 
 
A possible consequence (but unlikely in a long 

term perspective) is the intensification of multi-
disciplinary research (at the expense of the inter-
disciplinary approach), in which tourism will still be 

considered the domain of particular disciplines. 
Surely, such an option would not contribute to the 
methodological development in the field of tourism 
studies as a specific phenomenon. It is also likely that 
it would not contribute much to research in those 
disciplines. 

 
 

FOOTNOTES 
 

1 Such attempts were made also by e.g. GOŁEMBSKI (2003) and 
MARAK, WYRZYKOWSKI (2009). 

2 For order’s sake and due to comparative-historical purposes 
(relevant later in the article) the author adopted the division into 
disciplines coherent with the Polish administrative classification. 

3 A ‘material object’ is what is being studied and a ‘formal 
object’ is the aspect of research on the ‘material object’. This means 
that many disciplines have a common ‘material object’ but they 
differ in the ‘formal object’. It can even be stated that a ‘formal object’ 
and not a ‘material object’ distinguishes a discipline in terms of 
‘objects’ (MACIOŁEK 2002, p. 22). 

4 Airey brings up the idea of a tourism area life cycle by BUTLER 
(1980) as a rare example of the implementation of an inter-
disciplinary approach in order to build a theoretical model which is 
an important contribution to the theory of tourism. In addition the 
interdisciplinary idea of tourism attractiveness by Polish academic 
Prof. ROGALEWSKI (1974) can be mentioned here. 

5 Such an approach agrees with the paradigmatic model of 
science of KUHN (1968). However, it should be noted that the theory 
of science also accepts a so-called hypothetically-deductive (falsifica-
tional) model that stems from critical rationalism. It indicates the role 
of criticism in the development of science. According to this idea 
scientific theories (paradigms) should not in any way monopolize 
knowledge, but on the contrary they should enable continous verifica-
tion by means of empirical research (POPPER 1973, DETEL 1995). 

6 The author, in order to support her argument, gives an 
example of a local paradigm defined in terms of the economics of 
tourism. 

7 Bernstein questions the methodological division of sciences 
into natural science (Naturwissenschaften) and the humanities (Geistes-
wissenschaften).   

8 In this approach a reference can be seen to the linear model of 
science development by Popper. 
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