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ABSTRACT: The world is transitioning from the pandemic to post-pandemic era of
COVID-19. Borders are now largely open, and the tourism sector is regaining its vigour. At
the same time, concerns about tourism’s impact on the planet have been rising because of
the rapid rebound of tourism, with serious environmental catastrophes like climate change
increasingly threatening the Earth. The pandemic has indeed magnified a dark side of human
behaviour, namely humans’ irresponsible behaviour towards the environment. In this
editorial, we review the concept of environmentally responsible behaviour from the tourist’s
perspective. It is of utmost importance for all stakeholders in the tourism industry to join
forces in cultivating responsible behaviour towards the environment and in doing so, cocreate a better and more sustainable place for all life on Earth.
KEYWORDS: environmentally responsible behaviour; responsible tourism; sustainable
tourism; pandemic

The Pandemic and Tourists’ Behaviour towards the Environment
Tourism is an important revenue generator for many countries. In creating economic value for
a destination, tourism generally capitalises on manmade or natural resources, which can have
direct and indirect adverse effects on the environment (Confente & Scarpi, 2022). Within the
tourism sphere, multifaceted phenomena interact with the natural environment, such that the
consequences of tourism activities can impact the economy, society, and environment
(Confente & Scarpi, 2022). Rising concerns about tourism’s impacts on the planet are evident
among scholars and practitioners (Confente & Scarpi, 2021; Wu et al., 2022). As a major
contributor to climate change, tourism as an industry needs to consider how it can mitigate is
negative effects and enable a sustainable future. As an example, in 2021, 120 world leaders
gathered at the 26th Conference of Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change in Glasgow to discuss environmental issues. At the conference, four
overarching goals were established, as follows: 1) to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050 and
keep global warming below +1.5 degrees Celsius; 2) to protect and restore the ecosystem; 3)
to mobilise climate finance; and 4) to work together to overcome challenges (Carver, 2022).
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The pandemic highlighted tourism’s role in accelerating climate change and contributing to
environmental issues. Pre-pandemic, the travel and tourism industry was responsible for 8% of
global carbon production (Lenzen et al., 2018). However, during the global lockdown period,
research conducted by Le Quéré et al. (2020) found that air quality had improved remarkably,
with a significant drop in carbon emissions. The drastic change in transportation and population
energy consumption patterns resulted in a sharp decrease of 17% in daily global CO2 emissions
as of April 2020 (Figure 1) (Le Quéré et al., 2020). In particular, surface transport and aviation
were the sectors reported to have exhibited the most significant reduction in daily CO 2
emissions among the sectors investigated (i.e., power, industry, public, and residential). Apart
from better air quality, litter in tourist spots also dramatically reduced during the lockdown
period.
Unwillingly and unwittingly, we have lived with COVID-19 in our midst for over two years
now. The prolonged pandemic restricted all kinds of leisure activities including concerts, sports
events, and air travel (Asi, 2021). People all over the world have become increasingly
anguished by this claustrophobic experience (Haugen, 2020) and are eager to break free of it.
As such, the world is now looking forward to tourism recovery. The desire to travel again after
being stuck at home for many months is seemingly intense (Haugen, 2020). To describe this
phenomenon, the term 'revenge travel’ has emerged as a prevailing tourist behaviour after
experiencing pandemic fatigue (Zaman et al., 2021). Indeed, domestic tourism has witnessed a
rapid recovery in many countries following the revocation of stay-at-home orders (Kasnoon,
2020; Shadel, 2020; Quy & Huong, 2021). Outdoor recreational activities, such as solo
camping and glamorous camping (so-called ‘glamping’), have also become more popular as
people seek to avoid crowds and confined spaces (Martin, 2021). Travel demands have thus
accelerated at an extraordinary rate (Haugen, 2020), with greater temptations for longer lengths
of stay (Zaman et al., 2021). However, the crisis is still far from an end, with new variants of
the virus being discovered by medical experts from time to time (Farge & Roy, 2022).

Figure 1: Global daily fossil CO2 emissions
(Le Quéré et al., 2020)
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Unfortunately, a study conducted by Nigam et al. (2021) reported that the lifting of travel bans
and the resumption of tourism activities have negatively affected the environment. For example,
the study found overabundant quantities of garbage at beaches in India after the reopening of
the tourism sector. Their investigation further revealed an appalling increase (1032.60%) in
garbage amounts at eight popular beaches sampled in the study in the post-lockdown period. It
appears that while reopened destinations are enjoying the soaring revival of the tourism
economy, they are in fact suffering from mounting litter and other environmental issues at the
same time (Hilmy, 2021; Nigam et al., 2021; Phelan & Kent, 2022). It seems that the pandemic
has shifted tourist mindsets towards a greater need for instant gratification and away from
responsible forms of tourism.
According to Goodwin (2022), every individual is different in how they take responsibility of
their actions towards the environment. A majority may behave responsibly due to legal
compulsion or moral obligation (Wu et al., 2022), while others may willingly assume
responsible actions due to their higher awareness of negative consequences (Goodwin &
Francis, 2003). Despite increasing awareness of environmental issues (Carver, 2022; Goodwin,
2022), tourism activities are still an undeniable contributor to environmental problems (Su, Hsu
& Boostrom, 2020). This suggests that tourists frequently fail to choose behaviours that have
smaller impacts on the environment. The recent media reports of masses of garbage left behind
by visitors, leaving destinations in danger and despair (Hilmy, 2021; Sreynoy, 2021; Chandran,
2021; Bechocha, 2022), bear witness to tourists’ widespread failure to act responsibly. The
connection between tourists’ concern for the environment and their actual behaviour in the
setting of tourism destinations is thus missing. Individuals may be practising green behaviour
at home, but seldom bring along their sustainability behaviour on vacation, as the main aim is
to have a good time and relax (Ramchurjee & Suresha, 2015; Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014).
Unsurprisingly, local authorities in destinations are now imposing sterner actions on
individuals guilty of littering. Litterbugs in Malta may face a penalty of up to €500 if caught
for the offence (Zammit, 2021), while in Cambodia, the Environment Ministry fines litterbugs
20,000 riel (Sreynoy, 2021). While this policy is good to deter the misbehaviour of individuals
at tourist destinations, its procedural execution is tedious and bureaucratic. It takes much effort
to prove an individual’s misbehaviour. It also neglects contextual factors that might encourage
littering, such as the lack of waste bins or the sale of over-packaged goods. In actuality, every
stakeholder has a role to play in maintaining and sustaining a destination. The question is, what
is the level of involved stakeholders’ understanding and awareness of their role as key players
contributing to responsible tourism management?
Recently, a hilarious signboard (Figure 2) in a famous tourist spot called Rosses Point in Ireland
caught the public’s attention. Instead of using a more common approach to remind tourists not
to litter, the message was structured in an extreme manner using negative and offensive
language. The image was posted by Twitter user Darren Purcell on 3rd April 2022 and gained
several thousand ‘likes’ and ‘retweets’ (Pheland & Kent, 2022). At this juncture, it appears
necessary to reflect on the term ‘environmentally responsible behaviour’ (ERB). We are quick
to blame tourists, but how well do we understand what ERB is from the tourist perspective? In
drawing attention to this issue, the aim of this editorial is to prompt scholars to rethink tourists’
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ERB and identify ways we can uplift positive behaviour not only for the wider benefit of the
planet but also specifically for a more sustainable tourism future.

Figure 2: Signboard reminding tourist not to litter
(Phelan & Kent, 2022)

Environmentally Responsible Behaviour and Tourism
Changes in the climate or ecosystem stemming from environmental consequences in
destinations have always been linked to tourism activities (Su et al., 2018). While tourism is
said to be one of the key culprits behind climate change, at a certain level, tourism is also a
possible victim threatened by changes in the global climate (McKercher et al., 2010; Morrison
& Pickering, 2013). Regardless of the hat tourism is wearing, tourists’ behaviour while in a
destination plays an important role in ensuring the sustainability of the destination for potential
tourism continuity (Ting et al., 2021). Tourist consciousness or awareness of the consequences
of their every single action is thus of great significance to a destination’s wellbeing.
In the past, researchers have examined the issue of sustainable tourism from the perspective of
a destination’s tourists (Su & Swanson, 2017; He et al., 2018; Su et al., 2020; Confente &
Scarpi, 2021; Gezhi & Xiang, 2022) and residents (Lee, 2013; Boley et al., 2017; Confente &
Scarpi, 2021). Of the aforementioned perspectives, Su and Swanson (2017) propose that
tourists’ ERB warrants special attention as a critical area of study, considering that tourists
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constitute the main stakeholder group that can endanger a destination’s environment directly
and substantially.
Tourists’ ERB refers to tourists' adherence to responsible behaviour in a conscious manner to
minimise damages to the local environment during their vacation (Lee et al., 2013). A number
of different theoretical frameworks have been employed by past scholars to understand the
mechanism of ERB, such as neutralization theory (Chang, 2010), theory of planned behaviour
(Han, 2015), place attachment theory (Cheng & Wu, 2015), relationship quality theory (He et
al., 2018), integrated stimuli-organism-response model and script theory (Su et al., 2020), and
norm activation theory (Confente & Scarpi, 2021). Among the most recent investigations on
ERB, Gezhi and Xiang (2022) adopted the broaden-and-build theory from the positive
psychology field to study the impact of positive emotions on tourists’ ERB.
According to the neutralization theory by Sykes and Matza (1957), there is a direct relationship
between unfitting behaviour (or misbehaviour) and self-justifications or responsibility denial,
such that people tend to justify their inappropriate behaviour as an accident. Chang’s (2010)
study extended the neutralization theory to investigate visitors’ intention to pick flowers when
visiting the Kenting National Forest Recreation Area in Taiwan. The author found confirmation
for the neutralization theory, with results indicating that visitors with higher self-justification
for the act of picking flowers have a higher intention to pick flowers. Confente and Scarpi
(2021) further revealed that individuals’ ascription of responsibility for the environment stems
from their self-awareness of possible negative consequences and subsequently develops their
ERB. Most recently, Gezhi and Xiang (2022) added to the literature by confirming that tourists’
ERB is driven by their positive emotions towards a destination through self-efficacy and place
identity.
Notwithstanding the fact that various theories and models have provided insights regarding the
probability of people conforming to ERB, environmental issues continue to prevail all around
the world. For example, an environmental issue repeatedly reported by the media in the
aftermath of the pandemic is the inappropriate disposal of single-use face masks (Mayers, 2021;
Parker, 2021; Salleh, 2021; Somos, 2021). Scholars from the University of Portsmouth found
that the amount of face masks disposed in the environment rose by nearly 9,000% from March
to October 2020 due to the COVID-19 outbreak (Somos, 2021). The face mask is now an
‘environment-disturbing’ item in many destinations as it takes up to 450 years to decompose
on Earth (Mayers, 2021). The concern, in fact, is not only about the disposable face masks
turning into trash per se, but more towards the calamitous larger global problem that the
microplastics in the face mask may cause in the food chain system (Rosane, 2021). This issue
takes us several steps back in terms of contemplating the gap that must be filled to achieve
ERB in the pragmatic realm.

Rethinking Environmentally Responsible Behaviour for the Future
The literature on ERB within the tourism setting is extant; nevertheless, much remains to be
explored with regards to its theoretical grounding to provide practical insights towards creating
a culture of ERB for a more sustainable ecosystem. The term ‘environmentally responsible
behaviour’ is not a tagline per se for a one-off event or a stipulated timeframe; instead, it should
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be an awareness budding from the inner self to behave responsibly in a conscious manner to
cause minimal or no harm to the environment (Ting et al., 2021). Budeanu (2007) surmised
that many studies have reported tourists to be positively inclined towards sustainable tourism,
but in reality, there may only be a small fraction who convert their beliefs into action and
behave responsibly. Situational disinhibition, such as social norm violation, is easily activated
in tourists who are temporarily enjoying time off from their comfort zone of daily acquainted
routines, tasks, and boundaries (Sönmez et al., 2006). This advocates the argument that tourists
are more likely to misbehave on vacations than at home, as they are not worried about future
punishment or social disapproval (Fennell, 2006).
A review of the literature points to Maloney and Ward’s (1973) early observation that
environmental crisis stems from maladaptive behaviour within the environmental sphere where
the human race is racing for resources. Nearly five decades later, the issue still exists today and
has even swelled to a point where we worry if our planet Earth will still be safe to inhabit in
the decades to come. Echoing this sentiment, the theme of the recent 2022 World Environment
Day (5th of June) was “Only One Earth”, a statement that unostentatiously underscores this
planet as our only home. At the event, the United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres
warned the general public that the Earth’s natural systems cannot keep up with our demands
any longer to maintain our unsustainable ways of life. Humans are just asking too much from
the planet.
The pandemic has taught the world an expensive yet valuable lesson — ad hoc crisis is the new
normal for tourism. For a limited time, we got to experience a world without tourism. The red
code wakeup call has rung, yet the lesson was quickly forgotten. Instead of seeing tourism
activity as an extremely costly activity to the environment and therefore a privilege that must
not be abused, tourists around the world were quick to re-engage in the selfish exploitation of
tourism destinations and of the planet. Their desires were eagerly supported by an industry that
continues to self-destruct by spoiling the environments it depends on for attracting future
tourists.
It must be acknowledged that the environment and human wellbeing have an extraordinary
reciprocal relationship, wherein one can affect and be affected by the other. Accordingly,
Maloney and Ward (1973) said that environmental crisis can only be solved through the
“alteration of human behaviour” (p. 583), but human behaviour is a complex and dynamic
component. We should not assume that ERB comes natural to tourists and requires only
awareness. To influence or modify inappropriate behaviours, the authors said “We must go to
the people in an attempt to understand these behaviours. We must determine what the
population "knows" regarding ecology, the environment, and pollution; how they feel about it;
what commitments they are willing to make; and what commitments they do make.” (p. 584).
We also need to understand how tourism settings impact tourists’ perspectives on ERB. Hence,
until we know more about how to convince tourists to consistently behave in a responsible
manner that is congruent with their inner self-beliefs or interests, and how to connect crosssector organizations with tourists (and residents) to form strategic partnerships with trust and
the will to cooperate, the environmental problem will inevitably continue to confront us.
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