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In order to understand tourism as both an activity and an academic field of study, there is an imperative to adopt a holistic paradigm that:

1. Accepts that the general theory of systems provides a useful conceptualization not only of the structure of a tourism system in terms of interacting subsystems, but also the static and dynamic behaviors within that system (Briones-Juarez, 2009). 

2. Recognizes that integrative models and interdisciplinary approaches support the use of general systems theory and can be utilized to integrate theoretical frameworks from other disciplines to develop a general model of tourism (Aboelela et al., 2007), considering that interdisciplinarity per se does not lead to better knowledge and understanding of a complex system if not embedded into a strong and consistent theoretical framework (Gharajedaghi, 2006).  

As well as providing an overarching framework for interdisciplinary theorizing about tourism, the general systems approach brings new insights into the study of tourism. For example, it challenges traditional thinking on definitions of tourism, how we conceptualize the movement of tourists through the system (linking neatly with the notion of ‘mobilities’), and questions both the traditional conceptualization of the destination and the structure and operation of the tourism sector.

However, adapting systems theoretical models to 'real world situations' requires balancing the power of the holistic paradigm and general models with the need for understanding a particular system, here viewed as a tourism destination. In essence this requires specification of the general model to the characteristics of the actual subsystems in operation. Here there is a need to integrate 'bottom up' data about the destination subsystems with 'top down' general tourism systems models. Such integration involves understanding and synthesis of the present 'what is' and desired future 'what should be' system states.    

The paper goes on to examine the research tools and techniques that are consistent with such an analysis of a tourism system. Tools such as network science, system dynamics, agent based modeling and chaos and complexity theory are discussed in terms of their use in developing a specific destination systems tourism model. The paper concludes that the general theory of systems provides a theoretical framework within which to locate interdisciplinary approaches to tourism, and that use of complementary interdisciplinary methods allows a model of a specific destination to be developed.  

References

Aboelela, S. W., Larson, E., Bakken, S., Carrasquillo, O., Formicola, A., Glied, S., et al. (2007). Defining interdisciplinary research: Conclusions from a critical review of the literature. Health Services Research, 42(1p1), 329-346

Briones-Juarez, A., Tejeida-Padilla, R.,  and Morales-Matamoros, O. (2009). Toward the Evolution of the Tourism’s Conceptual System. Proceedings of the 53rd Meeting of The International Society for the Systems Sciences, Brisbane, Australia.  

Gharajedaghi, J. (2006). Systems Thinking: Managing Chaos and Complexity - A Platform for Designing Business Architecture (2nd ed.).  Amsterdam: Elsevier.

