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Recent economic and political events have emphasised that tourism is not only about opportunities, but also about risks and uncertainty. There is nothing new in this, for tourism has always been associated with risks and, for example, the growth of travel agencies and tour operators is as much about the management of risks as the economics of providing travel services. However, the recent focus on risks and uncertainties – both real and perceived - associated with terrorism, crime, climate change, and even technological changes (new forms of cyberspace crimes etc) highlight the need to develop a stronger theoretical framework for understanding such issues. This paper advances four key arguments.

First, that it is important to distinguish between risk and uncertainty, the classical distinction (by behavioural economists) being between known and unknown risks. This is linked to the uneven and imperfect nature of knowledge and particularly the extent to which certain types of tacit knowledge (of local cultures, institutions etc) can be acquired in advance of a tourist trip, rather than through direct experience in situ. In practice, of course there is not a simple dichotomy, but a continuum of risks and uncertainty, that are constantly shifting in respect to many different aspects of the tourism experience throughout the entire cycle of tourism trip planning and execution. How do tourists, and how do different components of the tourism industry complex, engage with and manage such uncertainties? Are there particular heuristics (short cuts) that they employ for simplifying the complexities of risk and uncertainty, and how effective are these?

Secondly, the notion of risk usually has negative connotations, but risks can also be seen positively, as attractive to individuals as well as being associated with opportunities for tourism firms. Adventure tourism typifies this, but risk and uncertainty also feature as attractions in many other forms of tourism. Both Beck’s individualization thesis and Lyng’s edge worker concept provide useful ways of conceptualizing these positive associations of risk and uncertainty in terms of building self- and peer-esteem, through demonstrating competence and resilience in risk situations. 

Thirdly, different theories provide strongly contrasting perspectives on risk and uncertainty, as is illustrated by comparing two approaches from economics and sociology. Theories of risk tolerance, drawn from the work of behavioural economists such as Fox, Tversky and Kahneman, provide a strong and rigorous, if narrowly framed, approach to understanding the role of risk aversion versus risk tolerance in individual decision making. This has considerable potential for application to tourism research, although to date – partly due to data constraints – there has been surprisingly little research in this area. Are some individuals more risk tolerant than others, and if so to what extent does this influence their decision making? And are they ambiguity averse – always preferring known to unknown risks associated with particular tourism activities?  This approach understands risk as real and quantifiable. An alternative, perspective is provided by the work of anthropologist Mary Douglas, who sees risk as socially constructed in particular historical and cultural contexts, and she produces a typology of risk rationalities base on norms and group cohesion which can provide insights for tourism researchers. 

Fourthly, risk and uncertainty are articulated at different scales, so that we also need theories at the levels of social groups, communities, and national/global societies. A) Tourism decision making is influenced by peer values and attitudes and by membership of overlapping social groups (Tulloch and Lupton). Individuals with similar risk tolerance levels may make very different decisions according to the social networks that act as their reference points.  B) Beck’s risk society thesis provides the best known theorisation of risk at the societal level, arguing that risk comes from failure to exercise control over the rapid expansion of knowledge and technology, the consequences of which are ‘democratic’ in the sense that they affect all social groups, unlike historical risks. However, other than in the face of the most cataclysmic of risks, the theory underplays the importance of social difference in averting or responding to risks and their consequences. C) Risks are both real (and ‘out there’) and socially constructed, and in terms of the latter there is a need to understand how discourses are produced about tourism risks and uncertainties. Foucault’s governmentality thesis, focussing on the distributed nature of power in society and the generation of discourses about risk, provides a starting point here. Ultimately it is not a particular event which constitutes risk, but rather how it is described as part of a risk calculation which makes it a risk (Zinn).

The paper concludes by arguing the need to embed studies of tourism in the wider social science literature on risk and uncertainty, as a way of deepening our understanding of notions of risk, resilience, and trust, thereby providing a stronger platform for both empirical and policy related studies of tourism and risk.

