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Abstract
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Although the overall extent of extreme global poverty has decreased in recent years, the
level of income disparity remains historically high in several nations, continuing to raise
concerns. From a theoretical perspective, the tourism sector has the potential to
significantly contribute to the fight against poverty and income disparities. However, the
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current limited body of empirical literature has so far failed to reach a unanimous
agreement regarding this potential opportunity. The aim of this article is to review existing
studies which address the nexus between tourism expansion and income inequality, and to

indentify future research trajectories.

Introduction

“No society can surely be flourishing and happy , of which
the far greater part of the members is poor and miserable”
(Smith, 1776/1981, p. 96). Although Smith can be considered
the forefather of capitalist thinking, he also lamented the
negative effects of excessive disparities in the distribution of
wealth . In fact, he argued the more wealth individuals acquire,
the more economic inequality leads them to admire the very rich
and to ignore the poor, undermining both morality and
happiness (Rasmussen, 2016).

Adam Smith is just one of the many voices concerned about
economic inequality, which started with the first systematic
Western political philosopher: Plato. Even if the Greek
philosopher contemplated the unequal distribution of goods,
the solution proposed in the Laws (Book V, pp. 740-746)
consisted of an equitable distribution of land and a moderate
inequality in other wealth. More specifically, his solution was
to cap wealth for the richest citizens at ‘four times the wealth
of the poorest ones’’ , in order to minimize the risk of conflicts
between the rich and the poor.

Despite centuries of historical debate, economic inequality
still represents a cause for concern (Acemoglu et al., 2015).
Indeed, increasing income and wealth inequalities have been
detected in several current economies, a phenomenon mostly
driven by the rise of top income earners (see Piketty, 2014;
Piketty and Saez, 2006; Atkinson et al., 2011, etc.). This
increase is due in part to the rate of return on capital, which
consistently exceeds that of GDP and of wages (Stiglitz, 2012;
Piketty, 2014). For example, the latest available data (Oxfam,
2023) revealed that the richest 1% of the population gained
about 63% of the new wealth created between 2020-2021, almost
twice as much money as the bottom 99% of the world’s
population. Therefore, economic inequality has jumped to the
forefront of the contemporary political discourse (Rasmussen,
2016), with researchers investigating the determinants and
consequences of this phenomenon (Neckerman and Torche,
2007; Van de Werfhorst and Salverda, 2012).

Although the tourism industry has been widely recognized
as a trigger of economic development (Brida et al., 2020;
Centinaio et al ., 2022), the relationship between this industry

and income inequalities is still unclear, and the current results
are mixed and not conclusive (Alam and Paramati, 2016; Li et
al ., 2016). This article, therefore, aims to briefly summarize the
existing academic literature on this topic within the branch of
tourism economics.

In doing so, we applied the “Systematic Literature Network
Analysis” (SLNA), a methodology introduced for the first time
by Colicchia and Strozzi (2012), and recently applied in the
field of tourism economics (Comerio and Strozzi, 2019). In
particular, we concentrate on the so-called “Main Path”,
which includes the articles that act as hubs in reference to later
works, thus constituting the backbone of the research tradition
regarding a certain topic (for the detailed description of the
methodology we refer to Colicchia and Strozzi (2012), and
Comerio and Strozzi (2019)).

Insight from the literature: tourism and income inequalities

The starting point of the SLNA is represented by Scopus,
which is currently the most comprehensive and widely used of
the existing scholarly citation databases (Comerio and Strozzi,
2019). The database search involved looking for the terms
“TOURISM” and “INCOME INEQUALIT*” in “article title,
abstract and keywords”, which resulted in a final sample of 114
articles (the search was performed in August 2023).

Recognizing the significance of selecting an appropriate set
of keywords, we opted to maintain a broader approach to
enable the clearer emergence of specific concepts, as well as
associated issues and trends. In fact, the inclusion in the
research string of specific terms determines the reduction in the
number of papers, which makes the SLNA more focused on
precise topics (Colicchia and Strozzi, 2012). After this
preliminary phase, we extracted the “Main Path” (Figure 1).
Although it runs along a time frame which goes from 2008 to
2023, it has mainly developed more recently, with 6 out of 15
articles published in 2023, suggesting researchers’ increasing
interest in these topics.
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Figure 1. Main Path. Source: authors’ own work.

A first group of studies’ found evidence that tourism can
enlarge the disparities between territories. According to Lee
and O’Leary (2008), the earnings from tourism and recreation
activities exacerbate income inequality in all the U.S.
nonmetropolitan communities whose economies depend on
those industries. Similarly, Lee (2009) showed that tourism
services-dependent countries exhibit greater income inequality
than non-tourism services-dependent ones. Kinyondo and
Pelizzo (2015) revealed that the development of tourism is a key
driver of economic growth in Tanzania, although the
tourism-induced growth was not as beneficial as it could have
been in reducing poverty and inequality. By focusing on 25
developing countries, Alam and Paramati (2016) confirmed
that the tourism industry “significantly” increases the level of
inequalities. However, they reported a negative relationship
between the square of the tourism revenues and income
inequality, thus validating the so-called inverted U-shaped
Kuznets Curve hypothesis (i.e., tourism development initially
leads to an increase in inequalities, which is followed by a
drop) and suggesting that a further expansion of the tourism
industry in the future will help policymakers to reduce income
inequalities. In the same way, using a panel of the top 43 tourist
arrival countries, Raza and Shah (2017) showed that tourism
has a positive effect on income inequality in both the full and the
region-wise sample. However, if the examined countries
continue to increase their tourism revenues, this will help them
to reduce income inequality in the future (U-shaped Kuznets
Curve). Chi (2021) affirmed that an increase in tourism
revenues leads to a worsening in income inequalities in
developing countries, but not in developed ones.
Furthermore, the author identified two turning points (i.e.,
points at which significant changes occur, as in the case of a
high or low point on a graph). Initially, tourism development
increases inequalities; then, the situation improves once a first
turning point is reached; however, after a second turning point

inequalities begin to worsen again (the so-called “N-shaped
Kuznets Curve”). By focusing on China, Zhang (2023) found
both inbound and domestic tourism to be driving forces for
increasing rural income inequality, especially in all those areas
with low development levels. Adeniyi et al . (2023) focused on
the Southern African Development Community (SADC)
region, showing that tourism development is
inequality-worsening and validating the non-linear effect
between the former and inequality outcomes (7. e., the Kuznets
Curve). Lastly, Dossou et al. (2023) revealed that tourism
enhancement is positively associated with income inequalities
in a panel of 30 Asian economies. However, governance
quality can invert the sign of the relationship, thus drawing
attention to the importance of implementing pro-poor policies.

Conversely, asecond group of studies? provides evidence of
the tangible contribution of tourism to the reduction of
inequalities. Taking China as the empirical case, Li et al.
(2016) found that tourism development is able to support
economic convergence, which can be defined as the situation in
which poor economies grow faster than the rich ones,
eventually catching up on them (Solow, 1956; Swan, 1956).
Furthermore, the contribution of domestic tourism to reducing
inequalities is larger than that of international tourism. Uzar
and Eyuboglu (2019) claimed that an expansion of tourism
activities can support the reduction of income inequality in
Turkey in the long run, as they reported an inverse U-shaped
nexus between tourism revenues and income inequality. By
focusing on 13 tourism-intensive economies, the study of
Mahadevan and Suardi (2019) brought evidence that tourism
growth reduces the poverty gap, in the sense that the poor earn
enough to climb above the poverty line. However, tourism
does not affect headcount poverty or income inequality; for this
reason, the authors stressed the importance of clearly specifying
the form of poverty reduction the policymakers aim to target.
Based on a sample of 83 countries, the study of Seetanah et al/.
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(2023) provided strong support to the theory that tourism
development has an income-inequality reducing effect,
although differences occur between developing economies
(greater impact) and already developed ones (lower impact). In
a panel of South Asian countries, Kumail et al. (2023) found
that tourism growth inversely affects income inequality, but
only in the initial stages, due to the oligopolistic market
situation. Indeed, once small and medium enterprises leave the
market, as they are unable to compete with large operators,
income inequalities increase. Therefore, policymakers are
required to provide more financial assistance to help local
companies to compete in the market. Lastly, according to
Wang and Tziamalis (2023), the relationship between tourism
enhancement and reduction of income inequality is country
dependent. Specifically, tourism growth alleviates income
inequalities in nations characterized by lower levels of
economic development, but it could potentially exacerbate
income inequalities in those with higher levels of economic
development.

Conclusion

The brief literature review conducted in this article reveals
the lack of a unanimous consensus about the nexus between
tourism development and income inequalities, as differences
occur between, for example, the richest and poorest nations,
developing and developed countries or single case studies. At
the same time, an interesting element, which is in common
across several articles, is the pivotal role of pro-poor strategies,
which can be defined as policies aimed at ensuring that tourism
delivers more net benefits to the poor (Alam and Paramati,
2016). Furthermore, tourism revenues can also be used as a
tool to redistribute income within the population, but only if
the government spends such revenues to improve the welfare of
the poor (Incera and Ferndandez, 2015). Therefore,
policymakers and governments will be increasingly asked to
combine tourism industry growth with appropriate wealth
redistribution strategies, especially considering that ending all
forms of poverty is the first of the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.

In conclusion, fruitful research areas arise from this
contribution and further studies are strongly encouraged,
focusing, for example, on (i) countries never analyzed before,
(i1) sub-national level of analyses (regional but also municipal,
given the availability of data), (i) alternative income
distribution indicators, (iv) the main mechanisms through
which tourism development enlarges and/or reduces income
inequality as in the case of specific pro-poor strategies (v)
comparisons between pre and post COVID-19 to shed light on
the impact of the pandemic (particularly when long time-series
data become available).
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