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1.0	 Introduction

Tourism has experienced exponential growth in recent years and has become a 
major global industry (World Tourism Organization [UNWTO], 2023). While this 
growth brought economic benefits to many destinations, it also resulted in a num‑
ber of negative impacts. These undesirable consequences provoked a discussion 
on overtourism as a phenomenon, including concepts of quantitative measurement 
such as carrying capacity. As an impacting factor, overtourism can lead to stress on 
infrastructure, destruction of cultural heritage and natural resources, and conflict 
between tourists and locals. Popular tourist destinations such as Venice, Barce‑
lona and Bali have become symbols of the challenges associated with overtourism 
(Pechlaner et al., 2018; Zacher et al., 2020). These issues led to the recognition 
of the need for change. Tourism stakeholders, including governments, destination 
management organisations, local communities and businesses, have embraced sus‑
tainable tourism policies as a solution. This expanded approach aims to balance 
the economic benefits of tourism with its impact on the environment, culture and 
society (Dávid, 2011; Olbrich et al., 2022).

At the same time, the transformation towards sustainability in connection with 
challenges for the environment and society are central topics of current discussions 
in tourism research (Budeanu et al., 2016). To date, various approaches from man‑
agement, leadership and governance research have been used to discuss key issues 
in tourism. Many of these considerations have already found their way into tourism 
research and the tourism industry, influencing political measures and decisions. 
Changing political, social, technological and economic developments increase the 
complexity of processes in destinations and require approaches that contribute to a 
better understanding of destinations in terms of their future development, govern‑
ance and management, particularly in relation to the quality of life of inhabitants 
and experiences of guests (Butler, 2023).

In this context, the fusion of research in the domains of tourism and design 
has made its mark within the field of destination research in the form of destina‑
tion design. This is an approach to tourism that aims to create sustainable and 
attractive destinations. It involves developing a holistic approach to destination 
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development that considers the needs of both visitors and locals and focuses on 
long‑term economic, social and environmental impacts (Erschbamer et al., 2023; 
Koens et al., 2021). It can be seen as a structured process that includes steps to 
make a destination attractive, sustainable and competitive: (1) strategic planning, 
(2) market research and target group analysis, (3) infrastructure and supply design, 
(4) sustainability and environmental protection, (5) local community involvement, 
and (6) marketing and promotion (Tussyadiah, 2014).

2.0	 Advancing a Holistic View on Destinations

The concept of destination design enables a holistic view of a destination in order 
to analyse previously separate components and processes as a unified element. This 
holistic view of destinations is achieved by including design as an instrument for 
visualising processes, as a disruptive element for creating new perspectives, as a 
vehicle for trans‑ and interdisciplinarity, and as a tool that enables participation. 
Destination design is characterised by its blurred boundaries, as challenges are 
approached from a non‑disciplinary perspective and solutions are sketched and 
prototyped at the interface of existing disciplines. Therefore, it should support the 
transition from multidisciplinarity to transdisciplinarity in tourism research (Scut‑
tari et al., 2020). Undoubtedly, the discussion around destination design is still in 
its infancy and appears somewhat unstructured, and theoretical concepts and foun‑
dations need to be refined. Above all, an expansive combination with other topics 
and perspectives from different disciplines should be cultivated, despite some of 
the imprecision it entails (Volgger et al., 2021).

Design and design research harbour great potential for the innovative develop‑
ment of sustainable and liveable destinations. The focus is primarily on the various 
starting points for design interventions, as well as processes and methods. Design – 
whether as “silent design” in the early phase of destination development or, as is 
currently the case, in a transdisciplinary network – can make important contribu‑
tions to the very different challenges facing a destination (Steffen, 2023).

Likewise, other authors discussed design approaches in tourism: Fesenmaier 
and Xiang introduced the concept of design science as a framework which can 
guide both the theoretical foundations and applications in tourism design. Their 
advancements in theoretical frameworks, research methodologies and practical ap‑
plications lay the groundwork for a novel paradigm known as Design Science in 
Tourism (DST). DST introduces a comprehensive framework for crafting systems 
and artifacts aimed at enhancing the daily lives and travel experiences of individu‑
als. It should be emphasised that DST transcends the mere creation of events or 
locations to enhance the traveller’s experience; rather, it serves as a fundamental 
framework for conducting research and designing tourism destinations. Further‑
more, DST places explicit emphasis on the creation of innovative artifacts, provid‑
ing a solid basis for tourism managers to devise pioneering processes, systems and 
destinations. Consequently, DST can be effectively employed to inform tourism 
research by amalgamating the principles of design thinking and the science of de‑
sign, the intrinsic nature of the visitor’s experience, and the potential artifacts that 
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can be devised to govern and enhance these experiences (Fesenmaier & Xiang, 
2017).

In this context, the interweaving of tourism research and design research has 
found its way into destination research. The utilisation of design thinking and par‑
ticipatory design approaches in the context of tourism involves the application of 
methodologies to enhance and innovate various aspects of the tourism industry. 
Design thinking, a problem‑solving approach, is employed to develop creative so‑
lutions that cater to the needs and desires of tourists. It emphasises empathy, idea‑
tion and prototyping to create user‑centred experiences and services in tourism. 
Taking a broader view, participatory design encourages the active involvement of 
all relevant stakeholders in the design process, including tourists, local communi‑
ties and businesses. It aims to ensure that the outcomes of tourism development 
initiatives are more inclusive, sustainable and reflective of the collective aspira‑
tions and values of the involved parties. Together, design thinking and participatory 
design provide a comprehensive framework for designing tourism experiences and 
destinations that are both innovative and responsive to the diverse needs and per‑
spectives of the tourism ecosystem.

3.0	 Design Thinking for Participation as “Cure‑All”?

Isolated approaches from design thinking and participatory design seem to have 
been particularly successful in their application in destinations, where design ap‑
proaches in tourism research are predominantly governed by productive business 
agendas (i.e. fiscal gain and/or competitive advantages of a destination), choos‑
ing certain methodical orientations such as design thinking and other user‑ and 
customer‑oriented approaches (Boedker, 2023).

Nevertheless, critics of design thinking are not new and have voiced sev‑
eral reservations and objections regarding their application. Some of the key 
criticisms encompass, for example, the tendency of design thinking to prioritise 
commercial interests and profitability over broader social and environmental 
concerns.

The author Jonas (1998) outlines the traditional notion of design as problem‑
solving suitable at a cognitive level but becoming misleading when applied to so‑
cietal contexts. Unlike in mathematics, where solutions eliminate problems and 
establish secure knowledge, the dynamics of the market reveal a different reality, 
where also research on tourism and destinations would be accounted to. The mar‑
ket often generates “solutions” for existing “problems” or even invents “problems” 
to fit new “solutions”, challenging the conventional problem–solution dichotomy. 
This commercial orientation can lead to the over‑commercialisation of tourist des‑
tinations, potentially eroding the authenticity of local cultures and exacerbating 
negative socio‑economic impacts. Other design scholars such as Nigel Cross and 
Charles Burnett were among the early voices to critique the overly normative inter‑
pretation of the concept of design thinking. Jonas (2010), while recognising that the 
use of design thinking in decision‑making could broaden the range of challenges 
that design could tackle significantly, voiced concerns about its limited capacity to 
encourage reflection on the unique characteristics of a particular problem and its 
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ability to support a contextually grounded design process effectively (Jonas, 2010). 
Moreover, design thinking is often promoted as the new medium/method/tool to 
advance what is sometimes fuzzily labelled the “great transformation” towards 
the better (Jonas, 2010). Also, Ackermann (2023) shows a multitude of challenges 
still unresolved nearly two decades after the ascent of design thinking. Design pro‑
cesses themselves need to evolve beyond design thinking. A fundamental critique 
of design thinking is that it has corporate origins, which firmly embed the method‑
ology within a capitalist framework. More recently, a strand has been developed in 
design research that is primarily characterised by the term “critical design”, where 
an alternative viewpoint on the design process has emerged, one that is less driven 
by the generation of economic value in the marketplace (such as design thinking) 
and more concerned with fostering reflection, addressing political dimensions, up‑
holding values and confronting the intrinsic challenges within the field of tourism 
(Boedker, 2023). In this context, adopting a justice‑oriented perspective could fa‑
cilitate collaboration and creativity on a broader scale, transcending existing power 
structures. Contemplating and recognising that capitalism does not constitute an 
immutable or intrinsic foundational law of nature can serve as a catalyst for critical 
design within the concept of destination design, which seeks to redefine societal 
structures and promote sustainable, participative, equitable systems in tourism as a 
sector and destinations as physical spaces while welcoming guests and being living 
spaces for inhabitants.
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