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Whilst much effort has been made to communicate to the public the importance of reducing carbon foot-
prints in the home, one area where emissions are growing rapidly and little attempt has been made to
increase consumer understanding of the impacts is holidays, particularly those involving air travel. Using
focus group research, this paper explores tourists’ awareness of the impacts of travel on climate change,
examines the extent to which climate change features in holiday travel decisions and identifies some of
the barriers to the adoption of less carbon-intensive tourism practices. The findings suggest that many
tourists do not consider climate change when planning their holidays. The failure of tourists to engage
with the climate change impact of holidays, combined with significant barriers to behavioural change,
presents a considerable challenge in moving the tourism industry onto a sustainable emissions path.
The findings are discussed in relation to theoretical perspectives from psychology and sociology.
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1. Introduction

Tourism is a highly energy-intensive industry and has only re-
cently attracted attention as an important contributor to climate
change through greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. It has been esti-
mated that tourism contributes 5% of global carbon dioxide emis-
sions (UNWTO, 2007). Studies show that transport may be
responsible for over 90% of tourism’s overall contribution to global
climate change (Gössling, 2002), with air travel dominating these
emissions. Gössling and Peeters (2007) conclude that in an average
holiday or short break involving air travel, 60–95% of its contribu-
tion to global warming will be caused by the flight. The growth,
and predicted future growth, in international tourism is a major
concern. International tourist arrivals grew to 903 million in
2007 and are forecast to increase to 1.6 billion in 2020 (UNWTO,
2008). International tourism is largely dominated by developed
countries. The current tourism trend in these industrialised coun-
tries has been described as hyper-mobility (Høyer, 2000) and is
characterised by the taking of several short-breaks and longer hol-
idays every year. Global growth rates of air travel have been in the
order of 5–6% per year in the period 1970–2000 and are predicted
to continue growing at annual rates of 5% until 2020 (Gössling and
Peeters, 2007). Estimates suggest that carbon dioxide emissions
from air travel could rise to more than 15% of total carbon dioxide
emissions from all sources by 2050 (Dubois and Ceron, 2006).

The tourism sector needs to progressively reduce its GHG con-
tributions if it is to move onto a sustainable emissions path. Avia-
ll rights reserved.
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res).
tion has been identified as the most important area for reducing
these emissions (Peeters et al., 2006). There have been a number
of potential changes proposed for reducing the impact of air travel
on climate change. These include technological changes, market-
based changes and behavioural changes. Emission reductions from
technological changes to aircraft engine design could be in the or-
der of 20% by 2050 (Penner et al., 1999), with further potential
reductions coming from improvements in air traffic management
and operational efficiency. However, even if these emission reduc-
tions are achieved the impacts will not be that significant, as the
forecasted growth in air travel demand will far outpace the pre-
dicted technological efficiencies. There are also limitations with
the impacts market-based changes could have on emissions from
air travel. Market-based changes, such as taxes on jet fuel or air-
craft emissions, are hugely unpopular with the airline industry
and politically very difficult to enforce due to the 1950 resolution
by the International Civil Aviation Organisation to exempt fuel
for international air travel from taxation. Research suggests that
even if taxes on jet fuel were introduced, they would have to be
very high in order to have a serious impact on the demand for
air travel (Olsthoorn, 2001; Tol, 2007). The third of the options,
behavioural change, is considered to have the most important role
to play in leading to reductions in GHG emissions from air travel
associated with tourism (Gössling et al., 2007).

As part of a wider study, this paper reports the findings of
exploratory focus group research designed to investigate the role
that climate change plays in the holiday and travel decisions of
UK tourists. The paper has three objectives: to explore the levels
of awareness amongst UK tourists of the impacts travel has on
climate change, to establish the extent to which climate change
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considerations feature in holiday travel decision-making processes,
and to investigate the major barriers to UK tourists adopting less
carbon-intensive travel practices.
2. Climate change and tourist behaviour

Until recently, there has been very little research undertaken to
investigate whether tourists are aware of the impacts that their hol-
idays and travel have on climate change. Several studies report low
awareness of the impact of air travel on climate change (Becken,
2007; Gössling et al., 2006; Shaw and Thomas, 2006). In the UK a
number of quantitative studies have examined public attitudes to-
wards air travel (Department for Transport, 2002, 2006a, 2008). In
the most recent (Department for Transport, 2008) study, 66% of to-
tal respondents said they believed that air travel harms the envi-
ronment, with 44% of these respondents specifically mentioning
climate change and 64% saying they would be willing to pay more
for air travel in order to reflect the environmental harm. In a quan-
titative study, that asked directly about climate change, 62% would
take fewer flights to reduce impacts (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon, 2006).

For most people, an understanding of climate change is brought
about by the media where people are exposed to a variety of con-
flicting and unreliable views (Becken, 2007). Outside tourism, there
are issues generally with climate change action and people have
little faith their actions will make a difference, most individuals
finding it difficult to disentangle themselves from high carbon life-
styles (Bickerstaff et al., 2008). Becken (2007) suggests that tourists
distinguish between tourism travel and everyday life taking more
responsibility for climate change in the latter. This could be be-
cause people feel they have earned the right to fly and take holi-
days (Barr et al., 2008). Becken (2007) argues travel has symbolic
meaning and people value the freedom, or, as Shaw and Thomas
(2006) suggest, it is seen as a ‘right’. There is also evidence of a
variety of denial mechanisms that are employed to avoid taking ac-
tion (Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Stoll-Kleemann et al., 2001).

When it comes to understanding behavioural change, a wide
range of conceptual theories have been developed, utilising various
social, psychological, subjective and objective variables in order to
model consumer behaviour (Jackson, 2005). These theories of
behavioural change operate at a number of different levels, includ-
ing the individual level, the interpersonal level and the community
level (Halpern et al., 2004). A number of theories have been de-
signed specifically to examine pro-environmental behaviour,
whilst more general consumer behaviour theories have also been
used to predict behaviour in a climate change context. Many stud-
ies have investigated an inconsistency between people’s attitudes
and behaviour (Barr, 2004; Blake, 1999; Kollmuss and Agyeman,
2002). This inconsistency is commonly referred to as the atti-
tude-behaviour gap and is particularly prevalent when examining
behavioural change related to environmental issues (Nickerson,
2003). Anable et al. (2006) consider this attitude-behaviour gap
as one of the greatest challenges facing the climate change agenda.
Therefore, identifying these barriers to action is a critical step in
facilitating behavioural change.

Other perspectives on the attitude-behaviour gap have emerged
from the sociology of consumption, particularly from social prac-
tice theory. Spaargaren and van Vliet (2000) argue that social psy-
chological models stress the importance of people’s adherence to
values and beliefs but are weak on the ways individual action is
framed by structures in society. Randles and Mander (2009), for
example, question whether behaviour can be causally derived from
attitudes at all. They argue that behaviour is socially constituted
through a combination of individual agency (beliefs, norms and
values regarding action) and interaction with the resources avail-
able (physical structures and social rules). The resulting social
practices create a ‘‘propensity for ‘lock-in’ and . . . an inherent resis-
tance to change” (p. 95). Similarly, Adey et al. (2007, p. 785) suggest
that ‘‘aeromobility is now embedded in the global fabric”. Such ap-
proaches (re)contextualise behaviour decisions rather than isolate
them from the rules and resources which structure actions.

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) conclude that the question of
what determines pro-environmental behaviour is such a complex
one that it cannot be visualised through one single framework or
diagram. Anable et al. (2006, p. 64) concur with this view and state
that there is no ‘‘grand unified theory” that provides a definitive
explanation of behavioural change; hence the purpose of this paper
is not to apply any particular one of these behaviour theories. In-
stead, the analysis reflects on theoretical perspectives, offered by
psychology and sociology, in relation to the barriers to behavioural
change presented by focus group participants.
3. Methodology

Despite the potentially high-risk scenario for the tourism indus-
try and the global environment, relatively little research has been
undertaken with respect to tourism and climate change (Becken,
2007; Hunter and Shaw, 2007). Furthermore, much of the research
on transport and tourism has been grounded in quantitative geog-
raphy traditions focused on price elasticity and space/time consid-
erations. However, more recently work has emerged that seeks to
develop a nuanced understanding of society’s desire for travel (see
for example, Adey et al., 2007; Randles and Mander, 2009). Explor-
atory focus group research was employed here as it has the poten-
tial to highlight important factors and variables that are not
evident in the limited tourism and climate change literature and
to facilitate a better understanding of how air travel is embedded
in tourist practice. It can be argued that focus groups offer a more
natural environment than that of individual interviews, as partici-
pants are interacting with other people, just as they do in real life
(Krueger and Casey, 2000). The literature also suggests that group
interaction will lead to a wider range of views, as participants seize
and develop on the comments of other group members (Bryman,
2008). Group discussion can result in participants defending and
more fully explaining their views, thus providing a greater insight
into their thoughts and beliefs. However, there is scope for group
bias. To minimise potential group bias individual tasks were inte-
grated with group discussion.

Four focus groups were conducted in Bournemouth, UK. The
number of participants in each group ranged between 7 and 10, with
34 participants in total taking part. Each group was relatively homo-
geneous and the participants were recruited from pre-existing
groups. The first group consisted of students (Student Group), the
second group consisted of parents with young children (Family
Group), the third group consisted of working professionals (Profes-
sionals Group) and the fourth group consisted of relatively affluent
retirees (Retired Group). The aim was not for a representative sam-
ple or to make comparisons between groups, but to cast a wide net to
embrace a diversity of understandings and experiences of travel.
Whilst potential participants were not screened prior to selection
on their income or travel habits, the intention was to recruit people
with differing socio-demographic profiles. The Family Group was re-
cruited from a relatively economically deprived area of Bourne-
mouth and, along with the Student Group, contained relatively
less affluent participants. The Professionals and Retired Groups con-
tained relatively affluent participants. The results of the focus
groups revealed that not only were the participants in the Profes-
sionals and Retired Groups regular travellers (more than one over-
seas trip a year), so were most of the participants in the Student
Group. Participants in the Family Group were less frequent travel-
lers, but all had taken at least one holiday in the last 2 years and
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all but one of the participants had taken at least one overseas flight in
this period.

It has been argued that participants should receive adequate
information on the focus group during recruitment, so that they
are able to give their informed consent to take part (Bloor et al.,
2001). Potential participants were told that the focus group discus-
sion would be about climate change and people’s everyday lives.
Mention of holidays and travel were deliberately avoided in the
recruitment process so as not to create a connection in the partic-
ipants’ minds between holidays and climate change if one did not
already exist. By disclosing that climate change was the main
theme of the group discussions, the researcher was aware that this
could potentially lead to social desirability bias. In addition, there
was the possibility that the participants may be more interested
in, and knowledgeable about, climate change than the population
in general as they volunteered to take part. However, failure to dis-
close this information would not only have raised concerns regard-
ing covert recruitment methods, it may also have resulted in the
recruitment of participants who felt mislead and were then unwill-
ing to discuss climate change.

The focus group design consisted of largely open questions and
tasks that proceeded from the general to the more specific as
follows:

(a) Understanding of climate change (open question).
(b) How lifestyles might impact on climate change (task).
(c) Ways holidays might impact on climate change (open

question).
(d) Important factors when planning a holiday (task).
(e) Climate change as a factor in holiday decisions.
(f) Barriers to behavioural change.

The focus groups were undertaken during summer 2008 and
lasted between 1.5 and 2 hours. Each was recorded using digital
voice recorders and then transcribed verbatim. Codes were gener-
ated inductively from the raw data, rather than deductively from
theory and previous research (Boyatzis, 1998), though the material
was strongly influenced by the questions asked in the focus groups.
Techniques outlined by Ryan and Bernard (2003) were used to dis-
cover themes in the data. These included searching for repetitions
in the data sets, and searching for similarities and differences by
making systematic comparisons across the data. The following
two sections discuss the findings of the main focus group themes
and relate them to relevant theory.
Table 1
Top five contributions to climate change and mitigation measures identified by
participants.

Contributions to climate change Mitigation measures

1. Car driving Walking or cycling
2. Electrical appliances in home Minimising electricity leakage
3. Flying
4. Heating home Minimising electricity leakage
5. Consumption/disposal of waste Recycling

Do not use plastic bags
4. Holiday travel and climate change

4.1. Understanding of climate change

The most dominant understanding of climate change was re-
lated to changes in weather patterns that participants had person-
ally observed in their lifetime. In particular, milder winters, with
very little snowfall over recent years, and wetter summers. Many
of the participants were unsure about what climate change is
and some were sceptical it was taking place. There was some
uncertainty about the human contribution to climate change
through the production of greenhouse gases.

‘‘A lot of controversy at the moment. . . whether or not global
warming is actually caused by human activity or whether there’s
a counter argument it’s actually caused by solar flares and things
like that. . . there seems to be a lot of completely opposing views”
Male 4, Professionals Group

There was also confusion between climate change and holes in
the ozone layer. Consistent with other recent studies (Anable et al.,
2006; Randles and Mander, 2009), whilst general awareness of cli-
mate change was quite high, with almost all the participants being
familiar with the terms ‘climate change’ and ‘greenhouse gases’, in
many cases they did not have a strong understanding of either the
causes of climate change or the role that humans, including them-
selves, are having on the levels of GHGs being released into the
atmosphere.

When asked how their lifestyle impacted on climate change,
flying was the third most common response (Table 1). After dis-
cussing the items on their lists, participants were then asked to
make a list of any things they did to reduce their impact on climate
change. Many of the participants said that they did these things as
much for financial reasons as environmental reasons. Although fly-
ing was the third most acknowledged impact on climate change,
not one participant mentioned that they do anything to address
this in terms of flying less or using alternative transport modes.
The other contributions, which related to home life rather than
holidays, were all to a certain extent countered (Table 1). The
Low-Cost Hypothesis (Diekmann and Preisendörfer, 2003) suggests
that environmental concern influences behaviour primarily in sit-
uations connected with low cost and little inconvenience for indi-
viduals. It is, therefore, unsurprising that the participants in this
study report high levels of recycling activity (considered a low-cost
and low-inconvenience domain) but do not report any reductions
in their air travel (considered a high-cost and high-inconvenience
domain).

In the discussion on holidays and climate change, travel to and
from the destination was identified as having the biggest impact on
climate change, with particular reference made to flying. However,
the most common view expressed in the Retired Group was that
their holidays do not have any impact on global climate change.
They acknowledged that air travel does produce GHG emissions,
but considered the impacts of their own individual actions to be
inconsequential and thus a negligible effect on climate change.

4.2. Climate change and holiday travel decision-making

The five most important factors considered by participants
when planning their last overseas holiday were:

1. Price/cost
2. Weather
3. Family and friends
4. Minimal travel time
5. Activities

In all the groups, price/cost (except the Retired Group) and min-
imising travel time were important, which reflects the traditional
transport geography analysis (Davidov et al., 2006). In total, across
the four groups, more than thirty different factors were mentioned
as important elements considered when planning holidays. Even
though climate change was clearly the main topic of discussion,
not one of the participants identified climate change, or even envi-
ronmental concerns in general, as a factor they consider when
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making decisions about their holidays. In a focus group context
there is potential for group bias, however, the consistency of this
finding across all four groups suggests group bias did not play a
role. This questions whether climate change is conceptually linked
to tourism at all. One of the dominant psychological models used in
the environment and behaviour field is that of the Theory of
Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). In this model attitudes need to
be specific to the behaviour in question to bring about affect. This
would appear not to be the case and it is suggested that climate
change is not in the attitudinal set of tourism decisions for many
people. This questions studies that suggest people are prepared
to modify their flying behaviour in response to climate change.

As climate change was not mentioned in the previous discus-
sion, each group was specifically asked whether climate change
considerations featured in their thoughts and decisions when they
planned their holidays. All but two of the participants said that
they did not think about climate change at all even though flying
had been widely acknowledged as contributing to climate change
earlier in the focus groups.

‘‘I don’t think about it at all. . . to be honest I never care”
Male 5, Student Group
‘‘I might mention it or I might think about it or joke about it, but
really when it comes down to it if I am doing things that are good
for the environment like not flying too often its primarily because of
the cost basically. . . I could dress it up as being about climate
change but it’s the fact that I can’t afford flights that are particu-
larly damaging to the environment rather than anything else”
Male 2, Student Group
‘‘I think people are just not aware of it, only people who are active
in the care of animals and the trees. . . to be honest it doesn’t enter
my thoughts at all”
Female 2, Family Group

‘‘I don’t find that important for a holiday. . . I think with the flights

they’ve made them so cheap now that would just override any cli-
mate change things”
Male 1, Family Group
‘‘I have never ever considered climate change with regard to a
holiday”
Male 6, Retired Group

Two participants, both females in their 20s, said that climate
change considerations were in the back of their mind when plan-
ning their holidays. Both participants had used carbon offsetting
schemes, but neither on a regular basis. They also stated that cli-
mate change considerations did not alter their holiday decisions
in any additional way.

‘‘I feel a bit guilty about all that and sometimes I do those extra
payments but I would still go”
Female 2, Student Group

Another acknowledges considering climate change when plan-
ning day trips in the UK but not overseas holidays.

‘‘It is in the back of my mind, not particularly so much when I take
the odd holiday abroad, but it certainly is on day trips. I feel by
using my car I am actually contributing to global warming”
Male 1, Professionals Group

A number of spontaneous justifications for not thinking about
climate change when planning holidays were mentioned in the fo-
cus groups and several participants were keen to defend their deci-
sions to fly on a regular basis. Of even more concern, perhaps, was
the fact that a number of younger participants in both the Student
and Professionals Groups expressed a view that climate change
was actually making them travel more. There was a belief that they
should travel as much as possible now, while flights are relatively
cheap, and before travel is possibly restricted or made more diffi-
cult in the future due to climate change concerns.

‘‘There is more in the media and it does make me think. But it prob-
ably makes me think I should travel more now because I might not
have the opportunity. . . in twenty years you just won’t be able to
get to some of the places that are really accessible now”
Female 6, Professionals Group

It is therefore evident that some links are made between tour-
ism and climate change but there is much confusion and little im-
pact on behaviour. The data suggest an information deficit. From
this, traditional communication models would indicate scope for
awareness raising to bring about behavioural changes. However,
such an approach is questioned by Randles and Mander (2009)
who argue that information campaigns alone are unlikely to bring
about change due to the social embeddedness of practice. This is
evident in the participants’ habitual choice of flying for overseas
holidays. The following section develops this aspect through an
exploration of the barriers to behavioural change.
5. Barriers to behavioural change

The final part of the focus group revolved around a number of
questions aimed at generating discussion on potential ways that
holiday and travel behaviour might change in favour of less car-
bon-intensive tourism practices. Outlined below are some, but
not all, of the barriers identified from this research.

5.1. Dismissal of alternative transport modes

Strong preferences for air travel over alternative travel modes
were expressed in all four groups. Flying was considered the only
viable option for most holiday destinations and illustrates the ex-
tent to which participants were ‘locked-in’ to flying (Randles and
Mander, 2009). Trains were dismissed as being too slow and too
expensive. France was identified as one of the few overseas holiday
destinations that could be reached by train or ferry. In discussions
about other holiday destinations, participants said they would only
consider flying. Even for holidays within the UK, a number of par-
ticipants said that they prefer to fly, rather than drive or take the
train, confirming a view that trains cannot compete with planes
in terms of price or travel time. This criticism of alternative modes
reflects the representation that public transport is poor and needs
improving in the UK (Dickinson et al., 2009), as the quotes below
illustrate.

‘‘I did manage to take a train on my previous holiday because that
was Paris. So I presume that I saved a little bit compared to flying
but in general, like everybody says, it’s difficult to avoid flying when
you want to go on holiday”
Male 3, Student Group
‘‘It’s a problem being on an island here, the quickest way to get
somewhere is to fly basically”
Male 1, Student Group
‘‘It’s cheaper to fly than it is to drive or take the train. . . and so
much quicker”
Female 1, Family Group
‘‘If there was some investment in the infrastructure of the travel
routes, for example in Japan you get on these bullet trains that run
on time and obviously they’re carrying a lot more people for the fuel
that they use but in England especially there is no investment in that
kind of thing, so I don’t think we look far enough to the future in this
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country, it’s all very shortterm. . . if the public transport system had a
better infrastructure then we might all jump on a speed train to Edin-
burgh as opposed to sitting on a plane or driving”
Male 3, Professionals Group

The dismissal of alternative transport modes can be conceived
as either a structural barrier, in the sense that flying is perhaps
the only realistic option to reach long-haul holiday destinations,
or a perceived behavioural control barrier (Ajzen, 1991) in that
an individual perceives flying as the only option open to them
and therefore precludes all other transport options. The extent to
which this is a structural or perceived barrier will depend to a great
extent on the distance to the destination. This can also be inter-
preted in a social practices perspective as an interaction with the
resources available where much international tourism is institu-
tionally structured around flying. To increase the availability of dif-
ferent transport modes, tourists could choose holiday destinations
closer to home. However, the participants were resistant to chang-
ing their holiday plans for climate change reasons.

Many participants also seemed to have an affinity with low-cost
airlines. There was a widespread view that they have opened up
travel to the masses, making overseas holidays accessible and
affordable for many. This perception is supported by Nilsson
(2009, p. 126), who states that ‘‘To passengers, low-cost carriers have
reduced fares and improved opportunities to travel”. Almost all the
participants in the Student, Family and Professionals Groups
claimed that the advent of low-cost airlines had enabled them to
take more overseas holidays.

‘‘They give accessibility to people to travel at an affordable cost. I
think back years ago when I was a kid, we never thought of going
abroad because our family could never afford that, and suddenly
everyone can get on a plane and go somewhere”
Female 5, Family Group
‘‘I didn’t get on a plane until I was sixteen, and I think in the last
twelve years I probably do at least ten journeys on a plane a year
now”
Female 6, Professionals Group

The repeated use of air travel as the preferred transport mode
for holiday taking could be considered as habitual behaviour for
these participants. Studies show that frequent past behaviour can
have a significant effect on future behaviour (Ouellette and Wood,
1998). The frequency with which the participants of these three
groups are using low-cost air travel may well act as a barrier to
the adoption, or even consideration, of alternative transport modes
in the future. In the Retired Group, low-cost airlines were not used
that frequently, although the participants still flew regularly. The
participants in this group preferred what they considered to be
the more sociable flight times and comfort levels of scheduled air-
lines. As this group was also the most affluent, the cost of holidays
was much less of an issue for them. Despite preferring scheduled
airlines, participants in this group still had a very favourable view
of low-cost airlines, as they believed low-cost airlines had intro-
duced necessary competition to the marketplace and were largely
responsible for bringing down the cost of flying in general.

Similar positive views of low-cost air travel were also exhibited
by the participants in a study by Shaw and Thomas (2006). Despite
the negative climate change and environmental consequences asso-
ciated with flying, it appears that airlines are held in a positive light
by many of the focus group participants who took part in this
research.

5.2. Importance of holidays

The second barrier comes in the form of the value or impor-
tance that many of the participants placed on holidays. There
was a strong reluctance across all groups to consider changing
their tourism behaviour. When the possibility of future quotas
limiting the number of flights individuals could take in a year
was discussed, there was universal disapproval. Not one partici-
pant thought that an enforced restriction on flights for climate
change reasons was acceptable. The loss of freedom of choice
was identified as a reason why governments should not restrict
their ability to fly.

‘‘I’d feel pretty restricted about personal freedom and things like
that, and I’m quite sure there are plenty of other ways for a govern-
ment to do more about climate change”
Female 2, Student Group
‘‘Whatever happened to freedom of the individual, and freedom of
choice, and all the things that we’re supposed to hold dear”
Male 8, Retired Group

Becken (2007) also found that the value of freedom to travel is
firmly established in the minds of many tourists and that restrict-
ing this travel is considered unacceptable. The possibility of higher
taxes on flights to reflect environmental costs were also met with
disapproval although viewed slightly more favourably than quotas,
especially by those participants who thought they would be able to
afford them and hence could continue their travel behaviour. One
participant in the Professionals Group mentioned that an increase
in taxes might result in people taking fewer holidays of a longer
duration. This idea was scorned upon by the rest of the group
who still considered this to be an infringement on their personal
freedom. As Adey et al. (2007, p. 785) suggest ‘‘it is impossible to
imagine life without flight”.

Participants gave a number of spontaneous justifications for
their travel behaviour. The cultural and social benefits of travel,
to individuals and society, were put forward as a reason to con-
tinue with travel. As were the economic benefits tourism brings
to poorer countries.

‘‘I think that travel’s important for people to understand each
other’s culture. . . so many social reasons why we need to travel
and experience different parts of the world”
Female 3, Student Group
‘‘We’re planning on going to Thailand, to places that were affected
by the tsunami on Boxing Day, and you know the tourism industry
is something that will help re-build. . . in some places where there
was poverty tourism brings wealth”
Male 3, Professionals Group

In the Student Group and the Family Group the discussion
moved onto conversations about ‘dream’ holidays and how it
was their financial situations rather than climate change concerns
which was preventing them from travelling even more.

‘‘If I could fly to Kenya I would and it would be great. I probably
wouldn’t really take a moment to think about climate change, I’d
be like yeah I’m going to Kenya!”
Female 3, Student Group
‘‘I’m sure that I wouldn’t think of climate change if I got the chance
to go to Australia. I would not think on no betternot. . . I would love
to go”
Female 3, Family Group
‘‘I think there’s no such thing as a holiday of a lifetime anymore. I
think everyone’s so well travelled that people are looking for that
new place and I think it’s making places that are fairly remote very
attractive, but they haven’t got the infrastructure to suit that, so it’s
being impacted purely for our own pleasure. Finding that new place
that is untouched by tourism”
Female 2, Professionals Group
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This discussion reflects the discourse of aspirational lifestyles
associated with flying (Thurlow and Jaworski, 2006).
5.3. Responsibility lies with others

The third barrier relates to the belief amongst participants that
responsibility for climate change lies with others, and is consis-
tent with the findings of Stoll-Kleemann et al. (2001) and Lorenz-
oni et al. (2007). In all four groups the major contributors to
climate change were considered to be governments, businesses
and other countries. Very little responsibility was seen to lie with
individuals in terms of personal contributions to climate change.
In addition, when it came to tackling climate change, responsibil-
ity was again seen to belong to collective bodies rather than indi-
viduals. Personal responsibility (often referred to as personal
norms or moral norms in the socio-psychological behaviour liter-
ature) is considered a key variable in implementing pro-environ-
mental behaviour (Stern et al., 1999). The lack of personal
responsibility displayed by the focus group participants is clearly
a barrier to adjusting their holiday travel behaviour in favour of
lower carbon options.

The Government featured prominently throughout all four fo-
cus groups. There was a common view that the UK Government
should practice what they preach. Politicians should lead by exam-
ple, and they can not expect the general public to take climate
change seriously when they have big cars, take lots of flights and
own second homes.

‘‘When you look at the Government and they say they’re putting
taxes on this for greener that and the other, and they’re still using
cars and still flying places so they’re not concerned”
Female 1, Family Group
‘‘If you look at a government collectively and what they could do to
help a country as a whole be more carbon neutral then I think
there’s an awful lot more governments could do, in the way they
trade, the way they act in terms of MPs and second homes”
Male 2, Professionals Group

There was also considerable scepticism about how serious the
UK Government were about tackling the causes of climate change,
and annoyance that so called green taxes were not being used di-
rectly to combat the problem. There were doubts expressed as to
whether the Government really wants people to fly less because
airport capacity is being expanded.

‘‘It’s a means of raising taxation. I fully appreciate the impact to the
environment and everything else but I think there’s an element of
how much money can we make out of this on the back of climate
change”
Male 2, Professionals Group

Participants also believed that many companies were falsely
marketing green credentials. Big business was widely considered
to be more responsible for climate change than consumers. Busi-
nesses were not doing their fair share in addressing climate change
and were passing on responsibility to consumers. Carbon offsetting
schemes were viewed unfavourably because they were deemed to
place the emphasis on the general public rather than on the air-
lines ‘who are actually adding to the problem’.

‘‘Big companies, they’ve created this society, we’ve had to fit
around what they’ve put out. They’ve given us cars, they’ve given
us cheap flights, they’ve given us the heating etcetera”
Male 1, Family Group

In the Family and Retired Groups in particular, there was a feel-
ing that the actions of one person cannot make a difference.
‘‘If we don’t fly somebody else will”
Male 7, Retired Group
‘‘As an individual we can do nothing, it doesn’t come on the Richter
Scale, never. . . I mean there’s a thousand million in India and more
than one and a half thousand million in China, we don’t make a
mark”
Male 9, Retired Group
‘‘I think the human brain, to be quite honest, cannot possibly envis-
age what is really happening in outer space and time. We’re insects
in this enormous universe and I think as individuals we’ll have very
little effect on what is going to happen in the next thousand years”
Male 7, Retired Group

These participants were exhibiting a strong external locus of
control (Cleveland et al., 2005), whereby they considered that
any efforts they made as individuals to reduce their carbon emis-
sions would be insignificant in the global context. This sense of
‘powerlessness’ is viewed by Stoll-Kleemann et al. (2001) as a denial
mechanism for accepting personal responsibility. Social dilemmas,
the conflict between self-interest and the common good, were evi-
dent across all four groups. Participants questioned changing their
holiday behaviour when other people were not prepared to change
theirs, using the lack of action by others to justify inactivity (Ana-
ble et al., 2006; Randles and Mander, 2009; Shaw and Thomas,
2006). These comments referred to the behaviour of other people
and the behaviour of other countries. Tackling climate change
was seen as a very ‘Western’ or ‘European’ thing with America, Chi-
na, India, Eastern Europe and developing countries all being criti-
cised for not doing enough with regards climate change.

‘‘That’s the difficulty if it’s just one country seen to do X and Y to
make a difference. . . there are still a lot of countries who are far
behind us and I think it would seem a bit unfair if we have things
imposed on us where others won’t”
Female 6, Professionals Group
‘‘You’ve only got to drive past a power station in Eastern Europe, or
dare I say Spain and Italy, to realise if they’re not going to play why
should we”
Male 3, Retired Group
‘‘That was aptly put by my wife. She said when they turn the lights
off in Las Vegas then she’ll believe it. And as they haven’t done, she
doesn’t believe it”
Male 9, Retired Group
6. Conclusions and implications for policy

Whilst the participants in these focus groups had a basic under-
standing of climate change, they generally lacked a more in-depth
knowledge. Nonetheless, flying was widely identified as a major
cause of climate change. When it comes to planning holidays, cli-
mate change does not feature in the thoughts or decisions of many
of the participants even though many of them acknowledged air
travel as a cause of climate change. The association between holi-
days and climate change, in the minds of the participants, is either
not made when planning holidays or is somehow suppressed.

The research identified three major barriers to behavioural
change when it comes to taking holidays, all of which present sig-
nificant obstacles in terms of reducing the impact of international
travel on climate change. The first barrier – dismissal of alternative
transport modes to air travel – can be seen as a structural or psy-
chological barrier. For many holiday destinations, access by air tra-
vel is the only realistic option. Therefore, tourists may consider
that they have no choice but to continue flying when they go on
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holiday. However, the impacts of holidays on climate change can
still be reduced, even when air travel is involved, if tourists take
fewer holidays of longer duration (hence fewer flights), and travel
shorter distances to the destination. If UK tourists were to take
more holidays in the UK and less overseas, or even take their hol-
idays in Western Europe, this would open up a number of transport
options, such as train and coach, which have less impact on climate
change.

However, as the second barrier illustrates, the participants in
these focus groups were very much against making changes to their
travel behaviour. The participants attached a very high importance
and value to their holidays and were reluctant to consider adapting
them for climate change reasons. The third barrier – responsibility
lies with others – may help explain this unwillingness to change
travel behaviour. The participants were not prepared to accept per-
sonal responsibility for the impacts their holidays have on climate
change. Instead, they put forward a number of denial mechanisms
for why responsibility lies with governments, businesses and other
countries, rather than with the individual. The impacts of an indi-
vidual on climate change were argued as being insignificant in
the context of a global problem, and that changing individual travel
behaviour would make no difference.

Whilst previous studies suggest an attitude-behaviour gap in
relation to environmental issues this research would suggest that,
in the case of holidays and international travel, there is an aware-
ness-attitude gap rather than an attitude-behaviour gap. The partic-
ipants, whilst not necessarily having an in-depth knowledge, were
aware that air travel has a significant detrimental impact on climate
change. However, this awareness did not appear to translate into
pro-environmental attitudes with regards holidays and climate
change. In this respect, attitudes and behaviour were consistent in
that neither were pro-environmental. It may be the case that aware-
ness is not leading to correlating attitudes, or it may be that behav-
iour is having a strong influence over attitudes in this holiday
situation. Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Festinger, 1957) suggests
that where there are inconsistencies between an individual’s atti-
tudes and behaviour resulting in internal feelings of discomfort,
the individual will adjust either their attitudes or behaviour to re-
duce this discrepancy. As the participants were reluctant to change
their travel behaviour, it is possible they may have aligned their atti-
tudes towards holidays and climate change to be consistent with
their behaviour. A similar explanation is offered by Self-Perception
Theory (Bem, 1967), which suggests that in certain situations atti-
tudes are inferred on the basis of observations about one’s own
behaviour. This links to the suggestion that air travel has become
embedded in contemporary lifestyles and, while people are aware
of the climate change issues, they are unwilling to give up their life-
style. Therefore, people employ a variety of denial mechanisms
(Stoll-Kleemann et al., 2001) to justify continued flights.

While it is not possible to make generalisations from this type
of research, a number of policy relevant suggestions can be made.
Further research needs to be conducted to investigate why envi-
ronmental awareness does not translate to pro-environmental atti-
tudes and pro-environmental behaviour when it comes to holidays
and climate change. Whilst it may come as no surprise that tourists
are reluctant to make significant changes to their lifestyles, espe-
cially when such strong social benefits are associated with holi-
days, finding ways to induce behavioural change is essential for
the sustained long-term future of the tourism industry. Informa-
tion regarding the scale of climate change impacts associated with
travel and holidays needs to be presented in a way that is accessi-
ble and relevant to the general public. Fiscal measures to increase
the costs of flights are unpopular and argued to be iniquitous.
However, given the bulk of the problem can be attributed to the
more affluent taking more frequent flights (Adey et al., 2007), this
deserves further exploration. There are significant trust concerns
regarding government and industry action. This is a considerable
barrier and it is paramount that government sends out clear mes-
sages about its own activities. In addition, the current UK Govern-
ment policy regarding air travel could be considered somewhat
contradictory. The Air Transport White Paper Progress Report
(Department for Transport, 2006b) states that the Government is
committed to ensuring that aviation reflects the full costs of its cli-
mate change emissions and reiterates support for the inclusion of
aviation in the EU Emissions Trading Scheme. At the same time,
the report also stresses that international aviation is critical for a
successful economy and justifies decisions to expand future airport
capacity in the UK. Government forecasts for air passenger demand
at UK airports, which include adjustments for passengers paying
increased air fares in the future to reflect climate change costs, pre-
dict that annual passenger numbers will increase from 228 million
in 2005 to 490 million in 2030 (Department for Transport, 2006b).
It is possible that the absence of a clear policy direction with re-
gards discouraging the increasing use of air travel could be a factor
impacting on reluctance to change tourism behaviour and is thus
an area justifying further research. Finally, alternatives to flying
are not in the reference frame for international holidays, nor are
they associated with aspirational lifestyles. More work is needed
to explore slow/low carbon tourism transport practices to establish
how these might be more strongly embraced.
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