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“Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, and many of our people 
need it sorely on these accounts. Broad, wholesome, charitable views of men and things 
cannot be acquired by vegetating in one little corner of the earth all one's lifetime.” 

Mark Twain, The innocents abroad, 1869

Now the work is almost done, it is time to reflect and to pay homage to all who contributed 
to this project. As the sun sets in early 2019, my thoughts go back to late 2012. I remember 
my first drive southbound, crossing the border at Hazeldonk, and venturing into a country 
I knew mostly from touristic visits to its beautiful historic cities and atmospheric cafés. In 
my job interview, I presented myself as a tourist about to embark on a long journey; the 
destination I had in mind was to become an academic professional and hopefully contribute 
to society by studying the development of urban tourism. Where the main body of this PhD 
thesis reflects on the destination, in these final words I would like to reflect on the journey. 
 After my first visit to Leuven, I decided to stay and to spend, what I can now describe 
as the most formative years of my life. I learned a lot about a culture which seemed familiar, 
but proved to be ever more distinct. I learned about academia, its amazing contribution to the 
world but also about its flaws and dark and hidden corners. I travelled to inspiring places and 
met many amazing people, some of whom turned into lifelong comrades. But most of all, I 
learned a lot about myself. 
 My journey would not have been possible without the help, support and guidance of 
so many people. The journey on which a PhD student embarks is said to be an individual and 
sometimes even lonely endeavor. I must challenge this statement. Neither the journey, nor the 
end result, would have been possible without a list of people, institutions and other entities 
which is as extensive as it is diverse. In such a way, I would like to picture it as a network, 
which formed around this thesis and is ever evolving and changing. In this network, there is 
a number of central nodes who deserve to be thanked. Allow me to, without discounting the 
role of others, pay homage to those who have made my journey possible.
 When setting off on a journey, with little more than a vague map and idea of the 
end destination, the traveler needs some guidance. Getting lost often leads to interesting 
experiences. Staying lost, however, may easily lead to not reaching your initial destination. 
As a tourist, I tend to venture off the beaten tracks and explore the unknown. I can confidently 
state this curiosity led to novel findings, but I can also admit that these findings would have 
been in vain had I not been guided towards writing them down and publishing them as 
research papers and eventually this thesis.
 Dear Dominique, it must have been a hell of a job to keep track of me and guide me 
to the final destination. I would like to thank you for keeping an eye on the bigger picture 
and keeping me on track, most of all in the days I was willingly or unwillingly getting lost. 
Without your guidance, I would still be a wandering tourist.
 Next to guidance, a traveler needs inspiration. Where to go, and what to do next are 
vital questions. Inspiration can be found in books or journals, but the most important channel 
of information and inspiration will always be the word of mouth. Luckily, on my travels I 

Acknowledgements
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met some of the best inspirators I could wish for. Some were experts on the digital highway, 
while others favored the back roads. Some took me to the heartland of tourism, while others 
reminded me of the bigger picture. From some I learned by listening, from others I learned 
by doing. All contributed to my journey by sharing their knowledge and love for the field of 
tourism studies, and all gave me a feeling that no matter how far away I travelled, I would 
never get truly lost. Dear Jan, thank you for introducing me to Venice the way you did, and 
thank you for all the things you taught me. Through you, I did not only expand my network, I 
also learned to strengthen the right ties. You learned me to venture out of the ivory tower, and 
with confidence, bridge the gap between academia and practice. But most of all, I appreciate 
the times we travelled together, visited places, met people and enjoyed paired hard work 
with enjoying life in Belgium, Italy and the Netherlands. Dear Robert, not only did your 
presentations, papers and books inspire me, our meetings in Antwerp and Brasschaat really 
helped me to reflect on my travels. You, as no other, knew what it was like to be a ‘Nederbelg’ 
at the KU Leuven. Thank you for sharing your expertise about tourism and about being a 
tourist. You were member of the PhD manuscript committee (The Jury) who added precious 
scientific and policy relevant comments to the first version of this thesis. In this manner, I 
would also like to thank the other members of my supervising committee and jury. Dear 
Anton, Peter, Alain and Constanze, thank you for your patience, comments and for the time 
you invested in allowing me to improve my manuscript. The end result would not have been 
the way it is without your efforts.
 Next to guidance and inspiration, every traveler needs support. I found this along 
the way in many old and new friends and family. As my network evolved, it resulted in 
so many people who contributed to my journey in one way or the other, and I hope I can 
thank all of you in the coming time in an appropriate way. I do would really love to use this 
opportunity to thank some of you who accompanied me on the way, and proved to become 
central nodes in my network. Without any order of importance or appearance, allow me to 
say a few words of thanks. Arie, thank you for taking me under your wings when I first 
arrived in Leuven. I hold dear memories of our biking trip from Leuven to Utrecht, which I 
would have never been able to complete without you. You have been a great colleague and 
good friend, and I learned a lot from you. I hope we can keep collaborating in the future, 
be it in the Netherlands, Belgium or somewhere else; with or without a nice Belgian beer 
or Scotch Whiskey. Gertjan, your presence always cheered me up. I appreciate our chats, 
ranging from football history or office gossip to in-depth discussions about social theory. 
You are a great travel companion, and I would love to again venture into unknown lands in 
search of adventure. Dario, fratello mio. It’s hard to put into words how much I appreciate 
getting to know you, working together and becoming friends. There are not many people 
with whom I can share a kitchen or an office, but when we work together, magic happens. 
You truly gave color to my stay in Leuven, and I highly appreciate that you learned me how 
to love Venice. I promise one day we can chat in Italian! Pepijn, next to Dario, you are the 
only person with whom I can man a kitchen. However, in this acknowledgement you deserve 
another special place. This thesis would not have worked without your help with various 
complex methodological issues and network analysis.  I hope I can ever return the favor, and 
look forward to co-hosting amazing summer-barbecues. Next to all I mention personally, I 
really would like to thank all my fellow travelers, who all took separate routes in finishing 
their thesis, but frequently came together in the countless coffee breaks and lunches in the 
main hub of my network: the Geo institute in Heverlee. But also at dinners at the many, often 
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Asian, restaurants of Leuven, lecture series and many other occasions. I hold dear memories 
of our rooftop-drinks, but most off all I really appreciated learning so much about and from 
you all.
 Next to travelling myself, I enjoyed hosting people who came to visit me. Weekends 
in Leuven can be quite boring, when all students leave for their families. Luckily, I had many 
friends and relatives who frequently crossed the Southern border of the Netherlands and 
came to visit me. This showed that networks can cross distance, if the ties are strong enough. I 
cherish the nightly adventures with the boys (and girls) from Utrecht, celebrating New Year’s 
Eve, creating memories, and willingly or not leaving a lasting impression in the Leuven 
nightscape. Or just enjoying life with a nice Belgian beer on the roof terrace at Diestsetraat 
172-01. Thanks to all who came to visit me, you not only gave color to my stay, but also made 
me proud to be able to host you in my new home town, which made me feel a little less like a 
tourist.
 While travelling, and expanding my network, I realized that more is not necessarily 
better. Being away and being kept up in many things simultaneously makes you loose track 
of things which are more important than an academic career. Canceling nights out or holiday 
trips due to busy work schedules or simply lacking the energy to go out and meet friends and 
family happened more than I like to admit. Thinking back of the last years, I realize I missed 
the people I hold so dear, my friends and family. However, these last years also brought 
new people into my life, and strengthened the ties with old friends. Although, especially 
in the last months (or maybe even years), I might not always have been the best version of 
myself, the people closest to me always stood by me. I can’t find the words to thank you for 
this, as without your support, it would never have worked. Mom, dad, Sophie, thank you for 
supporting me. I promise I will be more of a son, brother (and uncle) now. Dear Fieke, even 
though we met only after I moved back to the Netherlands, you are the person I bothered 
most while finishing this thesis. Your patience, understanding and support kept me on track. 
You gave me all the space I could wish for, and more important, showed me there is more to 
life than writing a PhD thesis. Thank you for accepting me the way I was.
 As a PhD student, you should keep an eye on your destination all the time. Being 
someone with a passion for teaching and higher education, I found teaching and research 
can both work in a synergetic way as it can be conflicting. Teaching can be a strong force 
distracting researchers from their planned itinerary. Looking back, I might conclude I spent 
too much time with the students of the Tourism Master at the University of Leuven, but 
I don’t regret a single minute of it. Not only did it result in many interesting projects and 
collaborations, it also reminded me of the main responsibility of present-day academics: We 
should spread our words to the outside world, and one way to do this is through educating 
the new generations. A university is nowhere without its students, and just as my research 
argues tourists should be included in the destination network, my personal network can’t 
exist without students. Many thanks to all of you with whom I had the pleasure to collaborate, 
with a special thanks to Laura and Anne-Mara, who strongly contributed to this thesis.
 Spreading our words through teaching is one thing, but working in real world 
settings and valorizing our academic work for a wider audience is something else. This 
research project was funded by Flemish agency for innovation through science and technology 
(IWT), and part of my research assignment was to valorize the results in such a way it would 
contribute to the Flemish tourism sector. Throughout the project, I tried to collaborate with 
different stakeholders in the tourism sector, of which some deserve a special position in 



8

this acknowledgement. First, I would like to thank the network of Flemish Art Cities, and 
specially Jana, with whom I often collaborated and discussed my research. Your enthusiasm 
was contagious and I learned a lot from your open view towards the development of tourism 
in the Flemish Art Cities. I also would like to thank the many different people I worked with 
at Visit Antwerpen, the DMO of the city which featured most often as a case study area 
in my research. While studying tourism in the Flemish Art Cities, I grew to appreciate the 
work done by the DMOs. These are turbulent times for policy makers in tourism. Political 
expectations of the benefits of tourism increase pressure for attracting more tourists, while 
discussions in the media and among the civil society take an opposite position. Navigating 
this treacherous landscape is not an easy task, and I admire the work done at the DMO, the 
continuous development of its vision and its open position towards this nosy, and sometimes 
critical tourism researcher. Also, I would like to thank all the respondents which invested their 
free time in this research and with their open and honest stories helped not only in writing 
this thesis, but also opened my eyes and allowed me to see the delicate and complex relations 
which makes up tourism networks. I will surely keep on visiting Antwerp and Flanders in 
general, and I hope I can continue my studies into the Flemish tourism sector one day.  
 My travels took a little longer than I planned for. And for who know me, planning is 
not one of my core qualities. Therefore, I would like to thank everybody at the administration 
of the KU Leuven for their patience, and I would like to thank my new employer, Utrecht 
University, for giving me the space and time needed to finish this thesis. I would love to 
promise that in the future I will better keep track of my planning, but this would be a lie. Some 
bad habits tend to die hard.
 During my travels, I not only met many new people, I also needed to say goodbye to 
some. Even though my network evolved and grew along the way I travelled, there will always 
be a structural hole in it. I learned to welcome new people, but also learned to say farewell. 
Without guidance, inspiration and support, I would never have been able to finish this thesis. It 
is therefore very hard to accept that the person who provided me with this triad of elementary 
ingredients so often, is not among us anymore. To conclude this acknowledgement, I would 
like to pose a statement which I hold dear, and can summarize the life lesson I carried with me 
ever since: It’s much easier to walk a tightrope, when you know there’s someone who’ll catch 
you when you fall. Being a traveler, it’s much easier to venture out into the unknown when 
you know that when you get lost there will be someone who guides you to safety. Knowing 
there is someone who covers you, catches you or is there for you when you need it allows 
us to excel. Dear Frank, you always have been my main source of inspiration, support and 
guidance. If there’s one lesson I learned, from our many chats, it is that we should be open 
and receptive to one another, see past someone’s appearance and appreciate one’s qualities, 
think in collectives and not only for oneself and share knowledge, trust and kindness to those 
surrounding us. You were the first person who had faith in me as a to-be-academic, invested 
time in me and supported me in developing my research ideas and academic competences, 
without ever asking anything in return. I can confidently state that without this support, I 
would not be where I am now. You learned me to see the world as a network, in which value 
is created through interactions, which needs trust and patience and when the right nodes are 
connected, can result in amazing things. Following in your footsteps, I promise to keep the 
network alive.
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1.1 Introduction

Tourism has become an important section of society across the world. With an average 
contribution of 10.2% to the world-wide Gross Domestic Product (GDP), its economic value 
is undisputed, as is tourism’s contribution to local economies and local employment rates 
(WTTC, 2017). Focussed on Belgium, the Flemish “Art Cities” (Antwerp, Bruges, Ghent, 
Leuven and Mechelen), form a group of tourist destinations with a world class tourism 
product. The main motivations for visiting the art cities are the presence of history and 
heritage, the atmosphere, food, drinks, products for which they are famous such as artisanal 
beers and chocolate, and, for domestic tourists, shopping too (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2018b). 
With a total of 3.2 million tourist arrivals, both domestic and international, and 5.7 million 
nights spent in 2017, these destinations accommodate more than a third of the total tourist 
arrivals in Flanders (excluding Brussels) and a quarter of the total nights spent in all types 
of accommodation (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2018a). Almost half of all Flemish hotel nights 
are spent in the Flemish Art Cities. Tourists in the art cities spend an average of €150 per 
night, which is twice as much as the spending by tourists in other areas of Flanders (Toerisme 
Vlaanderen, 2018b; Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2014a). These statistics indicate that tourism in the 
Flemish Art Cities provides a vital contribution to both the local and the national economy.

Figure 1.1: Arrivals and nights spent in hotels the five Flemish Art Cities, Toerisme Vlaanderen (2015a; 2015b; 2018a). 

 

 
 However, the situation is not without its worries. The total number of tourist arrivals 
in the art cities showed a steady growth till 2015, but shows a more volatile pattern since. 
Moreover, the number of nights per visit a tourist spends in the destination is stagnating in 
all Flemish Art Cities (figure 1.1).  The statistics for the year 2017 show a recovery from the 
decline in tourism demand caused by the aftermath of the terrorist attacks in Paris (November 
13, 2015) and in Brussels (March 22, 2016). Even though Brussels is not included in this PhD 
thesis, the events in Brussels, as well as the wider geopolitical context concerning the terrorist 
attacks and threat in Western Europe did affect tourism in the Flemish Art Cities as well 
(Vanneste et al., 2017). Since the majority of the field work for this PhD thesis took place before 
2016, the terrorist attacks and their aftermath are not featured in this thesis. It ought to be 
noted, however, that supra local events do affect tourism on a local level (Liu & Pratt, 2017; 
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Miller & Ritchie, 2003), and the interpretation of statistics as presented in figure 1.1 should be 
undertaken while taking the wider context into account.  
 Looking at the recent development of tourism in the Flemish Art Cities, growth 
percentages are lagging behind compared to other European benchmark destinations. Also, 
the number of nights that a tourist spends in the Flemish Art Cities is stagnating or even 
decreasing (Toerisme Vlaanderen 2014b). At the same time, the average daily expenditure 
of tourists also stagnated, from an average of €151 per day in 2011 to €150 per day in 2017 
(Toerisme Vlaanderen 2018b). Also, Flemish tourism policy makers have witnessed a decrease 
in information enquiries at their official tourist information offices, a relatively faster growth 
in the amount of day visitors compared to overnight visitors, and fewer repeat visitors 
(Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2014b). Finally, while surveys in the art cities showed that visitors are 
still quite satisfied with their visit to the Flemish Art Cities, there is a relatively low satisfaction 
with the balance between price and quality (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2018b). 
 
According van der Borg et al. (1996), and Russo (2002), the decreasing length of stay, and 
changing balance between day visitors, that is to say excursionists, and overnight visitors to 
the destination, might indicate a vicious circle of tourism development. Tourist behaviour 
clustered in tourist zones in the historic city centres could lead to overcrowding in and around 
the main sights and attractions, reducing the quality of ancillary services and secondary 
tourist products in the direct vicinity of the main sights and attractions. This in turn might 
lead to a decreased level of active awareness  and tacit knowledge of the destination among 
tourists (Gotham, 2005; Judd & Fainstein, 1999). 
 Neither residents nor tourists in the Flemish Art Cities think overcrowding, an 
emerging issue in urban heritage destinations (see e.g. Colomb & Novy, 2016 or Popp, 2012), 
is a problem at the moment in Flanders (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2018b). However, stagnating 
or decreasing length of stays, increasing numbers of excursionists and an indication of 
decreasing satisfaction with the balance between price and quality gives some concern, or at 
least a heightened awareness, of the performance of the tourist industry in Flanders. 

Tourism is important not only for economic reasons, but also for its users, the tourists 
themselves. This is because such tourist experiences contribute to the quality of life and fulfil 
people’s need to relax from their often, stressful, daily lives (Urry, 1990; Wearing & Foley, 
2017). Social media, such as Facebook or Instagram show the value tourism has in most 
people’s personal lives, since the images of tourist experiences form a very important part 
of the content shared by its users (Camprubí et al., 2013; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). This is 
true whether it is the curiosity about unknown cultures, the eagerness for new experiences, 
or simply the wish to relax and get a good meal or a nice tan. Then, looking at it the other 
way, social media is getting more and more important as a source of information for tourists 
(Xiang & Gretzel, 2010; Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014; Kim et al., 2017). Attractive cities or regions 
produce satisfied tourists who, in their turn, promote their travel destination by sharing their 
experiences, thus inducing a positive spiral (Go & Govers, 2000). At least as important is the 
opposite effect, the fact that negative experiences may lead to a negative downward cycle. 
After the introduction of Web 2.0, which facilitates the sharing of experiences by writing 
reviews, sharing images or comments and other interactive usage of the internet, this ‘hidden 
force’ may have become stronger, turning tourists into co-creators of the tourist image and 
experience (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009; Edwards et al., 2017). The influence tourists have 
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on fellow tourists by their online and offline behaviour is changing the dynamics of tourism 
development. It asks for a more inclusive approach towards tourism management, taking 
into account the interdependent relations between the different stakeholders co-creating the 
tourist experience. Go & Govers (2000, p 80) suggest that in order to meet these novel customer 
needs, “changing towards a more participative style of management, or quality philosophy, 
may prove to be the most appropriate management and organizational change for European 
destinations”. Unfortunately, there is little empirical data on whether, to what extent, and in 
which direction these new developments influence the autonomous tourist flows. Neither do 
we know whether, and how, this new type of information can be made useful to enable local 
stakeholders to improve the tourist destination (Hernández et al., 2018). This is partly the case 
because tourists, or “end users” more generally, have been neglected in studies looking into 
the competitiveness of destinations (Enright & Newton, 2004).
 Taken together, studying both the supply and the demand sides of tourism has a 
high societal relevance. There is a multitude of reasons why politicians and policymakers are 
keen to enhance the tourist value of the cities and regions for which they bear responsibility 
(Ashworth & Page, 2011).  However, this is easier said than done. The tourism sector is 
characterized by a high number of interdependent but unrelated small and medium sized 
enterprises with high work pressure in high seasons. This calls for a continuously high level 
of flexibility, and thus volatility, for themselves and their staff (Zehrer, 2009). The need for 
collaboration to enhance the competitiveness of regions is an established line of thinking, as 
well as of policy, in most economic sectors (Porter, 1990). In tourism, however, the tendency 
for competition is often stronger than the wish for collaboration (Michael, 2006), while, 
in contrast, for tourists, the experience of the whole city, which is an amalgam of many 
different entities, is usually more important than the excellence of a single attraction, hotel 
or restaurant (d’Angella & Go, 2009). This highlights the relevance of collaboration within 
urban destinations and a need for a relational perspective when managing these destinations 
(Buhalis, 2000; Zach & Racherla, 2011; Sautter & Leisen, 1999; Timur & Getz, 2008). 
 How to bring all those tourism enterprises together in an effort to enhance the 
competitive position of the destination, and the overall quality of the tourist experience, is 
a difficult endeavour. Throughout the years, different approaches have been chosen, but the 
current overall conclusion is that, although there may be inspiring examples (see Pavlovich, 
2003 or Novelli et al., 2006), there is little scientific evidence that can guide policymakers 
in their efforts to enhance the attractiveness of tourist destinations by applying a relational 
approach.
 Most often mentioned as a potentially fruitful concept is the concept of ‘networks’ 
and /or ‘networked collaboration’. Recent literature highlights the importance of networked 
collaboration in destinations for a variety of factors including: improving tourism marketing 
(d’Angella & Go, 2009); destination management (Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009); tourism product 
formation (Novelli et al., 2006); tourism policy making (Dredge, 2006a); the integration of the 
tourism sector (Pavlovich 2003); resilience of destinations (Luthe & Wyss, 2014); stimulating 
stakeholder collaboration (Vanneste & Ryckaert, 2011); and knowledge creation and 
innovation (Hjalager, 2010; Baggio & Cooper, 2010). However, although the term ‘network’ 
is increasingly surfacing in tourism research and practice in a positive way, there are also 
authors who point to factors, inherent to tourism that impede collaboration and obscure 
network development in tourism (Sørensen, 2007). Specifically mentioned in this respect 
are the dominance of small and medium sized businesses, as well as the composite, but 
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fragmented nature, of tourism destinations. Indeed, empirical evidence often highlights a 
lack of cooperation between policymakers and entrepreneurs, and between entrepreneurs 
themselves, in tourism destinations, which leads to low levels of innovation and integration 
(Pavlovich, 2003). This lack of innovation and integration of the tourist product is believed 
to be a prime cause of the decreasing length of stay and the stagnation of the competitive 
position of the Flemish Art Cities (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2014a). Overcoming the threats 
associated with this vicious pattern of a declining length of stay, and finding a solution for the 
lack of innovation and integration, is paramount for the Flemish Art Cities, and urban tourism 
destinations in general, if they are to remain competitive tourism destinations.     
 To conclude: the observations, presented in this ‘Background to the Study’ are 
setting the stage for the studies presented in this PhD thesis. The observations will be 
further elaborated and conceptualized in the Theoretical Framework (Chapter 1.3). Driven 
by a justified concern that the Flemish Art Cities do not seem to realize their full potential 
as competitive tourist destinations, the scientific literature is searched for reasons as well as 
potential remedies. Also gaps and controversies in the existing knowledge will be identified 
in relation to the aim of the study (Chapter 1.2). 

1.2. The aim of the study

The general aim of the study is to analyse the potential value of a network approach to the 
development and management of tourism destinations in the Flemish Art Cities, based on 
the theoretical literature on networked collaboration as well as on a number of dedicated 
empirical studies. And, furthermore, to find the relevant facilitators and barriers to successful 
implementation of such an approach, including all relevant parties in the development of 
tourism: policymakers, producers of tourist products, and tourists themselves (the Destination 
Triangle). 
 From an academic point of view, this thesis aims to improve the ontological 
foundation of tourism network studies by delving deeper into the meaning of the network 
concept in the context of urban tourism. It also aims to look at how this concept is used in 
present theory and to what extent the theoretical model is, or is not, corroborated by empirical 
research. In this way, this thesis aims to contribute to refining network theory further in the 
specific context of urban tourism with all its complexities and peculiarities. Getting a better 
understanding of potential gaps between theory and practice will provide a picture of the 
strengths and weaknesses of current network theory and, if necessary, show directions for 
improvement. In order to achieve these aims, this thesis provides a state-of-the-art overview 
of the literature on tourism networks, used as a source of inspiration for the three empirical 
studies. It does this from different perspectives focussing on a number of aspects and using 
various research methods. The combination of theoretical reflection and empirical findings 
does not only aim to provide more insight into the conditions which are needed to turn a 
network approach into a successful tourism management approach. In addition, it also aims 
to provide an applicable and tested model for practitioners and academics that demonstrates 
how to manage tourism networks successfully. The impact of this PhD thesis should be 
that the network approach to tourism management will not be dismissed to ‘the lexicon of 
tourism planning clichés’ (Hall, 1999, p 289). Instead, this PhD-thesis aims to provide those 
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who are involved in the management of tourism destinations with a sound knowledge of 
what makes networks work from a management perspective, and with new, social media 
based methodology to assert the tourists’ impact on the development of tourist destinations 
as source of inspiration and guidance for tourist network managers. 

1.3. Theoretical considerations

1.3.1. The use of theory in applied research

The studies described in this PhD thesis belong to the category of applied research. They have 
the explicit goal of producing sound knowledge that is helpful in achieving a better (i.e. more 
sustainable, more balanced) development of the tourist sector in the Flemish Art Cities. The 
use of the term ‘applied research’ does not mean that theory is not important in this approach: 
“Nothing is as practical as a good theory” (Lewin, 1943; Lewin, 1952). With this famous and 
often cited quote, Kurt Lewin (1943; 1952) illustrates the close, bi-directional relationship 
between theory and practice in applied research. While there are more differences between 
basic and applied research (for a good overview, see Bickman & Rog, 2008), probably the 
most important distinction is related to the role of theory in both types of research. Theory 
is as important in applied research as it is in basic research, but its aim and starting point 
are slightly different. Applied research means that the starting point of the research is a 
problem in the real world that needs to be solved, and scientific theories and methods are 
applied to support the problem-solving process, while in basic research the starting point is 
existing (geographical) theory, and the principal aim is to develop new theory and methods 
that help explain the processes through which the spatial organisation of physical or human 
environments evolves (Pacione, 1999). 
 Lewin’s (1943; 1952) message was twofold and addressed both basic and applied 
researchers: theorists should try to provide new ideas for understanding or conceptualizing 
a (problematic) situation, ideas which may suggest potentially fruitful new avenues for 
dealing with that situation. Conversely, applied researchers should provide theorists with 
key information and facts relevant to solving a practical problem, facts that need to be 
conceptualized in a detailed and coherent manner. More generally, theorists should strive to 
create theories that can be used to solve social or practical problems, and practitioners and 
researchers in applied research should make use of available scientific theory (Vansteenkiste 
& Sheldon, 2006).  
 Using theories in applied research may support researchers for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, theory helps to identify the relevant concepts and provides the theoretical framework 
for asking questions about the substantive relationships embodied in a problem (Pacione, 
1999). This makes it easier to describe the phenomenon under study without becoming 
chaotic. It helps the researcher to reduce the complexity of everyday reality to its essential 
elements with regard to the research question at hand, and to focus on these key elements. If 
done well, this makes the phenomenon under study more understandable and more predictable. 
Deeper knowledge about the phenomenon under study contributes to the usefulness of the 
study, because it may empower the relevant actors with tools to intervene in a way that has a 
greater chance of success because it is based upon theory. 
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 Secondly, analysing the theoretical literature will make the researcher aware of 
conflicting theoretical viewpoints, which may inspire the researcher to empirical testing of 
these conflicting viewpoints, leading to a further refinement of the theories used. This is a 
good example of the bi-directional nature of the relationship between theory and practice 
(Lewin, 1943). 
 Thirdly, analysing the consistencies and inconsistencies between the theoretical 
literature and the empirical literature will determine the researcher’s level of confidence 
in the approach chosen to tackle the problem under study. It will help to fine-tune the 
research questions: If the theoretical and empirical literature are consistent and point in 
the same direction with regard to the relevant actors and factors that have an impact on the 
phenomenon under study, the researcher can be confident to have chosen the right approach 
in the problem-solving process. If, however, these results are inconsistent or disappointing, 
researchers first have to solve a different problem. They will need to ask themselves if the 
results are inconsistent, or disappointing, because the theories chosen are insufficiently 
valid and, therefore, unsuitable to describe, explain and predict what will happen in the 
phenomenon under study, or, is something else the problem? For instance: are the actors 
insufficiently compliant with the behaviours which are essential to the theoretical modelling 
of the phenomenon under study? This PhD thesis will demonstrate examples of each of these 
three values in the use of theory in applied research. This will result in a reflection in the last 
chapter (Chapter 6) on the broader value of this PhD thesis for the scientific community, as 
well as for the practitioners of urban tourism
 The theoretical framework presented in this PhD thesis is divided in four related 
paragraphs, each focusing on a relevant element of the two key concepts: urban tourism and 
tourism networks:

1. the identity of urban tourism
2. the dynamics of urban tourism
3. urban tourism as a multiparty system
4. networks in urban tourism     

1.3.2. The Identity of  Urban Tourism

Academic studies into urban tourism have a relatively short history. Tourism was long 
neglected in urban studies, urban planning and urban geography (Ashworth & Page, 2011; de 
Noronha Vaz et al., 2012; Pasquinelli & Bellini, 2017; Shoval, 2018), while in Tourism studies 
until very recently an anti-urban bias seemed to be present (Füller & Michel, 2014). Ashworth 
and Page (2011) noted just a few years ago that little attention has been paid to topics such 
as how tourists behave spatially in urban environments and how they use cities, while even 
very recently, Shoval (2018) stated that there is still a lack of research into the interrelations 
between urban planning and tourism consumption. It may safely be concluded that there is 
currently a backlog in academic studies on urban tourism.
 The lack of attention for urban tourism from different academic disciplines is 
paralleled, in most cities, by a marginalized position of tourism in urban planning and 
policy. Pasquinelli and Bellini (2017, p 4) argue that to date “most tourism policies have been 
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conceived as stand-alone marketing and promotion strategies”, and argue for more reflection 
on urban tourism policy and a higher level of integration of tourism into wider urban 
policymaking. Several calls are made to enhance the position of tourism in urban policy and 
urban studies alike. The European Commission in 2000 stated that tourism is a corner-stone 
of urban development policy (Daskalopoulou & Petrou, 2009). The United Nations World 
Tourism Organization (UNWTO) in its 2012 Istanbul Declaration, states tourism should be 
seen “as a crucial factor in city development”, as it is “the world’s biggest industry, creating 
positive economic benefits and promoting culture and well-being as well as social cohesion 
and heritage preservation” (Pasquinelli & Bellini, 2017 p 4).
 Both the European Commission in its 2000 declaration (Daskalopoulou & Petrou, 
2009), as well as the 2012 UNWTO Istanbul declaration, stress important current issues in 
urban tourism which can be witnessed in cities around the globe (Pasquinelli & Bellini, 2017). 
While the former declaration states that cities should be able to deal with issues external to 
tourism, such as unemployment, crime and pollution, the latter declaration raises concerns 
regarding issues caused by tourism. Tourism is, on the one hand, seen as an important 
economic force which can have a positive impact on cities and their changing economies. On 
the other hand, it acknowledges that tourism can also have its downside. This downside is 
seen as a set of negative effects and externalities ranging from crowding (Neuts & Vanneste, 
2018; Popp, 2012) and vulgar, noisy or rowdy behaviour (Pinkster & Boterman, 2017) to hyper 
gentrification and displacement of the local population (Gotham, 2005). These negative effects 
and externalities are argued to be able to, eventually, outweigh the positive effects tourism 
can have on cities. The sensitive balance between sustainable urban tourism development 
and the negative effects it has on destinations has been receiving growing attention in the 
media, policy and academic literature from both tourism studies (see for example Colomb & 
Novy 2016 or Neuts & Vanneste, 2018) as well as urban studies (see for example Pinkster & 
Boterman, 2017 or Füller & Michel, 2014). Pasquinelli and Bellini (2017) stress the necessity 
of applied, problem-solving academic research in finding a balance between the positive and 
negative effects tourism can bring to urban destinations by reflecting on the 2012 UNWTO 
Istanbul declaration:

“The UNWTO also stressed the importance of public policies boosting the positive impacts of city 
tourism, while preventing or mitigating the negative effects.[…]. The crucial question is, however, 
how and to what extent academia can help substantiate these statements and guide the debate towards 
defining theoretically-based and empirically-grounded action for a responsible, sustainable and 
accessible tourism.” (Pasquinelli & Bellini, 2017 p 4-5) 

 Both public opinion and academic interest ask for action, based on theoretical 
knowledge and grounded in empirical studies, in order to deal with the challenges cities 
face regarding the recent growth of, and contemporary developments in, urban tourism. This 
theoretical outline, however, starts by going back to the roots of urban policy and tourism. 
Historical developments in tourism regarding urban policy and planning are at the basis 
of the current problems, but, taking these developments into account can also help identify 
possible solutions to these present-day problems. 
 After the oil crisis of 1973 and the following recession of 1973-1975, which ended 
the post-World War II era of economic growth in the Western World, national and local 
governments felt the need and urge to reinvent themselves. Economic austerity, the drying 
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up of public funds, but also innovations in technology and communication, led to a system 
in which cities found themselves entangled in fierce intra-urban competition for scarce 
resources, investments, talent and various kinds of capital (Harvey, 1989a). Van den Berg and 
Braun (1999) state that this system gave birth to a more entrepreneurial approach to urban 
management: 

“European towns must make themselves as attractive as possible in all respects: as a residence (also for 
the higher educated), as a location for business companies, as a location for investment, and as a city 
where business and non-business visitors like to stay for a few days. The mission of urban management 
is guiding the harmonious development of the city or region. The key principle is that urban managers 
need to be more entrepreneurial.” (van den Berg & Braun, 1999 p 991)

 Ten years before, Harvey (1989b, p 4) already noticed that there seemed “to be a 
general consensus emerging throughout the advanced capitalist world that positive benefits 
are to be had by cities taking an entrepreneurial stance to economic development”. This new 
approach to urban management is according to Harvey (1989b) characterized by top-down 
management and capital intensive investments in large-scale projects which would ‘boost’ 
the local economy and international reputation of the city in question. Creating an attractive 
environment for inhabitants, particularly those more highly educated, and for business and 
non-business visitors, plus developments in the tourism and leisure sector, can be seen as key 
ingredients of these strategies geared towards boosting the urban economy. Examples can 
be found in the form of the upgrading of city centres for leisure purposes by the improving 
of, in particular, (international) connectivity by investing in large infrastructure projects. But 
also by clearing space and attracting international hotel chains or renown brands of tourism 
attractions and businesses (Harvey, 1989a; Harvey 1989b; Gotham, 2005; Zukin, 1993). Also city 
centres may be upgraded by extensive city marketing campaigns and active commodification 
of urban space (van den Berg & Braun, 1999; Judd & Fainstein, 1999). While urban tourism 
was not yet strongly present in the academic debate, a select group of critical geographers 
witnessed with scepticism the rise of the entrepreneurial approach to urban governance and 
the role of leisure and tourism in the reshaping of the city from a place of production to a place 
of consumption: 

“And, if Jane Jacobs is only half right, that the city is the relevant unit for understanding how the wealth 
of nations is created, then the shift from urban managerialism to urban entrepreneurialism could have 
far reaching implications for future growth prospects" (Harvey, 1989b p4).

 Based on these works, a tradition of critical urban tourism geographies started 
emerging in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Among its founders is the work by Judd & 
Fainstein (1999) on the entrepreneurial city and the role of tourism in its development. They 
describe that the entrepreneurial approach and boosterism strategies created ‘tourist bubbles’ 
or ‘enclavic tourism zones’, which are large-scale postmodern consumerist zones with high 
levels of commodification of (urban) culture and a certain level of insulation from the wider 
urban fabric (Füller & Michel, 2014; Ioannides et al., 2018). Various authors agree that the 
majority of urban tourist destinations use an entrepreneurial approach to governance. Their 
goal is to expand their position as a tourist destination. They will invest in promotion and 
marketing efforts to attract more tourists, or apply a generic boosterism approach towards 
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tourism development by investing in new hallmark attractions such as Guggenheim-like 
museums or Sea Life-like aquaria, building eye-catching architecture in the form of hotels or 
market halls, attracting hallmark events or organizing smaller events like food truck festivals 
(Richards & Wilson, 2006). 
 Authors like, among others, Harvey (1989b), Zukin (1993), Judd and Fainstein (1999), 
Gotham (2005) and Richards and Wilson (2006) criticize the top-down, public-private led 
reshaping of urban landscapes which favour tourism, leisure and recreation purposes with 
a strong incentive for consumerism. They state that while the list of examples of this type of 
tourism policy keeps growing, only few of these examples have proven to be successful in 
creating a competitive and sustainable tourism destination. Instead of tapping into originality 
and authenticity, general formulas of consumerism and commoditization have become 
popular in tourism management  (Cohen, 1988; Shepherd, 2002), leading to tourism zones 
which are strikingly alike (Gotham, 2005; Richards & Wilson, 2006; Zukin, 1993). While some 
stress the privatization of public space (Judd & Fainstein, 1999), or describe how tourism 
gentrification of historic inner cities displaces the local population (Gotham, 2005), other 
authors highlight how the entrepreneurial approaches of the late 20th century do not fit the 
interests of present-day tourists and locals alike (Richards & Wilson, 2006).
 Following the latter argument, urban tourism is argued to be evolving from a 
sightseeing, hotspot-seeking and highly visual search for the extraordinary, in line with the 
tourist gaze described by Urry in 1990. Instead, it has become a more embodied, experience-
driven search for local encounters and authentic experiences (Bærenholdt et al., 2017; Füller & 
Michel, 2014; Richards & Wilson, 2006). This ‘new urban tourism’ is claimed to be characterized 
by the changing interests of tourists. Examples of this are the quest for sharing experiences 
and co-creating the tourist experience with locals in a creative setting (Pine & Gilmore, 1999; 
Richards & Wilson, 2006; Vargo & Lusch, 2004), exploring beyond the beaten tracks of tourism 
precincts, (Füller & Michel, 2014; Ioannides et al., 2018) or simply socializing with strangers 
or friends in urban meeting places or public space (Wearing & Foley, 2017). Tourism is said 
to be more and more intertwined with local lives in urban contexts (Bærenholdt et al., 2017; 
Nieuwland & van Melik, 2018). In line with this reasoning and in order to cater for changing 
demand, urban tourism is described as evolving into a sector in which “grassroots cultural 
production, spatial fixity of the tourism commodity and localised consumption of place” 
(Gotham, 2005 p 1102) are of increasing importance, while “the production of local difference, 
local cultures and different local histories that appeal to visitors’ tastes for the exotic and 
unique” (Gotham, 2005 p 1101) are increasingly important success factors for urban tourism 
destinations. 
 However, it cannot be denied that the great economic importance of urban tourism, as 
well as the degree to which it is rooted in entrepreneurial urban governance strategies, causes 
global players, such as airline companies, international hotel chains, entertainment giants like 
Disney or Merlin Entertainment, the mother company of the Sea life, Madame Tussauds and 
Legoland franchises, and more recently sharing-economy platforms like Airbnb and Uber, to 
dominate urban tourism (Gotham, 2005; Richards & Wilson, 2006; Zukin, 1993). These global 
flows of capital have the power to increase the attractiveness of urban destinations for visitors 
and attract investment, create jobs, amplify ancillary economic activities and fuel the local 
economy (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). However, they also have the power to change urban areas 
into privatised spaces of consumption (Judd & Fainstein, 1999; Chatterton & Hollands, 2003; 
Zukin, 1993). 
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 Both global flows of capital as well as locally-produced urban cultures make up 
the urban tourism destination. In this sense, urban tourism finds itself in a juxtaposition, in 
which global and local forces influence each other. The success of developing a competitive 
and sustainable urban tourism destination lies in the balance between the different forces at 
hand (see Cabus , 2001 for an elaboration of the interdependence and intertwining of global 
and local influences in the Flemish economy in general). Gotham (2005 p 1101) describes 
this precarious balance as “a globalised process that connects the exogenous forces of multinational 
corporations and capital flows, with the locally based powers of residents, elites and consumers”.
 This juxtaposition is clearly recognizable in the academic literature. Some authors 
conceptualize urban tourism from a top-down governance model with strong emphasis 
given to global flows of capital and the role of multinational stakeholders in shaping urban 
destinations. Others prefer to see urban tourism as a local niche-market where both locals and 
tourists strive for authentic experiences and value is created by their interactions. Which of 
these two models is dominant in the daily reality is not known. In particular it is not known 
how urban tourists themselves respond to pressure from both local and global scales. This 
juxtaposition is addressed in two studies which are presented in this PhD thesis (Chapter 3 
and 4).

1.3.3. The Dynamics of Urban Tourism

While the entrepreneurial approach towards urban governance and tourism development was 
criticized by a growing number of critical urban geographers, at the same time the foundations 
were laid for a tourism-geographical approach for studying the dynamics of tourism and 
its interrelation with urban destinations. Myriam Jansen-Verbeke (1998) was among the first 
to describe the changing urban environment under the pressure of growing demand for 
tourism, and described it as the ‘tourismification’ of historic cities. She demonstrates that 
tourismification is a layered process which develops in stages. In brief, the growing popularity 
and influx of large numbers of tourists, attracted by the specific morphological make-up 
(walls, canals, squares, cathedrals, castles) and local culture and atmosphere of historic city 
centres affects the functional makeup of these urban districts: services, restaurants and shops 
are attracted to these historic centres and/or change their scope in order to cater for tourists. 
In case tourist behaviour changes, length of stay is reduced and the share of day visitors 
increases, service providers will (again) change their business models leading to the offer 
of more stereotypical or generic products and a shift of focus on quantity over quality, thus 
reducing the attractiveness of the city centre for locals and quality-seeking tourists alike. 
 In the long run, the process of tourismification can lead to tourism gentrification, 
being the appropriation of property by investors for tourism purposes (Colomb & Novy, 
2016; Gant, 2016; Gotham, 2005). When tourism gentrification happens through well-planned 
processes of branding and marketing, this can also affect the socio-demographic constellation 
of the city as local inhabitants are replaced by short-term visitors, further eroding local urban 
cultures and livelihoods (Ananian et al., 2018; Gotham, 2005). What happens next can be 
caught by the famous expression by Hans Magnus Enzensberger (1996 in Novy, 2018) in 
that 'the tourist destroys what he seeks by finding it'. Tourism is therefore a dynamic process 
which is affecting the destinations in which it occurs as well as it affects itself.
 This analysis makes clear that managing the tourism industry should not be driven 



23

by the idea that more tourists is always better. Cities can get overcrowded with negative 
consequences for tourists and local inhabitants alike (van der Borg et al., 1996; Jansen-Verbeke, 
1998; Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012; Neuts & Vanneste, 2018; Russo, 2002). If the balance between 
tourist load and a destination’s carrying capacity gets disturbed, a negative spiralling effect 
might be the result (van der Borg et al., 1996; Russo, 2002). Both in recent literature concerning 
urban tourism as well as in tourism policy and management, more attention is given to the 
sustainability of urban tourism as well as to its complex and dynamic nature (Pasquinelli & 
Bellini, 2017).  
 In sum: Not supporting the development of tourism might be harmful for cities 
when, as a result, tourists start to choose other, more competitive and/or sustainable tourist 
destinations, which can easily lead to a spiralling decline of urban tourism with negative 
consequences for the city’s economy and employment situation. On the other hand, unguided 
growth may also lead to spiralling negative effects, which show the opposite picture and 
may affect the quality of life of the local inhabitants and reduce the attractivity of the urban 
destination for tourists. Both pictures are undesirable. The tension between these opposite 
developments draws the topic of urban tourism within the political arena, and justify 
a special responsibility for finding the right balance for urban policy makers as well as a 
governance role for public or public-private organisations, such as Destination Management 
Organisations (DMO’s). In this PhD-thesis this is addressed in Chapter 3, 4 and 5. However, 
it should be noted that these organisations cannot manage urban destinations on their own as 
was, implicitly, assumed in the top-down entrepreneurial approach from earlier years. This 
brings us to the next topic for theoretical reflection: the conceptualization of urban tourism as 
a multiparty system.

1.3.4. Urban Tourism as a Multi-Party System

Tourism does not simply grow or decline, depending on just the marketing and promotional 
activities or top-down investments that aim to give a boost to the city in line with an 
entrepreneurial governance model and executed by public, private or public-private 
Destination Management Offices (DMOs) (Ashworth & Page, 2011; Bornhorst et al., 2010; 
Govers & Go, 2000; Govers et al., 2007; Pike & Page, 2014; Timur & Getz, 2008; Volgger & 
Pechlaner, 2014). The more recent literature makes clear that urban tourism is characterized 
by a dynamic life cycle and many parties are actively involved in the development of urban 
tourism, who – together - determine the nature and quality of the urban tourist product factors 
(Butler, 1980; Halkier & James, 2016; Ma & Hassink, 2013; McKercher, 2005; Zehrer & Raich, 
2013). Moreover, it should also be acknowledged that “urban tourism’s spatial character is 
much more complex and fuzzy than suggested by earlier scholarly accounts that emphasized 
the hermetic and regulated nature of leisure and consumption spaces” (Novy & Huning in 
Füller & Michel, 2014 p 1306). 

 Effects of tourism are difficult to separate from general processes of urban change 
and commodification and tourism is de-differentiated, in other words, more and more 
intertwined with local daily lives (Ananian et al., 2018; Larsen & Urry, 2011; Nieuwland & van 
Melik, 2018). This means that many parties are involved, some intensively, explicitly and on a 
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structural base (such as DMOs, but also local and global tourism entrepreneurs), some more 
incidentally, implicitly and/or peripherally such as restaurants which also cater for the local 
population, or event organizers, who are only temporally interested in the chosen destination 
(Haugland et al., 2011). This turns urban tourism into a multiparty system in which many, 
mostly interrelated but often incomparable parties are involved. 
 The next steps in this theoretical exercise is to determine how we see ‘a multiparty 
system’, which is the most useful unit of analysis to study such a system and what it takes 
to manage such a complex and interrelated system. Pasquinelly and Bellini (2017 p 2) note 
in this sense “that the present conceptualisation of urban tourism as complex, dynamic and 
interrelated system means that there is a need for new management models” and “traditional 
models of tourism management and planning are rapidly adapting themselves to a new 
reality in which tourism plays, quantitatively and qualitatively, an unprecedented role in 
shaping economic development”. This asks for new approaches to what it takes to become a 
competitive and sustainable urban tourism destination.
 Improving the competitive position of tourist destinations has been a central part 
of both academic tourism studies as well as practitioners’ interest. There is, however, “little 
agreement either on what the term `competitiveness’ means or on how policy should aim to 
enhance it” (Begg, 1999 p 795). While destination managers often measure competitiveness 
by the ability to draw increasing numbers of overnight visitors, the most frequent measure 
used to indicate success, some scholars highlight the importance of delivering high quality 
products, services and experiences for enhancing the competitive position of a destination 
(Go & Govers, 2000; Pine & Gillmore, 1999, Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Ritchie and Crouch (2003 
p 2) take this one step further by defining the competitiveness of a destination by including 
issues regarding the sustainability of the destination:

“what makes a tourism destination truly competitive is its ability to increase tourism expenditure, to 
increasingly attract visitors while providing them with satisfying, memorable experiences, and to do so 
in a profitable way, while enhancing the well-being of destination residents and preserving the natural 
capital of the destination for future generations”

Whatever measure is chosen to determine the level of competitiveness, previous examples 
illustrate that in tourism a majority of studies take the competitive position of the destination 
as their main focal point (Enright & Newton, 2004; Dwyer et al., 2009; Haugland et al., 
2011; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003), and highlight the importance of the local context and its 
interdependent relationship with tourism on the performance of firms and destinations. This 
perspective contrasts economists and (new) economic geographers such as Krugman (1991) 
who state competitiveness is a trait of firms, not of places. In tourism, the destination sets 
the context in which both localised and global firms operate, and many of these actors are 
intertwined with the destination in which they operate.
 A destination is in this sense more than just an arena in which various tourism 
stakeholders operate. The destination forms a system of which all stakeholders are part, and 
a manifold of other factors have an impact (Haugland et al., 2011). Even though a destination 
itself is a somewhat fuzzy concept which is difficult to demarcate spatially and related to 
many extra-local entities (see Govers et al., 2008 for an account on the question ‘what is local’ 
in tourism), it does provide a workable scale to study micro and meso level tourism systems 
and their governance (Beritelli et al., 2007; Milne & Ateljevic, 2001). 
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 Van den Berg and Braun (1999) wrote a seminal contribution bridging the previously 
dominant entrepreneurial approach to destination management. Their approach contrasts the 
believe the performance of a destination ought to be boosted by commoditization of culture 
and top-down policy. Van den Berg and Braun (1999) suggest a more relational approach to 
urban destination management, taking into account local factors as well as a more dynamic 
perspective on destination systems. In this approach, the power of competitive management 
is attributed to the organising capacity of urban destinations, in which they highlight:

“the principal aspect of that power is to be able, adequately and at the proper spatial economic scale, to 
anticipate, respond to and cope with changing intra- and inter-metropolitan relations due to crucial 
internal and external processes of change.” (Van den Berg & Braun, 1999 p 995)

In their view, organising capacity is enhanced by a shift from government tot governance and 
addresses the need to include involved actors and together generate ideas and create policy 
which sets conditions for sustainable urban development. Their stakeholder-centric approach 
to entrepreneurial urban management acknowledges the necessity to take into account a set 
of local factors, being:

• Administrative organisation: This refers to the local institutional framework and 
democratic capacity. Collaboration should be present within and across different scale 
levels and urban managers should have the ability to cooperate with various stakeholders.

• Strategic networks: Taking into account the presence of, and investing resources to create 
strategic networks is pivotal to enhancing the organisation capacity of a destination. 
These networks should be both within and between public and private stakeholders and 
within and across scale levels. The basis of these networks is enhancing collaborative 
relationships based on interdependencies, top-down or one-way management is in these 
cases detrimental to inclusive and sustainable destination development. 

• Leadership: Reframing the role of leadership is important in the shift to urban governance. 
Even though strategic networks are a central element to this approach, a lack of leadership 
can also harm destination development. Due to a lack of hierarchies and formal control 
leadership should be based on the entrepreneurial spirit of key actors.

• Vision and strategy: As most included stakeholders will have their own agendas and 
goals, which might be conflicting or even incompatible, a broader integrated vision of the 
urban agenda needs to be formulated in which stakeholders can find common ground.

• Spatial economic conditions: The local context matters, making it impossible to find a 
one-size-fits-all solution. Spatial economic problems, however, can act as an incentive to 
collaborate and can serve to find common ground.

• Political and societal support: Urban destination management cannot be successful 
without administrative, financial and political support from higher scale levels as well 
as support from local inhabitants and other users of the metropolitan system. Deliberate 
and balanced communication strategies should be in place to set agendas, communicate 
visions and strategy and inform the public as well as associated stakeholders.
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 Van den Berg and Braun (1999) are not the only scholars highlighting the importance 
of taking local factors into account in urban destination management. These works are often 
stemmed on the wider literature on competitiveness, in which the work of Porter (1990) serves 
as a cornerstone. While Porter (1990) in his original work emphasises the role of nations as the 
scale in which a competitive environment can be created, in a later contribution, Porter (2003, 
p 550) acknowledges the importance of other spatial scale levels, stating: 

“studies of competitiveness and economic development have tended to focus on the nation as the unit 
of analysis, and on national attributes and policies as the drivers. As regional scientists and economic 
geographers have long understood, however, there are substantial differences in economic performance 
across regions in virtually every nation. This suggests that many of the essential determinants of 
economic performance are to be found at the regional level.”

Other authors, such as Begg (1999), argue that the potential application of the model for 
studies of competitiveness is even wider and might be valid on the local scale level as well, in 
particular when regarding cities. For urban tourism, this is an interesting point of departure. 
The existence of different scale levels in the development of urban tourism (local, regional, 
national and even international) draws  attention to the question what the playing field is 
where competition for attracting tourists actually takes place (Govers et al., 2008; Haugland et 
al., 2011; Milne & Ateljevic, 2001; Selin & Myers, 1998; Stoffelen et al., 2017). Competitiveness 
cannot be assessed in a vacuum. “Specific tourism destinations are not competitive or 
uncompetitive in the abstract, but versus competing destinations”(Enright & Newton, 2004 
p 781). Cabus (2001) takes this debate one step further by noticing the importance of both 
local and global forces simultaneously shaping the competitive environment of places. He 
adds that in the local / global debate, there are no general winners or losers. Success or failure 
depends mainly on whether or not there are common local interests at the local level, and 
on the local capacity to organize these. Just like the work by van den Berg and Braun (1999), 
this puts the focus on the destination as unit of analysis, but also mentions ‘common local 
interests’ as a factor for success. The next paragraph will come back to this issue. For now, it 
is sufficient to determine that in urban tourism, the city is the appropriate level of analysis, 
although influences from other levels should not be ignored.
 Following these models, the first step to understanding tourism networks is to identify 
the variety of stakeholders and relations that constitute the multi-party system making up an 
urban tourism destination. In Porter’s original diamond-shaped model, translated to a tourism 
context, the main (f)actors active within a tourist destination are: (1) suppliers providing 
touristic products and their competitive strategies, (2) the demand-side, i.e. tourists and other 
users of the destination, (3) local factor conditions, such as communities, the cultural and 
natural landscapes, volunteers and local traditions, and (4) related and supportive industries. 
While the approach by Porter (1990) has limited attention for the influence of policy, politics 
and public stakeholders, many studies into tourism destination competitiveness stress the role 
of public parties and DMO’s (see e.g. Bornhorst et al., 2010; Dredge, 2006a; Lemmetyinen & 
Go, 2009; Pforr, 2006; Pike & Page, 2014; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014), while other studies focus 
on the role of the main tourism suppliers and their competitive strategies (Pavlovich, 2003; 
Sørensen, 2007; Tinsley & Lynch, 2001; Tremblay, 1998). Local factors as well as supportive 
industries are mentioned as important, but usually neglected in empirical research, just as 
stakeholders from the demand side (Enright & Newton, 2004).
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 Crouch & Ritchie (1999), translate Porter’s Diamond in 4 components: ‘core resources 
and attractors’, ‘supporting factors and resources’, ‘destination management’ and ‘qualifying 
determinants’. Enright and Newton (2004) further elaborate on this work by stressing the 
importance of assessing competitiveness in relation to the destination’s wider context. Not 
only should not merely tourism-specific factors be taken into account, the wider system 
in which the tourism destination has a part is also of dire importance. To summarise, for 
sustainable management of a competitive urban destination, various generic local factors 
(Porter, 1990), tourism specific local factors (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999), non-local factors (Cabus, 
2001) and the wider destination system (Enright & Newton, 2003) as well as public policy and 
the destination’s organising capacity, which also builds on these local factors (van den Berg & 
Braun, 1999), should be taken into account. 
 Even though the various contributions on stimulating destination competitiveness 
and managing tourism destinations in a competitive manner take into account a wide scope of 
factors, empirical research seldom incorporates the demand-side (Enright & Newton, 2003). 
This should be seen as a shortcoming of the current literature, because tourists – as users of 
the tourist products – are the most important target group for those involved in shaping the 
tourist products and managing the tourist experience (Go & Govers, 2000; Pine & Gilmore, 
1999; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
 In line with a general shift form a Fordist to a Post-Fordist model of tourism, 
consumption in general, and specifically the consumption of tourist products, has changed 
over time from a ‘single-transaction’ to a ‘relationship type of exchange’, in which value is 
created in the process of the interaction between producers and consumers (Etgar, 2008). 
Tourist experiences are created in the interaction between tourists and the destination, its 
attractions, local businesses and service providers, other tourists and local inhabitants (Pine 
& Gilmore, 1999). This approach fits well within the paradigmatic change from an economy 
based on the producers logic to a ‘Service Dominant logic’  (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This entails 
a shift from ‘value delivery’ to ‘value creation’ and especially ‘value co-creation’. In the 
Service Dominant Logic, consumers, or in this case tourists, are seen as an operant resource, 
and value is created in the interplay between consumers and producers (Shaw et al., 2011). 
Consumer experiences are at the very heart of the tourism industry (Shaw et al., 2011), and 
the value of the touristic experience is determined by the end user (Etgar, 2008; Binkhorst 
& Den Dekker, 2009; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Therefore, how destinations and their different 
stakeholders make use of their operant resources determines their competitive advantage.
 Another reason why the demand side should be taken into account can be found 
in the role they have taken as co-creators of tourism destination images. Tourists play an 
increasingly important role in influencing the behavior of other tourists and travelers, for 
example by their online reviewing behavior (Govers et al., 2007; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). 
This places the user central in the production process, not only as agent of aestheticization 
(Lash & Urry, 1993), but also as co-creator of the value of the touristic product or service 
(Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009; Etgar, 2008).  
 The changing role of tourists from passive consumers to active prosumers provides 
us with a final argumentation to take the demand side into account. Given the indication 
that tourists affect the behavior of other tourists enhances the idea that feeding DMOs with 
information how tourists presently move through the destination and how they represent the 
destination online at various social media outlets may give valuable policy-information and 
material for debate between DMOs (Lew & McKercher, 2006), which may contribute to one of 
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the major aims of tourism networks: knowledge-sharing and finding common ground. 
 The growing availability of Big Data from social media, such as TripAdvisor might 
be a beckoning perspective to become better informed about tourists’ behavior in urban 
destinations. Tourist behaviour and evaluations show whether the planners, organizers 
and suppliers do make the right choices. Their satisfaction has a great impact on the future 
success of the tourist destination (Govers et al., 2007). Secondly, because of the tremendous 
developments in Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and the widespread use 
of travel-related web-services, communication between tourists about the availability and 
quality of touristic products such as hotels, restaurants, attractions and facilities has become 
very easy and influential (Buhalis, 2000). This information stream has partly replaced the 
information channels hosted by DMO’s and other marketing organisations. Nowadays, 
reviews of co-travellers are influencing the travel-choices of remarkably many tourists 
(Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014; Munar & Jacobsen, 2013; Gursoy et al., 2016). In this way, tourists 
have turned into co-creators of urban tourism. This might be seen as a potential threat by 
those organisations that used to be responsible for providing information about the tourist 
destination. However, it might be wiser to learn from the information from these sources and 
use it as input for their own activities.
 In conclusion: While this PhD-thesis acknowledges the role of many stakeholders 
at different scale levels, it puts its focus on those stakeholders which are closely related to 
the local tourist destination. Three main parties have been identified: (1) DMOs and other 
public stakeholders (2) public and private tourist enterprises and service providers (cultural 
highlights, attractions, catering, lodging, tourist shops, etcetera), and (3) the users of the 
tourist products, the tourists themselves as well as local inhabitants of the destination.
 This means that the multi-party system is operationalized in this PhD thesis as a 
system with three types of main actors. For a visualisation, see Figure 1.2. The conceptualisation 
of urban tourism as a multiparty-system will be addressed in all 4 papers of this thesis, but 
from different angles with different research questions and using various research methods.
 
Summarizing, Pasquinelli & Bellini (2017 p 3) provide us with one of the main challenges 
present in the contemporary research domain, being: “the identification of tourism innovations 
and in the analysis of their social, economic and cultural effects, as well as of their capacity 
profoundly to change the way in which travellers, on the one hand, and tourism supply 
players on the other, engage with tourism development”. The remainder of the theoretical 
framework will present tourism networks as a relational approach towards managing the 
complex and interrelated multiparty system which makes up urban tourism destinations.
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Figure 1.2  The Destination Triangle

1.3.5. Networks in Urban Tourism

The theoretical analysis above clearly shows that for an adequate development of the tourist 
industry, it takes more than two parties. Nor the responsible public entities, nor the local 
private stakeholders can do it in isolation (van den Berg & Braun, 1999). Tourism destinations 
are complex systems with many permanent or temporary parties involved, all engaging in the 
development of tourist destinations. Tourism management has to be seen as a highly complex 
process, since tourism destinations are characterized by a large number of involved and intra-
related actors from various fields and backgrounds. The vertical and horizontal connections 
between these actors, which are often not linked through formal ties, and the ambiguous 
relationships between public and private stakeholders and the (lack of information on) the 
demand-side constitute the complexity of tourism management (Hartman, 2016; Milne & 
Ateljevic, 2001; Stoffelen et al., 2017). These actors and their interrelations may be “represented 
as a network by enumerating the stakeholders composing it and the linkages that connect 
them” (Baggio et al., 2010 p 803 ). However, this is a formal definition of the network concept, 
which gives no clues how using the network concept in urban tourism research might improve 
the quality and competitiveness of the tourist destination. 
 Dredge (2006a) articulated why and how a perspective studying tourism as a 
network can prove useful and relevant: 1) it depicts tourism as a sector in which time and 
scale overlap and where different policies are made simultaneously by different actors at 
different scale levels and in a different timeframe, 2) it acknowledges the interconnectedness 
between public and private actors, and the hybrid form in between, 3) it helps to explain why 
some aspects of tourism get more attention and support and, 4) it illustrates that structures 
exist in which stakeholders can act on different scale levels simultaneously. Based on these 
observations, Daskalopoulou and Petrou (2009 p 782) note that competitive success of tourism 
destinations is based on a collaborative mode of operation and trust-based relationships and 
that the “provision of the total tourism product necessitates the creation of networks between 
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tourism firms within destinations”. Presently, an evolving body of work on urban tourism 
acknowledges this complex and dynamic nature of urban tourism and witnesses a paradigm 
shift in which “a functional, mechanistic, production oriented model is shifting towards a 
more humanistic, relationship-based model” (Vargo & Lusch, 2004 p 14). 
 Under the umbrella concept of ‘tourism networks’, a growing body of literature 
suggests different routes towards stimulating the integration of the tourism sector, both 
within the private sector and between the public and private sector. It provides valuable 
means to depict and foster the structuring of the tourist sector and the functioning of local 
tourist systems (to name a few, see Baggio & Cooper, 2010; d’Angella & Go, 2009; Dredge, 
2006a; Hjalager, 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Luthe & Wyss, 2014; Novelli et al., 2006; 
Pavlovich 2003; Vanneste & Ryckaert, 2012). Next to this, networked collaboration would 
provide firms access to resources, information, funding, policy making and external markets, 
as well as increasing flexibility, innovative capacity, learning capabilities and social capital 
(Saxena, 2005; Novelli et al. 2006; Dredge, 2006a; Daskalopoulou & Petrou, 2009;  Morrison et 
al., 2004; Baggio & Cooper, 2010; Sørensen, 2007; Tremblay, 1998). These contributions have 
in common that they focus on inter and intra stakeholder relationships, or the lack thereof, 
and ask for a relational perspective towards tourism management. Taking the network 
as a point of departure, these authors argue that more emphasis should be put on a non-
hierarchical design of relations, in which policy makers and other public entities shift from a 
top-down approach to a bottom-up approach towards tourism management, taking the role 
of coordinators and facilitators and aiming at including and integrating local stakeholders 
(Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). 
 The introduction of a relational approach to tourism seems to be backed-up by the 
wider network and cluster literature found in the discipline of economic geography (Boschma 
& Frenken, 2011; Brouder & Eriksson, 2013a; Michael, 2006; Sanz-Ibáñez & Anton Clavé, 2014), 
and draws attention to the way interactions and relationships within and between networks 
can be stimulated and how a favourable environment can be created which fosters network 
development looking beyond strictly economic and tangible benefits. In this context, the 
major role of common goals and common interests should be mentioned, just as the existence 
of an organizing entity (Cabus, 2001; van den Berg & Braun, 1999; Provan & Kenis, 2008). In 
the case of tourism, for example, enhancing co-operation between private and public tourism 
stakeholders is argued to lead to the intangible benefit of providing access to resources or 
policy making for a wider set of destination stakeholders or improve the quality of the tourism 
product a destination has to offer. These types of outcomes of networked collaboration are, 
however, difficult to measure or quantify.
 
 While the network approach is celebrated in a growing number of publications both 
as a key to understanding the dynamic and complex nature of tourism destinations as well 
as providing a means to serve as the foundation for a relational governance mechanism, still 
some issues are present. Dredge (2006a; 2018) argues that the field of tourism network studies 
faces conceptual problems, as there is no clear definition what a network exactly is, and no 
agreement has been found on which methodological approaches are suitable for studying 
networks. In an early contribution, Morrison et al. (2004, p 202) describe tourism networks as:
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“a set of formal, co-operative relationships between appropriate organizational types and configurations, 
stimulating inter-organizational learning and knowledge exchange, and a sense of community and 
collective common purpose that may result in qualitative and/or quantitative benefits of a business 
activity, and/or community nature relative to building profitable and sustainable tourist destination”. 

 Lemmetyinen and Go (2009, p 33) present a more bare approach by defining a 
network as “a structure in which a number of nodes are related to each other by specific threads”, 
translated to tourism by adding a network is “a market in which nodes are connected by service 
providers who add value by contributing their specific core competencies” (Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009 
p 33). This description is closely related to the almost mathematical depiction of networks 
originating from graph theory, in which a network is described as a relational web in 
which nodes are connected by vertices (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Scott, 1991). Nodes are 
more central when they have high connectivity to other nodes, and are more similar when 
they have comparable connection profiles. This mathematical approach to networks allows 
for calculating the relative position of the different nodes (e.g. by calculating their ‘degree 
centrality’, being the number of nodes with whom they are connected or ‘betweenness’, being 
the number of times the node is located in the shortest path between two other nodes). While 
the mathematical approach to networks is present in the tourism network literature (see for 
example Scott et al., 2008b or Baggio & Cooper, 2010), the majority of the tourism network 
studies use networks more as a conceptual lens for studying destination systems and depict 
network relations in a more qualitative way (see e.g. Dredge, 2006a; Lemmetyinen & Go, 
2009 or Pavlovich, 2003). The brief debate on the contemporary conceptual use of networks 
in tourism studies indicates that, currently, tourism network studies lack a clear ontology 
(Dredge, 2018). This challenge that will be tackled in Chapter 2 of this PhD thesis.
 While the term ‘network’ is increasingly surfacing in tourism research and practice 
as an interesting, alternative approach to the development of urban tourism, not only positive 
views are found in the literature. The specificity of tourism, like the dominance of small 
and medium sized businesses, as well as the composite but fragmented nature of tourism 
destinations, is found to impede collaboration and obscure network development and 
analysis in tourism (Sørensen, 2007). Daskalopoulou and Petrou (2009, p 782) state that “since 
firms in tourism often regard one another as competitors and not as colleagues, the issues of 
‘trust’, ‘ties’ and ‘social’ are important determinants of the provision of the tourism product 
at the destination level”. Empirical evidence also shows that next to problematic business-
to-business relations, a lack of cooperation between policymakers and firms is often present 
(Pavlovich, 2003). Tourism networks, therefore, need thorough and tailor-made management 
efforts to thrive.

The topic of network management and organization has been extensively elaborated by 
Provan & Kenis (2008) in their widely cited paper “Modes of Network Governance: Structure, 
Management and Effectiveness”. They argue that the effectivity of a network is determined by 
the extent to which the collective goals of the network are reached, and not the individual goals 
of network participants, as is sometimes assumed. This draws the attention to the network as 
a system. Predictors for success of a network are, according to Provan & Kenis (2008): 1) the 
number of participants - it is easier for smaller networks to be successful, as the complexity of 
networks grows exponentially with the number of participants - , 2) network goal consensus - 
which does not necessarily mean that all participants individually should have the same goal, 
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but rather that they respect each other’s goals and share a collective goal - , 3) the level of trust 
between network participants and the density of trust within the network, and 4) adequate 
network-level competencies to reach the internal and external collective goals of the network. 
These predictors make clear that in network research the focus should not be restricted to the 
individual actors within the network, but be expanded to include the interrelationships and 
mutual influences within the network. 
 Following the work by Provan & Kenis (2008) and Etgar (2008) several empirical 
studies on tourism networks have shown that relationships within networks can only be 
established when the actors involved (individuals or organisations) are 1) identifiable, 
2) share common goals and values, 3) share a certain level of mutual trust, 4) are actively 
brought together and 5) recognise there is a level of proximity between them (Pavlovich, 
2003; Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Scott et al., 2008b; Sørensen, 2007). Networked collaboration 
within a destination brings stakeholders, being tourism businesses, service providers and 
policymakers, together and facilitates sharing of knowledge and information, alignment of 
service provision, developing joint tourism products and shared policy-making. 
 As an outcome, networked collaboration can improve the quality of the tourist 
experience and satisfaction, especially when the provided consumption landscape is adaptive 
towards the needs of tourists (Etgar, 2008). A relational approach towards managing a tourism 
destination does not stop at bringing together the supply side and improving the tourist 
product. As tourists have recently been acknowledged as equally important co-creators of the 
tourism experience and landscape (see e.g. Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009), knowing better 
how tourists move through or between destinations and what they like or dislike offers the 
opportunity to offer improved and personalised information provision which enables tourists 
to explore the destination better (Lew & McKercher, 2006; Shih, 2006). In this way, innovative 
and authentic tourist products and services can be created and satisfied visitors can be turned 
into repeat visitors or destination advocates who promote the destination through word 
of mouth and mouse (Govers et al., 2007). From another angle, when depicting a tourism 
destination as an interrelated system, the behaviour of tourists can serve as a measure of 
interrelatedness and connectivity. By combining visits to various places, restaurants, 
museums etc., tourist behaviour connects these places. Seeing a destination as a relational 
system in which the behaviour of its users both connects places and can be used to investigate 
the relational system is seen as a promising and innovative new field of (tourism) network 
studies (Batty, 2013; Hernández et al., 2018; Leung et al., 2012; Shih, 2006).
 However, even though the literature on competitive destination management 
highlights the importance of providing valuable experiences to tourists (see e.g. Go & Govers, 
2000; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003; Enright & Newton, 2004), a notable absent party in the general 
literature on the competitive destination as well as more specifically in the tourism network 
literature are the end-users of the tourist destination. This is surprising, giving the growing 
attention for co-creation of tourist experiences (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009; Etgar, 2008; 
Sfandla & Björk, 2013; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
 The general message of this theoretical exercise is, that destinations are not fixed 
entities, but implicated within complex networks by which policymakers, hosts, guests, 
buildings, facilities and other opportunities are continually brought together to deliver certain 
performances. Common local interests and the local capacity to organize these are important 
factors that will determine success or failure (Cabus, 2001). “The success of a destination 
depends on the seamless coordination of the players comprising the tourism value chain 
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to provide wholesome and memorable experiences” (Zach & Racherla, 2011 p  98). In this 
sense, collaboration within and between destination’s stakeholders is needed in order to 
make use of the destination’s scarce and operant resources, being its physical environment, 
urban morphology, culture, attractions as well as its experience creating capacity (d’Angella 
& Go, 2009; Sfandla & Björk, 2013; Zach & Racherla, 2011). The scientific literature is quite 
clear that 1) the tourist sector needs more than just top-down marketing, branding and the 
production of promotional material, 2) a change is needed towards more non-hierarchical, 
collaborative and inclusive approach to management, 3) the concept of ‘networks’ is promising 
as departure point for the development of alternative approaches, 4) success and failure 
depends on existing or absent common local interests and the local capacity to organize them 
5) the responsibility for taking the lead in the developments of networks within the tourism 
sector lies primarily with the public parties, and in particular, the DMOs, 6) tourists have 
developed into influential co-creators of both the tourism experience as well as of the tourism 
destination image, and 7) information about their behaviour and experiences is useful to 
monitor the destination’s performance and for policymakers as well as entrepreneurs who 
want to develop tourism without running the risk of ending up in a vicious cycle. Based on 
these theoretical considerations, the following section will present the problem statement of 
this PhD thesis.

1.4. Problem statement

The general aim of the study is to analyse – based on the theoretical literature on networked 
collaboration within tourism destinations as well as on a number of dedicated empirical 
studies - the potential value of a network approach to the development of urban tourism 
destinations. Set in the backdrop of the development and management of urban tourism 
in the Flemish Art Cities, this thesis strives to find the relevant facilitators and barriers to 
successful implementation of such an approach. The ultimate aim is to provide those who 
are responsible for tourism destination management with sound knowledge on what makes 
networks work (see Chapter 1.2). 
 The theoretical reflections in the previous paragraphs show the challenges with 
which DMOs as well as tourism businesses and other stakeholders in the development of 
urban tourism are confronted, when doing their daily work. Urban tourism is influenced 
by planned actions, but also by autonomous forces, for instance by non-local or even 
global trends and incidents as well as by the effect of mouth-to-mouth or mouse-to-mouse 
communication of tourists which has become the dominant source of information for many 
tourists and travellers. Urban tourism is also continuously changing and many parties 
involved at different scale levels affect destinations, ranging from local grassroots SMEs and 
initiatives to global multinational corporations. 
 The loose connections between the involved stakeholders and the absence of 
hierarchical relationships make urban tourism difficult to manage. Doing nothing is no option, 
because in the competitive surrounding of other attractive heritage cities, doing nothing could 
mean losing tourists to other urban destinations with a more entrepreneurial perspective on 
destination management and urban governance, which could lead to negative economic, 
cultural and social consequences. Recently, it has become clear that 'doing nothing' can also 
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have the opposite effect, when heritage cities are confronted with an unbridled growth of 
tourism which may result in ‘tourismification’ and to a real burden for local inhabitants. For 
urban destinations, drowning in one’s own success seems to be a serious risk. Sailing between 
the Scylla of neglecting urban tourism and the Charibdis of overheating it, and navigating 
between a manifold of different, but often interrelated, stakeholders and their interests has 
become the new mission of DMO's in heritage cities. Urban tourism is too important to leave 
it completely to the invisible hand of the market.
 But what should be done and how should it be done? The theoretical literature 
mentions a relational approach, based on conceptualising the destination as a network and 
managing it as such, as the most promising way to keep developments in urban tourism 
on track. And, indeed, on paper it sounds promising. However, the empirical evidence of 
the effectivity of this network approach towards managing urban tourism is scarce. The 
theoretical literature is not clear about the possible reasons for these disappointing results. 
More research is needed. The presented theoretical framework points into a few directions 
where further research could help us to get forward, leading to the main research question of 
this PhD thesis: 

To what extent can tourism networks provide a scientifically valid and practically useful 
approach to the development and management of urban tourism destinations?

First, the theoretical literature shows that the tourism network concept is rather loosely used 
by most researchers. Clear definitions are seldom given, and the term ‘tourism network’ 
seems to be used with different meanings. As such, the tourism network concept is a typical 
‘fuzzy concept’: everybody recognizes the core elements of the concept, but at its  boundaries 
the concept becomes vague, lacks conceptual clarity, rigour in the presentation of evidence 
and a clear methodology (Dredge, 2018; Ma & Hassink, 2013). Tourism networks are in need 
of a clear ontological foundation. Therefore, the first step in our research program is: getting 
a reliable and valid picture of the state of the art in tourism network research. Research 
questions addressed are (see also Table 1.1):

1. how is the concept 'tourism network' in the literature conceptualized and operationalized? 
2. can a distinction be made between different types of tourism networks? 
3. to what extent does cross-fertilization take place between users of different definitions of 

network-concepts?

Together, this information might give an indication what the reasons might be for the 
persistent gap in the literature between the promising theoretical claims about the effectivity 
of network approaches in tourism, and the disappointing empirical results. The chosen 
methodology for this set of research questions is a systematic review of the tourism network 
literature, complemented by a citation network analysis and a modularity analysis (for details, 
see Chapter 2) .
 Second, many authors in the theoretical literature describe tourism networks 
as multiparty systems (see also Chapter 1.3.4). Which parties exactly belong to the system 
differs between authors, some being more inclusive than others, but in most theoretical 
approaches, the supply-side and demand-side of urban tourism are both included, together 
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with for instance facilitative services, the local population, and so on (see for instance Enright 
& Newton, 2004). At the same time, in empirical studies into tourism networks the demand 
side – the tourists themselves – are seldom included. In this PhD-thesis, the demand side is 
explicitly included in two different papers. In Chapter 3, autonomous forces shaping tourist 
behaviour in the Flemish Art Cities are described by monitoring review behaviour of tourists. 
In this chapter, the question is asked whether or not User Generated Content (UGC) from 
travel-related social media, such as TripAdvisor may provide useful information on these 
autonomous forces and which influence the cyclical nature of sharing of travel information 
can have on the development of urban tourism. This paper sets the scene of the studied case 
study area, the Flemish Art Cities, by looking at both the autonomous forces behind tourist 
behaviour as well as current DMO policies related to tourism management. The following 
research question was addressed:

To what extent can spatial analysis of UGC provide more insight into the dynamics 
of tourist behaviour in urban heritage destinations, in particular whether or not a 
distinction can be made between hot spots and cold spots in tourist review behaviour? 

This leads to the following sub questions:
1. To what extent is this information new and useful for destination managers in 

policymaking about real and current issues? 
2. How can the presentation of this information in a focus group setting provide a basis to 

discuss, share knowledge and form a learning network between DMO directors?

The concrete example that was chosen is whether information about hot spots and cold spots 
from the tourist perspective was helpful for evaluating policy based on either concentrating 
or spreading tourists over the destination.
 The demand-side is also empirically covered in Chapter 4: an in-depth description 
of a single case, multi-methods study on the implementation of a new information providing 
outlet  (Application, website and magazines), that was developed in close collaboration with 
local youngsters, and was specifically made for young tourists to help them find authentic 
experiences while visiting the Flemish Art City Antwerp. The idea behind this study was: 
to test the effectiveness of a project that incorporates all characteristics that are predictive – 
according to the theoretical literature – for successful implementation of a touristic innovation. 
On paper, all relevant parties are involved; a relational, non-hierarchical approach was applied 
and a network approach to managing tourism was the point of departure of the project. The 
following research questions were addressed in this project:

To what extent was the network approach to tourism destination management 
successfully applied in the ‘This is Antwerp’ project, and what were the effects of this 
project for the improvement of the destination network and the tourist experience?
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This leads to the following sub questions:

1. To what extent does the DMO succeed in involving all relevant stakeholders in the ‘This 
is Antwerp’ project?

2. To what extent does the ‘This is Antwerp’ project succeed in enhancing the tourist 
experience of (young) tourists, and what are the strengths and weaknesses of this 
approach?

 In a final study (Chapter 5) the aim is to get a broader picture of daily practice 
in tourism network approaches. In particular the need was felt to get a better and more 
generable understanding of the reasons why there is such a persistent gap between the 
effectiveness of network approaches in the theoretical literature and the disappointing effects 
found in the empirical literature. For this reason, it is necessary to know more about what is 
really happening in daily practice, and in particular, whether or not this is consistent with 
the recommendations from the theoretical literature. Using a deductive approach in a larger 
sample of existing tourism networks (n=12), the following research questions are addressed 
in a series of in-depth interviews: 

What approaches to tourism network management can be distinguished in a practical setting, 
and to what extent are trust-based, soft approaches or power-based, hard approaches to 
destination management facilitating or impeding network development?

This leads to the following sub questions:

1. How are the position, goals and tasks of tourism network managers described in the 
literature?

2. What do tourism network managers report about their position, goals, and tasks?
3. Under which conditions do we find consistency between (1) and (2)?
4. What are possible reasons for discrepancies between (1) and (2)?

The results of these four studies will be brought together in the last Chapter to provide a more 
comprehensive picture whether or not a network approach is feasible and useful in urban 
tourism, and – most important – to get a better insights in what makes networks work. These 
results will be discussed from a scientific as well as a practical point of view.

1.5. Methodological Considerations

This PhD-thesis is based on a series of published papers, which makes it different from a 
monograph. It consists of 4 separate papers, covering 4 different studies all focused on the 
same, common aim (see Chapter 1.2) and anchored to the theoretical framework elaborated 
in this Introduction (see Chapter 1.3), but with different research questions and different 
methodologies and techniques. These studies don’t pretend to provide together a final 
answer to the overarching research question (To what extent can tourism networks provide a 
scientifically valid and practically useful approach to the development and management of urban 
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Table 1.1. Research aims and questions
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tourism destinations?), but each study addresses one or more current issue(s), related to this 
general research question (see chapter 1.4). In each study a suitable methodology is chosen to 
address the specific research question of that particular paper.

 The methods used in these studies are extensively described in each of the papers 
(for a detailed description: see the Methods paragraph in each paper). In this Introduction the 
general design of the total study will be explained, including the motivation for the choices 
made.

1.5.1. A multi-method research design

The design of the study can be characterised as a multi-method design, also known as multi-
strategy approach (Veal, 2017). This means that for this PhD-thesis a combination has been 
used of several research strategies, each addressing the central research problem (see Chapter 
1.4), but from different angles and with different research methods. One of the main reasons to 
choose this path was that the state of the art in this research domain is not yet mature enough 
to put all cards on one big comprehensive research program. A secondary reason is, that, 
for a PhD, this approach offers the opportunity to get familiarized with a variety of research 
approaches, and to discover strengths and weaknesses of different research methods. But 
there is also a more fundamental reason to choose for a multi-method approach.
 Multi-method research is an attempt to combine several research methods to address 
unique, often complex research problems (McKendrick, 1999; Veal, 2017). It is a particularly 
useful strategy in applied research (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). The separate projects in 
this thesis clearly belong to this category. Multi-method research should be discerned from 
mixed-method research.  Mixed methods may be taken as referring to a situation whereby two 
or more methods are used to address a research question at the same stage in the research 
process, in the same place, and with the same research subjects (Kwan & Ding, 2008; Philip, 
1998). Multiple methods may be understood as in the situation of studying several facets of 
a research question, or to address the same question from different perspectives allowing 
triangulation of the results and increasing the trustworthiness of the research (Decrop, 1999). 
Different methods could be used at different times during a research project, and perhaps 
focus upon different places and different research subjects (Philip, 1998).
 Decrop (1999) builds a case for combining methods to triangulate results and 
outcomes. Combining methods, which can be a combination of different qualitative approaches 
as well as a mix between qualitative and quantitative approaches, helps to overcome bias and 
increases rigour of the research design and trustworthiness of its subsequent outcomes. “Since 
each method has its own limits and biases, and single methodologies result in personal biases, using 
multiple methods paves the way for more credible and dependable information” (Decrop, 1999 p 159). 
McKendrick (1998, p 48) summarizes the debate as follows: 

“multi-method research presents a range of opportunities, both substantive and strategic, and 
methodologically, the approach is both tenable and viable. Multi-method research fulfils a number of 
research objectives, is consistent with traditional models of scholarship, offers a model of research which 
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destabilises methodological dualisms, and,  perhaps most importantly of all, provides the means to 
improve the effectiveness with which these issues are addressed”.

1.5.2. Combining qualitative and quantitative methods

The development of multi-method research can be seen as a reaction to the sharp quantitative-
qualitative divide in the social sciences, resulting in often polemic debates around the mid-
nineties (Kwan, 2004; Philip, 1998). Researchers in both ‘camps’ aggravated the potential 
weaknesses of the other ‘camp’ and denigrated its often obvious strengths (Philip, 1998; 
Decrop, 1999). This led the editor of a Special Issue on a conference on the quantitative 
versus qualitative divide to write in The Professional Geographer that he believed the divide 
to be “a form of intellectual hardening that closes minds, restricts insight, and undermines 
our collective understanding” (Hodge, 1995 p 426). This viewpoint was shared by many 
researchers, who filled the debate with arguments for reconciliation (Decrop, 1999; Kwan, 
2004; Gable, 1994; Lawson, 1995; McKendrick, 1999; Philip, 1998). 
 Over the past decades this debate has become less fierce, although remnants are still 
visible. In the years that followed, both types of methodologies (quantitative and qualitative) 
developed relatively separate from each other, but with a gradually increasing mutual 
tolerance and even acceptance. And over time, more and more researchers started to combine 
different methods in one research project or in a series of related research projects. The case for 
“combining research methods generally, and more specifically that for combining qualitative 
and quantitative methods”, is strong (Gable, 1994). The rationale for using multiple methods 
is based on recognizing that all research methods have their strengths and weaknesses, and 
combining methods could neutralize the biases, inherent in any single method. 
 Darbyshire and colleagues (2005) state that using multiple methods is a valuable 
approach that does not merely duplicate data but also offers complementary insights and 
understandings that maybe difficult to access through reliance on a single method or data 
collection (Darbyshire, et al., 2005). Moreover, qualitative research and quantitative research 
are oriented to different types of research questions: qualitative research searches for answers 
on questions about ‘how?’ or ‘why?’, while quantitative research wants to know ‘how often?’ 
or ‘how bad/good?’. McLafferty (1995, p 440) argues that there are considerable benefits to 
mixing quantitative and qualitative elements within a research project. She writes that “by 
coupling the power of the general with the insight and nuance of the particular, such research 
illuminates people's lives and the larger contexts in which they are embedded”. Pluye & 
Hong (2014, p 29) point to the same advantage by saying “mixing methods combines the 
power of stories and the power of numbers”. Some research methods, in particular qualitative 
research aim at ‘zooming in’, in  order to get a better in-depth understanding of a particular 
phenomenon, while other methods, for instance survey studies, but also literature reviews 
aim at ‘zooming out’ in order to get a general overview and to test whether the phenomenon 
under study is an incident or has a more general value. In this PhD-thesis, both are important. 
Philip (1998, p 271) summarized the major advantages of a multimethod approach as follows:
”Combining methods within a single research project may be advantageous for a variety of reasons. The 
use of multi methods of gathering evidence helps to minimise the risk of generating erroneous findings 
and provides triangulation. Also, qualitative research may be carried out to establish research questions 
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which will subsequently be addressed by means of quantitative methods; or a quantitative study may 
suggest questions suitable for further investigation by means of in-depth qualitative methods. Third, 
the combination of methods may allow a broader range of issues to be addressed during the course of 
conducting a research project than would be possible if exclusive use of either quantitative or qualitative 
methods had been made”.

1.5.3. Choice of methods

The choice of methods in every paper has been a deliberate process and was fuelled by the 
considerations described above. In the choices made, the aim of the study and its research 
questions played a major role. If the aim was to get a better understanding of a specific 
phenomenon, a qualitative approach was chosen, while a more quantitative approach was 
chosen when it was important to get a generalized idea of a phenomenon. For instance in 
the “this is Antwerp” paper (Chapter 4), a series of qualitative, explorative interviews and 
participation in meetings with local policy-makers as well as analysis of policy documents 
were used to get a better understanding of the background of this innovative project, in what 
broader strategy of tourism development this initiative fitted, which strategies were planned 
to get it realized, and to get an idea how important this initiative was for the city. 
 On the other hand, a quantitative survey (see Appendix B) was held among young 
tourists visiting Antwerp, in order to get a general idea about how well this initiative fits the 
habits and preferences of the target group, as well as to gauge their knowledge of and support 
for the taken initiative. Subsequently, structured in depth interviews (see Appendix D and E) 
with local stakeholders were done to get an insight in how the tourism policy in question was 
communicated and how the stakeholders perceived and supported it. If the interest, expressed 
in the formulation of the research questions, was in numbers, a quantitative approach was 
chosen; if the interest was in stories, a qualitative study was chosen. In all three empirical 
papers, stories proved to be important and qualitative research methods were included in all 
of the research designs, ranging from explorative interviews and observations (Chapter 4) to 
a key-stakeholder focus group (Chapter 3) and key-stakeholder interviews (Chapter 5).
 The choice of methods had also to do with strengthening the cohesion between the 
papers that – together – form this thesis. For instance, this PhD thesis starts in Chapter 2 with a 
comprehensive literature review that aims at giving a good overview of the state of knowledge 
on collaborative networks in tourism (zooming out), which was subsequently the source of 
inspiration for a qualitative study (Chapter 5), using in-depth interviews and a deductive 
approach to elaborate on one specific intriguing result of the literature review, namely how 
it can happen that the theoretical literature on collaborative networks sounds very logical 
and promising, while empirical studies into the tangible effects of a network approach proof 
consistently disappointing results (zooming in). Both studies produce knowledge about the 
same central problem statement, but they produce a different type of knowledge; both types 
of knowledge are relevant for making scientific progress. 
 The ambition to strengthen the cohesion between the various papers may also 
explain why not was chosen for an inductive approach in the qualitative interviews, but for 
a deductive approach. A deductive or semi-deductive approach was chosen in Chapter 5 
because the explicit goal was to verify whether and to what extent the position, tasks and 
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activities of network managers as described in the theoretical literature, indeed, were visible 
in daily practice (see Appendix F). This research question warrants a primarily deductive 
approach. It should be added that in this project, a qualitative method was chosen (instead of a 
questionnaire) to enrich the data with extra information that might deepen the understanding 
of why things happen as they do. Open questions dominated the semi-structured interviews 
in order to give the interviewees all room and opportunity to tell their own stories including 
hesitations, emotions, proudness and disappointments, while yet getting information on all 
topics that had emerged from the systematic literature as relevant. Next to the deductive 
approach, the interviews led to more inductively acquired insights, for example on the explicit 
importance of the position of the network manager as a broker as well as the minimal attention 
given to establishing trustful relations between network members. The paper (Chapter 5) 
shows that the chosen approach, indeed, has provided 'rich' data.
 A last reason to choose for certain methods was related to the level of confidence 
that traditional research methods would contribute to building the kind of knowledge that is 
needed to make more scientific and practical progress. This was in particular a problem in the 
measurement of tourist impact on the development of (urban) tourism. The theory says that 
tourists tend to have highly clustered spatial behaviour (see also the theoretical considerations 
in Chapter 1.3), but it is no coincidence that empirical evidence for this theoretical statement 
is largely lacking (see e.g. McKercher et al., 2012; Shoval & Isaacson, 2007; Shoval, 2018). It 
is not easy to find methods that provide reliable and valid data for addressing this research 
problem. Therefore, it was decided to venture in uncharted area, and to explore whether or 
not the analysis of data from travel-related websites could be made informative, both from a 
scientific and a practical perspective. It was decided to test one particular method as exemplary 
test method. TripAdvisor data was used as a proxy measure for spatial behaviour of tourists 
(see also Hernández et al., 2018). Data were analysed with Getis-Ord hot spot analysis (A 
GIS application, see e.g. De Valck et al., 2016; Getis & Ord, 1992; Kádár, 2014; Peeters, 2015). 
This paper is among the first in its kind in tourism research, especially since it reflects on 
the empirical results by presenting them to DMO managers and discussing them in a focus 
group setting. In this sense, ‘numbers’ are connected to ‘stories’. In Table 1.2 an overview is 
presented on the methods used in the various chapters.

1.5.4. Other field activities

Apart from applying this variety of research methods in the project, we have continuously 
been in close contact with tourist policy-makers and local stakeholders in Flanders throughout 
this PhD-project. Also, various field visits were undertaken in which informal conversations 
with stakeholders took place, as well as participating observations. Field notes were taken 
in all  these meetings and visits, which served as a backbone for the results presented in this 
thesis. This was done to make sure that our research questions dealt with issues that were 
relevant to Flanders’ tourism policy-making and the acquired knowledge would find its way 
in everyday practice.
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Table 1.2. Overview of the applied methods

Sub-study Applied methods Data-Sample Quantitative / 
Qualitative

Orientation

Chapter 2
“networks 
unravelled” 

Systematic literature review 97 journal papers (see 
Appendix A)

qualitative zooming out

Citation network analysis
modularity analysis

Citation links quantitative zooming in

Chapter 3
 “hot spots / cold 
spots”

Getis-Ord hotspot analysis &
Visualisation

Collection of review data on:
-Antwerp (968 POIs)
-Bruges (553 POIs)

quantitative zooming in

-Ghent (634 POIs)

-Leuven (308 POIs)
-Mechelen (151 POIs)

Focus group with policy-
makers

Stakeholder meeting with 
6 DMO directors and 3 
network managers

qualitative zooming out

Chapter 4
 Single case-study 
“this is Antwerp”

Desk-research Policy documents qualitative zooming out

Elite-interviews policy-makers local policy makers (DMO 
director, network manager, 
project managers executive 
officers)

qualitative zooming in

In-depth interviews 
stakeholders

21 tourism entrepreneurs 
and managers (see 
Appendix D)

qualitative zooming in

 Survey young tourists 181 tourists in Antwerp (see 
appendix B and C)

quantitative zooming out

Chapter 5
“Networks from 
the managers 
perspective”

In-depth elite interviews 12 key-persons
(network managers see 
table 5.1)

qualitative zooming in

Additional 
fieldwork

Exploratory interviews,
stakeholder meetings
and presentation of 
framework and results for 
policy makers

DMO directors, product 
managers, network 
managers, tourism 
entrepreneurs and policy 
makers in all Art Cities

qualitative Zooming in 
& zooming 
out
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1.6. Outline of the PhD-thesis

The corpus of this PhD-thesis consists of 4 chapters, covering 4 different sub-studies, all 
addressing the central Problem Statement: ‘To what extent can tourism networks provide a 
scientifically valid and practically useful approach to the development and management of urban 
tourism destinations?’, but approaching this statement from different angles and applying 
different research methods and techniques. All 4 chapters are published in academic journals. 
The first empirical chapter is published as: Egbert van der Zee & Dominique Vanneste (2015). 
Tourism networks unravelled; a review of the literature on networks in tourism network 
studies. Tourism Management Perspectives 15 (2015) 46-56, and is included in this thesis as 
Chapter 2. It contains a systematic literature review and relational citation analysis of the 
scientific literature focusing on network collaboration in tourism destinations. Apart from 
a thorough overview of the current state-of-the-art, this paper also gives information about 
the sub-cultures within the academic world by means of a citation analysis, combined with a 
modularity analysis. This paper can also be seen as an important source of inspiration for the 
rest of this PhD-thesis.
 The second empirical is published as: Egbert van der Zee, Dario Bertocchi and 
Dominique Vanneste (2018). Distribution of tourists within urban heritage destinations: a hot 
spot/cold spot analysis of TripAdvisor data as support for destination management. Current 
Issues in Tourism, online available since July 2018. In this thesis it is included as Chapter 
3. The study uses a GIS-technique for determining spatial clustering (Getis-Ord hot spot 
analysis) to see whether a spatial relationship can be detected in review behaviour by tourists 
in the Flemish Art Cities. This study has three different goals. 1) It serves as a background 
of tourism developments in the case study destinations, 2) it tests whether spatial analysis 
of user generated content can produce insights into tourist behaviour and map autonomous 
forces present in tourist destinations and 3) it aims to bring DMO directors together and 
use the data as input for policy discussions and stimulating inter-destination learning. The 
theoretical motive for this study is the scientific curiosity whether tourist destinations’ life 
cycles (see: theoretical background, Chapter 1.3) can be visualized in tourist behaviour. 
 The third empirical chapter is published as: Egbert van der Zee, Jan van de Borg, 
Dominique Vanneste (2017). The destination triangle: Towards Relational Management. In: N. 
Scott, M. Van Niekerk & J. Jafari.  Bridging Tourism Theory and Practice book series’. (Vol. 8), pages 
167-1888. London: Emerald. In this thesis it is included as Chapter 4. This paper schematizes 
the relational tourism network as a destination triangle consisting of governance, supply side 
and demand side. The underlying idea is that these three parties are each and all relevant in 
the co-creation of positive tourist experiences and satisfied tourism enterprises. This idea is 
tested in a case study in Antwerp, in which all three parties are empirically involved, and all 
three inter-party relationships are subject of study.
 The fourth and last empirical chapter is published as: Egbert van der Zee, Anne-Mara 
Gerrets, Dominique Vanneste (2017). Complexity in the governance of tourism networks: 
balancing between external pressure and internal expectations. Journal of Destination marketing 
and management. 6(4) pages 296-308; in this thesis it is included as Chapter 5. It describes a 
qualitative study, based on in-depth interviews with network managers of a broad selection 
of tourism networks varying in size, scope, focus and type of governance. The aim of this 
paper is to present a vivid picture of the everyday life of network managers in the Flanders’ 
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tourism industry: what do they find important in their work? what do they exactly do, and 
what hampers and facilitates them in the execution of their tasks? 
 The thesis leads finally to a Summary and Discussion of the main results (Chapter 
6), including reflection on how the acquired knowledge has been implemented and can be 
implemented into practice.
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Egbert van der Zee & Dominique Vanneste.
Tourism Management Perspectives 15 (2015) 46-56.

Chapter 2. Tourism networks unravelled; a review of the 
literature on networks in tourism management studies
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Abstract

This paper presents an overview of the current state of research into tourism networks, 
an increasingly important field of studies, by providing a systematic literature review and 
relational citation analysis of 98 scientific papers focusing on network collaboration in 
tourism destinations. The aim of this study is to get a better understanding why the promising 
theoretical claims of potential benefits of networked collaboration in tourist destinations are 
so little supported by empirical evidence. This paper shows there are two explanations for 
this lack of empirically proven benefits. First, progress is hampered by the lack of integration 
within the field of tourism network studies. The citation analysis identified the existence of 
different sub-fields of research. These sub-fields apply different approaches towards tourism 
networks, both from a theoretical and from a methodological perspective. There is little cross-
fertilization between the sub-fields and integrative studies are still scarce. Second, while many 
studies show interesting and promising findings, the field would make more progress if 
researchers would reflect more systematically on the relationship between network goals and 
projected outcomes, and on the most suitable methodology to test the effects of the desired 
network development in a comprehensive way. Since networks thrive on the perspectives of 
future benefits that accrue from network participation, there is a need for empirical proof of 
these network outcomes. Examples of best practices should be provided which visualize and 
explain the benefits of working together in a network. Tangible, quantitative benefits have 
to be found in order to stimulate tourism entrepreneurs investing time and money in local 
tourism networks.
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2.1.  Introduction

Tourism is a complex phenomenon. It is a temporary interaction between guests and a 
hosting destination which is made up of an amalgam of stakeholders, partially or fully, and 
directly or indirectly involved in tourism. A great diversity of public, private and hybrid 
parties are involved in tourism providing services, infrastructure, information and primary 
and secondary tourist products vital for a successful tourism destination. Still, the tourist 
perceives, experiences and consumes the destination as an integrated entity (Buhalis, 2000; 
Haugland et al., 2011). To grasp the complexity of managing a tourist destination, the concept 
of tourism networks has risen in popularity during the last decades. 
 An important issue in this debate is the persistence of a gap between the various 
stakeholders in tourism. This gap was already noticed in the mid-seventies, when Gunn (1977) 
raised awareness of a lack of public-private collaboration in tourism planning which she 
considered as an impediment for sustainable tourism development. Since then the relationship 
and collaboration between stakeholders gradually became an independent area for research 
in the field of tourism, with an acceleration in published studies since the turn of the century 
after some key publications on stakeholder collaboration (Jamal & Getz, 1995; Bramwell & 
Lane, 2000), and the role of public and private stakeholders in the organisation of tourism 
destinations were published (Tremblay, 1998; Hall, 1999). In these years, the network concept 
found its way into tourism management studies as it could provide a “‘new’ and ‘positive’ 
mode of coordination that needed to be distinguished from markets and hierarchies” (Provan 
& Kenis, 2008 p 233). 
 A network is defined as “an arrangement of inter-organisation cooperation and 
collaboration” (Hall, 2005 p 179). In the literature several positive values are attributed to 
tourism networks. Networks are proposed to function as systems which can organise and 
integrate tourism destinations, cause benefits for participating tourism firms, enhance 
destination performance and quality and stimulate the provision of “wholesome and 
memorable experiences” for tourists (Zach & Racherla, 2011 p 98). 
The network approach has proven useful in various fields, among others sociology, economic 
geography and political sciences, with important contributions in the academic debate and 
has resulted in all kinds of policy measures following from that debate. In other fields, 
however, the network concept is still in a more immature phase. Provan & Kenis (2008 p 229) 
argue that in for example public administration “despite much progress made by researchers 
studying networks over the past 15 years and more, there is still a considerable discrepancy 
between the acclamation and attention networks receive and the knowledge we have about 
the overall functioning of networks”.
 In tourism, a growing body of work has been devoted to uncovering the potential 
of the network concept for tourism development and management (see e.g. Albrecht, 2013). 
The first studies suggest that the tourism industry needs a network approach, because this 
would help destinations to function in a changing, complex and competitive world (Gretzel & 
Fesenmaier, 2003; Cawley et al., 2007). Inspired by Porter (1990), it was claimed that tourism 
destinations “have a greater chance to be competitive on a national and global basis when 
their businesses are competing and collaborating at the same time” (Novelli et al., 2006 p 
1142). Working together in a complex system of simultaneous competition and collaboration 
demands a well-managed network of public and private stakeholders (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). It 
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was also claimed that the network perspective has the potential to serve as a tool which fosters 
innovation, knowledge sharing, competitiveness and sustainable economic development for 
the involved stakeholders (Novelli et al., 2006; Pavlovich, 2003). 
 However, in sharp contrast with the universal optimistic claims about the value of a 
network approach for the development of tourism destinations, the scientific effort to provide 
evidence for these claims is still in its infancy. The literature is divergent and sometimes 
contradictory in its recommendations. Albrecht (2013) for example, argues in her review of 
tourism network studies in favour of a research agenda with more longitudinal, qualitative 
studies. On the other hand, Baggio, Scott and Cooper (2010), argue that there is a shortage 
of quantitative social network analysis. Del Chiappa and Presenza (2013 p 2) add a new 
perspective to this discussion by arguing that aside from this quantitative – qualitative divide, 
the field of studies can be divided into studies delving into the “evolution of businesses, 
product development, packaging and opportunities for further development” and networks 
as a “channel for managing public-private relationships and understanding the structures 
of tourism and destination governance”. The different positions on tourism networks seem 
to exist parallel to each other and seldom evolve into an academic debate. These contrasting 
claims and lack of agreement in the field of tourism network studies suggests that there might 
be too little cross-fertilisation between the different approaches.  It also seems that in the 
wider field of tourism network studies the network is conceptualised in different ways. 
 To summarise, discussions on the conceptualisation of tourism networks (Presenza 
& Cipollina, 2010) and the type of methodology that should be applied to study networks 
(Scott et al., 2008b; Albrecht, 2013) have not yet been settled. Some vital questions are left 
unanswered. Among these is the most important question: does a network approach to 
destination management really leads to competitive advantage for the destination and its 
related tourism firms?  
 The aim of this paper is to review the literature on tourism networks from the various 
theoretical approaches that are used. Supported by a bibliometric citation network analysis, 
clusters of studies will be distinguished that use the same theoretical and/or methodological 
approach to tourism network studies. This so-called modularity analysis will also reveal how 
generated knowledge is disseminated within the scientific community. Taken together, these 
analyses aim to get a better understanding why the promising theoretical claims of potential 
benefits of networking in the tourist industry are so little supported by empirical evidence. 
The paper will conclude with some recommendations for further research as well as some 
practical implications.

2.2. Theoretical basis: The claimed benefits of tourism networks

The origin for the growing popularity of studies into tourism networks stems from a number 
of reasons. First, and perhaps most important, there has been an outcry for an alternative to 
public sector management of destinations due to the rise of a more managerial perspective 
on governance (Wray, 2009; Hall, 1999). A system of self-management by (private) local 
stakeholders was argued to replace public sector management (Tremblay, 1998). The role of 
the government should be restricted to the coordination of economic and social agents (Melián-
González, & García-Falcón, 2003) and an active role as network brokers is suggested (Vanneste 
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& Ryckaert, 2011;  Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009). Competitive advantage is thought to originate 
from a successful alignment of the intra-destination relationships and interdependencies 
(Saxena, 2005; Zehrer & Raich, 2010), while managing stakeholder relationships is considered 
in need of a network perspective on management. 
 Secondly, there is a general belief that participating in a collaborative tourism 
network produces benefits for tourism firms (Novelli et al., 2006; Morrison et al., 2004). 
Through increased inter-organisational learning and knowledge sharing, social capital is 
acquired. This is believed to increase the competitive position of tourism firms (Halme, 2001; 
Sørensen, 2007), because collaboration reduces transaction costs for network firms (Erkuş-
Öztürk, 2009), creates added value and enhances the tourist experience (Fuglsang & Eide, 
2013) in destinations with a high level of networked collaboration among its tourism firms. 
Thirdly, in order to reap the benefits of networked collaboration, perceiving the intra-
destination organisation as a network helps to grasp the complex nature of stakeholder 
relationships. The supply structure of the tourism destination is characterised by a wide 
variety of complementary and competing stakeholders who are interrelated and, together, 
shape the tourism product (Ramayah et al., 2011; McCabe et al., 2012). These organisations 
have a relationship of dependency because “suppliers pass customers from one organisation 
to another in order to provide a comprehensive tourism experience” (Pavlovich, 2003, p 203). 
Hall (2005) points out that a network may turn into a physical ‘consumption route’ sending 
tourists from one firm location to the other and in so doing creating an integrated tourism 
product offering. Considering that a tourist destination is perceived as a holistic product by 
tourists (Haugland et al., 2011), the integration of a tourist destination is important as tourists 
expect a smoothly organised value chain in which the different elements of the tourism 
experience are coordinated and aligned to suit the needs of the tourist. Wäsche, Dickson and 
Woll (2013) argue that destination management for this reason cannot focus on single entities 
within a destination, but should adopt a network perspective to include a wider selection of 
stakeholders and their interdependencies in a destination. “The success of a destination thus 
depends on the seamless coordination of the players comprising the tourism value chain” 
(Zach & Racherla, 2011 p 98). In the end, it is the overall inter-firm network configuration that 
leads to competitive advantage (Denicolai et al., 2010; Hall, 2005). 
 Fourth, the increasingly complex nature of tourism calls for a management system 
which is able to respond to change and volatility to function in a continuously changing 
environment (Dwyer et al., 2009). Tourism is extremely sensitive to change of context beyond 
the sphere of influence of local tourism actors. The demand for a destination is influenced 
by a large set of variables ranging from changing tourists’ tastes to the entry of new and 
alternative destinations competing for the same clientele. Political disturbances or natural 
disasters can negatively alter the attractiveness of destinations (Miller & Ritchie, 2003) while 
positive reviews by travel media can put destinations on the mental maps of potential visitors 
(Buhalis, 2000). A tourism destination is thus highly dependent on the wider, unpredictable 
and unmanageable context. Being flexible and being able to adapt to change seems to be 
the only way out of potential destination decline. Destinations characterised by network 
collaboration are argued to be more able to cope with these external influences. Not only 
can networks provide economies of scale for small and medium enterprises, also networked 
collaboration is argued to increase resilience of the stakeholders involved (Luthe et al., 
2012) and innovative products and policies are more likely to be developed by a networked 
collaboration of stakeholders (McCabe et al., 2012).
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From this theoretical exploration it may be concluded that – in principle – the tourism industry 
will benefit from a network approach. Now it is time to explore to what extent the published 
literature lives up to these expectations. 

2.3. Study design

In this study, a relational bibliometric analysis was conducted to uncover the structure of 
the research field of tourism network studies. Citation network analysis is a methodology 
which is applied to uncover patterns of knowledge dissemination which are not visible at first 
glance, and to provide an overview of an academic discipline from a relational perspective that 
goes beyond citation rankings. “Relational techniques explore relationships within research, 
such as the structure of research fields, the emergence of new research themes and methods” 
(Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013 p 126). The methodology of this study is partly based on the 
pioneering work by Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013), who are among the first to apply citation 
network analysis in a tourism context. The approach applied in this paper differs in three 
important ways from the approach by Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013). Firstly, this study 
aims to give an insight into the current position of the subfield of tourism network studies 
by including all available scientific papers published in this subfield of tourism research on 
network collaboration, while Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013) focus on a selection of the most 
important journals and highlight the most important authors and publications in the field of 
academic tourism research. Secondly, the review in this paper applies a modularity analysis to 
uncover clusters within the field of tourism network research. The modularity analysis shows 
whether we can distinguish sub-clusters by looking at the citing behaviour of the included 
papers. Since citing shows a relation of knowledge sharing, the structure of the field based on 
citing behaviour and its subdivision into sub-clusters can provide important insights into the 
development of the field of tourism network studies. Thirdly, a meta-analysis is presented on 
the distinguished conceptualisation of the various types of tourism networks with a focus on 
(the gap between) assumed and empirically proven outcomes of the different studies. 
 To fully grasp the current position of the field of tourism network research, 
a systematic literature review has been conducted. It is systematic in the sense that a 
comprehensive overview is given of academic papers published in internationally peer 
reviewed journals from the year 2000 until February 2014. The year 2000 was chosen 
because even though the network concept was introduced in tourism studies before the year 
2000, papers going explicitly into tourism networks started to appear after the turn of the 
millennium. A systematic literature search was undertaken in two steps. First, Google Scholar 
was used with the query “tourism network”. From the first 400 hits, the paper abstracts were 
analysed and papers were selected that address network collaboration in a tourism context. 
Papers addressing other types of networks, for example transport, ICT or neural networks 
were not selected. The reference lists of the selected papers were cross-checked for additional 
literature. In total, 48 papers were found using this search query. 
 In order to triangulate the results, a second search query was applied using the 
Scopus database. The search query looked for internationally peer reviewed journal papers 
which contained (all variations of) the words tourism and network, in the title, keywords 
or abstract. This led to a total of 932 search hits. All papers have been reviewed by the 
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authors based on the criteria that their main aim and scope should be the study of network 
collaboration in a tourism context. The selection process left a total of 98 papers which have 
been included in the citation analysis. 
 From the 98 papers included in the citation network, 8 papers did not refer to any of 
the other included papers, nor have they been referred to by papers included in the citation 
network. The impact of these 8 papers on the scientific development of the field is thus 
negligible. The remaining 90 papers are more or less structured in distinct citation patterns. 
Where most relational bibliometric studies conduct co-authorship analysis to show the most 
important authors in a field (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013), we opt for a relational citation 
analysis to uncover the structure of the field of tourism network studies in general. Two types 
of analysis have been performed on the selected papers: (a) a citation analysis which shows 
the bibliometric relationship between the papers, and (b) a modularity analysis which shows 
the presence of clusters within the network of papers. 
 To perform a citation analysis, the authors manually produced a citation matrix that 
shows for every of the selected papers to which other papers it refers and shows the papers 
by which it is referred to. The citation matrix was analysed and visualised using UCINET 
network analysis software (Borgatti et al., 2002). The nodes in the network are papers, coded 
by the year of publication and a following alphabetical letter code to indicate the order of 
publication in the given year. Node 02A is for example the first paper published in 2002 (see 
figure 1). The links between the nodes show the citation relationships within the network. 
The citation matrix allows one to visualise the direction of the citing relationship which is 
visualised by an arrow connecting the citing paper to the cited paper. Distinguishing the 
direction is important because it shows which papers have a high centrality measure because 
they are cited often by other papers (high in-degree, influential papers), and which papers 
have a high centrality because they cite many other papers (high out-degree, disseminating 
papers). The position within the visualised network (figure 1) shows the centrality based on 
geodesic distance to other nodes, a central position within the network is determined by a 
high number of citing relations.  
 The second part of the analysis delves into the structure of the network. The visual 
representation of the network hints the presence of various clusters of nodes. To determine 
whether these clusters are present and which papers exactly belong to which clusters, a 
modularity analysis was conducted. The modularity measure is used to distinguish clusters 
within the citation network. It was calculated using an algorithm created with the software 
package “R” and its programming language and environment (R Core Team, 2013). The 
modularity measure is an outcome-based calculation of clusters in a network, given the 
density of linkages between nodes which are in this case citations. The modularity within 
the network shows the fraction of the nodes that fall within a given group compared to the 
number of nodes that would fall within the group when they would be randomly distributed. 
In other words, the modularity analysis shows whether there are clusters present within the 
citation network. We found seven clusters and a modularity score of 36 percent which shows 
that the number of papers that fall within the distinguished clusters significantly exceed the 
expected number of papers within those clusters compared to a random nodal distribution. 
The cluster distribution analysis was imported and visualised (see figure 1) using the 
NetDraw application of UCINET (Borgatti et al., 2002). The clusters of papers were analysed 
on recurring themes, perceived and proven network benefits, conceptualisation of networks 
and applied methodologies. 
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2.4. Results

2.4.1. The ‘founders’ of network studies in tourism

Although papers on collaboration between stakeholders in a tourism destination were 
published some time ago (see e.g. Gunn, 1977), the real boost in collaborative network 
studies in tourism starts in the late ‘90s with the works of Jamal & Getz (1995) on stakeholder 
collaboration, Tremblay (1998) on the economic organisation of tourism, and Hall (1999) 
on public private governance relationships. These milestone papers all reflected on the 
applicability of a network perspective on tourism. Comparing these first contributions, we 
found that the current field of tourism networks is based on pillars departing from different 
perspectives on the tourism network. An often quoted paper by Jamal & Getz (1995) for 
example, states that in order to cope with a changing and increasingly complex context in 
which tourism destinations need to perform, a higher level of collaboration is necessary. 
Collaboration between tourism stakeholders, planners and policy makers is in this case the 
prime focus. Studies into policy networks (see e.g. Tyler & Dinan, 2001), community tourism 
networks (Kokkranikal & Morrison, 2011) and public-private network organisation (see e.g. 
Lemmetyinen  & Go, 2009) build on this proposed network perspective by Jamal & Getz 
(1995) to study stakeholder relationships and apply the work by Bramwell & Lane (2000) to 
study stakeholder collaboration. 
 A second influential paper on networks by Tremblay (1998) addresses the economic 
organisation of tourism. A network perspective is suggested to overcome outdated mainstream 
economic theory in order to explain the organisation of the supply side in tourism. A network 
economy originating from inter-firm cooperation is suggested as a potential structure to 
organise tourism. A typology of tourism networks is proposed with a strong emphasis on 
horizontally organised business networks, and limited involvement from public stakeholders. 
Studies into firm performance (see e.g. Sundbo et al., 2007), network configuration (Scott et al., 
2008a) and inter-firm cooperation (Lemmetyinen, 2009) build on this perspective on tourism 
networks. 
 A third track of literature raises questions on the direct applicability of the network 
concept to the field of tourism as it is applied in the work of Tremblay (1998). Hall and Page 
(2009 . 7) raise caution concerning the direct translation of “narrow economic or business 
approaches” to the complex tourism sector. Hall (1999) stresses the importance of public 
parties in tourism planning and policy making, and states that “policy arguments surrounding 
networks and collaboration need to be examined within broader ideas of ‘governance’” (Hall, 
1999 p 286). In later contributions, this viewpoint is followed and translated into network 
studies as governance is described as a networked alternative for traditional public sector 
government (Cooper, Scott & Baggio, 2009). A body of literature into tourism policy networks 
(see e.g. Dredge, 2006a) and the role of brokers (see e.g. Vanneste & Ryckaert, 2011) draws 
upon this perspective on tourism networks forming another pillar in the current field of 
tourism network research. 
 Although the current field of tourism network studies largely branched out from 
these three initial publications, the base of tourism network studies is heavily influenced 
by other fields of studies as well. Network theory and (social) network analysis originate 
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from the field of mathematics and have been influential in fields like economics (Uzzi, 1997), 
economic geography (see e.g. Boschma & Frenken, 2006), sociology (see e.g. Granovetter, 
1973) and political sciences (see e.g. Knoke, 1990). Concepts and approaches in tourism 
network studies have thus been borrowed from other fields of application, with the work by 
Granovetter (1973) on the distinction between strong and weak network ties and the work 
by Uzzi (1997) on the effects of network embeddedness as prime examples. The rich recent 
history of network theory in other scientific fields fuels the estimation that the application of 
network theory on the field of tourism research could become a valuable new field of tourism 
studies. 
 It may be concluded that the rise in network studies has many fathers. The next 
section will look into the development of the tourism network literature by analysing a 
systematic selection of tourism network papers and determining the current state of this field 
of research by unravelling the citation network of these papers. Secondly, it lists the main 
contributions from these studies for tourism management. 

2.4.2. Current state of the art

The structure of tourism network studies has been described before. In their seminal book into 
network analysis in tourism, Scott et al. (2008b) divide the field based upon the methodology 
applied to study tourism networks. They argue there is a mainly quantitative approach 
originating from the mathematical origins of network studies and a mainly qualitative 
approach applying various in-depth enquiries into network relations and stakeholder 
perceptions. This subdivision is subsequently applied by Albrecht (2013) who claims an 
overrepresentation of quantitative network studies is currently present. A second subdivision 
is proposed by Presenza & Cipollina (2010) and Del Chiappa and Presenza (2013) who make 
a distinction between network studies going mainly into public-private relations and tourism 
policy versus studies focusing on tourism firm performance and inter firm relations. The work 
on the former ‘policy networks’ builds upon the foundation proposed by Hall (1999) while 
the work on the latter ‘business networks’ draws upon the propositions by Tremblay (1998). 
 Studies into policy networks and business networks are characterised by different 
theoretical approaches, research questions and methodology. When analysing the papers 
reviewed in this study, both distinctions based upon methodology and the division between 
‘business’ and ‘policy’ network studies seem to be too restrictive and generalising to grasp 
the more complex reality of the current state of tourism network research. Studies combining 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies are fairly common in this field, and an important 
share of the studies is not easily placed in either the ‘business’ or ‘policy’ network subfield. 
However, clusters of papers adopting a different point of view towards tourism networks, 
drawing upon different theories and applying different methodologies can be distinguished. 
While all papers use tourism networks as their starting point, the choices made produce 
different outcomes and perspectives towards the contribution of the network perspective for 
tourism management. 
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2.4.3. Systematic modularity analysis

To uncover the structure of the field of network studies, and to find whether sub clusters 
are present, a modularity analysis was conducted using the citation matrix of the included 
90 connected papers as input (see figure 1). We can state positively that there are clusters, or 
subfields of scientific work, to be distinguished within the field of tourism network studies. 
The applied algorithm distinguished seven different clusters, of which four major, centrally 
located clusters and three minor, marginally located clusters. The two subfields suggested 
by Del Chiappa and Presenza (2013) are clearly distinguishable in this modularity analysis, 
with ‘policy networks’ and ‘business networks’ clusters located on the left and right side 
of the network graph (figure 1). The graph shows a gap between these two clusters which 
proves that papers into “policy networks” and “business networks” are not likely to cite each 
other. The correspondence of these clusters with the distinction proposed in the literature 
strengthens the validity of the analysis. Interestingly however, the modularity analysis 
provides additional clusters of network studies which would have been lost if no deeper 
analysis was conducted. 
 Next to the ‘business network’ and ‘policy network’ clusters, two more centrally 
located and influential clusters can be distinguished. Both clusters are positioned in a horizontal 
orientation with network nodes located among, and therefore related to, both policy network 
papers and business network papers (figure 1). Various papers from these clusters are located 
in the gap between the ‘policy network’ and ‘business network’ cluster, bridging the gap 
between them. These clusters contain papers that combine both main perspectives on tourism 
networks and, to a certain extent, integrate the traditional subfields. One of these clusters goes 
into tourism stakeholder relationships (Jamal & Getz, 1995; Bramwell & Lane, 2000) and the 
balance between competition and collaboration in a destination drawing upon Porter (1990). 
This cluster is labeled ‘network co-opetition’ due to its focus on stakeholder relationships and 
the philosophy that competing and collaborating at the same time strengthens the destination 
and improves stakeholder performance. The other cluster goes back to the roots of network 
theory and draws upon a more mathematical network perspective (Scott et al., 2008b). Papers 
in this cluster go into the structure of the network and the nature of the network relations, 
and is therefore labeled “network configuration”. Both clusters witness a strong increase in 
the number of contributions from 2008 onwards. 
 Finally, three smaller and marginally located clusters can be distinguished, which we 
labelled ‘other clusters’. These clusters address one-issue networks like marketing and sports 
and event networks. Three papers forming a small cluster on the right side of the network 
graph (figure 1) close to the ‘business network’ cluster focus specifically on innovation as a 
network outcome. Next, the four main clusters will be described in more detail.
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Figure 2.1. Citation network (n90) including modularity analysis (for an overview of the papers, see Appendix A)

2.4.4. The structure of network studies within the tourism domain

Policy networks
Studies in the category ‘policy networks’ focus on the relationships between government, 
businesses and civil society and how this relationship shapes policy making, issue identification, 
communication, sharing of resources and collective action (Hall, 1999). These studies mainly 
build on the work by Dredge (2006a; 2006b), who applied network theory for unravelling 
policymaking and understanding public-private relations in an Australian case. She draws 
on both, economic geographical (e.g. Porter, 1990) and governance conceptualisations (Tyler 
& Dinan, 2001) of networks, but with a goal to understand how “networks can be used as 
an organising concept to understand the messiness of local tourism networks” (Dredge, 
2006a p 279). Findings help to understand this dynamic practice of tourism planning and 
management, which is characterised by imbalanced power relations and complexity (Dredge, 
2006b). 
 A number of studies indicate that hierarchically, top down organised destinations 
with a powerful public stakeholder see a low level of network participation by other 
stakeholders such as community members and tourism entrepreneurs (Pforr, 2006; Bhat & 
Milne, 2008; Cooper et al., 2009). Special attention is given to the role of a local public, or 
public-private tourism organisation or destination management organisation (DMO) as an 
important stakeholder in tourism networks. The role of this DMO and other policymaking 
entities is in subsequent papers discussed as an important node in a hierarchical network 
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structure where policymaking and implementation were seen as a top-down process with 
limited influence, inclusion and feedback from tourism businesses or the wider community 
(Pforr, 2006; Cooper et al., 2009; Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). Beaumont & Dredge (2010) argue 
that a gap exists between network theory and the practical situation in tourism destinations 
where a short term vision towards economic benefits, a high level of bureaucracy, low levels 
of trust among entrepreneurs and a lack of knowledge of the tourism industry among policy 
makers is often present. 
 Other, more recent, contributions however state that policy networks have the 
potential to empower stakeholders and provide equal access to resources and to participate 
in the decision making process (March & Wilkinson, 2009; Viken & Aarsaether, 2013; Halkier, 
2013; Charlie et al., 2014). A process of specialisation takes place, placing local communities 
and sustainability issues in a more central position. Like in the earlier works on policy 
networks, these contributions try to unravel the factors affecting the level of influence 
stakeholders have on policymakers. These factors range from very general ones as levels 
of power (Viken & Aarsaether, 2013) to very specific factors as entrepreneurial reputation 
(Strobl & Peeters, 2013). The novelty in these new contributions is that they move from the 
conceptualisation of the network as a representation of public-private relationships to a more 
holistic interpretation of the network. The structure and configuration of the network and the 
way these affect policy outcomes are more often the focus of recent policy network studies 
(Presenza & Cipollina, 2010). 
 In a number of case studies following this network approach, successful network 
development was found which originated through brokerage by public sector stakeholders 
(Presenza & Cipollina, 2010). Either the local DMO or individually operating brokers 
described as ‘network champions’ were successful in creating a tourism network which caused 
diversification of the tourist product, more equity among stakeholders and better chances for 
small and medium enterprises to enter the tourism sector (Viken & Aarsaether, 2013), or in 
another case study led to the involvement of the wider community into the tourism sector 
(Iorio & Corsale, 2014). Successful network collaboration and associated network benefits 
have been empirically demonstrated for small scaled tourism destinations with a limited 
number of stakeholders and close economic, cultural and geographical distance between the 
stakeholders.
 
Business networks 
Most of the studies in the tourism business network cluster are of a very explorative nature 
and offer a broad conceptualisation of tourism networks. Compared to the policy network 
cluster, the field of studies into ‘business networks’ is less coherent. The network graph 
(figure 1) shows that the business network cluster is less dense and features a large number 
of sparsely connected nodes and outliers. Two studies can be seen as the base of further 
work delving into business networks and the associated intra-firm collaboration (Tinsley & 
Lynch, 2001; Morrison et al., 2004). Studies in the business network are likely to build upon 
the economic organisation of tourism by private stakeholders as proposed by Tremblay 
(1998). Business network studies depart from a perspective of a horizontal, non-hierarchical 
self-organising network of tourism firms consisting of dense local ties and weak global ties 
which is supported and/or funded by public bodies and organised by local champions or 
leading managers. This network structure is argued to be beneficial for knowledge sharing, 
innovation and collective learning, but empirical evidence is lacking. 
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 Perceived benefits for businesses and the development of tourism destinations are 
featured in the majority of the business network studies. Building upon the work of Porter 
(1990), Morrison et al. (2004), state that networks are a formalised practice of collaboration 
to reach a common purpose that results in a wide range of quantitative and/or qualitative 
benefits for network members. Furthermore, they underline that tourism destinations may 
profit from network collaboration, ranging from an increased sense of community to an 
extension of the visitor season of the destination. More recent studies into business networks 
tend to apply a more narrow focus on the perceived benefits of tourism networks: following 
the work of Halme (2001) innovation, knowledge sharing and collective learning have become 
the main focus of several tourism network studies (see e.g. Novelli et al., 2006 or Kelliher & 
Reinl, 2011). Sørensen (2007 p 31) refers to various authors when stating that local destination 
networks are essential for destination development because they sustain learning, integrate 
local know-how, link fragmented capabilities and sustain innovations. Network outcomes in 
general, and concrete tangible benefits for the network members in particular are argued to 
be important drivers behind network formation and development (Tinsley & Lynch, 2001; 
Fuglsang & Eide, 2013). 
 Almost no studies empirically prove (tangible) network outcomes. In a number of 
cases, a restrictive network organisation with a dominant public sector stakeholder impeded 
network outcomes for its members (Copp & Ivy, 2001), but in more cases it was found that 
small and medium tourism businesses are not likely to actively participate in tourism networks 
(Sørensen, 2007; Erkuş-Öztürk, 2009; de Klerk & Saayman, 2012). A lack of social capital 
and network skills, time and budget constraints or a dominant position of larger tourism 
businesses were argued to cause this low participation in business networks. Destinations 
with less cultural, economic and geographic distance between tourism businesses were seen 
as the most likely locations where successful network formation could take place (Sørensen, 
2007; Deery et al., 2012). For the effectivity of network development, public parties were 
suggested to play a less dominant, more facilitating role. For instance, it was suggested that 
- as an example of public party involvement - public stakeholders should facilitate training 
opportunities to gain network skills (Erkuş-Öztürk, 2009; de Klerk & Saayman, 2012).
 While most studies in this cluster focus on factors that stimulate or impede network 
formation, just a few studies look into the actual network outcomes. Interestingly, these 
are all case-studies about beach-destinations in different parts of the world (Spain, United 
Kingdom, South India and Turkey). Sørensen (2007) concludes from a case-study in Malaga 
(Spain) that network participation might improve information sharing, but that it was not 
found to foster innovation. Learning and sharing of information were also found as network 
outcomes by McLeod, Vaughan and Edwards (2010), who did a case-study in Bournemouth 
(UK). Kokkranikal and Morrison (2011) show in an eco-resort in South India how a private-
community network can be established that causes socially sustainable tourism development 
with community involvement. Finally, in a case-study performed in Antalya (Turkey), 
Erkuş-Öztürk and Eraydin (2010) show how local tourism networks might contribute to a 
sustainable use of resources which are vital for the tourism destination with the example 
of collaborative action towards environmental protection by various tourism stakeholders. 
Bringing tourism businesses closer together, stimulating communications and the creation of 
a business community have been the most important empirically proven outcomes of tourism 
networks.
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Co-opeting networks
A selection of studies on tourism networks distinguishes itself by focusing on relationships 
between tourism stakeholders and the nature of their relationships. Following the work of 
Porter (1990), participating in a tourism network is believed to assist in finding a balance 
between competition and collaboration which increases both stakeholder and destination 
performance (Petrou et al., 2007; Denicolai et al., 2010). This cluster contains papers that 
combine both business and policy network perspectives and to a certain extent integrates 
both subfields. 
 While inter-firm interactions are an important focus in this cluster, the relationship 
with public or public private destination managers is also a central theme. Findings suggest 
that informal networks, based on social, economic and cultural proximity are most likely 
to produce positive network outcomes (Zach & Racherla, 2011). However, the presence of 
dominant (public) institutions (e.g. DMOs) are found to impede network formation (Petrou 
et al., 2007). Horizontal network structures are suggested, with competent public sector 
management, or public/private or private network brokers, organising the tourism network 
(Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009). A successful tourism network consists of tourism businesses that 
work together in an interdependent balance of co-opetition, fueled by trust and reciprocity 
(Beritelli, 2011).
 While this cluster gives an insight into the question of when tourism businesses 
are likely to cooperate, it gives a very limited empirical proof of network outcomes. Hints 
towards network benefits are given by Wang & Fesenmaier (2007) who claim network 
participation leads to organisational learning, social capital creation and the formation of 
communal business strategies. Lemmetyinen & Go (2009) take a different position towards the 
outcomes of network participation and turn the relationship the other way around. They state 
that when a destination is able to create a level of network collaboration among its tourism 
stakeholders, further cooperation between tourism firms can be a network outcome. This 
level of cooperation can lead to the creation and diffusion of joint knowledge (Lemmetyinen 
& Go, 2009), increasing individual firm performance and destination performance (Ramayah 
et al., 2011), the integration of the tourism sector and the offering of an integrated tourism 
experience for visitors (Zehrer & Raich, 2010; Denicolai et al., 2010). In other words, increasing 
levels of cooperation are seen as an important outcome of tourism networks, which are seen 
as a fluid, evolving, horizontal web of stakeholder interactions with one or more common 
goals. 
 The positive network outcomes mentioned by the papers in this cluster are a 
combination of outcomes mentioned in the policy network clusters (access to resources and 
influence on policy), but are complemented by successful business network collaboration 
outcomes, such as learning and sharing of knowledge, creating economies of scale through 
the integration of the tourism destination and the capability to adapt to external influences. 
However, almost no tangible proof is given by the empirical studies, as most emphasis was 
given to explaining how and why tourism stakeholders participate in tourism networks. 
A weakness in this cluster of network studies is that while there is a strong emphasis on 
stakeholder relations in networks, almost no attention is given to the configuration of the 
tourism network as a whole, or the different type of network relations that can exist. 
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Network configuration 
The second cluster that integrates both policy and business network studies focuses on 
network structure and topology. This cluster applies (social) network analysis to unravel the 
structure of tourism networks and applies a technical conceptualisation of tourism networks 
based on links between stakeholders and (quantitative) measures of network performance 
(Scott et al., 2008b). The position of the network stakeholder is determined by the links he 
or she has with other stakeholders and the nature of these links. This position is expressed 
by measures as centrality, degree, closeness and betweenness (Timur & Getz, 2008; Baggio 
et al., 2010). These relationships do not occur in a vacuum of dyadic ties, but rather in a 
network of influences (Pavlovich, 2003). The presence of both strong and weak ties and close 
and far connections are important in this definition. Network topologies and structures are 
used to give an insight into (a) the organisation structure of destinations, (b) the potential for 
sharing of information and innovation, (c) access to and management of resources and power 
relations, (d) flexibility and adaptability and (e) show where improvement of connections 
between stakeholders might benefit the destination. 
 Benefits assigned to network collaboration by papers in the “network configuration” 
cluster resemble previously mentioned network outcomes. Competitive advantage, due to 
sharing of knowledge and access to information that leads to innovation (Baggio et al., 2010) 
is one of the frequently mentioned benefits. Management of and access to resources (Romeiro 
& Costa, 2010; Schaffer & Lawley, 2012; Hazra et al., 2014) is another prominent benefit for 
tourism stakeholders and destinations stressed by these studies. A novel application of network 
theory on tourism destinations that could lead to competitive advantage is also presented. By 
knowing the network configuration of a destination, a more comprehensive and integrated 
tourism planning can be achieved (Cooper et al., 2009; Schaffer & Lawley, 2012). The density 
of network ties can indicate the likeliness network stakeholders share information or the level 
of trust and reciprocity between network members (Schaffer & Lawley, 2012; Del Chiappa & 
Presenza, 2013). 
 Applying network theory and analysis, a number of studies found network 
structures which impeded development of the tourism structure due to dominant positions 
of (public sector) stakeholders (Pavlovich, 2003; Timur & Getz, 2008; Noguiera & Pinho, 2014). 
In other studies on network configuration, sparse and weak network structures were found 
to negatively influence collaboration and information sharing (Baggio et al., 2010; Baggio, 
2011), although the presence of a network connection that bridges structural holes within 
networks might link the local tourism networks to new information and knowledge (Schaffer 
& Lawley, 2012). In more recent papers new methodological techniques are applied to uncover 
stakeholder resilience through network composition (Schaffer & Lawley, 2012) and measure 
power relations through stakeholder relationships and network position (Hazra et al., 2014). 
Even though these methodological advances have provided valuable insights for destination 
managers on the applicability of network analysis for tourism planning and destination 
management, it still does not show how, and to what extent these network topologies lead to 
tangible network outcomes.
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2.4.5. Schematic representation of the main results

In general, benefits of networked collaboration are suggested to entail the creation 
and diffusion of knowledge and innovation, quality improvement of tourism product 
offering, higher quality of service provision, more efficient production process, increasing 
sustainability of the destination and in total a more competitive destination. These assumed 
benefits of networked collaboration can be found in papers from all four proposed subfields. 
In theory, the level of success is attributed to the composition and configuration of the tourism 
network. In practice however, networks are conceptualised differently in the various fields 
and benefits from networked collaboration for stakeholders and the destination are perceived 
differently. The same goes for the kind of network outcomes that are empirically proven in 
the different studies. The four main subfields found in the modularity analysis show a lot of 
internal consistencies, but some differences between the subfields are notable. Table 1 gives 
an overview of the different subfields and lists the most prevalent internal consistencies and 
external differences.

Table 2.1 Characteristics of different network literature clusters
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2.5. Discussion

Over the past two decades, a growing number of studies have been published which focus 
on the role of networks in tourism. Interestingly, the roots of the papers that introduced the 
network concept into the tourism literature at the end of the 1990’s are still visible (Jamal & 
Getz, 1995; Tremblay, 1998; Hall, 1999). The main body of the reviewed literature consists of 
two main types of network studies: policy networks (building upon Hall, 1999 and Jamal & 
Getz, 1995) and business networks (building upon Tremblay, 1998). Based on the modularity 
analysis, these seem to be distinct fields of study, which both have their own scientific 
community and hardly have any mutual impact. This has to be regretted because both fields 
encounter the same type of problems. Network outcome claims are manifold, but except for 
a limited amount of case-studies that draw upon stakeholder evaluation of tourism networks 
(e.g. Erkuş-Öztürk & Eraydin, 2010; Viken & Aarsaether, 2013) few tangible, quantitative 
benefits have been found which might persuade tourism entrepreneurs to invest time and 
money in local tourism networks.
 The citation analysis shows that over the last few years two additional clusters of 
papers have emerged that try to bridge the gap between these two fields. One field is labelled 
“network co-opetition” due to the dominant proposition that destinations benefit from a 
balanced web of relations between stakeholders which fosters collaboration but also permits 
competition between the network nodes. Together, these elements should lead to competitive 
advantage for the participants and the destination. Unfortunately, these projected benefits 
of balanced network collaboration are not yet empirically proven by the papers in this field. 
Empirical results focus on the nature of the collaboration between stakeholders and the role 
public or public-private network facilitators play in network development. In most studies, 
reasons are given why networks are impeded by either a dominant public sector stakeholder 
or by a lack of social capital and network skills among entrepreneurs. The most important 
finding from this field of studies shows that network relationships are strengthened by 
an ongoing communication dialogue between the network stakeholders, which is more 
successful when cultural, economic and geographic distance is low and clear common goals 
can be distinguished.
 While the ‘network co-opetition’ subfield studies stakeholder relationships in-depth, 
a more holistic view on the tourism network is lacking. The last major subfield discussed here 
does take this holistic view into account. Departing from a mathematical conceptualisation 
of the network as a collection of network nodes and ties with a distinguishable structure, 
this field of studies for the first time departs from the network as an entity and not a mere 
concept. Pavlovich (2003) was the first author exploring this perspective in her longitudinal 
case study of tourism development surrounding the Waitomo Caves in New Zealand, but the 
subfield matured by the contributions of Scott et al. (2008a; 2008b) and Baggio et al. (2010), 
who approached the network from a quantitative, mathematical perspective, developed a 
methodology to study the tourism network as an entity. These papers relied strongly on 
previous research on tourism networks and combined it with findings from other fields 
where network theory has been applied more extensively. This can be regarded as a step 
forward, because papers which succeed in bridging the gap between scientific communities 
tend to facilitate knowledge diffusion between these, after all, closely related subfields. The 
contributions by, among others, Scott et al. (2008a; 2008b) and Baggio et al. (2010) mainly 
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helped in developing the epistemology and methodology of tourism network research. The 
network itself moved to a central position in this branch of tourism research. 
 The more recent contributions in this subfield provide empirically proven network 
outcomes that could be of use for tourism researchers and destination managers. For example, 
Luthe et al. (2012) show how a network structure influences destination resilience to climate 
change in destinations in the Austrian Alps. Being able to adapt to external influences is one 
of the more important beneficial outcomes ascribed to networks by the early adaptors of 
network theory in tourism. It thus seems that this subfield, which draws upon the important 
contributions from the other subfields, develops into a field which is able to not only create 
an epistemology that departs from the network as an entity, but also is becoming able to 
provide tangible and useful network outcomes that are able to assist destination managers 
and tourism planners.
 To conclude, the field would benefit from more knowledge diffusion between the 
various subfields. This paper has demonstrated that many researchers remain within their 
own, relatively narrow research network, and profit too little from knowledge produced in 
closely related fields. The recent turn in network studies in tourism seems to be able to break 
away from this lock-in formed around either policy network clusters or business network 
clusters. The second conclusion is that, while many studies show interesting and promising 
findings, the field would make more progress if researchers would reflect more systematically 
on the relationship between network goals and projected outcomes and on the most suitable 
methodology to test the effects of the desired network development in a comprehensive 
way. Too often, papers depart from a seemingly given and fairly general set of assumed 
network outcomes (innovation, learning, quality improvement, sustainable economic 
development) and choose a methodology which is not fit to provide firm evidence whether or 
not these goals are reached. In combination, these two conclusions have important practical 
implications. Combining insights from policy network and business network perspectives, the 
contributions from the field of ‘network co-opetition’ indicate that communicating common 
network goals are central to network success (Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009). When the goals and 
interests of different stakeholders do not coincide, are impossible to align or are regarded 
as inconceivable, forming and maintaining a network is impossible. Two steps should be 
taken to align the goals and interests of stakeholders. First, there should be a clear and open 
communication about the goals of the various actors as well as of the network as a whole. 
Skewed power relations or badly configured networks impede this communication, and 
thus network development, and on the long run impede network benefits. Second, examples 
of best practices should be provided which visualise and explain the benefits of working 
together in a network. These insights, originating from in-depth and subfield overarching 
research provide useful recommendations for tourism management, like the finding that 
hierarchical network structures with a dominant stakeholder (often a DMO) are impeding 
network formation and outcomes.  
 Even though some recent papers empirically investigate network outcomes, the 
claim  by Morrison et al. (2004) that the perceived benefits of engaging in a network are of 
a highly qualitative and fuzzy nature still holds after a decade of tourism network research. 
Papers evaluating network performance and indicating tangible network outcomes are scarce. 
To further develop the field of network studies, papers that aim to empirically prove network 
outcomes are necessary. Being more precise (and maybe more modest) in articulating tangible 
goals is an important first step. An innovative additional way to fulfil this quest might be 
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to include the tourist as stakeholder in network research. While tourists are the users and 
thus the main evaluators of network performance, they are seldom included in the tourism 
network studies so far (but see Shih (2006) for a notable exception). As the provision of a high 
quality experience and the creation of value for consumers are seen as important outcomes 
of successful network collaboration, empirical evidence on the relation between network 
collaboration and tourist experience is highly desirable. Including evaluative measures in 
tourism network studies could connect this field with the wider debate on co-creation of the 
tourist experience, and by doing this provide new and valuable insights for both fields of 
research. 
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Abstract

The emergence of social media and Web 2.0 has a notable impact upon the tasks of destination 
managers as these platforms have developed into influential mechanisms affecting tourist 
behaviour. This paper shows how Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) can reap 
the benefits of the Web 2.0 revolution as it serves as an important source of user generated 
information, bringing novel opportunities for data-driven destination management. 
 To test the applicability of user generated content for destination management, this 
paper analyses restaurant reviews from five Flemish art cities which were retrieved from 
the Web 2.0 platform TripAdvisor. Getis-Ord hot spot analysis revealed spatial clusters of 
frequently (‘hot spots’) and rarely (‘cold spots’) reviewed restaurants in four out of the five art 
cities. By comparing these spatial patterns, the digital footprints of tourists were uncovered 
and discussed with DMO directors. Found patterns appeared to reflect local policies aimed 
either at concentrating tourism, as in Bruges, the city with the most prominent hot spot, or 
spreading tourism over time and space as seen in Antwerp and Ghent where less prominent 
hot spots were present. The visualisation proved to be a valuable input when discussing 
tourism management and fuelled the sharing of knowledge between the destinations. 
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3.1. Introduction

In order to increase a destination’s competitive position, Destination Management 
Organisations (DMOs) often spend much effort and resources on better positioning their 
destination through differentiation and highlighting its uniqueness. In the literature, however, 
these types of marketing-based approaches are criticised for merely focussing on providing 
top-down information to prospective and actual tourists in a manner which is according to 
those critics “guided by little more than conventional wisdom” (Ashworth & Page, 2011 p 
7). In this process, tourists themselves are not acknowledged as part of the image-formation 
process and in most cases ignored as an important sources of information. The strategy of 
differentiating and positioning destinations through marketing is now believed to produce 
a marginal competitive advantage at best (Go & Govers, 2000). Contemporary approaches 
towards destination management therefore suggest the competitive advantage can be reached 
through incorporating strategies which make use of information on tourist behaviour and 
experiences to increase business intelligence (Fuchs et al., 2014) and facilitate knowledge-
based destination management (Cooper, 2006; Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015). 
 Moreover, issues concerning overcrowding, decreasing quality of services and 
degrading of the living environments for local inhabitants are now surfacing in the more 
mature urban heritage destinations (Colomb & Novy, 2016; Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Russo, 2002; 
Van der Borg et al., 1996). With the showcase example of tourism development in Venice, 
various authors have highlighted the destructive effects tourism can have on urban heritage 
destinations (Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Russo, 2002; Van der Borg et al., 1996). This means that 
DMOs’ traditional aim to attract as many visitors as possible is not valid anymore. New aims 
arise, such as the distribution of visitors over the city in order to find a balance between the 
carrying capacity and bearing load of certain areas, and to reach a fair distribution of the 
costs and benefits of enhanced tourist influx. DMOs are confronted with new tasks and new 
competencies in order to keep the growing influx of tourists on the right track. 
 DMOs can’t solve these current issues by themselves (Haugland et al., 2011). 
A possible strategy, widely discussed in the literature, is to engage local stakeholders in 
destination management via public-private collaboration and networking (Novelli et al., 
2006). However, although new ideas and initiatives are often generated in these networks, 
thus contributing to their popularity, a remarkable lack of positive effects is still to be found 
in the empirical literature (van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). Two possible reasons for these 
disappointing results might be that first, these networks often lack a knowledge-drive 
approach capitalizing on information on tourist behaviour and experiences (Del Chiappa & 
Baggio, 2015) and second, networks surrounding DMOs tend to be rather inward-looking 
with low levels of inter-organizational or inter-destination learning (Cooper, 2006; Denicolai  
et al., 2010; Haugland et al., 2011).  
 Recently, some authors started looking into the role ICTs can play in directing and 
changing tourist behaviour and maybe even in breaking vicious patterns of overcrowding 
and ‘tourismification’ (Ganzaroli et al., 2017; van der Zee, van der Borg & Vanneste, 2017). The 
ICT revolution allows tourists to use Web 2.0 platforms, such as TripAdvisor, to share their 
experiences and to provide their peers directly with information without any interference 
of DMOs. The information tourists leave on the various internet, social media or Web 2.0 
platforms they use, the so-called ‘user generated content’ (UGC), however, also offers 
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opportunities for DMOs to analyse these data in order to get relevant information about 
tourists, their behaviour and experiences via these new channels (Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Kádár, 
2014; Litvin et al., 2008). This results in an increasing number of tools which have the potential 
to turn information about tourist behaviour into knowledge about the use and performance 
of tourist destinations (Litvin et al., 2008). This may support DMOs and other stakeholders to 
engage in more knowledge-based policymaking and planning, adapted to the local needs and 
opportunities. 
 The application of UGC-analysis has opened a whole new area of academic interest 
on the role of Web 2.0 platforms as agents affecting tourist behaviour (Ganzaroli et al., 2017; 
Scott & Orlikowski, 2012). Web 2.0 platforms provide peer-to-peer information which could 
assist tourists in finding authentic and high quality experiences (Ganzaroli et al., 2017). In this 
way, it changes the position of the tourist from a relatively passive consumer to a producer, 
or co-creator, of information, images and tourist experiences (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 
2009; Camprubí et al., 2013). This democratization of the production and provision of tourist 
information not only assists tourists in making more informed and accurate decisions, it could 
also inspire tourists and help them better understand the destination they are visiting (Sigala, 
2017), thus enhancing the tourist experience. 
 Ganzaroli et al. (2017) suggest that the growing availability of UGC could also have 
the potential to alter tourist behaviour and assist in breaching the vicious developments 
described by Russo (2002), if analysed and used correctly by DMOs. Contemporary tourism 
policy should, therefore, take the tourist into account as an active agent and important 
stakeholder in the policy making process. Getting more and deeper knowledge of online 
and offline tourist behaviour might be paramount for reaching competitive advantage in 
contemporary tourism management (Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015; Fuchs et al., 2014; Toerisme 
Vlaanderen, 2011).
 In line with this reasoning, the aim of this paper is twofold. The first goal of this paper 
is a scientific goal, and attempts to acquire a better understanding of tourists’ behavioural 
patterns within urban heritage destinations by applying a methodology of spatial analysis 
of the digital footprints tourists leave behind on UGC platforms. The spatial distribution of 
TripAdvisor reviews over a destination can indicate the presence of clusters of often-reviewed 
places (‘hot spots’) and rarely reviewed places (‘cold spots’). These geographic patterns 
inform us on the degree of clustering within different parts of the destination, which might be 
seen as an indicator for the level of ‘tourismification’ of (parts of) the destination. The second 
goal of this paper is an implementation goal and attempts to find out if and how this type of 
spatial analyses of UGC patterns can be contribute to destination management as well as to 
stimulating inter-destination learning and collaboration. The chosen methodology of this part 
of the study  is: feeding back the results of the spatial analyses to the DMO-directors of various 
tourist destinations within a focus group setting, and facilitating reflection and discussion on 
the potential impact of the results on policymaking and planning. By combining these two 
goals, this paper aims to answer the empirical question to what extent the spatial analysis of 
user generated content can provide more insight into the dynamics of tourist behaviour in 
urban heritage destinations as well as the practical question how this knowledge can be used 
to support local destination management and to stimulate sharing of knowledge and learning 
between destinations. 
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 The structure of this paper is as follows: First, a discussion of the literature is 
presented on the dynamics of tourist behaviour, focused on the process of tourismification of 
urban destinations. This is followed by an overview of the recent upcoming field of studies 
into tourist UGC. In the methodology section, the two-step research design is introduced 
which combines (a) geographical hot spot and cold spot analysis as a means to analyse UGC 
with (b) qualitative focus groups consisting of DMO’s whom are invited to discuss and reflect 
on the results. The paper’s results section first presents the outcomes of the hot spot and 
cold spot analysis and secondly discusses the reflections by DMO directors on the patterns 
found and shows how UGC can be used to inform policy-makers, and to stimulate inter-
destination learning and collaboration. The paper is concluded by a discussion which reflects 
the double aim of the study. In the first place, it shows how the empirical results contribute to 
both the scientific literature on the role of digital information generated by  tourists (UGC) as 
influential factor in the process of tourismification, and as a valuable sources of information 
for destination management. Secondly, it reflects on the value of this type of applied research 
for everyday practice, by presenting it as an exemplary study, which – if  successful - may be 
replicated with different measures, different social media and in different contexts in order 
to address a wide variety of research questions.  Recommendations for further research are 
presented in the concluding paragraph. 

3.2. Theoretical framework

3.2.1. Tourist Behaviour in Historic Cities in the Digital Age

Historic city centre, rich in tangible and intangible heritage, cultural landscapes, monuments 
and other objects to gaze at, in combination with an extensive collection of secondary tourist 
products and a lively atmosphere have become primary destinations for postmodern tourists 
(Ashworth & Page, 2011; Urry, 1990). The historic city centre’s morphology, characterized 
by the presence of historical and cultural sites and landmarks, can be considered the core of 
the attractiveness of urban destinations (Jansen-Verbeke, 1998). Service providers, such as 
hotels, restaurants and tour guides locate in the surroundings of these attractions shaping a 
functional environment to cater for the needs of tourists visiting the primary tourism product 
(Ashworth & Page, 2011). This co-location of many different services and attractions can 
create a lively and attractive historic district, increasing its popularity for tourists and locals 
alike (Russo, 2002). 
 In this sense, Brouder and Eriksson (2013b, p 580) note that successful clusters of 
tourism businesses tend “to be unevenly distributed in space and greatly influenced by past 
and local conditions”. Following this rationale, co-location is according to various authors 
not the only key to success. Next to forming a clustered critical mass catering for the needs 
of different users, the proximity and shared needs of the different businesses and service 
providers in historic city centres can stimulate collaboration and innovation (Novelli et al., 
2006; van der Zee et al., 2017). In other words, successful tourism businesses and service 
providers tend to be surrounded by, and connected to, other successful businesses and service 
providers, which is for an important part determined by the morphology of the historic city. 
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Visitors and tourists play an important role in this clustering mechanism. They do not only 
determine the success of tourist destinations and the businesses and service providers active 
in these destinations, they are also active agents shaping urban space (Russo, 2002). However, 
this process is not only positive; it also has a downside. Early contributions to the literature 
already warn for a process of tourismification, being ‘the way tourism activities are marking 
a city or an urban district in form and function; and the extent to which tourism is gradually 
taking over and changing the original forms and modifying the traditional functional mix 
in the city’ (Jansen-Verbeke, 1998, p. 741). Van der Borg et al. (1996), have shown the effect 
of overshooting the carrying capacity of a destination on both the quality of the tourism 
experience as well as the living conditions for local inhabitants. This illustrates the previously 
introduced vicious model of tourism development in heritage destinations by Russo (2002). 
In this model, tourists are claimed to conglomerate around a limited number of highlights, 
often clustered in the historic city centre of mature destinations. A decreasing share of the 
(day)visitors tends to inform themselves about local culture, local gastronomy and attractions 
outside this tourism cluster, causing a pattern of predictable and limited spatial behaviour. 
This in turn changes the tourism product offering within these clusters into a standardized, 
high volume, low quality type of service provision (Russo, 2002). This process caused by 
unrestrained growth of the tourism economy and changing patterns of visitor behaviour 
leads to tourismifcation (Jansen-Verbeke, 1998) and the formation of tourism zones or tourist 
bubbles in historic districts (Cohen, 1972; Colomb & Novy, 2016; Judd, 1999; Van der Zee & 
Go, 2013). 
 According to this model, mature heritage destinations may eventually suffer from 
reduced length of stays, higher clustering of tourists’ spatial behaviour and reduction of the 
quality of services and authenticity in touristic zones in the core of historic city centres. When 
not managed carefully, clustering of tourist activities and tourist flows can cause a vicious 
pattern, characterized as ‘tourismification’. Unfortunately, till now, contemporary tourism 
policy approaches have seldom been successful in dealing with current issues related to 
overcrowding and tourismification.  
 Various scholars highlight the importance of empirical investigations on this process 
of tourismification through spatial analyses of tourist activities in cities (Jansen-Verbeke, 1998; 
Ashworth & Page, 2011; Ganzaroli et al., 2017), although in early publications (eg (Ashworth 
& Page, 2011) authors were rather pessimistic on the possibilities spatial analysis would bring 
for urban tourism research:

“Urban tourism and its economic measurement and analysis, particularly where benefits and impacts 
can be spatially attributed and evaluated within the city remains an almost elusive goal, despite 
advances in GIS and the blending of economic and geographical analyses of tourism” (Ashworth & 
Page, 2011 p 11)

 Recently, urban planners and policy makers started embracing the opportunities 
brought by developments in the fields of (big) data analysis and GIS to assist decision-
making (Batty, 2013; Fuchs et al., 2014). More and more types of data on spatial behaviour, 
collected by all sorts of sensors, surveys and tracking methodologies have become available 
and applicable for academics and practitioners. Data retrieved from online sources, such 
as platforms of UGC, form an important part of this data revolution, but currently tourism 
management pays only limited attention to this application of UGC (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). 
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The following section therefore explores the development of spatial data analysis and GIS in 
an urban tourism context.

3.2.1. Transferring User Generated Information into User Generated Knowledge

Until recently, the information about tourist behaviour available for tourism policymakers 
and planners was characterised by a limited collection of descriptive statistics and infrequent 
and costly tourist surveys. These data did not cover the necessary information to make 
knowledge-based policy decisions, which is nowadays seen as vital for increasing the 
competitive position of destinations (Cooper, 2006; Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015; Fuchs et al., 
2014; Kádár, 2014). 
 The widespread availability of UGC, as well as technological advancements in the 
storage, analysis and presentation of big data, have enabled new approaches to studying and 
understanding various aspects of tourism, and opened doors for knowledge based destination 
management (Batty 2013; Buhalis, 2000; Cooper, 2006; Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015). Using 
UGC for activities like monitoring the destinations’ brand value or transforming UGC into 
other forms of strategic knowledge is however still fairly uncommon (Fuchs et al., 2014; Leung 
et al., 2013). DMOs currently use the internet and social media not to generate knowledge, but 
mainly to provide information or promote their destination (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). In other 
words: internet is used for sending messages about the attractiveness of the tourist destination, 
rather than for retrieving information and deepening the knowledge about tourist behaviour. 
In this respect, one could say that internet is currently underused by most DMO’s.
Recent contributions to the literature indicate that UGC does provide opportunities for getting 
more and deeper knowledge on tourist behaviour. Since the ICT and social media revolution, 
tourists leave more and more digital footprints on different UGC platforms (Litvin et al., 2008; 
Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). Next to the fast-growing field of studies analysing topics and trends 
in UGC (O’Connor, 2008; Wang et al., 2016), analysing the digital footprint geographically 
can also give an indication on how tourists perceive, experience and use the destination 
(Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Garcia-Palomares & Gutiérrez & Mínguez, 2015; Girardin et al., 2008; 
Kádár, 2014; Koerbitz et al., 2013) and which experiences they communicate to their peers 
(Leung et al., 2016). 
 Although still in its infancy, a number of studies shows how DMOs apply analysis 
of UGC to inform policy making and planning. Marine-Roig and Anton Clavé (2015), for 
example, show how tourism managers in Barcelona use UGC to improve tourism marketing, 
better position the city as a tourist destinations and enhance its business intelligence. Fuchs 
et al. (2014) provide a model that helps a destination to use big data mining to learn more 
about real-time tourist behaviour, which assists both destination management as well as the 
business intelligence of the tourism sector. UGC proves to be a valuable source of information 
to gain knowledge about tourist behaviour and experiences, the next paragraph will discuss 
how UGC is and can be used to study spatial tourist behaviour.
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3.2.3. Studying Tourists’ Spatial Behaviour through UGC

UGC has become an increasingly important factor in assisting and affecting consumer choices 
and consumer behaviour (Ayeh et al., 2013). Where previously online diaries and photo-
sharing websites (Kádár, 2014) were the most common platforms, now review platforms are 
most widely used to both upload experiences and retrieve information by other travellers 
(Gursoy et al., 2016). At the moment TripAdvisor is the most influential of these “Travel 2.0” 
platforms and provides a rich dataset for tourism research (Ayeh et al., 2013; Ganzaroli et al., 
2017; Gursoy et al., 2016; O’Connor, 2008). Estimates suggest that between 70% and 80% of 
consumers are using product reviews and ratings to inform their decision making (Gretzel & 
Yoo, 2008). The majority of this group, however, uses UGC in a passive way. These passive 
users merely use UGC for information queries and never contribute, for example, through 
writing reviews (Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). 
 The high presence of passive users might be seen as creating a potential bias problem 
when studying data derived from UGC, since little is known about the characteristics of active 
versus passive users. However, there is at least some indication that UGC provides reliable 
data for tourism research. For instance, Koerbitz, Önder and Hubmann-Haidvogel (2013) 
found that by analysing UGC, in this case photos uploaded on the platform Flickr, the length 
of stay of tourists could be extracted correctly. Tilly, Fuschbach and Schoder (2015), showed 
that tourist reviews on an undisclosed virtual tourism community correlated strongly with 
United Nations World Tourism Organization statistics on tourism per country, with the 
strongest relationship being found between overall tourism, both domestic and international, 
and the number of reviews on the UGC platform. The latter suggests, UGC can also capture 
the behaviour of tourists who are underrepresented in traditional tourism statistics, for 
example day visitors, tourists staying with friends and relatives or tourists using Airbnb or 
other semi-formal and informal accommodation types.
 Active users of UGC, being the providers of peer-to-peer information, are important 
when studying tourist behaviour through UGC (Kádár, 2014; Koerbitz et al., 2013). These 
tourists can be tracked through the information they leave behind deliberately, forming 
their explicit digital footprints (Fuchs et al., 2014; Girardin et al., 2008). However, the role of 
passive users is at least equally important. Since passive users base their behavioural choices 
on the information and reviews left by their active peers, a self-enforcing pattern of spatial 
behaviour can occur (Scott & Orlikowski, 2012). The presence of these self-enforcing patterns 
is highlighted by the finding by Ganzaroli et al. (2017) that mainly the number of reviews a 
certain restaurant received in the past determines its future success. A circular process seems 
to develop, where present choices are nudged by choices of tourists in the past. This cascading 
of information can cause a repetitive, self-propelling effect leading to popular areas, hotels, 
attractions and restaurants becoming even more popular while niche and off-the-beaten-track 
alternatives struggle for the tourists’ attention (Ganzaroli et al., 2017).
 Thus, there are two important reasons to study review patterns. Firstly, these reviews 
reflect the tourist behaviour of the active UGC users. But, secondly, and maybe even more 
important, these reviews in turn influence the behaviour of a far bigger group of passive UGC 
users who make use of UGC to plan and make travel choices (Ayeh et al., 2013; Ganzaroli 
et al., 2017; Gretzel & Yoo, 2008; Gursoy et al., 2016). In this manner, UGC might follow a 
comparable vicious pattern as described by Russo (2002), in which a more mature destination 
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boasts a more clustered review pattern, with a relatively low number of frequently reviewed 
facilities in the tourist bubble and a long tail of sparsely reviewed facilities outside the main 
touristic areas (Ganzaroli et al., 2017). This spatial clustering of UGC within destinations 
could be a warning sign for increasing levels tourismification and can inform policymakers 
and planners about the current state of their destinations. This paper will focus, therefore, on  
how spatial analysis of the digital footprint tourists leave behind on a popular UGC platform, 
TripAdvisor, can give an insight into the spatial patterns of tourist behaviour in historic cities, 
and how these findings can assist destination management and policy making. 

3.3. Methodology

3.3.1. Study design

The study can be characterized as a multi-methods study with a sequential design, consisting 
of two consecutive phases. Phase 1 consists of spatial analysis of UGC collected from the 
TripAdvisor platform in order to map hot spots and cold spots in popular urban heritage 
destinations in Belgium. More specific, we compare review patterns in the five Flemish art 
cities (Antwerp, Bruges, Ghent, Leuven and Mechelen), which are comparable in their tourist 
product, history and morphology of the urban landscape but have different levels of maturity 
as tourist destinations and attract different amounts and types of tourists. The aim of this 
phase is to transform UGC-derived information from Tripadvisor into knowledge which is 
useful for tourism decision makers in the involved art cities. In Phase 2, we reflect on the 
found patterns with the directors of the local Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) 
in order to both check the validity of the results and explore how this type of analysis may 
contribute to policy making and destination management, as well as to sharing of knowledge 
and learning between destinations.

3.3.2. Phase 1: Spatial analysis of review patterns

Central Measure: Restaurant Reviews 
For this study, several choices had to be made, the most important one being which 
indicator to use as the central measure. Users of TripAdvisor can leave behind reviews and 
recommendations concerning their tourist experiences. On the TripAdvisor website, these 
are categorised into three main groups: hotels, things to do and restaurants. The first step 
taken was to see which of these categories could serve as a good indicator for measuring 
tourist behaviour in a destination. First we checked the correlation between the number 
of nights spent in a destination, and the total number of reviews as well as the number of 
reviews in the three separate categories. This was carried out for Antwerp, Bruges, Ghent, 
Leuven and Mechelen (figure 1). While the total amount of reviews already shows a fairly 
strong relationship with the amount of nights spent (R2 of 0.71), the relationship between 
restaurants reviews and nights spent proved to be the strongest (R2 of 0.83). These findings 
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are in line with previous studies showing high correlations between number of reviews on 
UGC platforms and tourism statistics (Tilly et al., 2015). This makes restaurants a plausible 
candidate for the hot spot/cold spot analysis.

Figure 3.1: Correlation between nights spent per destination (2015) and number of TripAdvisor reviews per July, 2016

Number of reviews (TripAdvisor.com, retrieved July 2016) are featured on the Y-axes, number of nights spent in the 

destination (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2017a) on the X-axes

A second reason to choose restaurants for this hot spot/cold spot analysis is, that restaurants, 
specifically, are reviewed by overnight visitors, excursionists as well as locals. This offers 
a good representation of all the different groups active on TripAdvisor and their digital 
footprint. An in-depth study of TripAdvisor reviewers in Antwerp showed that half of the 
reviewers listed a non-Belgian location on their profile, while a quarter indicated they were 
Belgian and the last quarter did not list a location. The traffic on TripAdvisor in Antwerp is 
thus created by international as well as domestic tourists. Important to note here is that not 
only the behaviour of the reviewers themselves is important, but also the effect the reviewing 
behaviour has on future visitors and their choices (Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Scott & Orlikowski, 
2012). A last reason to choose restaurant reviews as the central measure was that, of the three 
categories, restaurants are closest to what in economics is termed “substitute goods”. This is 
because tourists can decide in situ to choose a place to eat or drink, and often have a wide 
array of choice opportunities which are relatively interchangeable. The sheer extent and 
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diversity of restaurants in urban tourism destinations, as well as the geographic distribution 
of restaurants over the destination, allows tourists to experience greater choice. Which choices 
tourists make, subsequently, is of interest for this study and their review behaviour reflects a 
part of the outcome of this choice process.

Focal point: Hot spots and cold spots
Geographic clustering of digital footprints left behind by tourists on UGC is finding its way 
into tourism studies (Leung et al., 2016). In this study we look whether there is a relationship 
between geographic locations of features, restaurants, and a quantitative attribute, i.e. number 
of reviews. Specifically, we look for hot spots and cold spots of review behaviour in urban 
heritage destinations. A hot spot, in this sense, is a geographic cluster of restaurants which are 
reviewed more often than would be expected if review behaviour was randomly distributed 
over the destination. The presence of a hot spot indicates an area where restaurants are 
reviewed more often, and therefore likely to attract more tourists. On the other side of the 
spectrum we are looking for ‘cold spots’: geographical clusters of restaurants which are less 
often reviewed than expected. The main hypothesis posed, following the work of Russo (2002), 
is that more mature and heavily tourismificated destinations host intense hotspots within 
their historic centre surrounding their main attractions, indicating a functional clustering of 
secondary tourist products enhanced by tourist behaviour. In these destinations, cold spots 
are expected to be found along the borders of the hot spots, indicating tourists are less likely to 
venture out of the main tourist bubbles. In non-mature destinations, weak spatial patterns are 
expected to be found, indicating a more explorative tourist behaviour and limited presence of  
“beaten tracks” and tourist bubbles. 

Data Acquisition and Processing
For each restaurant, the number of reviews, average score, sub-category and address 
were manually collected between January and August 2016. All restaurants were given 
geographical coordinates based on the address listed on TripAdvisor, and were manually 
checked for (typing) errors. Two further selection criteria were applied before the data were 
analysed. According to the first criterion, only restaurants which were reviewed more than 
once were included in the final analysis. This threshold was chosen since manual checks 
showed high rates of error existed for restaurants with only one review. Since TripAdvisor 
relies on information provided by users for detecting errors in the information the website 
provides, restaurants with more reviews are more likely to be correctly listed. According to 
the second criterion, only restaurants located within the municipal boundaries of the different 
art cities were selected. In all the cities  a small number of restaurants was mentioned  which 
were, in fact, located quite a distance outside the city limits, and these were mostly subject to 
reporting errors. 

Data Analysis
We have posed the question of whether there is a relationship between the spatial location 
of a restaurant and a specific attribute, that is the number of reviews received. The spatial 
relationship between features based on a certain attribute can be determined by calculating 
the level of spatial auto-correlation. Spatial auto-correlation tests the hypothesis that a feature 
and associated attribute are randomly distributed in space. If this is not the case, a certain 
level of clustering of popular features in the destination, based on the number of reviews, 
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is present. Analysing spatial auto-correlation of features and associated attributes, through 
identifying clusters, can uncover underlying spatial patterns that could inform decisions 
(Peeters et al., 2015). 

An approach to spatial auto-correlation and cluster mapping is Getis-Ord hot spot analysis 
(Getis & Ord, 1992). A hot spot is a cluster of features with a high attribute value surrounded 
by features with a lower attribute value. The feature is considered a statistically significant 
hot spot when the sum of the attributed values of neighbouring features is different from 
the expected sum when the feature would be divided randomly over space. A significant 
difference from the expected pattern is found in two steps: First, when the sum of attribute 
values of a cluster of features, in this case restaurant reviews, is much higher than the average 
value for all features a very high z-score is present indicating a cluster of often reviewed 
restaurants. Second, when the found difference is too large to be the result of random chance, 
a very low p-value is present, indicating the statistical significance of the cluster (Getis & Ord, 
1992). Clusters of significant high values are considered hot spots while clusters of low values 
are considered cold spots. The presence of hot spots or cold spots indicates a relationship 
between the location of the feature, in this case restaurant and the attribute value, in this case 
the number of reviews (García-Palomares et al., 2015). Tourist behaviour in the destination 
can be mapped by showing tourist hot spots, being areas where restaurants tend to be more 
intensely reviewed by tourists compared to other areas in the city, and cold spots, being areas 
where clusters of restaurants are located which are relatively seldom reviewd. In this way, 
hot spots can represent areas where tourismification could take place, while cold spot indicate 
areas outside the main tourist scope. The extent and location of these hot spots and cold spots 
within destinations can be visualised through mapping, making the results accessible and 
interpretable for a wider audience.
 By lack of previous research data in this area, we applied an optimized hotspot 
analysis, calculating the Getis-Ord Gi* statistic by deriving three parameters from the input 
data. Firstly, the locational outliers are identified and excluded from the further analysis. In 
this step, restaurants located far away from other restaurants are excluded, because - since 
the cluster analysis is based on the distance between features - features located too far away 
will have an out of proportion effect on the analysis. Secondly, features’ attributes, in this case 
the number of reviews restaurants received, are aggregated using fishnet polygons. By doing 
so, reviews of nearby restaurants are taken together, and ascribed to a cell in the polygon 
grid, which is used for the further analysis. Finally, the scale of analysis used to determine 
the neighbourhood of the feature is calculated using Moran’s I statistic for Incremental 
Spatial Auto-correlation until a peak of the z-score is found. Polygon cells within this scale 
of analysis are considered as neighbours and the attribute scores within the neighbourhood 
are compared to all other polygon cells. Every polygon cell is given a z-score indicating the 
similarity to its neighbourhood and dissimilarity to the other polygon cells. A high positive 
z-score indicates large numbers of reviews in both the polygon cell and its neighbourhood. 
But, it indicates lower numbers of reviews in the cells outside the neighbourhood. When the 
polygon’s p-value is low, an area where restaurants receive significantly more of reviews 
compared to elsewhere, referred to as a hot spot, is present. A low negative z-score and low 
p-value indicate the presence of a cold spot, or a cluster of restaurants with low numbers of 
reviews. 
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 After the analysis, the z-score and p-value of the polygon cells are attributed to the 
features, being the restaurants, within the cells. The output of the hot spot analysis can be 
explored and interpreted visually. 

3.3.3. Phase 2: Feedback Focus Group

A feedback session was planned with the directors of the DMOs of the different Flemish 
art cities and the managers of the Flemish art cities network. The goal of this meeting was 
twofold. First, in order check the validity of the study and, second, to reflect on the results 
and to stimulate discussion on the study results between representatives of the five art cities. 
The ultimate goal was to explore how spatial analysis and visualisations of UGC can facilitate 
learning between the different DMOs and whether it could be translated into concrete policy 
recommendations driven by data. After a short presentation of the results, the floor was 
opened for discussion based on suggested topics as well as issues that emerged from the 
discussion. 

3.4. Results 

3.4.1. Phase 1: Spatial Clustering of Digital Footprints

The Flemish art cities (Antwerp, Bruges, Ghent, Leuven and Mechelen) differ strongly in 
the amount of tourists they receive (Figure 1). By analysing the digital footprint tourists left 
behind through TripAdvisor reviews in the different cities, we are able to show, that not only 
the volume differs between the cities, but also how the spatial spread of restaurant reviews  
varies between destinations.
 Bruges, in population comparable to Leuven and Mechelen but much smaller 
than Ghent and Antwerp, stands out in multiple ways (Table 1). This is due to its high total 
number of restaurant reviews, as well as its high average number of reviews per restaurant. 
While having the same number of nights spent by overnight tourists compared to Antwerp, 
Bruges only has about half of the number of restaurants listed on TripAdvisor but more than 
double the number of reviews. These descriptive statistics show reviews are not randomly 
distributed over the destinations. The destinations, however, not only differ in the amount of 
reviews they receive. Spatial patterns of reviews within the destinations also differ. A spatial 
analysis of the relationship between the location and the number of reviews for restaurants 
in the Flemish art cities shows there are different patterns of hot spots and cold spots (Figure 
2 through 6). Mechelen, the smallest city both in the number of nights spent by tourists as 
well as in restaurants reviewed and total number of reviews, is the only destination that does 
not show any hot spot or cold spot (Figure 2). There are no spatial clusters in the city with 
restaurants characterised by high or low numbers of reviews. This suggests that, in Mechelen, 
the relative location of a restaurant does not influence the number of reviews it receives. A 
closer inspection of the data shows that the restaurants with high numbers of reviews are 
indeed distributed quite randomly over the destination.
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Table 3.1: Descriptive statistics of hot spots and cold spots in the different destinations

In contrast to the absence of spatial clustering of review behaviour in Mechelen, the other cities 
do show spatial patterns of review behaviour. In Leuven (Figure 3), the largest part of the city 
located within the ring road which was previously the city walls, is a review hot spot. The 
hot spot is surrounded by a neutral zone and a cold spot can be found in the north east of the 
city. Interestingly, this cold spot surrounds the main train station, a main point for entering 
the city which attracts high volumes of visitors and commuters. The spatial distribution of 
restaurants over the destination shows a clustering of high-reviewed restaurants around the 
central squares in the historic city and streets connecting these squares. However, the hot spot 
also exceeds this area in a southern and south-eastern direction along the main streets in the 
city centre and on the axis connecting the historic city centre with popular tourist attractions 
such as the UNESCO world heritage site ‘Grand Beguinage’ in the south. While the tourist 
centre of the city appears to be rather small, as indicated by the dense cluster of high-reviewed 
restaurants in the heart of the city, the extent of the hot spot indicates that restaurants outside 
this core also attract a higher number of reviews. The cold spot in the neighbourhood of 
the railway station indicates visitors and commuters pass through rather than enjoy this 
neighbourhood, or use the facilities out of convenience and don’t bother to review them. 

Mechelen Leuven Bruges Ghent Antwerp

All restaurants

-Average number of reviews

-Number of restaurants

46 

137

53

279

159

548

52

581

42

938

Restaurants in hot spot

-Average number of reviews

-Number of restaurants

-Percentage of restaurants

n.a.

63

204

73.1%

194

391

71.4%

82.46

301

51.8%

55

365

38.9%

Restaurants in cold spot

-Average number of reviews

-Number of restaurants

-Percentage of restaurants

n.a.

24

36

12.9%

117

81

14.8%

32

20

3.4%

17 

6

0.6%
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Figure 3.2. Hot spot analysis of restaurants reviewed in Mechelen

Source: Tripadvisor.com (data retrieved June 2016) & OpenStreetMap Contributers (2017)
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Figure 3.3. Hot spot analysis of restaurants reviewed in Leuven

Source: Tripadvisor.com (data retrieved June 2016) & OpenStreetMap Contributers (2017)
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Figure 3.4. Hot spot analysis of restaurants reviewed in Bruges

Source: Tripadvisor.com (data retrieved June 2016) & OpenStreetMap Contributers (2017)
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Figure 3.5. Hot spot analysis of restaurants reviewed in Ghent

Source: Tripadvisor.com (data retrieved June 2016) & OpenStreetMap Contributers (2017)
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Both Bruges (Figure 4) and Ghent (Figure 5) have strong hot spots but different intensities 
of cold spots. These destinations have a strong and quite large hotspot taking up the biggest 
part of the historic city centre, surrounding the central squares and main historic sites. In 
Ghent, this hot spot is surrounded by neutral zones and smaller, moderately strong cold 
spots. The neighbourhoods surrounding the historic heart of the city have a considerable 
presence of restaurants listed on TripAdvisor, without any spatial patterns shown by the 
distribution of reviews. However, one neighbourhood features a cold spot. It is located to the 
south of the city centre, between the city’s main museums and the historic city, and crossing 
the university’s humanities campus. This cold spot corresponds to the so-called Arts Quarter 
which, for years, has been the subject of a rather weak tourism development despite many 
initiatives. In general, the cold spots in Ghent are less prominent, compared to Leuven or 
Bruges, suggesting a more random distribution of restaurants with high and low levels of 
reviews outside of the historic city centre. 
 In Bruges, the cold spot starts immediately where the hot spot ends, and spreads 
out in all directions. The cold spots are located beyond the historic centre, but within the old 
town. Bruges is the only one of the Flemish art cities featuring a strong cold spot within the 
limits of the historic town, with a notable presence of a strong cold spot in the south of the 
city. This sudden shift from a cluster of restaurants with high numbers of reviews to clusters 
of restaurants with low numbers of reviews without a physical barrier present suggests very 
strong patterns of spatial review behaviour. 
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Figure 3.6. Hot spot analysis of restaurants reviewed in Antwerp

Source: Tripadvisor.com (data retrieved June 2016) & OpenStreetMap Contributers (2017)
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The spatial pattern of reviews in Antwerp (Figure 6) follows a different distribution. Just 
as with Ghent and Bruges, it has a strong hot spot taking up the historic city centre, the 
main market square and its surrounding streets. The hot spot expands to the north into an 
historic district where a church with famous paintings by Rubens and other Flemish masters 
is located and to the south east in the direction of the Rubens house museum and the main 
theatre square. The area bordering the historic heart to the west, along the bank of the river 
Scheldt features a less significant hot spot. While the hot spot in Antwerp is of the same 
absolute size as the hot spot in Bruges, Ghent and even Leuven, in relative terms, the city has 
the smallest hot spot compared to the size of the historic city. This indicates that the bulk of 
tourism behaviour takes place in a relatively small part of the destination. 
 Even though a large share of Antwerps’ restaurants are located outside of the hot 
spots (table 1), only a very small cold spot was found in an area north of the city centre. Here,  
recently,  some gentrification has taken place, and many of the restaurants have only recently 
been opened. The absence of strong cold spots suggests that outside of the historic city centre, 
the rest of the city is reviewed randomly, without clusters of restaurants with high or low 
numbers of reviews. The areas surrounding the main museums in the north and south of the 
city centre, both former docklands, as well as the train station to the east of the historic city 
centre, are all areas with a high presence of restaurants but with no clustering based on the 
numbers of reviews. The finding that the area surrounding the main railway station is not a 
cold spot, such as in Leuven, can be explained by the fact that the station is both a Thalys stop 
on the Paris-Brussels-Amsterdam route and is adjacent to main tourist attractions such as the 
zoo and the diamond district, stressing the tourist function of this railway station, apart from 
its commuter function. 

3.4.2. Phase 2: Reflection on the Outcomes by DMO Directors

Even though the art cities offer a similar tourism product based on a medieval, baroque 
and classical heritage, culture, gastronomy and craftsmanship, the cities do, however, differ 
in the scale and scope of their tourism. Statistics such as the number of nights spent, show 
differences when comparing the cities. The spatial analysis partly confirms the perceived 
difference between the destinations, but also shows some new insights. This difference in 
the scale of tourism is confirmed by the position taken by the different DMOs during the 
feedback session. During the discussion, for example, the destinations Mechelen and Leuven 
were mainly interested in increasing the attractiveness of the destination for visitors in a 
sustainable way, while Bruges was mainly focussing on topics like carrying capacity and 
influencing spatial behaviour of tourists.
 Bruges stood out both in the number of reviews restaurants received, as well in the 
spatial concentration of often and seldom reviewed restaurants. Bruges receives relatively 
many reviews compared to the number of nights spent by tourists, indicating higher tourist 
pressure by day visitors. The spatial clustering of reviews in a small part of the historic city 
was suggested to indicate high levels of tourismification in the historic city centre. As a 
response, the DMO director explained how this finding matches local tourism policy aimed 
at concentrating tourism in a zone known as the ‘golden triangle’. This area covers the largest 
part of the historic heart and southern part of the old town. According to the DMO director, 
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spatially clustered primary tourist products in the historic city centre aimed at heritage and 
secondary tourist products offering accommodation and gastronomic experiences are still 
able to offer valuable experiences. These central areas are promoted while at the same time 
negative impacts of tourism are concentrated within a limited zone within the city. DMO 
studies indicate the majority of the inhabitants of the historic city centre are still rather positive 
towards tourism developments, contrasting claims of tourismification.
 The hot spot found in Bruges, however, covered a bigger part of the city than the 
director of the DMO had expected and the cold spot in the south of the historic city was 
unexpected. This area is adjacent to where the tourist coaches with day visitors terminate, it 
is near to the city’s train station and close to some historic sites such as the UNESCO world 
heritage Beguinage. A possible explanation for the presence of this cold spot was the high 
popularity of the area with day visitors, a group which uses fewer of the city’s secondary 
tourist products and might be less likely to leave feedback on UGC platforms about their visit. 
This type of visitors might also prefer to first venture into the heart of the city centre before 
using secondary tourist products, such as restaurants, or use pre-booked restaurants as part 
of their daytrip. 
 The destinations Antwerp and, to a lesser extent, Ghent, apply a different tourism 
management policy compared to Bruges. Both DMOs actively try to spread tourists over the 
wider extent of the destination by informing them about different districts and neighbourhoods 
away from the historic heart of the city. Our presentation of the spatial analysis caused a 
discussion about the success of this policy, as the destinations show a similar review hot spot 
in the historic centre compared to Bruges and Leuven. On the one hand, in both Ghent and 
Antwerp, restaurants close to museum sites beyond the historical city centre are not part of 
the hot spots and in the case of Ghent are even part of a cold spot. Ample time was spent on a 
discussion about the apparent lack of success of policy aimed at spreading tourists within the 
destinations The DMO directors concluded that the main focus of tourists is still the historic 
heart of the city. On the other hand, the absence of strong cold spots indicates that, in both 
Antwerp and Ghent, a large number of the restaurants are situated outside the city centre 
hotspot and these not necessarily receive less reviews than their city centre counterparts, 
restaurants with high numbers of reviews and low numbers of reviews are more randomly 
distributed over the city outside the main review hot spot (table 1). This indicates tourists do 
venture out of the hotspot and share their experiences on UGC platforms, but outside the 
historic city centre choose places to eat and drink specifically, and not only because they are 
conveniently located near attractions or transportation hubs. 
 In general, the participants of the feedback session believed that the main strength of 
the study was the richness of the information it provides when visualised in a comprehensible 
way in relation to the relative ease of collecting and analysing the data. Analysing spatial 
patterns from UGC originating from Travel 2.0 platforms was regarded as a promising, 
affordable and innovative approach to learning more about the spatial distribution of tourists 
over the included cities, thus supporting reflection and policy making. It was agreed that 
the presented material provides input for discussing the topic of tourismification and the 
clustering of tourist activitities while it facilitates discussing different policy approaches to 
destination management and in this way can be a catalyst for knowledge sharing and inter-
destination learning. 



88

 While the results were seen as valuable by the DMO directors and led to a discussion 
and sharing of ideas towards tourism management, two main issues in particular were raised 
during the discussion. Firstly, the analysis made use of the current status of restaurants on 
TripAdvisor, which is a sum of all reviews and ratings collected over the past years. Recent 
policy, such as the promotion of districts and neighbourhoods outside the historic city centre, 
might take some time to have an effect. Secondly, the collection of data does not allow us 
to distinguish between different types of reviewers. For example, local reviewers could 
have other spatial review patterns compared to international tourists, or young reviewers 
compared to older reviewers. 

3.5. Discussion

The current body of literature on User Generated Content (UGC) is mainly focussed on how a 
destination is represented on UGC through topic, discourse or sentiment analysis of comments 
and/or photos mined from UGC platforms (Fuchs et al., 2014; Litvin et al. 2008; Leung et al., 
2013). However, there is still limited knowledge of how tourists actually use and experience 
urban tourism destinations (Ashworth & Page, 2011). This proved to be also the case in the 
Flemish art cities. DMO directors were not fully aware of the opportunities UGC can bring 
for a better understanding of actual tourist behaviour. Yet, the type of learning presented in 
this study, driven by data acquired from the actual users of the destination, is an important 
topic both in current destination management and also in the scientific literature on tourism 
and in other fields (Batty, 2013; Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015; Haugland et al., 2011; Fuchs et 
al., 2014; Marine-Roig & Anton Clavé, 2015). This study proved that analysing the digital 
footprint of tourists could enrich existing tourism statistics with geospatial information on 
tourist behaviour and could serve as a useful tool for streamlining policy discussions, fuelling 
decision making, and monitoring policy outcomes, such as the distribution of tourists within 
the destination.
 The spatial analysis of TripAdvisor reviews showed that clustering of review 
behaviour is present in all destinations except for the least mature one, Mechelen. Bruges, 
the most established and mature tourist destination, showed the highest spatial clustering 
compared to the size of the historic town. The finding that tourists tend to cluster in the 
historic heart of the city centres in the Flemish art cities corresponds to previous findings on 
tourist behaviour in the Flemish art cities (see e.g. Versichele et al., 2014 on Ghent, Van der 
Zee et al., 2017 on Antwerp or Neuts & Nijkamp, 2012 on Bruges). According to Russo (2002) 
heavy clustering of tourist behaviour is associated with tourist destinations becoming more 
mature. This can, when not managed well, result in a vicious circle where overcrowding leads 
to a decline in the quality of services in tourist areas and, eventually, in shorter stays within 
the destination (Russo, 2002). 
 As this study looked at restaurant reviewing behaviour, it is notable that  tourists, 
even for secondary tourism products, focus mainly on facilities in the direct vicinity of the 
main historical tourist attractions in the heart of the old city. Even though UGC platforms 
such as TripAdvisor allow us to explore the entire destination for hotels, activities or dining 
options, the main focus of tourists is, as suggested in previous research (Lew & McKercher, 
2006), still spatially dependent and restricted. This is partly caused by the morphology of 
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the urban landscape in the Flemish art cities and their functional make-up. An increasing 
presence of secondary tourist products, such as restaurants, local guides, galleries, etcetera, 
attracts visitors even more to the historic city centres, causing clustering of tourists in 
relatively small areas (Jansen-Verbeke, 1998; Judd, 1999). Next to this, an explanation of the 
effect of UGC on restricting tourist behaviour rather than stimulating exploration is given by 
Scott and Orlikowski (2012).  UGC platforms tend to reduce the rich information that visitors 
experience when visiting a restaurant into a simplified and rather arbitrary rating system, 
which yet acts as a power mechanism influencing future tourist behaviour. The prevalence of 
hotspots of frequently reviewed restaurants in Flemish art cities shows that the online success 
of a restaurant is partly caused by its location. As the literature suggests that tourists more 
and more use UGC for making their decisions (Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Gretzel & Yoo, 2008; 
Gursoy et al., 2016; Litvin et al., 2008), having a high number of reviews becomes the norm 
for restaurants in order to attract tourists. The spatial nature of review patterns enforces this 
norm, and marginalises restaurants outside the hotspots (Ganzaroli et al., 2017). They need 
to do more to stand out and compete with the cluster of frequently reviewed restaurants. In 
this matter, this study demonstrates that review behaviour shows a self-propelling effect, 
since more established destinations show stronger spatial review patterns. Location seems 
to matter more in more mature destination since reviewers tend to be more normative by 
proportionally reviewing more restaurants in central locations within these destinations.
 UGC may empower tourism businesses, but it also appears to prevent visitors 
from wandering off the beaten track and perhaps even limits tourist behaviour. The work 
of Scott and Orlikwoski (2012), empirically tested by Ganzaroli et al. (2017) and combined 
with findings from this paper indicates that reviews create subsequent reviews, and we have 
shown this circular system has a specific spatial bias. This circular information cascade results 
in spatial clusters of often reviewed restaurants in historic city centres which could be an 
indication of standardisation and a warning for a possible decline in the quality of provided 
services, as is often witnessed in areas dealing with tourismifcation (Go & Govers, 2000; 
Jansen-Verbeke, 1989; Judd, 1999; Russo, 2002; van der Zee & Go, 2013). A destination’s digital 
success can therefore become a serious problem in the end.
 Previous qualitative research in one of the Flemish art cities indicated that, especially 
within the review hot spot, collaboration and networking were not common, while in more 
peripheral areas outside the historic city centre more informal collaboration and bottom-up 
networks were found to be present (Van der Zee et al., 2017). These findings correspond with 
recent work on tourism clusters. Successful, but inward looking clusters run a high risk of 
relying too heavily on knowledge, products and modus operandi which have been successful 
in the past, but which lack the ability to innovate and adapt to changing contexts (Brouder 
& Eriksson, 2013b; Bujosa et al., 2015; Ma & Hassing, 2013). The found pattern of cascading, 
clustering review behaviour could enforce this stalemate position within successful tourist 
clusters, while making it more difficult to stimulate niche tourism development outside the 
main clusters. For destinations, this means that stimulating the development of an alternative 
path to tourism development outside of the main clusters could be difficult, and it needs huge 
effort to attract a critical mass of initial clients who will create new UGC which in turn attracts 
future tourists. Both tourism entrepreneurs as well as policy makers need to learn how to 
deal with the self-enforcing and clustering effect of review behaviour. Dealing with dominant 
tourism clusters is, therefore, more than ever, an important topic for policymakers in tourism. 
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3.6. Conclusions & recommendations for further research

This study tested the applicability of the spatial analysis of UGC as a tool to gain knowledge 
on tourist behaviour as well as to serve as an input for inter-DMO discussions on destination 
management. The combination of geo-spatial analyses of the distribution of tourists within 
urban tourist destinations with focus group discussions by policymakers from the involved 
destinations, proved to be a fruitful example of applied research by contributing both to 
the scientific aim and the implementation aim of the study. Firstly, this study shows that 
applying spatial clustering and hot spot analysis is able to show the digital footprint of 
tourists and provides new knowledge about the actual use and online representation of the 
destination. At the start of the study, two different outcomes of the impact of web reviews 
on tourist behaviour were plausible: (1) tourists might be seduced by certain web reviews to 
venture into new, unknown niche locations, that they did not know beforehand, promoting 
the distribution of tourists over the city, or (2) tourists might show herd behaviour by going 
where the masses go, promoting clustering of tourists within the popular areas. Although the 
first expectation may be incidentally valid, this study clearly shows that most tourists choose 
to follow their peers: tourism attract tourism. 
 Secondly, this study shows that analysing UGC from travel platforms can give an 
impetus to knowledge-based policy making and planning. The provided data may be used for 
making decisions about actual and relevant issues in tourism management. The methodology 
we presented proved to have benefits, as it not only provided policy makers with additional 
information but also fuelled discussion between DMO directors from different destinations 
and, through this, encouraged different destinations to learn from one another. Interestingly, 
prominent issues in the scientific literature, e.g. about spreading versus concentration of 
tourists within heritage destinations, were also widely discussed by the involved DMO-
directors. It has taught us that some DMOs choose to concentrate tourism within a relatively 
small part of the historic city centre, but face the risk of getting into a vicious circle, while 
others prefer to develop niche tourism in more peripheral areas, but face a long way to go. 
This should be an impetus for more research, because these opposing DMO-strategies are 
both not self-evident at the operational level, and need scientific support for enhancing their 
chance of success, while at the same time reducing their inherent risks.
 A number of improvements might increase the value of this type of analysis further. 
First, as this study analyses the sum of reviews collected over the years of the existence 
of TripAdvisor, it still gives a static image of the digital footprint. However, monitoring 
TripAdvisor on a regular basis increases the dynamic character of the analysis and makes 
it possible to visualize the effects of events, or the opening of new attractions and sights on 
the spatial behaviour of visitors. Secondly, in this study, only the analysis was based on data 
obtained from only one UGC platform. Triangulating the results with other UGC platforms, 
such as photo sharing platforms or Twitter could improve the quality and representativeness 
of the data. Thirdly, the approach to data collection applied for this study did not distinguish 
between different types of UGC users such as local residents as opposed to tourists, different 
age or gender groups, or visitors from different geographical background (eg. national tourists 
versus international tourists). A more refined data mining technique could assist in collecting 
more detailed information which may allow a more thorough analysis of the digital footprint 
of various kinds of visitors.
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 Last but not least, the study did not take into account whether or not the restaurants 
had an active engagement with Travel 2.0 platforms like TripAdvisor, nor what they did to 
improve the number of reviews they receive, for instance by offering a cup of coffee to visitors 
who were willing to write a review on their experiences with the restaurant. This might have 
influenced review behaviour and has an unknown impact on the results of this study. To 
conclude: We hope that this study inspires other researchers to choose a similar multimethod 
approach within the tourism domain, addressing these and other relevant research questions, 
using various data sources, and applying other types of statistical analyses. The possibilities 
are manifold. We believe that this would contribute to more knowledge-based policymaking 
and planning within the tourism domain.

Acknowledgements:
We would like to thank the network of Flemish art cities for supporting this study. We also 
thank the DMO directors of the cities for participating in the study. This paper is part of the 
doctoral research of Egbert van der Zee which is funded by a grant from the Institute for the 
Promotion of Innovation through Science and Technology in Flanders (IWT) (grant number 
121699).



92



93

Egbert van der Zee, Jan van der Borg, Dominique Vanneste (2017). 
The destination triangle: Towards Relational Management. In: N. Scott, M. Van Niekerk & J. 
Jafari.  Bridging Tourism Theory and Practice book series’. (Vol. 8), 167-188. London: Emerald.

Chapter 4. The destination triangle: Towards relational 
management



94



95

Abstract

Urban tourism destinations are highly dynamic and complex systems requiring a responsive 
and relational governance system. Recent tourism literature proposes a network approach 
to destination management, but empirical evidence shows interactions in destinations 
remains low. Dominant stakeholders tend to control destination governance systems, less 
powerful ones are not actively included. This chapter schematizes the network of relations 
as a destination triangle made up of governance, supply side, and tourists. A quantitative 
study of tourists and a qualitative study of supply side stakeholders show that the destination 
triangle is inappropriately adjusted. The supply side is not actively involved in destination 
management. The findings show that the absence of a relational management approach can 
impede initiatives. 
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4.1. Introduction

Today’s tourists are seeking unique and authentic experiences (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 
2009; Pine & Gilmore, 1998) and contemporary tourism is moving to a more individualized, 
niche-oriented, experience-laden direction (Dwyer, Edwards, Mistilis, Roman, & Scott, 
2009). This requires a new perspective on the management of upcoming and established 
destinations (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). Traditional and new destinations need to become more 
adaptive and innovative in their strategic management (Hartman, 2016) in order to cater to an 
increasingly demanding and complex tourism market (Dwyer et al. 2009, Go & Govers, 2000). 
A destination is a gathering of a wide selection of stakeholders who are fully, partly, or 
indirectly involved in tourism. Still tourists regard and evaluate it as an integrated product or 
destination (Haugland, Ness, Grønseth, & Aarstad, 2011). But a destination is as strong as its 
weakest stakeholders, as a bad experience with an underperforming stakeholder will affect 
the total evaluation of the destination (d’Angella & Go, 2009). Since tourists have ever more 
opportunities to share their experiences through digital platforms as TripAdvisor, their role 
as co-creators of destination image is strengthened (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009; Van der 
Zee, Bertocchi, & Janusz, 2016). Furthermore, tourism is regarded as an experiental service in 
which tourists actively look for authentic and high value experiences, and actively engage in 
the co-creation of these experiences (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009; Shaw & Williams, 2009; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This highlights the importance of quality management in tourism. 
To remain competitive, destination management organizations (DMOs) need to emphasize 
their “experience-centric” capabilities (d’Angella & Go, 2009). Stimulating network formation 
and knowledge sharing between the different stakeholders is closely associated to quality 
management, highlighting the importance for destination managers or DMOs to actively 
coordinate the supply side (Woods & Deeganm, 2006). The composite and interrelated nature 
of destinations, however, makes improving tourist experiences through marketing and 
management a complicated goal to achieve. 
 Managing an interrelated and complex destination requires an inclusive and 
integrated governance approach (Stoffelen & Vanneste, 2016; Van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015; 
Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014; Zehrer & Raich, 2010). The importance of taking into account 
all stakeholder groups when discussing destination management is highlighted in various 
models (Van Niekerk & Coetzee, 2011). The composition of relations influencing the 
experience-creating capability of a destination can be represented as a triad of governing 
bodies (local government, public institutions, and DMOs), supply side (private businesses, 
attractions, and services) and demand side (tourists). Even though the latter group is often 
not seen as a stakeholder in research or policy, the recent focus on co-creation of experiences 
and value through interaction between consumers and producers is changing the position 
of tourists from passive consumers to active stakeholders or prosumers (Provan & Milward, 
2001; Sørensen, 2007; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
 This chapter defines and discusses the complex network of interdependencies and 
relations as the destination triangle. Actors in the different corners of the triangle can act 
independently, but their performance is interdependent and influenced by the performance 
of other actors (Presenza & Cipollina, 2010; Zehrer & Raich, 2010). Therefore, the overall inter-
stakeholder network configuration and organization can improve or impede the competitive 
position of a destination through stimulating knowledge sharing, increasing trust and 
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reciprocity and bring opportunities for collaboration and product development (Baggio & 
Cooper, 2010; Baggio, Scott & Cooper, 2010; Beritelli, 2011; d’Angella & Go, 2009; Denicolai, 
Cioccarelli, & Zucchella, 2010; Scott, Cooper, & Baggio, 2008). This creates a need for empirical 
case studies into the way the presence and nature of network relationships affects destination 
performance and management (Brouder & Eriksson, 2013a).
 Even though a network approach on destination management is claimed to provide 
a means to increase the experience-centric capability of destinations, the tourism literature 
rarely presents success stories (Van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). In many cases, the destination 
triangle is out of shape due to missing or problematic connections between governing 
bodies and the supply side (Henriksen & Halkier, 2009; Pavlovich, 2003), while the end 
users are notably absent (Sfandla & Björk, 2013; Sørensen, 2007; Van der Zee & Vanneste, 
2015). Furthermore, recent technologic and societal developments have changed tourism 
destination management. Innovations in information and communication technologies not 
only empower tourists, they also increase the opportunities for DMOs to interact with the 
supply side, while it brings new possibilities for business-to-business communication and 
knowledge sharing (d’Angella & Go, 2009). Also, these technological advances bring new 
possibilities for communicating and sharing information with tourists before, during, and 
after their trip by DMOs and the supply side in tourism destinations (McCabe, Sharples, 
& Foster, 2012). The question that remains is how to capitalize on these opportunities for 
engaging relationships in the destination triangle and use them to strengthen the competitive 
position of the destination.
 Therefore, this chapter aims to explore the ability to enhance the experience-centric 
capabilities by configuring the destination triangle. Claimed benefits of networks and a 
relational perspective towards management are confronted with reality in a case study of 
a recent DMO initiative in the Belgian city of Antwerp. This initiative aims to improve the 
tourist experience by applying a relational management strategy and information provision 
to tourists. The initiative is reviewed by taking the perspective of all three sides of the triangle 
in order to clarify the roles of intra-destination relationships and network management in 
improving the quality of tourist experiences.

4.2. Networks, governance and the destination triangle

The relational perspective on enhancing the competitive position of businesses and regions 
finds its origin in the seminal contribution by Ronald Coase (1937). By forming (formal) 
external partnerships, firms lower transaction costs originating from the use of the market. 
By combining resources these firms improve their competitive position over firms that are 
not able or not willing to do so (Dyer & Singh, 1998). More recent contributions highlight 
the importance of informal relations based on trust, reciprocity, effective governance, and 
power dynamics over contracts and formal relationships (Todeva & Knoke, 2005). The 
relational dynamics between firms are believed to affect future commercial success and could 
lead to economic growth of the entire network (Michael, 2006). The emergence of research 
into relationships among economic actors has led to a growing awareness that the network 
connecting firms and the clusters that arise from this collaboration (not the firm in isolation) 
are the most important engines for enhancing regional competitiveness (Porter, 1990).  
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 This relational view on competitiveness is found in the tourism literature. Recent 
contributions view destinations as complex, adaptive, and dynamic systems (Hartman, 
2016). Zehrer and Raich (2010) argue this complexity and interrelated nature of destinations 
asks for a relational perspective on competitiveness. A participative style of management 
focusing on relations and complementarities, instead of substitution, is proposed to foster 
value-adding partnerships in destinations and enhance the tourist experience (Govers & Go, 
2000; Petrou, Pantziou, Dimara, & Skuras, 2007). However, the literature is lacking empirical 
evidence regarding the effect of collaboration and network development on enhanced tourism 
experiences and/or increased destination competitiveness (van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). 
 A review of the literature presents three different types of experience enhancing 
relations among stakeholders in the destination triangle. The first type of relational 
configuration is when tourism businesses and service providers form “a physical 
‘consumption route’ sending tourists from one firm location to the other and in so doing 
creating an integrated tourism product offering” (van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015 p 48). In this 
relational configuration, supply-side stakeholders provide tourists with insider tips and local 
advice, which can be considered as tacit knowledge, by referring tourists to other stakeholders 
providing high quality services and experiences or collectively offering integrated packages. 
The collaborating stakeholders form a consumption cluster which can improve the visibility 
of the individual stakeholders for tourists (Novelli, Schmitz, & Spencer, 2006) and through 
creating a level of reciprocity among the cluster members ensure a certain level of quality of 
provided services and experiences. Eventually this clustering can also improve the destination 
brand (d’Angella & Go, 2009). A DMO is often the driving force behind the formation of these 
networks, and they can be combined in a city card (Russo & van der Borg, 2002) or tourism 
route (Briedenhann & Wickens, 2004; Rogerson, 2007). 
 Second, tourism businesses and service providers can go into experience enhancing 
relations that take the form of an integrated value chain. In a tourism value chain, different 
stakeholders collaborate to improve the value of the product. According to Cawley and 
Gillmor (2008) involving the use of local resources and ownership (endogeneity), and the 
relation between tourism and other activities (complementarity) are key to improving the 
value chain, and in extent the tourist experience. Examples can be found in the artisanal food 
sector where local farmers and artisanal producers collaborate with restaurants and chefs to 
give a local touch to menus. By collaborating, the stakeholders in the value chain can jointly 
enhance the tourist experience by highlighting the authenticity of the product. At the same 
time, this collaboration can lead to innovative new products through the sharing of knowledge 
between stakeholders sharing a level of related variety (Brouder & Eriksson, 2013a). Lastly, 
the collaboration can improve the brand value of the value chain, increase local identity, 
increase trust among stakeholders or form the basis of further network development (Hall, 
2005). Benefits from tourism are more likely to trickle down to other stakeholders in the value 
chain and leakage of economic benefits could decrease (Hall, 2005; Novelli et al., 2006). While 
this type of value-adding collaboration is often bottom-up induced by entrepreneurs driven 
by an economic motivation (Cawley & Gillmor, 2008), in some cases DMOs and network 
managers also actively try to stimulate this type of value-adding relationships (Van der Zee, 
Gerrets & Vanneste, 2015). 
 Third, the growing demand for high quality and authentic experiences has led to a 
desire for tourists to co-create the moment and form a relationship with supply side stakeholders 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This desire is expressed by a movement away from tourism as a passive 
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gazing to an active experience-driven activity. Sfandla and Björk (2013) argue that in order to 
include tourists as co-creators a transformation is needed from the provision of experiences 
to tourists towards facilitating experience with tourists. An adjusted service supply chain 
and attitude of the tourism industry is paramount to facilitate this transformation. However, 
Binkhorst and Den Dekker question the willingness of “entrepreneurs in and outside the 
area of leisure and tourism on the one hand, and governmental bodies (like cities) on the 
other hand, to co-create the design of meaningful tourism experience environments” (2009, 
p. 325). Stimulating co-creation of tourism experiences is only possible when all the corners 
of the destination triangle align and collaborate, something which is often ignored in tourism 
management. Managing experience-enhancing relationships has thus become an important 
task for DMOs, and asks for a relational perspective on management. 
 The stimulation of value adding relationship in a tourism destination can be regarded 
as the formation of a community of practice among the stakeholders (Shaw & Williams, 2009; 
Wenger & Snyder, 2000). A community of practice consists of stakeholders who 1) agree to 
a certain shared identity or goal known as a domain, 2) form a community through shared 
activities and interactive, reciprocal relationships and 3) and actively engage into practice, 
like sharing knowledge, product development or the development of specific narratives and 
modes of communication. The formation of a community of practice consisting of stakeholders 
from the supply side and DMO can facilitate the formation of value adding partnerships that 
can enhance the experience centric capability of a destination through enhancing reciprocity, 
develop trust between stakeholders and stimulate sharing of knowledge.   

Figure 4.1. Destination Triangle
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 The interrelationship in a destination is in this context schematized as a triad of 
network relationships connecting governing bodies, supply side, and tourists referred to as 
the destination triangle (figure 1). DMOs acknowledge more and more the role of tourists 
as co-creators of the destination’s image and reputation, and acknowledge the important 
of relationship management with and within the supply side. However, “without a clear 
understanding of the crucial components of meaningful experiences and related expectations, 
product development and marketing efforts by the DMO continue to be based on gut feelings 
and trial and error approaches rather than strategic and persuasive experience engineering 
and methodical evaluation” (Gretzel, Fesenmaier, Formica, & O’Leary, 2006 p 125). Improving 
destination performance through stimulating experience enhancing relations is a process in 
which all vertices of the triangle are involved. 

4.3. The case study of Antwerp

This chapter presents an empirical study of a DMO initiative seeking to improve the quality 
of the tourist experience by bringing the corners of the destination triangle closer together. 
The location of the case study is the Belgian city of Antwerp, situated in the Dutch speaking 
Flemish region of the country. Antwerp is part of the network of Flemish “art cities”, a 
group of destinations well known for their cultural heritage. The art cities (Brussels, Bruges, 
Antwerp, Ghent, Louvain and Mechelen) accounted for 11.5 million nights spent in 2013, or 
over one third of the total nights spent by tourists in Belgium (Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2014). 
With 1.7 million nights spent in 2013, Antwerp is, after Brussels and Bruges, the destination 
with the most nights spent in Flanders. The most important source markets for Antwerp 
are Belgium (30%), the Netherlands (25%), Germany (8%), and the United Kingdom (8%). 
Next to promoting itself as an art city, accentuating the presence of high quality products 
(such as fashion, diamonds, Belgian beer, and chocolate) are an important part of the tourism 
strategy of Antwerp, as is highlighting its (port)history (Visit Antwerpen, 2015). To increase 
its competitive position, a main aim of the tourism strategy of Antwerp is to attract young 
tourists (between 18 and 34 years) representing 28% of its tourists in 2011 (WES, 2013). 
 To achieve the goal of becoming a competitive destination for young tourists, the 
city launched “This is Antwerp”. This initiative is hosted and financed by the DMO “Visit 
Antwerpen”, which is a public institution, and part of the municipal government of Antwerp. 
Even though This is Antwerp is part of the DMO, it has its own label and brand, hosts an 
individual website, and issues its own marketing products. This initiative has aims to achieve 
two goals: providing information for young tourists and collaborating with local stakeholders 
to create valuable experiences (This is Antwerp, 2012). Thematically, the initiative highlights 
places where tourists can experience culture, fashion, design, events, music, (street) art, and 
gastronomy. These places, so called “hotspots”, range from local bars, restaurants, shops, 
and museums, to event locations, ATMs, squares and parks. They are handpicked by a panel 
of local inhabitants, who suggest hotspots through a closed Facebook group. This is Antwerp 
communicates useful and enticing information to tourists through the use of social media 
channels (Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and weblogs), a website, a free hard copy magazine, 
and a Smartphone application. The number of hotspots featured in this program fluctuates 
round 250, but the DMO selected 65 places that have a more central position in the initiative. 
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These places are highlighted more often in the marketing campaign and distribute the This is 
Antwerp magazine or make publicity for the campaign. 

4.4. Study methods

In order to clarify what are the roles of intra-destination networking and relationship 
management in improving the quality of tourist experiences, this study applies a research 
approach which includes the perspective of the three sides of the destination triangle. The 
point of departure of the study was the public perspective. Since This is Antwerp is a DMO 
initiative, funded by public funds originating from the municipality, the position of the DMO 
and its goals and vision concerning the initiative need to be clarified. This was done by a desk 
study of policy documents concerning the DMO and municipal initiatives and strategy papers. 
Further, through meetings and personal communication with representatives of the This is 
Antwerp program, the goal and vision of the initiative was clarified, and so were the position 
of the DMO towards relationship management and collaboration with the stakeholders.
 The Antwerp initiative aims to stimulate collaboration between and within the 
supply side to enhance the experience-centric capability of the destination and hence the 
tourist experience. Therefore, the second part of the study entails a qualitative study among 
different types of supply-side stakeholders included in the initiative. They were selected from 
a list of 65 hotspots provided by the DMO, which were indicated to be ambassadors for the 
initiative and active in promoting the initiative to tourists. In total, 35 hotspots representing the 
different types of stakeholders were selected and approached by the researchers. Interviews 
were conducted with 21 owners or managers of local hotspots. Included were small and 
medium sized enterprises (SMEs) from the accommodation sector, a business offering 
bicycle tours, bars, cafés, and restaurants, as well as bigger and non-private stakeholders like 
museums and event locations spread throughout the destination (Figure 4.2 & Appendix D). 
All interviews were conducted in person at the hotspot between March and July 2015 and 
July 2016 and lasted between 45 minutes and two hours. The goal of the interviews was to see 
how the supply side of the tourism product of Antwerp evaluate the destination, and how 
they perceive the initiative. Open-ended questions were asked considering strong and weak 
points of the destination, the importance of tourism for their business, and the presence and 
importance of collaboration with the DMO and other stakeholders in the city. The interviews 
were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using NVIVO software for qualitative data analysis 
(See Appendix E for an example of used codes). Since the interviews were conducted in 
Dutch, all quotes used in this chapter are translated into English by the authors. 
 The last part of the empirical study goes into the effect of  This is Antwerp on the tourist 
experience. As its main goal is to inform (young) tourists on local hotspots, a quantitative 
study was conducted among both day and overnight tourists in Antwerp. Respondents 
were initially asked whether they considered themselves as “young tourists” according to 
the definition applied by the DMO (a person between 18 and 34 years of age or considering 
themselves as “young tourists”). In total, 181 valid surveys were collected through face to face 
interviews (see Figure 4. 2). The data collection took place in March and April 2015, both on 
weekdays, weekends, and public holidays.
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 Different locations reflecting tourist activity were selected for data collection ranging 
from the central square of the city (Grote Markt) where the central tourist center is located 
and most of the city’s tourists can be found to more peripheral locations on the fringe of the 
city center The surveys contained largely closed questions on personal characteristics of the 
tourists (Table 4.1 & Appendix B), details on the trip to Antwerp, tourist profiles, use of travel 
information, experiences during the trip, and an evaluation of the destination.

Figure 4.2. Map of Survey and interview Locations in Antwerp. Source: OpenStreetMap Contributers (2017).

Both the tourist profiles and the experiences during the trip were distilled from a 17 item 
5-point Likert scale survey. The respondents were asked to indicate the importance of these 17 
statements for their tourist activities in general, and to what extent they found them present 
in the current destination. A factor analysis was used to reduce the 17 statements measuring 
important features of a tourist activity to five motivation and four experience profiles (see 
Appendix C). The motivation and experience dimensions were related to the likeliness of 
recommendation by applying univariate statistical testing. The surveys were processed and 
analyzed using SPSS software for statistical analysis.
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Table 4.1. Background Characteristics and Travel Information of surveyed young tourists

4.5. Results

4.5.1.The DMO's perspective

By initiating This is Antwerp, the DMO aims to improve the experience (young) tourists have 
of the destination through information provision and through collaborating with the local 
stakeholders who provide the tourist experience. In practice, however, the initiative mainly 
focuses on information provision to tourists, and not on collaboration. Contradictorily to the 
presented goal of the initiative, the DMO explicitly states they regard themselves as a tourism 
marketing organization and not as a management or network organization. Concerning This 
is Antwerp, the DMO chooses to focus on providing information to tourists, collected from a 
panel of young local inhabitants, and to create and support the communication channels that 
feed the tourists. The collection and dissemination process is done without input or feedback 
from the supply-side stakeholders. The included supply-side stakeholders, the hotspots, 

Variable N Descriptive Statistics

Gender 181 Male 45.3%  

Female 54.7%

Age (range 18-39) 181 Mean 24.9 year (std. deviation: 3.96)

Occupation 181 Student 49.7%

Working 45.9%

Unemployed 4.4 %

Country of Residence 181 Belgium 14.4%

The Netherlands 37.0%

Germany 12.7%

United Kingdom 8.3%

Other (e.g. USA, France, Luxemburg, China) 27.6%

Travelling Party 180 Alone 8.8%

Partner 38.3%

Friends 43.9%

Family members 4.5%

Colleagues or group 4.5% 

Length of Stay 181 Day visitors 39.3%

One night 21.5%

Two nights 24.3%

More than two nights14.9%

Type of Accommodation 118 Hotel, B&B or apartment 56.7%

Hostel 18.7%

AirBnB 7.7%

Couch surfing or with friends 16.9%
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do not pay membership fees and they do not participate in network management or in co-
creating the network’s products and services. A selection of 65 hotspots is passively included 
in the network as they are asked to assist in the distribution of the This is Antwerp material 
to tourists. According to the DMO, bypassing the stakeholders in management and product 
development increases the efficiency of the initiative and helps the initiative in being more 
impartial. 

4.5.2. The Supply Side Perspective

The second phase of the study goes into the effect of the chosen top-down, non-participatory 
strategy of the DMO regarding This is Antwerp. The qualitative study among hotspots included 
in the initiative came up with a number of recurring themes and findings. The network of 
hotspots in the initiative is characterized by a wide selection of different types of stakeholders. 
They range from big museums to family operated coffee bars, and from concert venues to an 
owner-operated record shop. Some stakeholders are fully reliant on tourists for their business, 
while for others they only make up a marginal share of the customers. Some hotspots attract 
tourists automatically because of their location and even try to attract less tourists, while 
others have to do a lot of effort to remain attractive. However, all stakeholders agreed on two 
things. First, they all feel strongly connected to the destination and share a sense of place. A 
general consensus exists that This is Antwerp pictures the destination in a good way. Second, 
the chosen theme, which aims at young tourists and locals by showing hotspots for culture, 
gastronomy, events, and local experiences, connects the stakeholders. Even those who have 
not in tourism are interested in collaborating under the initiative flag because of its focus.
 The complications attributed to destination management due to the prevalence of 
SMEs in the tourism industry is another recurring theme in the stakeholder interviews. The 
majority of them included in the initiative are in this category. Their managers or owners 
repeatedly indicated their main focus is managing their business, and they have very limited 
time to spend on other activities. “I’m not so much commercially minded. I’m focusing on 
the quality of the food, the atmosphere in the restaurant, much more than looking for new 
customers. … I’m not like some other restaurants, who manage … from behind their computer” 
(restaurant owner, interview 21 appendix D). In general, a kind of inward-looking attitude 
was found to prevail among the interviewed supply-side stakeholders. When asked about 
collaboration for joint marketing or product development, most indicated that they needed 
to be actively approached and presented with concrete outcomes and benefits if they would 
step into active collaboration with a DMO or any other party. This finding was underlined 
by the fact that the name of one of the initial managers of This is Antwerp was mentioned 
frequently in the interviews, as stakeholders appreciated her personal and active approach 
and presentation of the initiative. Compared to the finding that only two of the interviewed 
stakeholders were able to name the current initiative managers, this shows the importance of 
ongoing active and personal communication and networking to stimulate collaboration and 
back up an initiative like This is Antwerp.
 All interviewed stakeholders valued the effort of a third party to promote them 
as a hotspot, but almost everyone wanted to be better informed and involved. The lack of 
inclusion and information does not seem to lead to a negative attitude towards the initiative, 
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however, the attitude can be described as agnostic. Most stakeholders do not exactly know 
what This is Antwerp exactly entails, and who is behind it, as one interviewed stakeholder put 
it: “No, I don’t know whether we are one of their hotspots. We are on their city maps, etcetera, 
but I don’t know what is a hotspot for them, I really don’t know” (restaurant owner, interview 
21 Appendix D). In many cases, the stakeholders keep the promotion of the initiative to a 
minimum effort. 

We put up a poster, but I actually can’t tell where …. Actually, we should refer more of 
our visitors to This is Antwerp. We could improve that, we should improve that (…) in 
the end, however, why do you think we don’t do that as much as we could? I guess this 
has its reasons (youth hostel manager, interview 3 appendix D). 

Other stakeholders do indicate they refer tourists who ask for information to This is Antwerp, 
and in some cases stakeholders indicated that tourists found their establishment through it, 
which resulted in a positive attitude towards the initiative.
 The overlap between the DMO and This is Antwerp seems to cause some problems 
for the supply-side stakeholders. In general, its label was better known than the DMO, 
Visit Antwerp itself. It was not at all clear that the initiative was actually organized and 
maintained by the DMO. Only the supply-side stakeholders fully involved in tourism, being 
the accommodation sector or public attractions like museums, knew about the activities of the 
DMO. Other stakeholders indicated they never had been in touch with representatives of the 
DMO in general, or that it had been years ago. The legitimacy for the DMO as a representative 
of the interests of the interviewed supply-side stakeholders appeared to be very low. 
The overlap of labels and institutional complexity surrounding the initiative also caused some 
practical problems. The majority of the stakeholders stated that it is not clear with whom they 
should communicate or where they could comment or feedback on the information provided 
the initiative failed to contact the right person, which caused a feeling that within the DMO 
“things are not running smoothly” (youth hostel manager). In general, the interviewed 
stakeholders indicated they feel the initiative is organized in a too top-down way, proposed 
initiatives are ignored, and feedback options are limited.
 The lack of collaboration between the DMO and supply-side stakeholders in This is 
Antwerp does not correspond to a general lack of collaboration within the supply side. The 
fourth recurring theme in the interviews is the existence of (informal) collaboration between 
supply-side stakeholders. Four different types of collaboration could be distinguished. One, 
ad-hoc collaboration takes place to respond to external influences. For example, when a 
street or a square is refurbished or closed for maintenance, stakeholders join hands to solve 
problems concerning accessibility and try to participate in the planning process. 
 Two, in some places, neighboring stakeholders join hands to deliberately improve 
their street or neighborhood. This type of collaboration was mainly found in areas outside the 
touristic center or in the streets connecting the main hubs in the north, center and south of 
the city. In these cases, stakeholders indicated they collaborate in a bottom-up network with 
the common goal to improve their area since they felt the local government would not do it. 
Attracting young tourists (both domestic and international) was seen as a tool to improve the 
image and attractiveness of the neighborhood. 
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 A third type of collaboration was found in stakeholders working together to jointly 
organize events. But this did not always lead to better relations, as one stakeholder indicated 
co-hosting events increased tensions between neighboring and competing businesses. 
However, other stakeholders indicated that events have the ability to bring together the 
local community of businesses, residents, and institutions and through this increases social 
cohesion.
 The fourth type of collaboration happens when stakeholders together form a 
consumption network and provide tourists with information on ancillary services and 
activities. 

I’m linked to three Bed & Breakfasts. I gave the owners aperitif-coupons, which they 
can distribute to their guests. When their guests have diner in my restaurant, they get a 
free aperitif. I really like it when I see their guests in my restaurant (restaurant owner, 
interview 21 Appendix D). 

 This informal version of the hotspot network provided by This is Antwerp was found 
mainly with stakeholders fully active in the tourism industry and stakeholders located in 
more peripheral areas of the destination. A recursive pattern was found of accommodation 
providers, coffee bars, pubs, restaurants, and cultural institutions referring to each other 
when asked whether they ever gave recommendations to their clients. Most stakeholders 
indicated they knew each other informally but did not cooperate formally. This pattern did 
not directly correspond to the proposed consumption landscape by This is Antwerp, fueling 
the claim that the initiative is too much top-down imposed and does not make use existing 
informal networks between the hotspots. 
 In all four types of collaboration, informal network ties were very important. 
Proximity, in many case geographic, was a connecting factor. Next to proximity, location 
also affects collaboration as stakeholders in more peripheral locations were found to be more 
active in bottom-up collaborative networks. While ad-hoc events or threats were seen as 
catalysts for network development, most networks were found to be based on a sleeping 
informal network connecting the community of (tourism) businesses and service providers in 
Antwerp. The informality of the found network relations, however, does not mean that these 
network relations are not used for sharing knowledge or joint product development. The 
majority of the interviewed business owners indicated they had frequent informal contacts 
with other business owners and were well aware of which business owners could provide 
them with new information, help them with specific issues or who were well connected to 
local politicians and policymakers. While formal joint product development or knowledge 
sharing through formalized ties was mostly absent, informal and ad-hoc knowledge sharing 
happened on a frequent basis.
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4.5.3. The Tourist Perspective

As already discussed, This is Antwerp mainly tries to enhance the tourist experience through 
providing information to tourists on which hotspots to visit. Tourists appeared to use several 
Sources of information (see Figure 4.3). 
 

Figure 4.3. Information Channels used by Tourists in Antwerp (n=181)

Even though more than a quarter of the respondents did use the DMO website to acquire 
information, only three percent of the tourists indicated they consulted This is Antwerp. This 
finding indicates that the initiative does not yet find its way to tourists on a large enough scale 
to be effective. However, tourists who were not aware of it did show interest in the type of 
information offered. After a short explanation by the surveyors, more than 80% of the tourists 
indicated they found the initiative appealing, and 75% indicated that because they now knew 
about the initiative, they were likely to use it. 
 By analyzing the motivation of tourists visiting Antwerp, a match can be found with 
the content of This is Antwerp. Figure 4.4 shows that tourists in Antwerp are interested in 
culture and heritage attractions, a local experience and gastronomy when visiting an urban 
destination. The content of initiative matches these preferences, as it aims to guide tourists to 
experience culture, heritage, and gastronomy handpicked by locals.
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Figure 4.4. Motivations and Experiences of Promoters Compared to Others (n=181)

By providing information, This is Antwerp aims to increase the internal accessibility of the 
destination, facilitates exploring “off the beaten track” and assists in selecting things to see and 
do, events, restaurants, bars, and accommodation. The match between tourist motivations, 
the content of This is Antwerp and the high likeliness tourists would use the initiative once 
informed compared to the low use of the initiative found in this study indicates a knowledge 
gap.    
 Without using This is Antwerp, tourists rate their experience with the destination 
positive, with an average of 7.6 on a 10-point scale. Tourists in Antwerp regard the destination 
as highly accessible, friendly, and safe; further, they are very satisfied with the offer of culture 
and gastronomy. Still, less than one-third of them were very likely to recommend Antwerp 
as a destination. Following the logic of the net-promoter score, promoters (tourists who are 
very likely to recommend Antwerp, or 31.5% of them) are compared to the other tourists. To 
give an insight into what turn them into promoters, the motivation and experience profiles of 
promoters and other tourists were compared (Figure 4). Tourists who are satisfied with the 
cultural and gastronomic offer while visiting Antwerp are more likely to turn into promoters. 
In general, tourists were less satisfied with ”the easiness to explore Antwerp”. This corresponds 
with comments by tourists in the open ended questions which suggested Antwerp has enough 
to offer for a full day, but not enough to spend more than a day. Guiding tourists to high 
quality cultural and gastronomic experiences, on and off the beaten track, and showing the 
destination has more to offer than the much visited historic center could positively influence 
their tourist experience. The alignment of the content of This is Antwerp with the motivations of 
tourists as well as the provision of information on experiences that seem to make a difference 
between promoters and non-promoters shows the potential benefit of the initiative to enhance 
the experience-centric capability of the destination, if it was to be found.
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4.6. Conclusion

This chapter aims to clarify what the roles of intra-destination network relationships and 
relationship management are in improving the quality of tourist experiences. The case study 
into This is Antwerp illustrates the effect of neglecting the role of network relationships. In 
an attempt to provide tourists with information on hotspots handpicked by locals, the DMO 
neglected one side of the destination triangle, and overlooked the importance of stimulating 
collaboration and network formation within the corners of the destination triangle. Even 
though collaborating with the supply side to improve the tourist experience is an objective of 
This is Antwerp, the supply side was left out (figure 4.5).

Figure 4.5. The Destination Triangle in Practice

 The initiative evolved into a marketing-centered project focused on information 
provision to tourists, instead of stimulating the sharing of knowledge. This contradicts the 
trend proposed in the literature where DMOs move away from attracting tourists solely 
through marketing activities, towards a management perspective aimed at improving the 
experience-centric capabilities of the destination through networking with the supply side, 
stimulating knowledge sharing within the supply side, stimulating co-creation of experiences 
and customer relationship management (D’Angella & Go, 2009; Gretzel et al., 2006; Halkier, 
2013).
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 This is Antwerp was not well-known nor used by tourists in the destination. The 
deliberate decision to bypass one side of the destination triangle backfires upon the DMO 
initiative. Bypassing the supply side, even unintentional, to increase the efficiency of 
marketing or destination management efforts is however not a rare phenomenon in the 
destination management literature (Henriksen & Halkier, 2009; Pavlovich, 2003). This case 
study shows that bypassing stakeholders leads to an agnostic position of the supply side 
towards the initiative and decreases legitimacy of the DMO itself (Provan & Milward, 2001; 
Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). 
 Even though This is Antwerp did not actively manage the relationship with and 
within the supply side, the initiative does provide a ground on which future collaboration and 
network development could be based. First, this case study shows how the DMO expanded 
its activities to also actively include the locals to provide “tacit” information to tourists, and 
passively include the supply side. The content of the initiative reflected the motivations 
of tourists visiting the destination, and once informed, was received with enthusiasm by 
them. By showing tourists where to find authentic, high quality, and local experiences, the 
initiative could have the ability to increase the experience-centric capability of the destination 
(d’Angella & Go, 2009). The next step is to go beyond and to create a network by bringing 
together destination governance, the supply side, tourists and the local community, and create 
value-adding partnerships that enhance the destination in a network (Hall, 2005; Novelli et 
al., 2006; Van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015; Van Niekerk & Coetzee, 2011). The development 
of this collaborative network can, next to facilitating the sharing of information between 
the different corners of the triangle, be a prerequisite for enhancing collaboration and the 
sharing of knowledge within the corners, specifically within the supply side. This study, 
however, found limited formal collaboration and knowledge sharing to be present in the 
SME-dominated tourism sector of Antwerp. Applying relationship management, not only 
between the corners of the destination but also within, could be a vital key in improving the 
destination’s experience enhancing capability and in extent its competitive position.   
 Second, this case study indicates how the ‘SME-problem’ in tourism network 
management could be solved (Baggio & Cooper, 2010; Erkuş-Öztürk, 2009; Sørensen, 2007). 
The reliance on SMEs that are often only partially involved in tourism impede collaboration 
and network development (Novelli et al., 2006; Scott et al., 2008; Sørensen, 2007). Therefore, 
DMOs should and could take an active role in stimulating collaboration and relationship 
management, as most stakeholders indicate they suffer from time constraints or miss the 
skills or infrastructure to set up a collaborative tourism network. The literature on how to 
stimulate network formation and what the effects of this network formation are on the SME 
dominated tourism supply-side for knowledge sharing, enhancing tourist experiences and 
improving the competitive position of a destination leaves a few important gaps (Shaw & 
Williams, 2009; van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). 
 The results from this case study suggest that This is Antwerp does provide a 
commonly accepted goal and vision on which future collaboration and network formation 
could be based. The focus on providing experiences for young tourists by making use of tacit 
knowledge provided by the local community, as well as the content and appearance of the 
communication channels were found to be appealing by almost all supply-side stakeholders 
and tourists, providing a basis to align supply-side stakeholders. This can be used as a 
supported knowledge domain on which a community of practice can be build in which 
members can interact and share knowledge (Shaw & Williams, 2009; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; 
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Woods & Deeganm, 2006). Future research is needed into how destination managers and 
DMOs can take the next step, which is actively managing relationships and engaging supply-
side stakeholders in tourism networks.
 The main recommendation of this chapter is that a destination marketing initiative is 
influenced by all corners of the destination triangle, and in order to improve the experience-
centric capabilities of a destination, all sides of the triangle should be incorporated. This study 
indicated a few challenges that need to be overcome. First, DMOs should not only focus on 
sending information, but also on being open for feedback, suggestions, and recommendations 
from both the supply and demand sides. When actively including these parties as stakeholders 
in their initiatives, they can better monitor the performance of the destination and make use 
of tacit knowledge existing in the destination to improve the experience-centric capabilities 
of the destination. By stimulating collaboration and the formation of networks, the DMO can 
evolve from an institution that shares information through marketing into one that stimulates 
knowledge sharing through applying relationship management and stakeholder management. 
Second, supply-side stakeholders should realize that they are part of a bigger system and do 
not focus on their own business only. In the case of Antwerp, it is not a competitive attitude 
that impedes collaboration, but it is the inward perspective of SMEs that limits the formation 
of networks. Active network management, based on the commonly supported goal and 
knowledge domain presented by the This is Antwerp initiative and a personal approach could 
help to overcome this issue. 
 This chapter showed how a lack of relationship management caused an agnostic 
position among the supply side, and is likely to have impeded the effects of the initiative. As 
this is a case study, focusing on just one initiative of a DMO in a specific context, additional 
research is necessary to test the effect of active networking and relationship management on 
enhancing the experience-centric capabilities of a destination. The results of such investigations 
could be valuable for future destination policy and activities, which highlights the importance 
to feed them back to the DMO. 

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank Visit Antwerpen for supporting this study. We also thank Steven 
Slappendel, Florian Eger, Robine Malherbe and Marjan Corveleyn who assisted with the data 
collection. This paper is part of the doctoral research of Egbert van der Zee which is funded 
by a grant from the Institute for the Promotion of Innovation through Science and Technology 
in Flanders (IWT) (grant number 121699).



112



113

Egbert van der Zee, Anne-Mara Gerrets, Dominique Vanneste (2017). 
Complexity in the governance of tourism networks: balancing between external pressure and 
internal expectations. Journal of Destination marketing and management,  6(4), 296-308.

Chapter 5. Complexity in the governance of tourism 
networks: balancing between external pressure and 
internal expectations



114



115

Abstract

Tourism destinations are complex systems of interrelated entities without a hierarchical chain 
of command. In order to enhance the ability of destinations to create a high quality, authentic 
tourism experience, a management perspective based on networks, personal relationships, 
trust and reciprocity is suggested. However, while theoretically this ‘network approach’ 
presents a promising way to make the tourism industry more innovative and competitive, few 
convincing empirical examples are published on how tourism networks can be successfully 
managed. This paper focuses on the gap between theory and practice. After summarizing 
the literature on network management  in tourism, in-depth interviews with 12 network 
managers in Flanders (Belgium) give insights on how networks are currently managed and 
how and why network managers choose their priorities. 
 The main conclusion is, that while all interviewed network managers claimed that 
they had adopted a ‘network approach’, most of them still spent most of their time and energy 
on traditional power-related tasks, such as top down  provision of information, lobbying 
and representing the network towards external stakeholders. Trust-related activities, such 
as actively pursuing member collaboration, member engagement and facilitating proximity 
and partnerships with and between (potential) network members were only applied by a 
small minority. Network managers who actively strengthen the network structure through 
trust-related management activities indicated more often that their networks were resilient 
to external pressure. This paper highlights the importance for network managers to make 
considerate trade-offs between various management approaches. This might need further 
professionalization of the sector, including targeted training and (postgraduate) education.
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5.1. Introduction

Tourism destinations are complex, adaptive systems of interrelated entities which are often 
only partially dependent on tourism (Hartman, 2016; Leiper, 1990; Pearce, 2014). Destination 
managers in general have limited coercive power over the manifold number of entities 
making up the destination and determining the tourist experience. This makes coordination 
and quality management by destination management organizations (DMOs) a difficult task 
(Beritelli, Buffa, & Martini, 2015). DMOs, however, are currently shifting from a position of 
marketing destinations to attract visitors to actively managing destinations to improve the 
quality of the tourist experience and improve destination competitiveness (Bornhorst, Ritchie, 
& Sheehan, 2010; Go & Govers, 2000; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). Many authors have suggested 
that in situations where a management strategy based on control or other power-based means 
is not possible, gaining competitive advantage should be sought through the formation of 
networks consisting of less formalized relationships which are based on trust, reciprocity and 
inclusive governance (Bornhorst et al., 2010; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; Pavlovich, 2003; 
van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). The metaphor of networks is used 
to suggest a management approach focusing on collaboration and stakeholder engagement 
without formal, contractual relationships and coercion (Provan & Kenis, 2008). 
 Traditionally in tourism, neo-classical management perspectives focusing on formal, 
contractual relationships, hierarchy and power, or neo-liberal laissez-faire approaches to 
management based on competition and limited public interference have been dominant (Hall, 
1999; Pearce, 2014; Porter, 1990). Recently, a network approach to destination management 
has become more popular, both in the literature as well as among policy makers and DMOs 
(van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). This relational approach aims to achieve collaboration and 
stakeholder engagement through managing relationships with and between stakeholders 
based on trust and reciprocity (Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013). This change in management 
approach entails different roles and tasks for destination managers (Baggio, Scott, & Cooper, 
2010; Brouder & Eriksson, 2013a; Coase, 1937; Hartman, 2016; Porter, 1990). For instance, in a 
network approach, destination managers need to bring stakeholders together, stimulate them 
to sharing information, knowledge and experiences and facilitate them to developing new 
touristic concepts and products in order to become a more competitive destination for tourists 
and travelers (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; d’Angella & Go, 2009; Dredge, 2006a; Lemmetyinen 
& Go, 2009). 
 In order to stimulate collaboration and to increase the commitment to work towards 
common goals, trust between the different stakeholders is believed to be a vital ingredient 
(Beritelli, 2011; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012). This means that for networks to be effective, 
participants must be able to trust each other to work to their mutual benefit (Keast, Mandell, 
Brown & Woolcock, 2004). Trust is created and strengthened through repetitive interaction 
among stakeholders (Stein & Harper, 2003). However, to accomplish this is easier said than 
done. Tourist entrepreneurs sometimes collaborate, but are also competitors which means 
that sharing knowledge implies risks (Novelli, Schmitz & Spencer, 2006). This may make 
entrepreneurs watchful or even reluctant to participate actively in networks. Even though 
tourism should be a sector in which cooperation features at the forefront of management 
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approaches, cooperation in the tourism sector generally ‘neither obviously occurs nor is 
formally established’ (Beritelli, 2011, p. 609). This observation makes it useful to learn more 
about what makes network work.
 While trust is both the input and output of intra-network cohesion, and therefore 
vital for network formation and success, this does not mean that the use of power is absent or 
should be absent in networks. Co-operative behavior within a network is argued to be more 
likely when a level of leadership is present, which distributes power and helps to ‘maximize 
the advantages and synergies of joint action’ (Zehrer, Raich, Siller & Tschiderer, 2014 p 59). 
In other words: networks also need to be managed. In tourism, publicly funded DMOs are 
regarded as the most likely and legitimate party to foster network development and create 
trust relationships between its stakeholders (Bornhorst et al., 2010; Bramwell & Sharman, 
1999; Hall, 1999; Jamal & Getz, 1995; Timur & Getz, 2008; Viren, Vogt, Kline, Rummel & Tsao, 
2015; Zehrer & Raich, 2010;). Therefore often, but not always, it is DMOs who employ one 
or more persons in the role of network manager. These network managers get the task to 
develop and to serve the network for which they are responsible. 
 Beaumont and Dredge (2010) argue that network managers need to make a trade-
off between different tasks and activities to acquire, on the one hand, a legitimate leadership 
position within the network while, at the same time, remaining highly inclusive towards 
stakeholders. Both legitimate leadership, associated with power, and inclusive management 
strategies, associated with trust, could influence network development positively (Beritelli, 
2011; Klijn, Stein & Edelenbos, 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Provan & Kenis, 2008). This 
suggests that it is important for network managers to continuously make the right choices 
between power-based and trust-based activities and to obtain and display a broad repertoire 
of, and competence in, a variety of management activities. Deliberately choosing between 
different activities and approaches thus becomes an important part of the professionalization 
of network managers (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). However, little is known what exactly has 
to be done under which conditions to accomplish successful network development. A hiatus 
exists on what tourism network managers actually do in their daily practices. As more and 
more DMOs embrace networks as a promising approach to manage the complicated tourism 
sector, more knowledge is needed about what kind of activities network managers do in order 
to reach their goals and how they make the suggested trade-offs between power-based and 
trust-based management activities (Beritelli et al., 2015; Björk & Virtanen, 2005; Lemmetyinen 
& Go, 2009; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2015).  
 This paper puts the spotlight on the network manager. By focusing on the way 
network managers try to reach their objectives in their daily activities, this paper attempts 
to provide a better understanding of the persistent paradox between the academic literature, 
which reports a growing amount of knowledge about the potential benefits networks might 
have for tourism, and the numerous examples where public institutions or public-private 
initiatives were unable to organize tourism networks (Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013; 
Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Pavlovich, 2003; van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). The goal of this 
paper is (a) to reflect on the position, goals and tasks of network managers based on the 
literature, and (b) to present an empirical picture of the daily work of a number of network 
managers from a variety of networks within a defined geographical area, being Flanders in 
Belgium. This knowledge is needed for scientific as well as societal reasons. Scientifically, 
there is a need to understand more about the balance between power-based versus trust-
based activities in relationship to the network’s effectivity. Practically, more knowledge is 
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needed that might help DMOs to adapt their management approaches in order to maximize 
the potential benefits from applying a network approach, as well as for network managers 
and educational institutions to professionalize the work of network managers in tourism.

5.2. Literature review

5.2.1. Networks in tourism

Since the pivotal work of Coase (1937) and later Porter (1990) fuelled by a manifold of 
illustrative cases in industrial development such as the industrial organization of the Italian 
Po Valley or high tech clusters at Silicon Valley, an approach based on collaboration and 
non-hierarchical coordination of industrial development has gained importance. Processes 
like outsourcing and downscaling, as well as an increasing complexity of production chains, 
value chains and governance systems, contribute to the demand for an explanatory model 
taking into account non-contractual and non-hierarchical inter-stakeholder relationships 
(Porter, 1990). The metaphor of a network was chosen to explain these complex systems of 
relationships. Originating from mathematics and graph theory, an organizational network is 
conceptualized as a system in which nodes, being firms, policymakers and other individuals or 
groups are connected by ties such as friendship, agreements, collaborative relationships and 
sharing of information (Knoke, 1990; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Networks are often used to 
describe the interconnected nature of stakeholders in certain geographical regions or around 
certain topics or themes, such as ‘high tech’ or ‘innovation’ (Powell, Koput & Smith-Doerr, 
1996; Rodríguez-Pose & Comptour, 2012) or ‘regional food products’ (Giuliani, 2006; Sage, 
2003). Since the field of network studies covers a wide range of disciplines, and the tourism 
sector is characterised by a set of peculiarities, for example its partial industrialization, high 
level of fragmentation and complex interrelated nature (Hartman, 2016; Leiper, 1990; Pearce, 
2014), this literature review predominantly uses contributions on tourism networks (see e.g. 
van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015 for an overview).
 Networks provide a way to explain the system of intra-stakeholder relationships 
outside formal contractual structures like firms or organizations, but networks can also be 
described from a governance perspective (Pearce, 2014; Provan & Kenis, 2008). Studies into 
networks often focus on the position of network nodes, centrality, density, the evolution of 
relationships, and other dynamics within the network, studied in a quantitative way (Del 
Chiappa & Presenza, 2013). However, in tourism network studies they seldom take the network 
as a unit of analysis in order to study governance and network management (Dredge, 2006a; 
Provan & Kenis, 2008). Local contexts influencing the formation and operation of networks as 
well as community engagement are often ignored (Pearce, 2014). Del Chiappa and Presenza 
(2013) highlight how studying networks though a relational perspective takes into account 
how networks contribute to more stakeholder engagement, how trust between network 
members is developed, which power relations and structures exist and how reciprocity drives 
network collaboration. These studies, together with studies into as how networks are, could 
and should be managed are essential to understand better why the theory about networks 
in tourism is more positive than practical examples on network formation and development 
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indicate (Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Pavlovich, 2003; van der 
Zee & Vanneste, 2015).
 Since the network concept was introduced in the tourism literature in the late 1990s  
it found its way into both academic research on tourism as well as on the policy agendas 
of destination managers (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Pearce, 2014). This can be witnessed 
through the emerging of DMOs and other tourism organizations rebranding themselves 
as ‘network organizations’, public institutions opening-up their decision making and 
governance processes to other stakeholders and increasing self-organization of stakeholders 
in destinations and sectors (Bramwell & Sharman, 1999; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). A general 
shift, witnessed in the conversion of Destination Marketing Organizations into management 
organizations as well as an increasing attention for tourism management on policy agendas, 
indicates a re-politicization of tourism (Colomb & Novy, 2016; Volgger & Pechlanen, 2014). 
Contemporary destination management moves away from a neoliberal and Fordist system 
of the public sector creating a context in which the private sector can compete towards a 
relational system where public and private stakeholders need to collaborate to work towards 
a competitive and sustainable destination (Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013; Porter, 1990). 
The network approach is thought to be able to act as a relational governance system able to 
support collaboration and destination management (Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013).
  

5.2.2. Managing tourism networks, a relational approach

The network approach to governance suggests a high level of self-organization and limited 
hierarchical differences between stakeholders, but several scholars note the necessity of 
some form of institution and/or structure that exercises management, leadership, authority 
and control (Hall, 1999; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; Provan & Kenis, 2008; Zehrer et al., 
2014). Levels of interference of these managing entities in network organisation range from 
virtually none in self-organising networks with a shared governance structure to a fully 
brokered network where one governing entity is responsible for network management with 
limited member-to-member interaction (Provan & Kenis, 2008). Multiple studies found that 
creating and managing networks in tourism appears to be troublesome (Beaumont & Dredge, 
2010; Pavlovich, 2003; van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015 but see Novelli et al., 2006 for a notable 
exception). Some successful examples exist in relatively small destinations, with a low number 
of stakeholders and high levels of geographical, cultural and institutional proximity which 
enable frequent contacts between stakeholders (Pavlovich, 2003; Zach & Racherla, 2011). 
However, the complex, multi-scalar and composite nature of tourism reduces the likeliness 
of spontaneous bottom-up network development (Hall, 1999; Stoffelen & Vanneste, 2016). An 
active management of networks is therefore suggested, often with a public stakeholder and/
or a public-private collaboration, such as a DMO, as the main engine behind the network 
formation (Beritelli et al., 2015; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Sheehan, Ritchie & Hudson, 2007). 
The remainder of this paper will focus on how entities, be it DMOs or other types of network 
management organizations as well as individuals responsible for managing networks work, 
apply leadership, deal with power and trust and organize the network they are involved in.  
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 Developing, managing and coordinating a network is a complex task. A review of 
the literature on network management and leadership on tourism management found that 
managing networks implies simultaneously organizing the network internally through 
the stimulation of intra-network relationships, as well as positioning the network towards 
external stakeholders (Provan & Kenis, 2008; Zehrer et al., 2014). Shifting between these 
different roles requires individuals or organizations active in network management to master 
a variety of managerial competencies, matching the various tasks of organizing, managing and 
brokering networks (Björk & Virtanen, 2005; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Presenza & Cipollina, 
2010). Internal network management implies being aware of existing network relations and 
structures, sentiments and positions of stakeholders towards network goals and objectives, 
and maintaining communication channels (Beritelli, 2011; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Petrou, 
Pantziou, Dimara & Skuras, 2007; Zehrer et al., 2014). Positioning the network in relation 
to external stakeholders implies representing the network or facilitating access to funding 
opportunities, information or other resources (Beritelli, 2011; Beritelli et al., 2015). In daily 
practice, network managers are balancing between managing the network internally and 
strategically positioning between the network and external stakeholders (Gould & Fernandez, 
1989; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Provan & Kenis, 2008). This position, both within the network 
as well as between the network and influential external stakeholders, is important in order 
to determine the managers power, influence and management options (Beritelli et al., 2015; 
Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; Timur & Getz, 2008). 

5.2.3. Governance  structure in tourism networks

Three types of networks can be distinguished based on the structure and the position of the 
manager (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Provan & Kenis, 2008).The first type are participant 
governed networks (PGN). PGNs are decentralized, bottom-up managed networks linked by 
informal, horizontal relationships between stakeholders. This network structure facilitates 
flows of information and the sharing of knowledge and learning, which fosters innovation 
and product development (Scott, Baggio & Cooper, 2008b). PGNs are, however, often volatile 
through the prevalence of weak network connections and the lack of a central, powerful actor 
coordinating the network (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). When active management occurs, 
this often happens on an ad-hoc basis, and any network member or group of members can 
act as network managers. These network managers mainly try to increase the proximity 
between the stakeholders and to facilitate collaborative relationships within the network. By 
improving the network structure through increasing network ownership and social capital 
among stakeholders, the network can become more self-sufficient and stronger (d’Angella & 
Go, 2009). A second task of network managers in a PGN is representing the network and its 
members to external stakeholders to improve the network’s position. To be able to do this, the 
network managers need to be aware of the opinions and positions of network members and 
need to be regarded as a legitimate leader (Beritelli et al., 2015; Gould & Fernandez, 1989).
 The second type are lead organization-governed networks (LOG), where the network 
is driven by means of a coordinating role played by a public lead organization. The LOG is 
positioned in the network and takes the role of coordinating and managing the network, 
often centralized and organized from the top down (Provan & Kenis, 2008). These leading 
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organizations focus either on policy formation and implementation, access to resources or the 
marketing and promotion of a tourist destination or sector (Dredge, 2006a). LOG networks are 
considered as highly centralized with the majority of decisions made by the lead organization. 
Relationships within the network as well as between the network and external stakeholder 
are brokered by the lead organization (Provan & Kenis, 2008). These lead organizations are 
often gatekeepers through whom network members can gain access to external organizations 
in order to influence decisions and policymaking and they feed information back into the 
network (Beritelli et al., 2015; Gould & Fernandez, 1989). 
 A third type of network organization can be found when an intermediary 
organization external to the network coordinates the network. This network administrative 
organization (NAO) manages networks as a separate, external administrative body which 
is neither fully reliant on public support, nor fully originating from network participants. 
A NAO often works with a board of representatives from the network for its strategic 
orientation, but operational decisions are made by the NAO itself (Provan & Kenis, 2008). 
As in the other types of network organizations, the network manager in a NAO both aims to 
facilitate stakeholder relationships within the network and connects the network to external 
parties (Beritelli et al., 2015). The disconnected position of the broker in a NAO compared to 
a PGN or LOG increases its independence and impartiality but, however, also decreases its 
proximity to both the network members as well as to external stakeholders. Legitimacy is not 
self-evident but needs to be earned (Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014).

5.2.4. Operationalizing network management

The type and intensity of management activities depend on the characteristics of the network 
(Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Provan & Kenis, 2008). Larger networks, networks with lower 
levels of trust between members, networks with less obvious consensus on network goals 
and networks in which members need more competencies for completing network tasks are 
associated with more interference from the network manager (Provan & Kenis, 2008). This 
touches the issue of the internal and external legitimacy of the network manager’s position. 
While high internal legitimacy can reduce the level of interference needed for intra-network 
management, external legitimacy can improve the opportunities for managers to represent 
the network or provide access to external resources for network members. Internal legitimacy 
is highly related with trust between network members and between members and the 
network as an institution (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012). External 
legitimacy is associated with power derived from the position of the manager between the 
network and external stakeholders. While internal legitimacy can also strengthen the position 
of the network manager towards external stakeholders, e.g. by representing the network 
or by increasing independence due to financial and organizational support by the network 
members, tensions exist between gaining internal and external legitimacy, as network 
managers mostly tend to focus on just one of the two (Provan & Kenis, 2008). 
 Network managers can opt for different management approaches depending on 
the type of network organization and the managers’ position and legitimacy in relation to 
the network (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Beritelli et al., 2015). First, the formation of a clear 
vision and shared goals is needed to align stakeholders and persuade them to join the network 
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(Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Presenza & Cipollina, 2010; Zehrer et 
al., 2014). The type of goal can be different for different networks, but all networks need a set 
of shared goals and a common vision to be successful. Second, maintaining tra-nsparent and 
open communication and feedback mechanisms is important for organizing the network (Bregoli 
& Del Chiappa, 2013; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Saxena, 2005; Viren et al., 2015). The goals 
and visions of a network both need to be communicated to the network members, as well as 
to external stakeholders, but also feedback mechanisms are important to monitor the position 
of network members towards the goals and visions. Through communicating with network 
members, relationships are developed, trust and internal legitimacy increase and social 
networks are formed (Viren et al., 2015). 
 Next to organizing networks, networks need to be managed internally. Pursuing an 
inclusive and transparent network organization and engagement of members, increases feelings of 
fairness as well as social capital within the network which and can lead to members taking 
over the tasks of network managers in the long run (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Beritelli, 
2011; Zehrer et al., 2014). Member engagement can be achieved by creating effective incentive 
systems aimed at rewarding network members for making contributions to the network 
(Bregoli & Del Chiappa, 2013). By stimulating stakeholder interaction, collaboration and trust 
within the network social capital within the network increases. As the level of trust within 
the network rises, intra-network ties are strengthened which stimulates collaboration and 
sharing of knowledge (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Scott et al., 2008b; Sørensen, 2007). Internal 
management activities can increase internal legitimacy through growing levels of trust and 
social capital originating from strengthened intra-member relationships (Zehrer et al., 2014). 
 Lastly, managers can apply external management through managing relationships 
with external networks and stakeholders and providing the network with access to resources, 
information and influence in policymaking (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Dredge, 2006a). 
Power is an important element in the external management of networks (Beritelli & Laesser, 
2011). The position between the network and external stakeholders provides a power-base to 
network managers if they are, indeed, able to provide access to external resources and funding 
for network members. A way in which this can be achieved is when network managers are 
also involved in other networks at the same time, as members or as management staff (Bregoli 
& Del Chiappa, 2013). Externally orientated network managers can also give a face to the 
network. By doing this, the network evolves into an ‘entity in its own right, and not simply a 
group of people or organizations that occasionally get together to discuss common concerns’ 
(Provan & Kenis, 2008, p243). A network, when it facilitates sharing knowledge between 
members and has a certain level of consensus among members towards what it exactly means 
and entails can evolve into a commonly accepted and demarcated entity, or boundary object, 
which increases its external legitimacy (Bregoli, Highley, Del Chiappa & Sodano, 2016).
Network members are more likely to give their support towards network managers either 
when they feel there is something to gain, or when the network appears to be a viable and 
legitimate organisation. 
 In sum, network managers are confronted with various tasks and activities, which 
according to the existing literature all seem needed or useful to reach the network’s objectives 
and/or to strengthen their position. In practice managers make a trade-off both between 
which types of tasks and activities to use, as well as how to apply them based on previous 
experiences, time and resource constraints (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). The question, how 
network managers make this trade-off remains unanswered. 
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5.3. Methods

To find out how networks are managed in practice, which management techniques are applied 
and how network managers make trade-offs in choosing which management tasks and 
activities to apply, a qualitative study was conducted among network managers in Flanders, 
Belgium. Flanders is the Dutch-speaking, northern region of the federal state of Belgium. 

5.3.1. Choice of geographical region

In Belgium stimulating tourism, leisure and entrepreneurship are tasks of the Flemish and 
Walloon governments. The regional Flemish administration is responsible for managing the 
brand of Flanders and stimulating tourism for the entire region. It is also the main engine 
behind regional tourism policy and determines the focal points on which funding is provided 
for local initiatives. Provincial administrations and municipalities have a fairly high level 
of autonomy in deciding how tourism is managed locally, and are in many cases active in 
managing tourism and stimulating the local tourism sectors (Diekmann, Bryon & Cloquet, 
2014). Most networks related to tourism are therefore not active on the national level, but 
either on the regional Flemish, or lower institutional scale levels. The way a network manager 
interacts with both network members and external stakeholders is influenced by the local 
institutional context and culture (Dredge, 2006a). Therefore, we chose to focus the empirical 
research on the management of networks located in the same region (Flanders), but operating 
on different institutional scales. 

5.3.2. Selection of networks

The empirical part of this study was designed to gain insights in the management activities 
of network managers by interviewing managers of different kind of networks involved in the 
stimulation and shaping of local and regional tourism sectors. Including different networks, 
active in the same institutional context and dealing with the same sector but varying in size, 
scale, position and content allows a comparative research design. Comparative research 
allows to see how and why management approaches differ, and what effects this has on how 
the networks function (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). Through both short explorative interviews 
with informed keypersons and an online search, 20 tourism networks were selected and 
the network management organizations of these networks were approached and asked to 
participate in the study. In total, 15 managers of 12 different network organizations agreed 
to participate. Table 5.1 and 5.2 give an overview and list the characteristics of the different 
networks included in this study. Among the networks, some were aimed at stimulating 
tourism in destinations in which the lead organizations were often DMOs and the members 
local businesses, organisations and sometimes interested individuals. In other cases, the 
networks were sector oriented and aimed at organising value chains and bridging touristic 
supply and demand or representing and organising a specific part of the tourism sector, for 
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example touristic attractions or hotels and restaurants. In these cases, the lead organisations 
often were separate network organisations, based on public private partnerships and the 
members were mainly businesses.

5.3.3. In-depth interviews

For the in-depth interviews, the main goal was to find out which of the in the literature 
identified network management tasks and activities (see table 2 for an overview), were 
applied by the network managers and how they applied them in their daily management 
of their networks. The different network managers participated in a qualitative interview, 
which lasted between one and two hours. The qualitative “key-person” interview approach 
was based on the empirical work by Lemmetyinen and Go (2009). This approach starts by 
asking open-ended questions to uncover the narrative behind network management, to give 
a vivid description of daily tasks as well as a more holistic reflection on the hurdles and 
issues managers encountered while managing networks. By starting from a more abstract 
and distant position, network managers were not nudged into a specific direction of network 
management, like stimulating collaboration. In this way, the for the managers most important 
themes, practices, techniques and issues regarding network management were brought to 
the table. The interviews consisted of semi-structured, open-ended questions concerning 
the position of managers towards network management, their daily activities as network 
managers, their own position within the network, their relationship with external parties and 
how they broker or stimulate inter and intra-network relationships (see Appendix F for an 
example of an interview protocol). All interviews were held in Dutch or English, recorded, 
transcribed and analysed using NVIVO software. 
 The initial coding scheme listed the management tasks and activities identified in 
the theoretical framework: Formation of clear vision and goals; maintaining transparent and open 
communication and feedback mechanisms; Pursuing an inclusive and transparent network organization 
and engagement of members; stimulating stakeholder interaction, collaboration and trust and External 
management. The first round of coding gave an insight into which management tasks and 
activities were applied by the different network managers, After coding the interviews 
deductively according to this scheme, a second round of coding was done in a more inductive 
manner by looking for recurring themes within the different initial coding scheme. This 
second round of coding gave insights into how network managers applied the various tasks 
and activities, and why they choose to make certain trade-offs in their daily management. The 
interviews were analysed for recurrent themes by two researchers independently. Differences 
were resolved by discussion. The identified themes are presented in Table 5.2, with the initial 
coding scheme in the table heading and indicated by shading when applied in the different 
networks and the second round of coding is explained in the table fields, where for the 
different networks is explained how they apply the different management tasks and activities. 
The themes matched well with  the theoretical framework of this paper, highlighting the work 
of Provan & Kenis (2008), Beaumont & Dredge (2010) and Beritelli and colleagues (2015). This 
finding contributes to the validity of  the research material. Quotes included in this paper 
from interviews in Dutch were translated into English by the authors. 
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5.4. Results

5.4.1. Introducing the networks

The general characteristics of the participating networks are presented in Table 5.1. As 
intended, the networks show a wide diversity , in scale level, focus, type, size, governance 
structure and financing. 

Size and scale
Networks come in different sizes and shapes. In this study, some networks were relatively 
small, having not more than 30 members while, at the other end of the spectrum, there are 
also networks with 300 members or more. With five (out of 12) networks covering the whole 
of Flanders, the regional (Flemish) scale level is the most prevalent. This is understandable as 
most political decisions concerning tourism are taken at the regional level and the region is 
responsible for promoting tourism. Moreover, the Flemish government is also an important 
funding entity, either direct through ministries, or via intermediary organizations. Networks 
active at the regional level typically aim at specific sectors or themes, like food production 
and consumption, heritage or accessible tourism, and often have a wider approach than just 
tourism. But there are also networks which deliberately embrace tourism and leisure, to give 
an aim towards a more general thematic focus. This happened for example in network K, 
which deliberately aimed at making heritage sites accessible for tourists. The regional level 
was explicitly preferred above the national level by several networks because of language 
barriers and cultural differences between the Dutch-speaking and the French-speaking part 
of Belgium, which would make it more difficult to reach common goals. 
 Next to the regional level, four networks are active on the provincial level. These 
networks mainly rely on financial support by the provincial administration. At the provincial 
level, some networks aim both at a sector as well as a destination. For example, network F 
aims at promoting local products which are strongly labeled as originating from that province. 
Network I is aiming at the promotion of the entire tourism sector in the province, and therefore 
has a destination focus. On the municipality level two networks are present, both being rather 
small and having a destination focused approach. Finally, there is one international network 
consisting of representatives of various European regions such as Tuscany and Catalunya, but 
located in Brussels. The Flemish secretariat of this network was at the same time responsible 
for the Flemish interests in this network.

Governance structure
Most networks are managed by a Network Administrative Organization (NAO). These 
independent management organizations are set up to manage the network, either as a 
formalization of a participant governed network (PGN), or as an independent spin-off of 
a public initiative to form a network. Eight out of the twelve network managers are active 
in a NAO, of which four originated from a PGN and were participant-induced, and three 
were public-induced. One network originally was participant induced, but the network 
is now incorporated by a NAO which is heavily funded by and linked to the provincial 
administration. All NAO networks are characterized by having an active board of network 
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members determining the aims and directions of the network, while most also have active 
working groups or ‘task forces’ of network members working on specific themes. In many 
cases, the NAOs act as a secretariat dealing with daily contacts with network members and 
the administration and organization of network activities, but most also act as the network’s 
‘face’, both internally and as the network’s representation towards external parties. While 
participants are - in various degrees - important in NAO managed networks, fully participant 
governed networks (PGNs) are not identified during our research in the Flemish tourism 
sector. This does not mean there are no participant governed networks present, but due to 
their often informal organization structure they are difficult to identify. The other governance 
structure encountered is the Lead Organization Governed (LOG) network, in which a public 
party, often a public DMO, acts as a network manager. Four examples of LOGs were identified  
in this study. They are characterized by a top-down management approach, and are not 
reliant on private stakeholders for funding. In general, these LOGs are active in a certain 
area, a province or municipality, focusing at either stimulating tourism in the destination or 
stimulating economic growth in the sector in more general terms by creating a network of 
public, private and academic members working together on specific projects.

5.4.2. Formation of clear vision and goals

All interviewed network managers stressed the importance of defining a shared vision and a 
clear common goal for the network (Table 5.2). However, while concrete network goals and 
a shared vision were widely acknowledged as fundamental for network development, there 
was no consensus of what a network approach actually entailed, nor about what a network 
actually is and could do to reach its goals. Four network managers indicated they used the 
term network mainly because it is currently a “fashionable word” for explaining business as 
usual (network D, H, K & L). 

In the past, it was all about relationships and getting to know people. Now, one calls it 
‘networking’ (Network D, Municipal LOG). 

The managers of network C and E admitted there was a rather generic network goal which 
acted more like a label. The goals and vision of the different networks were created and/or 
shaped in consultation with network members. 

Yes, well, we don’t have a communist point of views that we have to enforce it, our 
vision. I actually need to think what it actually is. It’s about guarding our member 
interests and create added value in a professional and fair way for the sector, more or less 
(Network E, Flemish NAO).
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Table 5.1: Description and characteristics of the twelve networks included in the study
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5.4.3. Maintaining transparent and open communication and feedback mechanisms

Communication is vital for informing, getting to know the members, find out what happens at 
the grassroots, shaping and reshaping network goals and vision, and winning trust from the 
members. Communication is approached differently by different managers. Some primarily 
communicate top-down and unidirectional, mainly by providing information, while others 
strive for an open and ongoing dialogue and actively try to elicit members’ ideas and 
opinions. Almost half of the networks managers described networking mainly as informing 
network members (network B, C, H, K & L) by providing information through newsletters, 
news flashes, websites, social media or meetings. 

Traditionally, we have two main communication channels, being of course our website 
and our information brochure which we publish once a year (Network K, municipal 
LOG)

 The other network managers (networks A, D, E, F, I, J & L) had a more open 
and transparent approach to information provision as well as a high esteem of personal 
communication and feedback mechanisms. While these network managers stressed the 
importance of informal communication channels and feedback from members, network 
K mainly saw this as a nuisance frustrating product implementation. Even though the 
importance of open bidirectional communication was often stressed, it appeared difficult to 
implement for some network managers. 

We should have communicated better with the companies who wanted to be involved from 
the start. When they showed interest in the network, then we ought to keep their interest 
and serve them to their needs almost. Because if… waiting too long only once can be 
enough to lose interest and it won’t be possible to get it back and gain their trust again.  
(Network A, provincial NAO)

 Organizations that recently adopted a network approach, or network managers 
relatively new to the job were more likely to restrict themselves to information provision, 
while more experienced network managers valued both transparent information provision 
as well as bidirectional communication and feedback. In multiple more mature networks, 
communication was found to be subject to a learning process (networks E & F). Top-down, 
unidirectional communication was more often present in networks with a LOG structure, 
whereas managers in a participant induced NAO structure tend to create feedback mechanisms 
and are open to input by network members. Managers indicate that it is necessary to invest in 
the network by keeping an ongoing dialogue with the network members but many find this 
difficult to effectuate.
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5.4.4. Pursuing an inclusive and transparent network organization and engagement of members

Network A, C, E, F, H and L have boards consisting of members, which assures a certain 
level of democratic decision making within the network. While some networks actively work 
to select new board members (networks C, E & F), other boards were fairly stable and not 
necessarily open to new members joining in (networks A, H & L). Especially participant 
induced NAO-managed networks were likely to have a board of members, while LOG-
managed networks, as well as some public induced NAO-managed networks did not have 
any member involvement in formal decision making. Network B for example applied a strong 
top-down management approach, actively placing themselves in a hierarchic position in 
relation to network members.

When we entered the domain there was nobody… there were a lot of players, but no team. 
Then we came in, and said: ‘We’re going to create a network structure in here’. (Network 
B, provincial LOG)

 A number of networks tend to focus strongly on member engagement for both 
network management as well as specific network activities (network C, E, F, G & J). These 
network managers organize for example working groups consisting of network members 
or engage network members in organizing events. Several networks stressed open 
communication towards all members on participation opportunities was important, but 
actual member engagement was reached through personal communication. 

People need to be able to do it, need to want to do it and thirdly we see very often people 
need to be asked to participate. If we ask, so to speak, would you be interested in joining? 
Then the chance someone would participate in the network increases enormously, 
compared to just sending a letter to all members asking who would like to actively 
participate in network activities (Network E, Flemish NAO)

 In general, network members combine open, transparent information provision to all 
members with selective, personal communication to separate members on specific themes and 
topics, although several network managers found it difficult to handle this double approach 
properly for fear of being seen as unfair which would impede their internal legitimacy. 

It’s not evident to win trust from each network member always. That takes time. And 
a lot of energy. I notice there is a lot of distrust between different members […] You 
can’t always collaborate with everybody, you choose the member that matches best with 
the current project, but there is always another member who feels disadvantaged. But 
well.. I continuously need to answer for my choice. That is not easy at all. (Network B, 
provincial LOG)



130

Table 5.2 Overview of tourism networks (Note: A grey field points out the activity is applied by a network manager, 

while a white area indicates it is not applied actively.

Network Clear vision and goals Communication and feedback mechanisms Transparent and inclusive organization Stimulating stakeholder interaction, collabora-
tion and trust External management

A Networks sound good in paper but difficult in practice: The 
network vision holds it all together.

Working towards open communication. Learn by doing and see the 
importance of feedback but also issues arising from unclear commu-
nication.

Limited inclusion in network organisation. Small 
group of supportive members, but presence of 
mismatched expectations.

Fierce competition between network members and 
low levels of trust. Main success is getting academ-
ic partners involved.

Provide limited access to funding. Promote 
the sector, but conflicts with members exist 
over the expectation to promote individual 
products. Brokering relationships between 
academic institutions and the private sector.

B Clear goals, determined top-down.
Support the food industry.

Bilateral direct top-down communication between lead organization 
and members. Limited open and general communication.

Selective collaboration based on projects, little 
input from network members.

Top-down interaction, stimulation of trust between 
network management organization and members, 
distrust between members.

Provide access to substantial funding for 
members through project-based partnerships 
to strengthen the competitiveness of the sec-
tor. No representation of members or promo-
tion of the sector.

C
Vision not exactly known by network manager, it works as a 
guideline. Externally oriented, promotion of the sector and 
members.

Top-down communication via emails, websites, newsletters aimed at 
informing members.

Board consisting of members. Daily operations 
by a mix of members and secretary staff. Thresh-
old to join the network, but all members are in-
cluded and treated equally.

Organizing thematic think tanks and annual meet-
ings, but not aimed at stimulation of intra-network 
interaction and collaboration.

Match network members with external par-
ties by organizing workshops and participat-
ing in meetings. Represent the sector at the 
regional policy level. Promote the sector and 
the individual members to consumers and 
markets.

D Promoting the municipality as a leisure and tourism destina-
tion, mainly aimed at the local population.

Mainly through informal communication and personal relationships 
with members and partners.

Constant group of volunteers running the net-
work in collaboration with the municipality, not 
inclusive and limited transparent.

Organizing informal meetings and formal events, 
but not with the goal to strengthen intra-network 
interaction and collaboration.

Organize events, create routes and promote 
the destinations and network members, but 
mainly inward looking.

E
Vision not exactly known by network manager. Represent 
members, create networking opportunities and support and 
assist members.

Top-down information provision and bottom-up member consultation 
through step-wise feedback mechanisms and workshops.

The organization is managed by network mem-
bers and has a wide system of member initia-
tives. Professional secretarial and administrative 
staff.

Actively stimulate members meeting each other, 
facilitate inter-member learning and activate mem-
bers to take part in network activities.

Represent the members at local, regional, 
national and European policy levels by influ-
encing legislation and policy. Feed informa-
tion back into the network. Organize train-
ing and learning opportunities for members.

F Bring together stakeholders working with local produce and 
professionalize the sector.

Informing through email, newsletters and also direct, personal emails. 
Use of social media as well as the website. Aiming at personal con-
tacts through face-to-face meetings, but impeded by growing size of 
the network.

Board consisting of members. Membership fee, 
but promotion in return, active work to engage 
members. Treat members equally, no interfer-
ence in disputes between members.

Bring members together through organizing events 
and stimulate collaboration. Events are organized 
and hosted by members and aim at informal net-
working.

Promote local products to external markets 
and represent the sector at the provincial 
policy level. Provide a quality label and 
brand for network members. Organize 
events to connect members to consumers 
and markets.

G The network vision is used to strengthen the network: the 
right to go on holiday.

Information provision through newsletters, website and social media. 
Feedback moments, information gatherings and ask actively for in-
put from members based on leaflets and publications. Sharing best 
practices.

Scout for network competencies, appreciate and 
acknowledge the role of the involved members. 
Clear set of expectations for joining the network.

Events are organized to stimulated members that 
would normally not meet each other to get in con-
tact in an informal environment. Aiming at finding 
common interfaces, brokering intra-network rela-
tionships.

Coordinate offer and demand by brokering 
relationships between network members and 
markets as well as between the private sector 
and institutions. Represent a weak consumer 
group and promote corporate social respon-
sibility.

H Stimulate sustainable employment in the Hotel/Restaurant 
sector.

Information provision through news flashes and newsletters to part-
ners.

Board consisting of other important networks 
and social partners, not open for new partners.

Issues organizing meetings due to busy agendas of 
members.

Provide knowledge through research and 
give policy recommendations, but no active 
representation.

I
Be an expertise center, promote tourism destinations, create 
products (routes). Service provision to members and tour-
ists. ‘Being the best DMO around’.

Information provision through newsletters, annual reports and limited 
via internet and social media. Frequent meetings at regional levels, bi-
annual meetings for all stakeholders. Direct step-wise communication 
with members through regional managers.

No membership fees, but also no inclusion of 
members in network organization or influence on 
projects (e.g. routes). No interference in compe-
tition between members.

Regional and biannual meetings, but not focused 
on stimulating member interaction. Active

stimulation of networking between elite members 
(mayors of municipalities).

Provide information on the tourist sector for 
members by conducting research. Provide a 
quality label for tourism businesses. Issues 
related to changing the political landscape 
in which  municipalities are stepping back. 
Conflicts with other networks and adminis-
trations, but collaborating with others.

J

Representing members at European Commission.

Collaborating with private sector and academic institutions 
for sustainable and competitive tourism.

Information to all members through newsletter, website, yearly gen-
eral assembly and  other. Personal bilateral communication on task 
forces or specific projects, permanent secretary available for feedback 
from members.

Balancing general inclusiveness and pragmat-
ic bilateral collaboration. Task forces in which 
members are selected to get European funding 
for specific projects. Inclusion depends on per-
sonal relationship and attitude of the member.

Stimulating project-based alliances between (pub-
lic) network members, external private sector and 
academic institutions. No active stimulation of 
member interaction.

Challenge for better using the present tacit knowl-
edge members have.

Active at European Commission for infor-
mation and funding opportunities and rep-
resenting the destinations at the European 
Commission. Broker information flows 
which provides strategic value for members.

K Promote tourism, create products (routes), stimulate over-
night tourism and promote collaboration within the industry.

Top down formal communication to informing members. Struggling 
with how to handle feedback. Aimed at yearly event to inform mem-
bers, but recently abandoned.

Selection of members made by DMO, commu-
nicated top-down. Not open for inclusive role of 
members for network organization.

Organize sector meetings, but difficult to get mem-
bers to join due to busy agendas and timing.

Promotion and creation of tourism routes, 
and promoting members along these routes 
to customers.

L The network vision is the starting point of any network. 
Opening heritage for visitors.

A phase of exploration, sending newsletters, visiting candidate mem-
bers and organizing events to find new members. Communication with 
existing members is top-down and based on information provision.

Network membership is allowed in return for 
active participation, no membership fees. In-
clusion on specific projects, but not on network 
organization.

Organizing events and conferences on a yearly ba-
sis to share knowledge and attract new members, 
but not for the purpose of stimulating intra-network 
collaboration.

Connect the general public to heritage lo-
cations, by promoting heritage locations 
and offer benefits and discounts to members 
visiting these locations. Connecting heritage 
sites with expertise centers and provide 
learning through collecting best practices 
and maintaining relationships with interna-
tional networks.
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Network Clear vision and goals Communication and feedback mechanisms Transparent and inclusive organization Stimulating stakeholder interaction, collabora-
tion and trust External management

A Networks sound good in paper but difficult in practice: The 
network vision holds it all together.

Working towards open communication. Learn by doing and see the 
importance of feedback but also issues arising from unclear commu-
nication.

Limited inclusion in network organisation. Small 
group of supportive members, but presence of 
mismatched expectations.

Fierce competition between network members and 
low levels of trust. Main success is getting academ-
ic partners involved.

Provide limited access to funding. Promote 
the sector, but conflicts with members exist 
over the expectation to promote individual 
products. Brokering relationships between 
academic institutions and the private sector.

B Clear goals, determined top-down.
Support the food industry.

Bilateral direct top-down communication between lead organization 
and members. Limited open and general communication.

Selective collaboration based on projects, little 
input from network members.

Top-down interaction, stimulation of trust between 
network management organization and members, 
distrust between members.

Provide access to substantial funding for 
members through project-based partnerships 
to strengthen the competitiveness of the sec-
tor. No representation of members or promo-
tion of the sector.

C
Vision not exactly known by network manager, it works as a 
guideline. Externally oriented, promotion of the sector and 
members.

Top-down communication via emails, websites, newsletters aimed at 
informing members.

Board consisting of members. Daily operations 
by a mix of members and secretary staff. Thresh-
old to join the network, but all members are in-
cluded and treated equally.

Organizing thematic think tanks and annual meet-
ings, but not aimed at stimulation of intra-network 
interaction and collaboration.

Match network members with external par-
ties by organizing workshops and participat-
ing in meetings. Represent the sector at the 
regional policy level. Promote the sector and 
the individual members to consumers and 
markets.

D Promoting the municipality as a leisure and tourism destina-
tion, mainly aimed at the local population.

Mainly through informal communication and personal relationships 
with members and partners.

Constant group of volunteers running the net-
work in collaboration with the municipality, not 
inclusive and limited transparent.

Organizing informal meetings and formal events, 
but not with the goal to strengthen intra-network 
interaction and collaboration.

Organize events, create routes and promote 
the destinations and network members, but 
mainly inward looking.

E
Vision not exactly known by network manager. Represent 
members, create networking opportunities and support and 
assist members.

Top-down information provision and bottom-up member consultation 
through step-wise feedback mechanisms and workshops.

The organization is managed by network mem-
bers and has a wide system of member initia-
tives. Professional secretarial and administrative 
staff.

Actively stimulate members meeting each other, 
facilitate inter-member learning and activate mem-
bers to take part in network activities.

Represent the members at local, regional, 
national and European policy levels by influ-
encing legislation and policy. Feed informa-
tion back into the network. Organize train-
ing and learning opportunities for members.

F Bring together stakeholders working with local produce and 
professionalize the sector.

Informing through email, newsletters and also direct, personal emails. 
Use of social media as well as the website. Aiming at personal con-
tacts through face-to-face meetings, but impeded by growing size of 
the network.

Board consisting of members. Membership fee, 
but promotion in return, active work to engage 
members. Treat members equally, no interfer-
ence in disputes between members.

Bring members together through organizing events 
and stimulate collaboration. Events are organized 
and hosted by members and aim at informal net-
working.

Promote local products to external markets 
and represent the sector at the provincial 
policy level. Provide a quality label and 
brand for network members. Organize 
events to connect members to consumers 
and markets.

G The network vision is used to strengthen the network: the 
right to go on holiday.

Information provision through newsletters, website and social media. 
Feedback moments, information gatherings and ask actively for in-
put from members based on leaflets and publications. Sharing best 
practices.

Scout for network competencies, appreciate and 
acknowledge the role of the involved members. 
Clear set of expectations for joining the network.

Events are organized to stimulated members that 
would normally not meet each other to get in con-
tact in an informal environment. Aiming at finding 
common interfaces, brokering intra-network rela-
tionships.

Coordinate offer and demand by brokering 
relationships between network members and 
markets as well as between the private sector 
and institutions. Represent a weak consumer 
group and promote corporate social respon-
sibility.

H Stimulate sustainable employment in the Hotel/Restaurant 
sector.

Information provision through news flashes and newsletters to part-
ners.

Board consisting of other important networks 
and social partners, not open for new partners.

Issues organizing meetings due to busy agendas of 
members.

Provide knowledge through research and 
give policy recommendations, but no active 
representation.

I
Be an expertise center, promote tourism destinations, create 
products (routes). Service provision to members and tour-
ists. ‘Being the best DMO around’.

Information provision through newsletters, annual reports and limited 
via internet and social media. Frequent meetings at regional levels, bi-
annual meetings for all stakeholders. Direct step-wise communication 
with members through regional managers.

No membership fees, but also no inclusion of 
members in network organization or influence on 
projects (e.g. routes). No interference in compe-
tition between members.

Regional and biannual meetings, but not focused 
on stimulating member interaction. Active

stimulation of networking between elite members 
(mayors of municipalities).

Provide information on the tourist sector for 
members by conducting research. Provide a 
quality label for tourism businesses. Issues 
related to changing the political landscape 
in which  municipalities are stepping back. 
Conflicts with other networks and adminis-
trations, but collaborating with others.

J

Representing members at European Commission.

Collaborating with private sector and academic institutions 
for sustainable and competitive tourism.

Information to all members through newsletter, website, yearly gen-
eral assembly and  other. Personal bilateral communication on task 
forces or specific projects, permanent secretary available for feedback 
from members.

Balancing general inclusiveness and pragmat-
ic bilateral collaboration. Task forces in which 
members are selected to get European funding 
for specific projects. Inclusion depends on per-
sonal relationship and attitude of the member.

Stimulating project-based alliances between (pub-
lic) network members, external private sector and 
academic institutions. No active stimulation of 
member interaction.

Challenge for better using the present tacit knowl-
edge members have.

Active at European Commission for infor-
mation and funding opportunities and rep-
resenting the destinations at the European 
Commission. Broker information flows 
which provides strategic value for members.

K Promote tourism, create products (routes), stimulate over-
night tourism and promote collaboration within the industry.

Top down formal communication to informing members. Struggling 
with how to handle feedback. Aimed at yearly event to inform mem-
bers, but recently abandoned.

Selection of members made by DMO, commu-
nicated top-down. Not open for inclusive role of 
members for network organization.

Organize sector meetings, but difficult to get mem-
bers to join due to busy agendas and timing.

Promotion and creation of tourism routes, 
and promoting members along these routes 
to customers.

L The network vision is the starting point of any network. 
Opening heritage for visitors.

A phase of exploration, sending newsletters, visiting candidate mem-
bers and organizing events to find new members. Communication with 
existing members is top-down and based on information provision.

Network membership is allowed in return for 
active participation, no membership fees. In-
clusion on specific projects, but not on network 
organization.

Organizing events and conferences on a yearly ba-
sis to share knowledge and attract new members, 
but not for the purpose of stimulating intra-network 
collaboration.

Connect the general public to heritage lo-
cations, by promoting heritage locations 
and offer benefits and discounts to members 
visiting these locations. Connecting heritage 
sites with expertise centers and provide 
learning through collecting best practices 
and maintaining relationships with interna-
tional networks.
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 According to the managers who acknowledge the importance of engaging 
members (table 5.2), this improves trust in the total network. Managers could encourage 
the formation of trust by transparency and open communication. However, the downside 
of open communication is the risk of people trying to freeride or steal ideas, which may 
have a detrimental effect on trust and further network development. In network I, a conflict 
arose because an event switched locations induced by one member affecting another, while 
in network F one member plagiarized the idea of a new brand of beer from another. In both 
cases, the network manager chose not to interfere. Network B responded to issues like this by 
being less open in its communication. 

We experienced this in the past. Some of our members came up with ideas, and eventually 
others hijacked the ideas and used them for themselves. This is something we try to avoid 
now, and this is of course the issue with open communication. (Network B, provincial 
LOG).

5.4.5. Stimulating stakeholder interaction, collaboration and trust

Increasing trust between network members, by stimulating interaction and collaboration, 
increases social capital and allows network structures to thicken, according to the managers 
of network E, F and G. This process, however, can only succeed when a certain level of 
network transparency and opportunities for feedback are present, which in practice was only 
found to be stimulated in half of the networks (table 5.2). Communicating with members, 
being open to feedback and having empathy for the perceptions of network members were 
considered essential for successful stakeholder management according manager E and F. 
In these networks, a common ground and trust between network members was seen as an 
important foundation on which strong personal relationships were built, to which network 
manager G add the importance of a level playing field without hierarchies.

The psychological aspect, right? And stakeholder management. These are heavily 
underestimated. Because it’s crucial, we are a partner in between partners and we do not 
place ourselves in a hierarchical position. (Network G, Flemish NAO)

 When collaboration is stimulated, members are more likely to meet each other face-
to-face and interact. This interaction can lead to collaboration which lead to the sharing of 
tacit knowledge and joint production of new and innovative products, as acknowledged by 
manager F. To fuel interaction and collaboration, manager F states it is important to create an 
environment which is familiar and in which network members feel at ease. The environment 
ranges from digital platforms to regular meetings where network members can interact:

[We need to] make sure that everything you do [as a network manager] is in line with the 
environment the members live in. To ensure that they can see common ground. (Network 
F, provincial NAO).
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 Networks E, F and G are examples of networks in which the managers actively 
increased collaboration between network members by organizing meetings on a regular 
basis. During these meetings network members can meet each other, collaboration between 
members was facilitated, and cross fertilization of ideas and innovative product development 
occurred. Network manager F indicated that organizing these meetings was a process of 
learning by doing, and it took some time and effort to find out what types of meetings were 
valued by the network members. He had noticed that during informal, low threshold events, 
entrepreneurial stakeholders started to mingle and exchange ideas or products and found 
each other without further interference by the network manager. Stimulating stakeholder 
interaction was seldom achieved through the application of ICT’s or digital platforms. In 
some cases, the network did host an member-only accessible intranet (Network C & E), but it 
was mainly used to share documents and information instead of stimulating stakeholders to 
interact digitally.

5.4.6. External management

The last main task of network managers was found to be actively positioning themselves 
between the network and external stakeholders. The majority of network managers who were 
active in positioning themselves between the network and external stakeholders assisted their 
members in connecting to markets and/or consumers (network C, D, E, F, G, I & L). Less often 
managers used this positioning to represent the network to external stakeholders, such as 
policymakers (network E & J).

Our main task is to defend the interests of our members, whom we represent from the 
local level to the European level (Broker E, Flemish PGN). 

 Another way managers tried to position themselves between the network and 
external stakeholders was to facilitate access to funding opportunities (network B, I & J). These 
network managers organized access to public funding on the provincial, regional or European 
level, which was possible through both their connections with funding organizations, as 
well as their knowledge on how to obtain funding. Often, these network managers choose 
bilateral partners or small groups of members with whom to apply for funding on specific 
projects (network B & I), but network J actively provided members with information on how 
to acquire funding.

Now, with this situation of crisis, our members are looking more and more for economic 
support. So, this is why it is important to have this influence on European tourism 
policies. […] it is also important to let our members know what Europe is looking for in 
order to streamline their strategy more in accordance to what “Europe” could finance 
(Network J, European NAO). 

 The position of the manager in between the network and external parties can, 
however, also have an adverse effect. All networks in this study, except network E, were 
found to be directly, or indirectly, dependent on the Flemish or local government for financial 
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support. With the threat of public budget cuts and the endangered existence of the provincial 
administration level, the majority of the managers were insecure about the continuation of 
their networks. One of the brokers showed his concerns:

The future is compromised by the threatened survival of the province. This is what we are 
most concerned about. There is an influential political party in Flanders, which wants to 
abolish the provinces. Our resources come from the province, so if that happens, we are 
forced to cease the network (Broker I, provincial LOG).

 Another concern was that this position remains volatile because when the contacts 
with external stakeholders or access to external funding disappear, their position towards the 
network changes as well

Sometimes, one of your contacts in an organization leaves. Then, he or she will be 
replaced and depending on the willingness of the new person, you can or can’t get access 
to certain information. (Network L, Flemish NAO)

 In practice, network managers found themselves often vulnerable due to financial 
dependence on external public sector parties. The NAO networks C and E are mostly reliant 
on membership fees and the NAO networks F and G were less insecure about their future, as 
they acknowledged that if financial support ceased, the members would be willing to take over 
a bigger part of the network management. The position of these networks is strengthened by 
the support of the network members, financially, organizationally but also morally. Knowing 
the network members support the network increases the confidence and power of network 
brokers, which makes it possible for brokers to represent the network better and have more 
influence on policymaking.

5.5. Discussion: the strategic position of the network manager

The tourism sector is notoriously difficult to manage because it consists of a manifold 
of unrelated entities only partially dependent on tourism lacking a hierarchical chain of 
command (Leiper, 1990; Pearce, 2014). In these situations, gaining competitive advantage 
should be sought through the formation of networks consisting of less formalized 
relationships which are based on trust, reciprocity and inclusive governance (Bornhorst et 
al., 2010; Dredge, 2006a; Saxena, 2005; van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015; Volgger & Pechlaner, 
2014). Although some authors claim that power and authority may even have adverse effects 
on network relationships (Keast et al., 2004), the overall picture from the literature shows 
that both legitimate leadership, associated with power, and inclusive management strategies, 
associated with trust, could influence network development positively in the tourism sector 
(Beritelli, 2011; Klijn et al., 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; 
Provan & Kenis, 2008;). This means that it is important for network managers to obtain a broad 
repertoire of and competence in a variety of management activities and to make continuously 
a trade-off between power-based and trust-based management activities. Unfortunately, the 
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literature also shows that in daily practice, failed examples of tourism networks outnumber 
the successful ones (Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Pavlovich, 
2003; van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). 
 In order to get a better understanding about the reasons for this gap between theory 
and practice, and also to find directions how this gap could be bridged, a series of interviews 
was held with network managers of 12 networks varying in size, scale and structure. The 
main conclusion from these interviews is that all network managers in the study proved 
to be very active with power-based activities, such as top-down information provision, 
organization of events and lobbying, but the majority spent less or no time on trust-based 
activities, such as bidirectional communication with the network members, seeking ideas and 
opinions, promoting member engagement and facilitating inter-member exchanges. Thus, the 
first conclusion of this paper is, that a main reason why so few examples of successful tourism 
networks are found, is simply, because most network managers hardly invest in trust-based 
activities, which, according to the literature are dearly needed to develop and maintain active 
networks in the tourism sector (Bornhorst et al., 2010; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; Pavlovich, 
2003; Provan & Kenis, 2008; van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014; Zehrer 
et al., 2014).
 The interviews also give some indication why the interviewees, who all consider 
themselves as  network managers and talk amply about how they manage their network, 
yet display so few activities which in the literature are seen as core activities for successful 
network management:

1. Insufficient commitment to the network concept. Several network managers indicated 
that they primarily used the term ‘network’ because it was fashionable to do so. The interviews 
showed that these persons had not adapted their activities, but continued to do what they 
used to do before the term ‘network’ became fashionable. Only those network managers who 
articulated clear goals relating to ‘the network as a community’ also reported activities such 
as stimulating and facilitating inter-member collaboration. They also stressed – much more 
than the others – the importance of personal, bidirectional communication apart from the 
usual top-down information channels, such as a network website and regular newsletters. 
This finding confirms the conclusion from the literature, that it is important for networks to 
develop a common goal and shared vision network (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Bregoli et al., 
2016; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Presenza & Cipollina, 2010). This paper adds that network 
goals and visions should be more than just a piece of paper, but should be shaped and 
reshaped through bidirectional communication with members and those who are responsible 
for the network should live up to it, in order to make the network work. The chosen goals and 
orientation of the network, influences how a network should be managed (Pearce, 2014).

2. Insufficient priority to get the network working. Several network managers claimed 
that network members were very busy people who did not have the time to participate in 
network activities or events; this made them reluctant to organize meetings for fear that 
nobody would turn up. However, those networks that organized informal meetings in which 
their members could develop personal relationships were thriving and reported to be able 
to engage network members more. One of these network managers even mentioned the 
organization of informal low-threshold meetings as the golden tip for successful network 
development. Time is often synonymous with priority. If people mention a lack of time, they 
often mean the activity has a low priority. So, it is important for network managers to have 



136

an open eye for potential membership benefits. As Provan & Kenis (2008, p 244) mentioned, 
it is important that members experience benefits from the network in order to attach them 
to the network, which is highly related to a certain stability of the network. Stability is seen 
as critical for maintaining internal and external legitimacy. Stability helps to form relations 
between network members while instability is detrimental for network outcomes as it 
impedes the likeliness of members to invest time and resources in the network Bregoli et al., 
2016). Apart from material benefits, such as project funding or access to relevant information, 
it helps when being a member has immaterial benefits as well. A high willingness for being a 
part of the network is often mentioned as an important driver in networks where the manager 
adopts an inclusive, transparent, bidirectional and personal communication style.

3. Intrinsic tensions within the job. Network managers don’t have an easy job, because 
they continuously have to cope with seemingly contradictory demands. When a network 
manager wants to be fair and inclusive to all members, for instance, the best way is to provide 
the same information at the same time to all members and invite everybody to participate. 
This approach, however,  is at odds with the personal approach which, according to the 
literature (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Saxena, 2005; Viren et al., 
2015), is needed for increasing social capital and mutual trust, which in its turn is necessary 
to really engage members in the network’s activities. But, then, other people may claim to 
have been left out, which reduces trust in the fairness and openness of the network. All 
network managers who favored  a trust-based approach mentioned these problems and 
dilemmas, giving vivid examples from daily practice. Another example is that sharing ideas 
might involve risks that ideas are stolen or activities taken over. Network managers found it 
difficult to deal with these issues. This asks for further professionalization, targeted training 
and education.

 Network managers were found to spend a lot of time on formal communication 
with the members on the one hand, and positioning and legitimizing the network towards 
external stakeholders, including funding organizations, on the other. This might work if the 
efforts to get funding or enhance the network’s visibility are successful (Bregoli et al., 2016). 
But if less successful, this strategy is likely to work as a double-edged sword and will threaten 
the network manager’s legitimacy both internally and externally (Pearce, 2014; Timur & 
Getz, 2008; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2015). The empirical results show this not just a theoretical 
risk. Most of the interviewed managers reported spontaneously about the insecure political 
situation in Belgium, which, combined with looming budget cuts in the public domain, was 
considered a real danger for their network’s continuity. The high dependency on public 
funding, and current insecurity proved to make strategic positioning a complicated task and 
reduced internal legitimacy of network managers. Dealing with a heavy reliance on external 
funding and the influence of political volatility was an issue not covered in the initial literature 
review on managing tourism networks, but was found to be an important factor influencing 
both managing activities and network performance. While, in theory, a networked approach 
to tourism governance could increase the capacity of the tourism sector to adapt to this 
changing context and become more resilient (Zehrer & Raich, 2010), the findings in this paper 
indicate that also the opposite might happen. The limited formal power and dependency on 
external parties impedes the position of network managers and can cause entire networks 
to disintegrate. The solution might be found in enhancing the network manager’s informal 
power. 
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Figure 5.1. A schematic representation of network management.

 Figure 5.1 translates the in the literature identified network management tasks and 
activities and the interdependent relationship between top-down power-based management 
and more bottom-up trust-based management uncovered in the empirical part of the study 
into a conceptual model. Internal and external legitimacy are interrelated and can strengthen 
each other (Beritelli, 2011; Klijn et al., 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon; 
Pearce, 2014; Provan & Kenis, 2008). The power of network managers is both dependent on 
the ability of network managers to broker connections to external stakeholders, for example to 
get access to funding, but also on the internal legitimacy the members ascribe to the network 
managers (Pearce, 2014). The internal legitimacy is determined by the added value members 
see in the network and their willingness to contribute to the network (Bregoli et al., 2016). The 
added value of the presented approach is the interrelationship between internal and external 
management applied by network managers, and the role trust and power play in these 
approaches. This results in the conclusion that when formal coercive ties are lacking, power 
and legitimacy of leadership can be gained through strengthening intra-network relations 
and trust between members. However, most network managers in this study showed to 
be not aware of this potential powerful mechanism. This model suggests managers should 
make the trade-off between different approaches to network management more thoughtfully. 
Managers should switch between positions such as brokering external and internal network 
relationships instead of maintaining a fixed position (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Beritelli et al., 
2015). The present study, however, shows the position of most network managers in practice 
to be more static, mainly focusing on organizing the network and the network’s position in 
relation to external stakeholders. 
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5.6. Recommendations and limitations of the study

Although the design of this study does not permit conclusions about the effectiveness of the 
networks, the optimistic tone of voice about future prospects of those networks that embraced 
bidirectional communication with their members and fostered members’ ideas and initiatives 
were in sharp contrast with the pessimistic or worrisome stories of networks which restricted 
themselves to a top-down communication approach, in particular when they were also heavily 
dependent on public funding. This paper therefore recommends that organizations who wish 
to apply a networked governance perspective in a sector or destination, should include active 
networking by skillful network managers, applying trust-based management approaches and 
bidirectional communication. Intra-network trust increases the strength of the network, and 
in extent the legitimacy of the position of the network manager. Bidirectional communication 
and stakeholder engagement ensures commitment to the network goals. 
 A network manager should function as a broker by positioning him, her or themselves 
between internal expectations and external pressure. This means shifting positions between 
stimulating intra-network interactions to allow mutual trust and social capital to grow and 
representing the network towards external stakeholders. Network managers need to be able 
to take both positions, as they need to be aware of intra-network dynamics and structures in 
order to be a legitimate leader. Network managers were found to learn by doing, which is a 
necessity since at this moment there are limited training opportunities for network managers 
in tourism available in higher tourism education. As this study indicated network managers 
were in general more focused on external management, in combination with a relatively weak 
knowledge of what the network concept exactly entails, our main policy recommendation is 
to create professional training schemes in which tourism professionals, destination managers 
or network managers are informed on the importance of internal, trust-based management 
activities such as engaging stakeholders and stimulating network member interaction.
 The strength of this study is that the chosen research design provides an in-depth 
insight in how network managers balance management approaches and decisions within the 
given context. This approach, however, also comes with inherent limitations, which are at 
the same time sources of inspiration for further research to test the validity and improve 
the generalizability of this study’s findings. We identified three potentially interesting 
research routes. First, since this study looked into the daily practices of network managers 
from the perspective of the managers themselves, future research should also include the 
perspective of network members on the relative effectiveness of different management 
approaches. Triangulating the results by including network members in the research might 
provide additional insights into the impact of the applied management approaches, varying 
in the level of mutual trust and social capital, on network development. Second, our findings 
suggest that peculiarities caused by the specific political system in Belgium, such as the 
strong interference of public institutions in tourism management and the expected changes 
within the institutional landscape, affect the results of this study. Repeating the study in 
different institutional contexts could provide valuable new insights. Thirdly, the qualitative 
nature of this study provided explorative results into the tasks and trade-offs of network 
managers. Either delving more deeply into network management, through for example 
ethnographic research, or testing the position of network managers towards the different 
identified management tasks and activities in a quantitative way could provide valuable new 
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information on the practice of network management. As tourism management is finding its 
way into policy agendas in an era of governance and networking, more research is needed 
into how tourism can be managed according to a network perspective. 
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6.1. Introduction

This PhD-thesis addresses the complex problem of the development and management of urban 
tourism destinations and is looking for answers to the general research question: To what 
extent can tourism networks provide a scientifically valid and practically useful approach 
to the development and management of urban tourism destinations. In general, destination 
management has long been characterised by rather ad-hoc management approaches, 
originating from highly peculiar and localized examples from the early 19th century beach 
resort development (Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005; Shoval, 2018; Urry, 1990). It characterizes the 
beginning of the era of mass tourism and large scale resort development. Already at that time, 
tourism has demonstrated to be able to irreversibly affect the destinations it touches upon. 
North-Western European coastal towns, followed by their Southern European peers, have 
changed dramatically, even in their morphology, due to a sudden interest of tourists. This 
shows the eternal dilemma with which the tourism sector has to cope: on the one hand, local 
policymakers as well as tourism entrepreneurs strive for a growing influx of tourists to give 
a boost to the local economy. But at the same time, with the increasing influx of tourists, the 
inherent shadowy sides and drawbacks of a growing tourism sector also come to the surface 
(Jansen-Verbeke, 1998). 
 In many popular urban tourism destinations, such as Venice, Amsterdam, or 
Barcelona, citizens start to complain about noise, nuisance, crowding, rising consumer and real 
estate prices or other negative externalities of tourism development (Colomb & Novy, 2016; 
Pinkster & Boterman, 2017). This has helped placing tourism on the agendas of politicians and 
policy makers, because they now have to weigh economic and social benefits against the costs 
highlighted by complaining citizens (Van der Borg et al., 1996). While tourism development is 
just part of the complex and interrelated forcefield affecting contemporary urban destinations, 
various authors argue that protests against tourism happen in places which are already under 
tremendous pressure due to factors outside tourism (Gotham, 2005; Ioannides et al., 2018; 
Novy, 2018); it is a force to be reckoned with. Ananian et al. (2018) reasons in the same way:
 

‘Although tourism development is often justified as a means of strengthening the quality 
of local living conditions, the challenges of placemaking and the city-as-a-destination 
differ significantly from those associated with the consolidation of the city for its 
residents. In developing the historic district for tourists, local elites create a hierarchy 
of interests and priorities in which the needs of visitors often prevail over the needs of 
residents’. (Eisinger 2000 in Ananian et al., 2018 p 4)

 Finding the right balance has become a new challenge, which asks for wisdom as 
well as further professionalization (Go, 1998; Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005). This makes the 
jobs of those who want to manage tourism difficult (Bornhorst et al., 2010; Dredge, 2006a; 
Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). Unfortunately, this issue gets less 
scientific support than deserved. 
 It took over a century before the management of tourism, tourist destinations and 
the impact of tourism fully entered the stages of academic studies (Urry, 1990). Having long 
been seen as ‘just for fun’, urban tourism has only gradually evolved into an important 
topic for academic research (Shoval, 2018). This PhD-thesis aims to fulfil at least a bit of the 
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apparent need for more evidence-based development of the tourism sector by addressing a 
few central issues in contemporary tourism management. The focus of this thesis is on urban 
tourism, being a fast-growing branch in which the advantages and drawbacks of tourism are 
both acknowledged from an academic as well as a practitioners perspective (Ashworth & 
Page, 2001; Colomb & Novy, 2016). The research setting is Flanders with its world-famous art 
cities (Bruges, Antwerp, Ghent, Leuven and Mechelen), which are symbolic for a number of 
relevant and current discussions concerning urban tourism. The central topic of this study is 
the role networks play and may play in tourism development and destination management. 
This choice is fuelled by the observation that tourism, with its large number of unrelated 
but interdependent enterprises and other stakeholders, is very difficult to manage and asks 
for more knowledge and innovative solutions (Buhalis, 2000; Haugland et al., 2011; Leiper, 
1990; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). Another reason for exactly this choice is that - in the academic 
literature - people have high expectations of a network approach towards governing tourist 
destinations (see e.g. Morrison et al., 2004 or Novelli et al., 2006), while at the same time 
the empirical literature shows few successful examples, which stimulates scientific curiosity 
(Gibson et al., 2005; Pavlovich, 2003; Van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015). 
 The general aim of the study is to analyse – based on the theoretical literature on 
networked collaboration as well as on a number of dedicated empirical studies - the potential 
value of a network approach to the development and management of tourism destinations 
in the Flemish Art Cities and to find the relevant facilitators and barriers to successful 
implementation of such an approach, including all relevant parties in the development 
of tourism. The ultimate aim is to provide those who are involved in tourism destination 
development with sound knowledge on what makes networks work, with a special interest in, 
on the one hand, the activities of network managers that are needed to make networks more 
effective, and, on the other hand, the potential value of analyses of stakeholder perspectives 
toward collaboration and destination development as well as analyses of tourist behaviour as 
a source of inspiration and guidance. 
 The results of the various sub-studies are presented in a number of papers that in 
the meantime all have been published in the scientific literature. In this concluding Chapter, 
first, a summary will be presented of the main results of the various papers. Then, the results 
will be reflected upon, respectively from a theoretical perspective and with regard to their 
(potential) impact on policy and practice. This chapter will conclude with some suggestions 
for further research.

6.2. Summary of the main results

6.2.1. Chapter 2: Reviewing the literature

This PhD thesis starts with a paper containing a comprehensive review and relational citation 
analysis of the scientific literature focusing on network collaboration in tourism destinations. 
This paper is published as van der Zee, E. & Vanneste, D. (2015). Tourism networks unravelled; 
a review of the literature on networks in tourism network studies. Tourism Management 
Perspectives, 15, 46-56. In this paper, a tourism network is defined as “an arrangement of 
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inter-organization cooperation and collaboration”. A two-step search strategy in Google 
Scholar produced 98 papers on tourism networks which were published between 2000 and 
2014. Of these, 8 papers can be characterized as ‘lonely wolves’, meaning that these papers did 
not cite any of the other papers, nor were cited by any of the other papers from the selected 
group. By lack of influence, these papers were removed from the further analysis, a ‘who cites 
whom’- citation analysis and a modularity analysis tries to uncover sub-communities within 
the larger community of tourism network researchers.
 The aim of this literature review is to get an overview of the field, and, in particular, 
to get a better understanding why the promising theoretical claims of potential benefits of 
networked collaboration in tourist destinations are so little supported by empirical evidence. 
This paper shows that there are two explanations for this lack of empirically proven benefits.
First, progress is hampered by the lack of integration within the field of tourism network 
studies. The applied relational analyses identify the existence of main sub-fields of research, 
focusing on respectively policy networks, business networks, co-opeting (i.e. simultaneously 
cooperating and competing) networks and network configurations. These main sub-fields 
apply different approaches towards tourism networks, both from a theoretical and from a 
methodological perspective. Researchers within certain subfields tend to cite predominantly 
other researchers from the same subfield, thus forming scientific sub-communities. There 
is little cross-fertilization between the sub-fields and integrative studies are scarce. Until 
recently, there was a sharp qualitative-quantitative divide, although this seems now to be 
changing.
 Second, while many studies show interesting and promising findings, the field would 
make more progress if researchers would reflect more systematically on the relationship 
between network goals and projected outcomes, and on the most suitable methodology to 
test the effects of the desired network development in a comprehensive way. Since networks 
thrive on the perspectives of future benefits that accrue from network participation, there is a 
need for clear and undebated empirical proof of these network outcomes. Examples of ‘best 
practices’ should be provided which show and explain the benefits of working together in a 
productive network. Tangible benefits have to be demonstrated in order to stimulate tourism 
entrepreneurs to investing time and money in local tourism networks.

6.2.2. Implications of the literature review for the methods and content of this PhD-thesis (lessons 
learned)

An important source of inspiration for the content of this PhD-thesis is provided by the 
modularity analysis which is part of the first theoretical paper of this thesis (Chapter 2, figure 
2.1). This analysis shows the presence of 4 sub-communities within the literature. Elements 
from all main research sub-communities within the tourism network research domain can be 
recognized in the consecutive papers. The researchers whose domain is the study of policy 
networks (see e.g. Dredge, 2006a), showed that in everyday reality most networks are messy 
entities that accomplish little without sufficient attention to the network’s governance and 
management. From this line of research, the idea was adopted that applying a network 
perspective might help to understand the complex dynamic of tourism decision making 
and destination planning by focusing on the leading role of publicly funded Destination 
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Management Organisations (DMO’s), which act as go-betweens mediating between the 
public domain and private enterprises. Also, power balances and imbalances, inclusion and 
exclusion and the embeddedness in policy landscapes active on different scale levels appeared 
to be central concepts when studying tourism networks.
 The researchers who concentrated on business networks taught us to be constantly 
aware of the gain-and-loss balance that enterprises experience when confronted with the 
decision whether or not to invest in time-consuming social networks (see e.g. Tinsley & Lynch, 
2001). They also taught us to be aware that the gains might be material (access to resources, 
expected profit) but also immaterial (sharing knowledge, ideas for innovation, meeting 
relevant people). Researchers who belong to  the sub-community focussing on co-opeting 
networks (see e.g. Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009) are working on the precarious balance between 
competition and collaboration: a typical example of the classical ‘Prisoner’s dilemma’. From 
this line of research, we picked up that commitment and communication are the driving 
forces behind collaboration between tourism stakeholders, and that ‘trust’ is a central concept 
in tourism network research.
 The last sub-community (‘network configurations’) deviates from the other three by 
choosing an explicit quantitative approach (see e.g. Baggio & Cooper, 2010). Networks are 
here conceived as a set of interrelationships between tourism stakeholders. Mathematically, a 
distinction is made between central and peripheral stakeholders, and between strong ties and 
weak ties. The attractiveness of this approach is that it turns ‘soft’ concepts into ‘hard’ data, 
and is able to show patterns that are much more difficult to unravel by the more qualitative 
approaches. This line of research has inspired us to develop an innovative methodological 
approach to a notable gap in current tourism network research which was shown in our 
literature review: the growing impact of tourists as co-creators of tourist behaviour and 
tourist experiences. Tourists are, in the end, the co-producers of networks when they evolve 
into consumption routes (Hall, 2005), and tourists behaviour can be used to study the makeup 
and configuration of tourist networks (Shih, 2006). By geographically analysing which areas 
within urban tourist destinations are visited (based on tourist reviews on TripAdvisor as 
is done in Chapter 3, also see paragraph 6.2.3. below), the presence or absence of clusters 
of visited facilities can be visualized from the visitors’ perspective. In this thesis we have 
explored whether or not this approach gives a complementary picture of tourist destinations, 
which might support enterprises as well as policymakers in their destination planning and 
decision making. 

6.2.3. Chapter 3: Tourist-generated data as source of information for policymakers, tourism 
planners and managers

Chapter 3 addresses a relatively new phenomenon in tourism: the influence tourists themselves 
have on the development of tourist destinations. Several innovations in the way internet is 
used, such as the fast-growing development of Web 2.0 and social media, have changed the 
world for customers profoundly, also for tourists. Several social media have been developed in 
which tourists share their experiences, post photographs to direct attention to places worth to 
visit, and write reviews, often accompanied by a quantified quality assessment to assist fellow-
travellers in their choices. At the moment, TripAdvisor is the most used review-platform for 
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travellers. It contains information about attractions (such as museums or excursions), lodging 
(such as hotels or B&B’s) and catering facilities (such as restaurants and bars). With special 
techniques or manual effort, TripAdvisor’s public data on the internet can be ‘scraped’ or 
collected and put in a database for performing all kind of analyses which have in common 
that they provide knowledge and information about tourist behaviour in, preferences for 
and experiences with all elements of a tourist destination. Its impact is twofold: first, these 
data show what destinations, and which locations within destinations are visited by tourists 
and how these are experienced. Secondly, and maybe even more important, these data steer 
current and future travellers into certain directions, bypassing other directions. Previous 
research has shown that nowadays, a vast majority of the tourists use review platforms to 
prepare their trip, even more than the traditional communication channels, such as travel 
guides or promotional material of Destination Management Organizations (DMOs). Social 
Media have become a factor to take into account, and currently, TripAdvisor is one of its 
central exponents.
 Using Getis-Ord Hotspot analysis, a method for finding geographical clusters using 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and after testing in a pilot study, a series of analyses 
was performed on selected TripAdvisor data to discover ‘hot spots’ and ‘cold spots’ in five 
Flemish Art Cities: Antwerp, Bruges, Ghent, Leuven and Mechelen. Hot spots are clusters of 
places which are more often reviewed than might be expected in a random distribution; cold 
spots are clusters of places that are less often reviewed than expected.
 The paper is published as van der Zee, E., Bertocchi, D. & Vanneste, D. (2018), 
Distribution of tourists within urban heritage destinations: a hot spot/cold spot analysis of 
TripAdvisor data as support for destination management. Current Issues in Tourism, 2018, 
1-22. The aim of this study was to acquire more knowledge about the geospatial distribution 
of tourists within these destinations and their susceptibility for changes through deliberate 
policy making. Building upon Butler’s (1980) life cycle theory, and Russo’s (2002) theory about 
vicious cycles in tourism, the hypothesis was that concentration of tourists within the cities’ 
historic centres is fuelled by three interdependent and subsequent factors: (1) the morphology 
of the city, consisting of the main monuments, attractions, squares, walls, rivers, etcetera 
attracts visitors to the highlights within the city centre and provides natural borders, (2) with 
sufficient visitors that need to be catered for, an influx of functional facilities is attracted to 
the city centre, which results in a lively and crowded atmosphere (terraces, bars, city guides, 
living statues, etcetera), (3) new visitors hear about the city’s attractiveness through word 
of mouth, media attention or by reading reviews on online channels and decide to go there, 
looking for the specific images that lured their attention (Urry, 1990). Together these factors 
cause a self-propelling effect, meaning that more and more visitors will visit the historic 
centre with the risk of overcrowding and congestion. This hypothesis was confirmed by the 
analyses. Bruges, the most mature of the Flemish Art Cities showed a strong hotspot within 
the historic city centre and several cold spots immediately adjacent to the hotspot, still within 
the historic centre, while Mechelen, the least developed of the art cities in terms of tourism 
has neither hotspots nor cold spots: there was no relationship between the location of a facility 
and the number of reviews it receives and no clusters of often, respectively seldom reviewed 
facilities can be distinguished. 
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These and other results of this study have been fed back to the involved DMO-directors and 
other policy makers, which led to an interesting debate on the central question: should one 
permit or even stimulate this autonomous process of further concentration of tourists within 
the historic city centre (viewpoint of the DMO of Bruges) with the risk of congestion and 
overcrowding, as well as growing resistance of the local population, as has happened in 
other cities, such as Venice, Amsterdam and Barcelona? Or should one strive for spreading 
of tourists over larger areas, knowing at forehand that this will be quite difficult, given the 
power of these autonomous processes. This dilemma is a challenge for policy makers as well 
as researchers.

6.2.4. Chapter 4: The destination triangle, an urban case study

Chapter 4 describes a case-study, demonstrating the value of the Destination Triangle concept 
for evaluating destination management. The paper is published as: van der Zee, E., van der 
Borg, J. & Vanneste, D. (2017). The Destination Triangle: toward Relational Management. In: Eds. 
N. Scott, M. de Martino, & M. van Niekerk: Knowledge transfer to and within Tourism; 
Bridging Tourism Theory and Practice. Vol. 8. Emerald Group Publishing, Binley UK, 167-
188.
  In 2012, Antwerp, one of the Flemish Art Cities, had decided to try to  attract more 
young tourists (age 18-34 years) to the city, by developing an innovative marketing initiative. 
This initiative consisted of, among other channels, a mobile app showing the highlights of 
Antwerp for this particular age-group. For the selection of these highlights, the Antwerp 
DMO had approached locals of the same age group and asked them to form a panel and fuel 
the initiative with their favourite places which might also be attractive for young tourists. 
The app was advertised on the DMO-website, and promotion material was produced and 
distributed among the tourist enterprises, referred to as ‘hot spots’, that featured on the mobile 
application. This project provided a unique opportunity to test the ‘destination triangle’ (see 
figure 1.2) concept in everyday practice.
 A multi method study was designed, which was targeted to all three parties of the 
Destination Triangle: the Antwerp DMO initiative ‘This is Antwerp’ (various exploratory 
interviews, meetings and a desk study of policy documents), the local stakeholders which 
featured on the mobile application and other promotional channels (a series of semi-
structured in-depth interviews; N=21), and a sample of young tourists (age 18-34 years) as 
representatives of the potential users of the initiative (questionnaires; n=181). The study took 
place in 2015.
 The young tourists proved to be very positive about the idea of this initiative, 
because it closely fitted their wish to venture off-the-beaten-track and to explore the city 
through the eyes of their local peers. They indicated to be mainly interested in culture and 
heritage attractions, gastronomy and local experiences, which matched the content of the 
mobile application and further promotional material. The idea of having access to hand-
picked attractions and services that matched their needs and wishes was clearly appealing 
to them. Most of the young tourists said that they would certainly have used the application, 
if they had known of its existence. However, only 3% of the surveyed population had seen 
the application or heard of the ‘This is Antwerp’ initiative, the others were not aware it 
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existed. Nearly two-third of the surveyed young tourists had used internet sources to prepare 
themselves for the trip, but mainly social media, Web 2.0 platforms like TripAdvisor; only 
27% had consulted the DMO-website, and even then most of them had not noticed the This 
is Antwerp initiative. Consulting online sources was, however, the most common way to 
prepare for the trip, and much more popular than, for instance, printed media. The second 
most used source of information for preparing their visit was ‘information from friends or 
family’, stressing the importance of peer-to-peer communication in tourism.
 The local stakeholders were not actively involved in the development of the 
application or in the This is Antwerp initiative. This was a conscious decision by the DMO, 
in order to be seen as ‘independent’ and is consistent with the, at that time valid, DMO’s self-
image as being a marketing-organization, and not a management-organization. Maybe as a 
result, the stakeholders, just like the young tourists, were hardly aware of the mere existence 
of the initiative and mobile application. When confronted with the product, however, most of 
them liked it; the mobile application portrayed Antwerp in a good way, and they approved 
the chosen target-group (young tourists). Several of them indicated that – in retrospect – they 
regretted the fact that they had not made more promotion for the initiative. An important 
finding was that this was not an ‘not-invented-here’ reaction, but simply a lack of awareness 
and inclusion. 
 In sum, the DMO initiative to produce a set of marketing and information channels, 
among others a mobile application, fuelled by young locals and targeted at young tourists 
was generally seen as a good initiative by the young tourists as well as the involved tourist 
enterprises, and yet, its effectivity was disappointingly low. The in-depth interviews give 
some indication of the causal factors. Apart from some practical reasons, the main causal 
factors for the relative failure of the DMO-initiative were (according to the tourist enterprises): 
(1) most enterprises being SME’s, many of the involved stakeholders experience a lack of time 
and are inward-looking, rather than being sensitive for external opportunities. There was a 
general feeling that clear communication and a sharp impression of the costs and benefits 
involved was needed to get the entrepreneurs aboard; (2) the DMO-initiative was seen as too 
top-down and unidirectional; proposed initiatives were ignored and feedback options were 
limited. There was a general need for more involvement and bidirectional communication, 
and a better match with existing local initiatives for informal collaboration, of which many 
examples were given in the interviews. 
 To conclude, both parties bear responsibility for the fact that the initiative evolved 
into a marketing-centred product focused on providing information to tourists instead of 
on knowledge sharing, collaboration and co-creation, which was the initial and innovative 
plan of the DMO. This contradicts the proposed trend in the literature towards improving 
the experience-centric capability of the destination by sharing knowledge and ideas. Active 
network management, based on the common goal of the ‘This is Antwerp’ initiative and a 
more personal approach with bi-directional communication might help initiatives like these 
to become more effective.
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6.2.5. Chapter 5: Position, Goals and Tasks of Destination Network Managers

The goal of the last empirical paper of this thesis (van der Zee, E., Gerrets, A-M. & Vanneste, 
D. (2017). Complexity in the governance of tourism networks: Balancing between external 
pressure and internal expectations. Journal of Destination marketing and management, 
6(4), 296-308) is to get a better insight into the work of destination network managers, by 
a theoretical reflection on their position, goals and tasks, based on the literature, and by 
providing an empirical picture of the daily activities which destination network managers 
use to reach their goals and strengthen their position. This paper is based on a series of in-
depth interviews with key persons, being network managers in the Flemish tourism sector. 
 With regard to their position, the literature review shows that managing tourism 
networks implies simultaneously organizing the network internally through the stimulation 
of intra-network relationships, as well as positioning the network towards external 
stakeholders. This position, both within the network as well as between the network and 
influential external stakeholders, is important to determine the manager’s power, influence 
and management options. At the same time, shifting between these different roles requires 
network managers to master a variety of managerial competencies, matching the various 
tasks of organizing, managing and brokering networks. That this is not an easy job becomes 
crystal clear in the in-depth interviews, for which network managers from twelve different 
networks from Flanders were recruited. In general, the network managers proved to be very 
open and honest during the interviews, and provided a vivid and colourful picture of their 
work with all its successes and failures, challenges, dilemmas and cumbersome hindrances.  

Five different tasks are identified from theory and by the network managers.

1. Formation of a shared vision and clear common goals 
2. Maintaining transparent and open communication and feedback mechanisms
3. Pursuing an inclusive and transparent network organization and actively engaging of 

members
4. Stimulating stakeholder interactions, collaboration and trust
5. Representing the network towards external stakeholders
 
 Although all five tasks are recognized as more or less important by all network 
managers, the network managers vary widely in the time and effort they spend in their daily 
managerial activity to realize these goals. All network managers in the study proved to be 
very active in power-based activities, such as top-down information provision, organization 
of events and lobbying, but the majority spent less or even no time on trust-based activities, 
such as bidirectional communication with the network members, seeking ideas and opinions, 
promoting membership engagement and facilitating inter-membership exchanges. Yet, 
the managers who did invest in trust-based activities were much more positive about the 
network’s resilience and future prospects, while the network managers  who restricted 
themselves to power-based, top down activities felt more dependent on increasingly insecure 
public funding and had a more pessimistic view on the future existence of their network. 
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 The main barriers against developing trust-based activities were (1) insufficient 
commitment to the network concept; using the term ‘network approach’ merely because it 
is ‘the current buzzword’, (2) insufficient priority to get the network working; claiming ‘that 
tourism entrepreneurs are busy people who don’t want to spend time on social gatherings 
– which our study shows is not necessarily the case, and (3) intrinsic tensions within the 
job, for instance because ‘being inclusive’ is important for building trust, but asks for equal 
information-giving to all members, while the success of network activities is largely influenced 
by personal bidirectional communication, which is by definition personal, and not equally 
and simultaneously oriented to all members. Also the tension between open communication 
and fear of theft of ideas for innovation is mentioned as a possible barrier against trust-based 
activities from the network manager.  
 In sum, network managers are confronted with various tasks, which, according to 
the literature, all seem needed or useful to reach the network’s objectives and/or to strengthen 
their position. In practice, network managers make trade-offs between different management 
approaches. To do this successfully might ask for further professionalization.  

6. 3. Discussion

6.3.1. Introduction

Being one of the biggest economic sectors and employers in the world, tourism deserves a 
management approach which is not only able to help destinations to reap the benefits tourism 
could bring, but also provides memorable experiences for tourists and safeguards the living 
environment of local inhabitants. In other words, the question what type of management 
approach is needed for a sustainable and competitive tourism development is highly relevant. 
Since the late 1990’s, more and more academic papers on tourism management champion the 
network approach as a management approach able of doing this (Chapter 2, van der Zee & 
Vanneste, 2015). Therefore the focus of this PhD-thesis is on the value of a network approach 
for destination development and tourism management in urban destinations (see Chapter 1.4: 
‘problem statement’). The assumption behind the network approach is, that the involvement 
of tourism stakeholders, not bounded by a hierarchical, power-laden chain of command, but 
by durable partnerships based on trust and reciprocity, should lead to network structures in 
which all involved partners become aligned to reach a collective goal (Provan & Kenis, 2008), 
in this case: sustainable and competitive tourism development. 
 In theory, these networks would provide tangible and intangible benefits for the 
stakeholders involved, democratise policy making, relieve the tasks of destination managers 
and help to produce memorable experiences for visitors (see e.g. Baggio & Cooper, 2010; 
Beritelli, 2011; Dredge, 2006a; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Pavlovich, 2003 or Pforr, 2006). But, 
as Provan & Kenis (2008) explained, networked collaboration is by no means an easy task 
to accomplish, as it is burdened by several inherent tensions, such as the tension between 
administrative and inclusive decision making, the tension between the need for internal 
versus external legitimacy, and the  tension between flexibility and stability (Provan & Kenis, 
2008). In their highly cited paper on network governance, Provan & Kenis (2008) made an 
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appeal to the scientific community for much more research. This research should be aimed 
to further develop the, theoretically promising but practically complicated, concept of 
networked collaboration. This call was a major source of inspiration for this PhD-thesis. At 
the time of writing the research proposal for this study, promising claims were finding their 
way into the tourism literature (see e.g. Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013; Luthe et al., 2012 or 
Morrison et al., 2004), but no comprehensive framework of what the network approach could 
mean for tourism management was present yet. The question, ‘what makes tourism networks 
work’, could not be answered satisfactorily, even though both from an academic as well as a 
practitioners perspective, the demand for the answer to this question was rising (Beaumont 
& Dredge, 2010; Björk & Virtanen, 2005; Bornhorst et al., 2010; Provan & Milward, 2001). The 
present thesis therefore aims to answer a number of sub-questions which might help both the 
academic community as well as practitioners to develop a management approach fitting 21st 
century tourism management needs and desires. 
 All papers in this PhD thesis address (parts of) of the central research question: ‘To 
what extent can tourism networks provide a scientifically valid and practically useful contribution 
to the development and management of urban tourism destinations’. Together, these papers have 
enlarged the knowledge in the area and raised new questions. In this last Chapter, a reflection 
will be presented on the implications of the findings for science (Chapter 6.3.2.) and practice 
(Chapter 6.3.3.). A separate paragraph (Chapter 6.3.4.) is devoted to the implementation of the 
scientific results in daily practice (content and process). This Chapter will be closed with some 
suggestions for further research (Chapter 6.3.5.)

6.3.2. Scientific implications

The scientific value of this PhD thesis lies predominantly in its contribution to the 
conceptualization of key elements in the theorizing on networks in urban tourism.  
Furthermore, contrasting theory with practice has produced valuable knowledge about ‘what 
makes networks work’, which has led to a refinement of existing theories and suggestions for 
further theoretical development. Special attention has been given to the multi-party character 
of urban tourism, and its consequences for the choice of parties to be involved in the tourism 
networks active in urban tourism. Finally, this PhD thesis has shown the scientific value of 
a rather new and innovative method to analyse how tourists move through historic heritage 
cities, which has produced new knowledge about autonomous forces shaping tourist flows, 
as well as about the impact tourists have on the development of urban destinations.

The tourism network concept: one or many?
The systematic literature review, presented in Chapter 2, shows two important findings 
related to the conceptualisation of ‘tourism networks’. Firstly, most authors use the concept 
‘tourism network’ rather loosely. Usually no definitions are given and the field of tourism 
networks is lacking a clear ontology (see also Dredge, 2018). As a result, the network concept 
should be considered as a ‘fuzzy concept’. This means that most people know roughly what 
the concept refers to, but, when looking in great detail, they may have quite different mental 
images when using the concept. The review paper confirms this observation empirically 
by presenting the results of a citation network analysis, supplemented by a modularity 
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analysis. The application of social network analysis on citations was inspired by the work of 
Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013), and proves to be a valuable method for unravelling complex, 
but fuzzy fields of research. 
 The combination of these analyses shows that the term ‘network’ is used for at least 
four different phenomena in the scientific literature: 1) policy networks, 2) business networks, 
3) network co-opetition, and 4) network configuration. This empirically revealed distinction 
between tourism network studies proved to be valuable, and is used by various other studies 
(see e.g. Baggio, 2017; Dredge, 2018; Hernández et al., 2018; Chim-Miki & Batista-Canino, 
2017). 
 Secondly, the authors who use the term ‘network’ in a similar way tend to cite only 
other authors who use the same operationalisation of the concept, and are less likely to cite 
authors who use other operationalisations. This means that there is little cross-fertilisation. 
Authors tend to remain within their own scientific sub-community. This impedes the process 
of knowledge building and might even lead to misunderstandings in the scientific debate. 
This can happen when researchers have mental images of the term ‘network’ that only partly 
overlap. If, for instance, one researcher sees ‘networks’ as a social tool to get stakeholders 
involved and committed to a common goal (this mental image fits with definition 3), while 
another researcher conceives a ‘network’ as a map consisting of nodes and connections, which 
are respectively characterized by their degree of centrality and strengths (fits with definition 
4), misunderstandings in the scientific debate might easily arise. 
This ‘conceptual vagueness’ is not unique for the network literature. The same problem was 
noticed in a related popular research domain: ‘sustainable tourism’. In an editorial for a 
Special Issue on Sustainable Destination Development (Wickens et al., 2015) the editors cited 
several authors to make this point:

“Among the many obstacles that sustainable tourism development faces, the lack of a 
clear and widely accepted definition is mentioned in the literature as one of the main 
challenges to its implementation” (Berno & Bricker in Wickens et al., 2015 p 1). 

And:  

“The very success of the term lies in the fact that it is undefinable and thus has become all 
things to all interested partners” (Butler in Wickens et al., 2015 p 1).

 Two recommendations for the scientific community may  be derived from these 
findings: (1) it is very important to be crystal clear which definition of the concept ‘network’ is 
used in the studies presented. This could for instance be done by always presenting definitions 
and operationalisations and specifying the context in which the term network is used (in this 
example: for instance ‘network as an approach to destination governance’ versus ‘network 
as a means to map destination interrelations’), (2) although it is wise to choose a focus in 
research, it is important that researchers don’t get stuck within a small niche of their work 
field, but remain aware of the breadth and richness of the wider network literature. 
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 In line with this reasoning it is important to note explicitly, that the network concept 
used in the empirical studies of this PhD-thesis is that of a relational network, and that while 
the case studies (Chapter 3 and 4) are positioned within the context of urban tourism, Chapter 5 
takes a broader perspective to tourism networks acting at different scale levels and in different 
settings. The conceptualisation and setting and scale level of the studied tourism network can 
have a strong effect on outcomes and conclusions. The red line in this thesis is that in all 
networks discussed, the local DMOs or other destination and network managers are the main 
addressees, and the entire network is taken into account. This means that we define a network 
as an approach to destination governance, consisting of less-formalized, less-hierarchical 
relationships between all involved stakeholders (public, private, local inhabitants, visitors) 
based on trust, reciprocity and inclusive governance where all involved stakeholders strive 
to find common goals and respect the interests of each other. Managing the web of (inter)
relations is, in our approach to tourism networks, key to successful destination governance. 

Gap between theory and practice
One of the driving forces behind this PhD thesis was the curiosity about the persistent gap 
between - on the one hand - the general belief displayed in the theoretical literature that 
a network approach is beneficial for the management of urban tourism destinations, and 
- on the other hand - the recurrent disappointment found in the empirical literature about 
the effectiveness of network approaches, when this theoretical model is put to a test in the 
real world. Unfortunately, the literature gives little indications for the reasons for this gap. 
It might be possible that the problem described above is one of them. But more reflection is 
needed. If we don’t get a better understanding of the gap between theory and practice, there is 
a risk that the network concept will lose it attractiveness and eventually will be abandoned by 
lack of value for daily practice. Lewin’s statement “There is nothing as practical as good theory” 
(Lewin, 1943) is a two-edged sword. It does not only mean that (applied) research needs to be 
supported by adequate theory, it also means that theory is only ‘good’ when it helps to get a 
better understanding of problems in the real world (Pacione, 1999). Therefore, this topic has 
received a prominent place in this PhD-thesis. 
 The papers in this PhD thesis confirm the gap between theory and practice. While the 
systematic literature review (Chapter 2) showed convincingly that this, indeed, is a structural 
problem and, unfortunately, it did not provide plausible explanations for this gap nor any 
indication which directions to explore for possible solutions. However, the Chapters 4 and 5 
do give an indication. The mixed-methods single-case study ‘This is Antwerp’ that gave an 
in-depth description of the introduction of a dedicated marketing and information provision 
project for young tourists (selected as a potential 'best-practice' example of successful 
implementation of network theory in urban tourism management), fitted the theory on 
paper, but in practice the initiative did not reach its full potential because the Antwerp DMO 
invested in the relationship with its target groups (young locals as well as young tourists), 
but neglected the local suppliers of tourism products (Chapter 4). Thus the network, in this 
case pictured as ‘the destination triangle’, missed vital connections. The qualitative study 
(Chapter 5) based on comprehensive in-depth interviews with managers of 12 different 
tourism networks in Flanders gave a comparable indication: All interviewees agreed that they 
identified themselves as network managers, but most of them stuck to the behaviour which 
used to be expected from them in the past: marketing and promoting their network in a top-
down approach, making use of their position as a broker between the network members and 
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the wider world, providing access to resources, funding, information and political influence. 
Most of them did not practice the activities which in the theoretical literature are associated 
with relational network approaches: involving stakeholders, developing common goals, 
horizontal communication, etcetera (see e.g. Provan & Kenis, 2008). So again, daily practice 
deviated from what was to be expected from the theory. 

The conclusion is that - in urban tourism – network approaches are embraced, but daily 
practice behaves differently from what could be expected from theory. This is a problem 
that cannot be neglected. If no evidence can be found to corroborate the theory in real life 
settings, there are two main options: either the theory is not good (enough) to be valuable for 
the management of urban tourism destinations, or the complexity of urban tourism does not 
permit theoretical modelling. Both options bring researchers in a difficult situation, because 
in applied research, theory is needed to give scientific support to decision makers in the 
real world, which is - in the context of this PhD-thesis – DMOs and policy makers of urban 
tourism destinations. Later, the practical impact will be discussed, but first we will reflect on 
the scientific implications. 
First, it should be noted that the described gap between theory and practice is not specific for 
urban tourism, nor for Flanders, the geographical region of our research. The same type of 
gap has been found in the literature on sustainable tourism (Sharpley in Wickens et al., 2015) 
and ecotourism (Ross & Wall, 1999):

 “In spite of the existence of a substantial literature highlighting its potential benefits, 
there is a growing amount of case-study research reporting the failure of ecotourism to 
achieve the ideal goals upon which it should be founded. In other word, ecotourism theory 
has often not been successfully put into practice” (Ross & Wall, 1999 p 123)

 Interestingly, the authors of the latter study present a managed relational network 
as a promising solution for the gap between theory and practice in ecotourism. They suggest 
that all relevant parties have to be represented in the network (local communities, tourism 
and the biological biodiversity) with the explicit aim to develop common goals and plans, 
taking account of all parties’ interests. The network should be adequately managed by 
management or policy agencies from public or public-private settings. Whether or not this 
‘network solution’ works in daily practice is not (yet) to be found in the literature, but there is 
a fair chance that the same kind of problems are encountered as are reported in the systematic 
review which is part of this PhD thesis (see Chapter 2). 
 When we take a broader look at the literature we see that this gap between theory 
and practice is a common problem in many intervention studies and implementation studies 
in the social sciences as well as in economics, organizational studies, business administration 
or health sciences (see e.g. George et al., 2005; Provan & Kenis, 2008; Vanhove, 2017; or 
Wenger & Snyder, 2000). In these sciences, one of the main reasons for the gap is primarily 
seen as an implementation fidelity problem (Breitenstein et al., 2010). Implementation fidelity 
refers to the degree to which an intervention is delivered as intended. In terms of applying 
a relational network approach, this refers to the key question whether or not the network 
managers do what is expected of them from the theory. The authors define two areas that may 
be responsible for diminished implementation fidelity: (1) ‘adherence’; this refers to the extent 
to which people conform to the desired behaviours as intended, and (2) ‘competence’; this is 
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related to the skilfulness in the delivery of the desired behaviours as intended, and includes 
interpersonal and process level skills (Breitenstein et al., 2010). 
 Several studies by various researchers have identified barriers to maintaining 
implementation fidelity, including local adaptations to how the interventions should be 
done, individual variations in adherence or competence, lack of training or support, limited 
resources and competing demands (for an overview see: Breitenstein et al., 2010). Translating 
these insights from implementation studies into tourism network studies might point us into 
a valuable direction to explore, in order to get a better understanding of the gap between 
theory and practice in network studies in urban tourism.

 Re-considering the results of the papers in this PhD-thesis, the red line is that, 
although the theoretical ideas behind a network approach are widely acknowledged, the 
cooperative, non-hierarchical and inclusive behaviour needed to act as a network is seen less 
in real life settings. People often don’t practice what they preach (see Chapter 4 and 5). In 
scientific terms, this means that the theory should not only be focussed on what a network 
approach actually is (the conceptual definition), but also on how with the chosen definition 
related behaviour should be performed, and which conditions are needed for successful 
implementation. This turns the concept ‘network approach’ into a layered concept, which can 
and has to be tested at all its layers. 

• On the most basic layer, DMO’s, policy makers and other network managers should 
be competent or trained in the kind of behaviours which are theoretically linked to a 
network approach. If network managers are not known with and proficient in this kind 
of behaviour, it is not to be expected that they will display these behaviours in real life 
settings, and – thus – no beneficial effects of a network approach can be expected. 

• On the second layer, network managers should have the opportunities and facilities to act 
as such. This has to do with factors such as job description, time stress, access to a (digital) 
stakeholder database, support and so on. 

• Finally, if network managers know what to do, and are competent in these tasks, the 
third layer is priority. Network managers still have to give the relational approach to 
destination governance enough priority within their total workload to make it work, 
because relational network activities are time-consuming, provide mainly non-tangible 
benefits and have to compete with other tasks. 

 The conclusion is that the definition of ‘tourism network’ should be conceived as 
a layered concept, not only because it is conceptually layered (Baggio, 2018; Dredge 2018), 
but also because it operates at different scale levels (Milne & Ateljevic, 2001; Saxena, 2005; 
Stoffelen & Vanneste, 2017). This opens the road to further research. If empirical evidence can 
be found at which of the three layers things go wrong, either the decision might be made into 
which direction the theory has to be expanded or refined, or that the prevailing theoretical 
ideas about the effectiveness of a network approach in urban tourism have little practical 
value and should be disbanded to the lexicon of planning clichés in urban tourism (Hall, 
1999). 
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The urban tourism destination as a multi-party system
Another issue that deserves scientific reflection is the multi-party character of urban tourism. 
This PhD thesis has clearly shown that urban tourism, indeed, has to be conceived as a multi-
party system. Urban tourism is co-created by at least three parties: (1) suppliers of tourist 
products, (2) public and semi-public institutions, and (3) the demand side, consisting of 
tourists and other users of the tourism system (Enright & Newton, 2004; Van Niekerk & 
Coetzee, 2011; see also Chapter 2). Recently, a fourth party has been identified as important: 
the local population, not only as end-users of the system, but also as a group which is affected 
by tourism and in some cases protests against tourism development (Colomb & Novy, 
2016; Gotham, 2005; Russo, 2002; van der Borg et al., 1996). This has to be seen as a direct 
consequence of the unbridled growth of tourism in more and more historic heritage cities 
which has disturbed the balance between the economic benefits and liveliness on the one hand, 
and on the other hand the crowding, noise and nuisances of urban mass tourism (Pinkster & 
Boterman, 2017) but also its effect on commercialisation of public space, commodification of 
culture and tourism gentrification (Ananian et al., 2017; Gotham, 2005; Judd & Fainstein, 1999; 
Zukin, 1993). This, in combination with the juxtaposition between a large, local SME sector 
and a relatively small number of global multinationals together making up the urban tourism 
sector (Gotham, 2005; Govers et al., 2008; Judd & Fainstein, 1999) has made the governance of 
urban tourist destinations even more complex.
 None of the involved parties can turn a historic heritage city on its own into a 
successful tourist destination. Suppliers of primary tourist products, such as museums 
and (heritage) attractions and secondary tourist products such as shops, lodgings, bars 
and restaurants see opportunities for their products, and look for lucrative places to settle, 
and preferably cluster in close proximity to other successful tourism products (Brouder & 
Eriksson, 2013b, but also see Chapter 3). Public or semi-public institutions stimulate these 
processes, motivated by the aim to promote the local economy and to strengthen the image 
of the city for tourists as well as the local population (Richards & Wilson, 2006). Tourists are 
drawn to a city, more and more made enthusiastic by fellow-travellers for the specific features 
and atmosphere of the city and vote with their feet (Govers et al., 2007; Munar & Jacobsen, 
2014). All these parties are independent in their choices, but interdependent for turning the 
destination into a success; some stress this interdependency by stating a destination system is 
as strong as its weakest link (d’Angella & Go, 2009). Therefore a network approach is widely 
acclaimed as the most suitable management approach for tourism destinations (Pasquinelli & 
Bellini, 2017; Petrou et al., 2007; Zehrer & Raich, 2010). 
 In theoretical papers, it is claimed that all relevant parties have to play a role in 
these networks. However, the real world tells a different story. The systematic literature 
review (Chapter 2) revealed that both tourists and local population are usually neglected 
in the planning and policy-making, and empirical studies usually focus on just one or two 
of the relevant  groups. Although on paper planned more inclusively, this result was also 
found in the single case study ‘This is Antwerp’ (Chapter 4), where the local stakeholders, 
mainly SMEs, were found to be neglected by the DMO initiative, while Chapter 5 shows that 
network managers do take into account local stakeholders but often neglect the important 
task of creating or strengthening intra-network relationships. 
 This PhD-thesis was not set up to provide an evaluation of the multi-party character 
of urban tourism, but it seems that neglecting certain parties might be another reason for the 
low level of success of network approaches in urban tourism. We can only speculate on the 
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possible reasons. It might be that neglecting one of the involved parties might mean that the 
total system gets out of balance. An indication that this might play a role is the observation, 
made by several authors that for local networks, it is very important to define common goals 
(Provan & Kenis, 2008; Wenger & Snyder, 2000) and to strive for common interests (Cabus, 
2001). This is an interesting topic for further research.
 Another issue that has to do with the multi-party system of urban tourism is the 
question which parties to include. Many parties are involved in the development of urban 
tourism and at several scale levels. International hotel chains, regional product promoting 
organizations (beer, chocolate, cheese), or promotors of biking tours, and many more: all these 
parties have vested interests in developments of urban tourism. To give an indication of the 
extent, Chapter 3 shows almost 2.500 different restaurants located in the Felmish Art Cities 
were at the time of measurement reviewed on TripAdvisor, followed by a couple of hundred 
attractions and hotels. These providers of primary and secondary tourist products are the 
mere tip of the iceberg of all included parties, especially when taking into account ancillary 
services and parties connected through the value chains in the tourism sector (Haugland et 
al., 2011). 
 In this PhD-thesis, the decision was made to focus in particular on the local parties 
making up the primary and secondary tourist product (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). This choice 
was partly made because the urban destination was chosen as unit of analysis, and partly 
because the emphasis in this PhD-thesis was laid on a relational network approach with much 
attention for horizontal, bidirectional communication, personal engagement and involvement, 
and inclusive management. This type of approach thrives best in small scale networks which 
are characterized by proximity and personal communication (Beritelli et al., 2007; Pavlovich, 
2003; Sørensen, 2007). However, we do not know how influential supra-level actors are in the 
final decisions about new investments and other issues that touch the development of urban 
tourism. This also is an interesting area for further research.
 A last topic which deserves some further reflection is the use of User Generated 
Content as a measure to reveal tourist choices and subsequent spatial behaviour and 
experiences and – subsequently - as a support tool for policymaking and planning. This 
topic deserves some extra reflection and discussion. Digital peer-to-peer communication and 
sharing of experiences is not only strongly growing in importance as an information tool for 
tourists (Ayeh et al., 2016; Gursoy et al., 2016; Litvin et al., 2008; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014), 
but more and more people are getting aware that it can also be used as a tool to monitor, 
measure, analyse and visualise tourist behaviour (Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015; Fuchs et al., 
2014; Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Kádár, 2014; Litvin et al., 2008). 
This topic gained importance during this PhD project, and was found to be able to serve as 
a topic where societal and academic relevance could meet. This spatial aspect of tourism, 
depicted by the analysis and visualisation of tourists’ review behaviour, showed the added 
value of a spatial approach to tourism impact studies and could ignite a growing importance 
of both geography within tourism studies as well as for tourism within the wider domain of 
geography. 
 By analysing tourist behaviour, using spatial analysis and visualisation techniques 
of review behaviour, we found a means to bring stakeholders round the table to discuss the 
future of tourism management in the Flemish Art Cities and lay the foundation of a learning 
network or a community of practice around a current issue in tourism management (Wenger 
& Snyder, 2000). While the other empirical studies (Chapter 4 and 5) mainly showed what 
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impedes network development, this study showed what can be positively learned from 
this relatively new source of information. As will be shown in the next paragraph, feeding 
policymakers with information derived from user generated content (in this case: TripAdvisor 
reviews), applying innovative data analyses and using geographic visualisation techniques 
was well received by the participants and proved to produce good material for debate and 
discussion. An important point in this approach is that we capitalized on all angles in the 
destination triangle, which fits within the theoretical conception of tourism as an interrelated 
multi-party system of at least three groups of interdependent and mutually influencing 
stakeholders who, together, might be more effective in providing valuable tourist experiences 
as well as economic profit, than each of the parties could do on their own.

 The analysis of User Generated Content and Big Data for policymaking is a relatively 
new, but fast growing field of research (see e.g. Del Chiappa & Baggio 2015; Fuchs et al., 
2014; Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Hernández et al., 2018; Kádár, 2014; Litvin et al., 2008). In this 
PhD-thesis we only applied one specific technique (Getis-Ord hotspot analysis) for just one 
specific purpose: analysing whether tourists tend to cluster versus spread themselves over 
the tourist destination and whether a difference could be found in urban destination with 
different maturity levels, as revealed by their reviewing behaviour. It was meant as a test to 
see whether this type of analyses could be fruitful for scientific as well as practical purposes, 
but also whether it could serve as a means to raise discussion and serve as a common goal to 
bring together a community of practice (Provan & Kenis, 2008; Wenger & Snyder, 2000). 
 There are many more techniques for analysing User Generate Content available or 
in development, such as various forms of cluster analysis (Kádár, 2014 or Oxoli et al., 2017) 
or social network analysis of review behaviour (see e.g. Hernández et al., 2018). Based on the 
findings from this thesis, especially the latter merits further research in the future. By applying 
social network analysis on UGC, the way a destination system is created and enforced by 
its users can be unravelled (Batty, 2013). In this manner, a destination can be mapped as a 
relational space, instead of merely a geographical space (see Van der Zee & Bertocchi, 2018 for 
an example of this technique applied in one of the Flemish Art Cities). This provides material 
to analyse how this relational perspective can benefit the development and management of 
tourism destinations.
 These studies open the way to a variety of applications within the development and 
management of tourism destinations, precisely because tourists are more and more dependent 
on online information, and specifically Web 2.0 applications, both as contributors as well 
as information consumers (Gursoy et al., 2016; Munar & Jacbosen, 2014; Xiang & Gretzel, 
2010). The papers in this PhD-thesis show that this is a promising, inspiring and innovative 
road to new methodologies for tourism research, which might benefit researchers as well as 
practitioners. Although there are many risks and pitfalls, for instance around privacy issues, 
biases and manipulation (see also Hew et al., 2017; Leung et al., 2013; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014 
and Chapter 3), this is certainly an area which merits future research. 
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6.3.3.  Practical implications

In the previous paragraph, a reflection was presented on how to interpret the persistent 
gap between theory and practice in theoretical terms. Conceptualisation problems, implicit 
or lacking definitions and imprecise operationalisations were identified as potential causal 
factors. However, this PhD thesis also shows that even without these conceptualisation 
problems, the practice of urban tourism would not have fully profited from the potentially 
valuable knowledge and insights from the network literature. In the single-case study, 
reported in Chapter 4, we wanted to show how a network approach works in a real-world 
setting. In the last paper of this PhD-thesis (Chapter 5), we wanted to find out what is known 
about network management from a practitioners perspective. 
 In Chapter 4, it turned out that the target group of the DMO project “This is Antwerp” 
(young tourists) was not well aware of the specifically for them developed information about 
hotspots which was made together with a group of young locals. The main reason was very 
simple. The owners and operators of these hotspots were not actively involved in this initiative, 
and – thus - were not aware nor committed to it. As a result, they did not promote the initiative 
among their (young) clients. It was the absence of links with and between the stakeholders 
that proved to be vital for the disappointing effects of this promising and innovative project. 
Innovative policy, therefore, should come from a learning network or collaborative cluster of 
stakeholders, and not be implemented top-down by a single, powerful stakeholder (Baggio 
& Cooper, 2010; Hjalager, 2010; Pavlovich, 2003; Porter, 1990). Collaboration is a two-sided 
affair!
 In Chapter 5, the views, but also the daily tasks and activities of various Flemish 
tourism network managers were analysed in depth, based on a model that was created to 
illustrate what makes networks work from a managers perspective. This model was partly 
based on the influential work by Provan & Kenis (2008). Inspired by this model, an overview 
was presented of which kind of activities are or should be part of the network managers’ 
working life. This operationalisation of ‘the network approach’ into concrete tasks and 
activities helped to transform the rather abstract discussion on the theoretical value of 
‘a network approach’ to a more practical level, which is easy to understand by network 
managers, but also by the wider policy community, network members, professional trainers 
and tourism teaching staff.  
 One of the key findings was that the idea of a network approach is embraced by 
many, but only practised effectively by a few. Chapter 5 showed that network managers 
tend to adopt more top-down, power-based activities than relational, trust-based activities. 
Most of their time was spent on top-down management activities, such as marketing and 
the production and dissemination of promotional material, tailored for different groups of 
prospective visitors. Theoretically, these kind of activities are power-based, as opposite to the 
relational and trust-based activities which are typical for a network approach (Beaumont & 
Dredge, 2010; Beritelli & Laesser, 2011; Pavlovich, 2003; Ramayah et al., 2011). This finding 
corresponds with the discussion arising from Chapter 4 which showed that, despite being 
explicitly part of the project plan, the local stakeholders were not actively involved. In other 
words: both studies show that the real world examples deviate from the theories in the 
literature. Although the designs of both studies do not permit broad generalisations, these 
results give food for thought.
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 One of the reasons for this unexpected finding might be that the academic debate 
on developments in (urban) tourism is not completely consistent about the identity of urban 
tourism (see also Chapter 1.3.2. ‘The Identity of Urban Tourism’). Tourism in the postmodern 
world has changed its face, becoming at the same time bigger, more diverse, more important 
and more intrusive. But initiatives for boosting the tourist sector are still often the result of 
top-down activities, in particular when sufficient capital or potential investors are present. 
Examples are manifold, and easily to trace, embodied by the Guggenheim-like museums, 
hallmark events, waterfront developments and Sea Life Aquaria of this world (Richards & 
Wilson, 2006). This may create uncertainty with tourism network managers what is expected 
from them. Tourism management seems to be still characterized by unidimensional and 
traditional approaches (Ashworth & Page, 2011; Hall, 2005; Novy, 2018; Richards & Wilson, 
2006; Shoval, 2018; van der Borg et al., 1996). While the tourism population expands and 
diversifies, often looking for experiences rather than for sights (Ananian et al., 2018; Binkhorst 
& Den Dekker, 2009; Füller & Michel, 2014; Novelli et al., 2006; Pine & Gilmore, 1998; Vargo 
& Lusch, 2004), top-down management approaches seem to lead to the uniformization of 
destinations, potentially leading to suboptimal visitor experiences (Go & Govers, 2000). 
The autonomous processes shaping tourist flows, which have been discussed and shown 
in Chapter 3 enforce this present status quo in urban tourism development and destination 
management. This is in sharp contrast with the theoretical ideas from network approaches, 
which claim that mutual involvement and commitment between the parties in the Destination 
Triangle (DMOs, supply side and demand side) facilitates co-creation of touristic products 
and therewith the development of more valuable tourist experiences (Binkhorst & Den 
Dekker, 2009; Etgar, 2008; Pine & Gilmore, 1998; Sfandla & Björk, 2013; Shaw et al., 2011; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
 The findings in this PhD-thesis also demonstrate that managing tourism destinations 
is a complex task (Bornhorst et al., 2010; Hartman, 2016; Milne & Ateljevic, 2001; Stoffelen et al., 
2017), for which many network managers don’t feel well prepared. This PhD-thesis provides 
a better understanding of the suboptimal execution of the trust-based, relational activities 
that are seen as essential for a network approach. For these tasks are coloured by intrinsic 
tensions, which are difficult to handle by network managers, who for a great deal never had 
any dedicated training to perform the tasks they were supposed to perform. The facilitators 
and barriers, reported in Chapter 5, interestingly, show the same tensions within networked 
collaboration as were  predicted in the theoretical work by Provan and Kenis (2008), being 
the tension between administrative efficiency and inclusive involvement in decision making 
and the tension between the need for external legitimacy (which needs and gives power) and 
internal legitimacy (which needs and gives trust). The third tension mentioned by Provan and 
Kenis (2008), being the tension between flexibility and stability, did not come forward in our 
analyses, and should be a topic for further research.  
 All in all, the empirical data in Chapter 5 underline and support the theoretical 
approach by Provan & Kenis (2008) and, at the same time, confirm the complexities of the 
network managers’ tasks, which were predicted by them on theoretical grounds. The results 
of our study show that old habits are difficult to change. Producing and dissemination 
of promotional material is still a common core activity of DMOs (Bornhorst et al., 2010; 
d’Angella & Go, 2009; Pike & Page, 2014), although the literature (Govers et al., 2007; Litvin 
et al., 2008; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014) reveals that peer-to-peer communication, and web 2.0 
platforms, such as TripAdvisor or Instagram, are more often used as a preparation for tourist 
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trips than local leaflets or DMO websites. This observation was confirmed in the empirical 
data of the Antwerp Young Tourist Survey, published in Chapter 4 (and appendix B). This 
might be a reason to reconsider network managers’ priorities. Top-down marketing is not 
enough. If tourists rely more on peers and the internet than on local promotional material and 
activities, this might be seen as a warning signal to change ‘business as usual’, or – positively 
formulated – as a new opportunity to use data left by tourists on the internet as relevant input 
for policy formation and tourism management (see e.g. Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015; Fuchs et 
al., 2014; Ganzaroli et al., 2017; Litvin et al., 2008). The hot spot/cold spot paper (Chapter 3) of 
this PhD-thesis is inspired by this line of thought, and its results merit further investigation 
to fully grasp the practical potential of turning User Generate Content into User Generated 
Knowledge on tourist behaviour and destination performance. Chapter 3 shows this data can 
be fruitful input for raising discussions and bring together stakeholders to discuss tourism 
development and destination management. Generating and sharing this kind of knowledge 
could proof to be a common goal of inter-  and intra-destination learning networks and 
communities of practice.
 A second, related point for discussion is a methodological one. The implicit 
assumption behind the effectiveness of a network approach is that network managers indeed 
apply a relational approach toward tourism management (see also Chapter 6.3.2. Scientific 
Implications). This PhD-thesis departed from the hypothesis – inspired by the literature - that a 
collaborative network approach would be beneficial for creating valuable visitor experiences, 
because it allows the tourist experience to be co-created by all the relevant stakeholders 
in the destination triangle. This means that the implicit assumption is (see also Chapter 5) 
that network managers use bi-directional communication, invite feedback and suggestions, 
involve stakeholders actively in goal-setting and policy making, communicate openly and 
honestly about costs and gains for all participants, and invest in horizontal relationships and 
building trust (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Provan & Kenis, 2008; 
Timur & Getz, 2008; Zach & Racherla, 2011). 
 However, this PhD-thesis shows that this is often not the case. Only a minority of the 
interviewed network managers from Chapter 5 stated these typical network activities were 
part of their daily tasks. Also in the case-study from Chapter 4, the network manager acted 
primarily top-down and without including the local stakeholders, often being SMEs. Broader 
formulated: if network managers don’t practice what they preach, it cannot be expected 
that ‘the network approach’ indeed will produce the predicted valuable and tangible effects 
needed to bring and keep stakeholders on board. This PhD-thesis has thus offered a plausible 
explanation for the gap between the positive expectancies of a network approach as reported 
in the theoretical literature and the disappointing results that are usually found in the 
empirical literature. 
 The theoretical implication of this observation is reported in Chapter 6.3.2. with a 
plea for being more precise in the definitions used, and conceiving the network concept as a 
layered concept. Three levels should be taken into account. On the most basic layer, DMOs, 
policy makers and other network managers should be competent or trained in the kind of 
behaviours which are theoretically linked to a network approach. If network managers are not 
known with and proficient in this kind of behaviour, it is not to be expected that they will display 
these behaviours in real life settings, and – thus – no beneficial effects of a network approach 
can be expected. On the second layer, network managers should have the opportunities and 
facilities to act as such. This has to do with factors such as job description, time stress, access to 
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a (digital) stakeholder database, and so on. Finally, if network managers know what to do, and 
are competent in these tasks, the third layer is priority. Network managers still have to give 
relational approach to destination governance enough priority within their total workload to 
make it work, because relational network activities are time-consuming and have to compete 
with other tasks. Knowledge about the level(s) where fidelity problems occur gives indications 
for a suitable remedy (training, other job-description, setting other priorities).
 In methodological terms, this means that in evaluation studies the effects must be 
controlled for the real presence of the typical network behaviours. This is needed in order to be 
able to test the hypothesis that the (non-)presence of core elements in the network managers’ 
behaviour is a predictor of the (non-)effectivity of the network. The practical implication is 
that those behaviours which are proven to be effective in evaluation studies should become 
a regular part in the vocational training. Ideally, this new knowledge should also be used to 
refine the theoretical literature.

6.4. Implementation

Next to providing academic relevance, this PhD thesis aims to add value for practitioners, 
policymakers and entrepreneurs working in tourism. This was also an explicit aim of the 
funding organisation of this PhD-project, the Flemish Agency for Innovation through Science 
and Technology (IWT). Therefore, parallel to the empirical case studies, an ongoing dialogue 
was kept with various central and less central parties in the Flemish tourism sector. This 
dialogue was born from two main objectives: 1) safeguarding the societal relevance of the 
study by continuously looking for current issues and novel topics, and 2) making sure that 
findings from the study could be implemented in the Flemish tourist industry. The dialogue 
developed from informal meetings and networking to formal interviews and round-table 
meetings, leading to various co-organized events that aimed at stimulating networked 
collaboration between public and private stakeholders in the tourism industry. 
 Connection was sought and found with existing tourism network activities in the 
individual  Flemish art cities (Antwerp, Bruges, Ghent, Leuven and Mechelen) as well as with 
the overarching Flemish Art Cities Network. Using a double helix approach, a mutual interest 
was created for the researchers as well as  the tourism stakeholders by presenting empirical 
data (see also Chapter 3) as a source of inspiration and guidance for the policymakers. 
The discussion about these results worked at the same time as an impetus for the further 
development of the empirical study by the researchers involved. This approach strengthened 
the relationship between researchers and practitioners and sharpened the research questions. 
See Appendix G for an overview of one of these projects, being an action research project 
aimed at stimulating local SMEs in non-central neighbourhoods for starting bottom-up local 
tourism networks. In  the various projects described in this PhD thesis but also subsequent 
projects which can be seen as a spin-off of this thesis, such as the example described in 
Appendix G but also the work by Van der Zee & Bertocchi (2018), much effort was spent in 
involving all relevant parties of the Destination  triangle in the process. Several lessons were 
learned. 
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 First, even though a lot of effort was put into including a larger share of the private 
tourism sector, it was found difficult to persuade them to take active part in the sessions. 
In the SME-dominated tourism sector, time is money, and without very tangible outcomes, 
private stakeholders are reluctant to participate in the initial phase of network development. 
This was an important lesson from Chapter 4, where it was shown that, while the personal 
approach and explorative interviews did activate some stakeholders to be willing to join 
network sessions, more effort should be put into getting the stakeholders on board in these 
initial phases of network development. 
 Second, the process is resource and time-consuming, and needs very specific skills 
and dedication by the organizer of the network meetings, in this case either DMO staff or, 
as described in Appendix G, a graduate student from the tourism Master of KU Leuven in 
collaboration with the author of this thesis. The fact that the student originated from the city, 
and had a strong local knowledge, might have had a positive influence on the outcomes of 
meetings. 
 Third, the process of identifying and inviting stakeholders which were willing and 
able to joining network activities is not an end-station, but needs further development to 
evolve into a self-supporting network. Till then, the developing network needs to be fuelled 
and supported. When this role is taken over by the local DMO, it is important to keep an eye 
on power imbalances that can arise from attributing the leading role to a stakeholder in the 
process instead of a fairly impartial academic institution, as can be seen when contrasting the 
empirical results from Chapter 4 with the project described in Appendix G. The helix develops 
from a double, public-academic helix, to a triple public-private-academic helix back into a 
double public-private helix which ideally also takes into account the tourist (as suggested by 
the destination triangle) and the local population. 
 Looking back at the course of the project, we have translated the lessons learned from 
the theoretical and practical considerations of this thesis into an applied tourism network 
project (Appendix G), which was partly the aim without claiming a real action research or 
research by design approach. By having regular contact with all the stakeholders involved, 
discussing the progress of the study, theoretical foundations and intermediate findings, 
there was an intense going back and forward between academic interests and societal 
relevance proclaimed by the tourism sector of Flanders. This has influenced both parties in a 
productive way. We hope that this PhD project has been able to proof the value of a network 
approach and therefore put the relational approach towards urban tourism development 
and destination management on the academic and policy agenda, while providing valuable 
scientific reflection on which the further debate about tourism networks can build.

6.5. Conclusion:  A relational approach to urban tourism management

There is no such thing as a perfect management approach for the tourism sector, because of 
the large number of small-scale and heterogeneous tourism enterprises involved and the lack 
of a formal chain of command. Yet, tourism too important for society to leave its development 
to natural forces and coincidence alone. In this thesis, we departed from this paradox and 
aimed to find out to what extent tourism networks would be able to provide a scientifically 
valid and practically useful approach to the development and management of urban tourism 
destinations.
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 The theoretical literature on relational approaches to tourism management proved 
to give a solid base to the empirical work in this thesis. In particular Porter’s (1990) conceptual 
work on nations (or regions, see Begg, 1999) as complex systems with multiple actors and a 
variety of interrelationships and interdependencies, which are found to be more competitive 
when there is a balance between competition and collaboration, proved to be valuable for the 
framing of our research questions. From this point of departure, various other approaches 
(a.o. by Ritchie & Crouch, 2003; van den Berg & Braun, 1999; Enright & Newton, 2004) 
towards managing urban destinations have been studied and operationalised into the present 
thesis (See also chapter 1.3.4.). These works, together with the observation from Chapter 2 
that important stakeholders are often left out when it comes to tourism development and 
destination management, were the main sources of inspiration for the schematic representation 
of a tourism management as the ‘Destination Triangle’. This concept was developed as the 
general theoretical framework that encompassed the various research questions addressed 
in the separate papers in this PhD-thesis. Urban tourism destinations were conceptualised as 
multi-party, layered systems, leaving an important question on how to manage these entities 
successfully. Provan & Kenis (2008) provided useful insights by explaining how networks 
can only develop when a certain set of requirements are met: being goal consensus, reaching 
a certain level of trust, and the need for specific network-level competencies.   
 Many authors have drawn attention to the fact that the literature consistently shows 
high expectancies for a network approach in the development of tourism on theoretical 
grounds, but, unfortunately with only few empirically proven successes. Our study showed 
that this is at least partly caused by the simple fact that most network managers don't practice 
what they preach but usually stick to their traditional top-down power-based tasks, such as 
marketing and the production of promotional material. Collaborative networking by soliciting 
ideas and seeking feedback in horizontal relationships, aligning tourism entrepreneurs 
in common goals and shared planning, involving and engaging local stakeholders and 
providing clear information about the costs and gains of participating in a joint endeavour, 
proved to be highly valued, but little applied. This sheds new light on the persistent gap 
between the theoretical debates about collaborative networks as alternative approach to 
tourism management and the often disappointing empirical examples. If you don't practice 
what you preach, you cannot expect to pick the promised fruits.
 The various sub-studies of this PhD-thesis have provided more knowledge about 
the 'what's and why's' of successes and failures, which is hopefully valuable for science and 
society. One thing has become particularly clear in these studies. Tourism management 
cannot be done by just one party. Many parties are involved and influential. This starts with 
the observation that without collaborative networking between public and private parties, 
projects easily end in disappointment. Also in tourism, it takes two, or more, to tango. 
Next, we were able to show that with the worldwide introduction of Web 2.0 and growing 
importance of social media as an influencing factor on tourism behaviour, tourists do have an 
increasing influence on the development of tourism, which is a force in its own, independent 
of  destination management. Tourists attract tourists, which is shown by the empirical results 
from Chapter 3, and therefore their important role needs to be taken into account in future 
tourism development and destination management studies. But it does not stop there, at the 
end of the journey which has led to this PhD-thesis, we have become increasingly aware that 
even more parties are involved in tourism management. A fourth party consists of the local 
inhabitants who may be involved in pointing to interesting places to visit and may produce 
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the stories that make neighbourhoods outside the city centre attractive to visit (see Chapter 
4), but who also may be the ones who block further tourism development out of negative 
emotions around the noise and nuisance when tourism puts a too heavy load on the city (see 
e.g. Colomb & Novy, 2016). And researchers may be seen as a fifth party involved in tourism 
development, who may support policymakers and network managers with data-driven 
analyses that support policymaking as this PhD thesis showed in Chapter 3. All of these 
parties together bear the responsibility to move beyond a presently often heard, but daunting 
quote: “the tourist destroys what he seeks by finding it” (Hans Magnus Enzensberger in Novy, 
2018). Policymakers, entrpreneurs, academics and people in general benefit from tourism and 
its many possibilities and have a stake in a sustainable future development. The time has 
come to see tourism as a constellation of many relations, in which all stakeholders should take 
their responsibility to make it work.
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Chapter 7. Samenvatting en discussie (Nederlands)
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7.1. Inleiding

Toerisme heeft invloed op de ontwikkeling van steden. Waar eind vorige eeuw vooral de 
positieve, economische effecten die toerisme kan hebben op steden werd belicht, onderkennen 
we sinds enkele jaren dat toerisme ook een schaduwzijde heeft. Ongebreidelde en ongeplande 
groei van toerisme kan een desastreus effect hebben op zowel de toeristische ervaring als de 
leefkwaliteit voor bewoners. Waar verschillende academische studies en beleidsrapporten 
proberen om een meer duurzame vorm van toeristische ontwikkeling te vinden door middel 
van het presenteren van een andere kijk op het plannen, ontwikkelen en managen van toerisme, 
blijft empirisch bewijs voor het succes hiervan achterwege. Dit proefschrift behandelt het 
complexe probleem van ontwikkeling en management van stedelijk toerisme en zoekt naar 
antwoorden op de algemene onderzoeksvraag: In welke mate kunnen toerisme-netwerken 
een wetenschappelijk valide en praktisch bruikbare aanpak bieden voor de ontwikkeling en 
het management van stedelijke toerisme-bestemmingen? 

Lange tijd werd het management van stedelijke bestemmingen gekenmerkt door slecht 
onderbouwde  ad hoc benaderingen, die stamden uit nogal typische en sterk plaatsgebonden 
voorbeelden van de ontwikkeling van vroeg 19e-eeuwse badplaatsen in Noordwest-Europa 
(Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005; Shoal, 2018; Urry, 1990). Dit kenmerkt het begin van het tijdperk 
van het massatoerisme en de ontwikkeling van grootschalige vakantieverblijfplaatsen. Al in 
die tijd liet toerisme zien in staat te zijn de bestemmingen die het raakte onomkeerbaar te 
beïnvloeden. Noordwest-Europese kuststeden, gevolgd door hun Zuid-Europese evenknieën 
zijn dramatische veranderd, zelfs in hun uiterlijke verschijning  dankzij een, soms plotselinge, 
maar altijd grootschalige belangstelling van toeristen. Na de opkomst van het kusttoerisme 
volgden natuurtoerisme en later het stedelijk toerisme. In veel gevallen volgt de toeristische 
ontwikkeling een zelfde patroon gelijkend aan het veelgebruikte ‘tourism area life cycle’ 
model van Butler (1980), waar na een ontdekking een fase van ontwikkeling en exponentiele 
groei volgen die zelfden eindigen in een duurzaam sociaaleconomisch systeem. Dit toont 
het eeuwige dilemma waarmee de toerismesector te kampen heeft: enerzijds streven lokale 
beleidsmakers en toerisme-ondernemers naar een groeiende toevoer van toeristen teneinde de 
plaatselijke economie een oppepper te geven. Maar met  deze toevloed aan bezoekers komen 
tegelijkertijd de inherente schaduwzijden en nadelen van  een groeiende toerismesector aan 
het licht (Jansen- Verbeke,1998).
 In veel populaire toerismebestemmingen, zoals Venetië, Amsterdam en Barcelona, 
beginnen inwoners te klagen over lawaai, overlast, drukte en stijgende prijzen voor onroerend 
goed en consumentengoederen (Colomb & Novy, 2016; Pinkster & Boterman, 2017). Dit 
plaatst toerisme op de agenda’s van politici en beleidsmakers, omdat zij nu economische  en 
sociale baten moeten afwegen tegen de kosten die door klagende burgers worden benadrukt 
(Van der Borg et al., 1996). Terwijl toerisme-ontwikkeling nog maar net deel uitmaakt 
van het ingewikkelde en onderling samenhangende krachtenveld dat huidige stedelijke 
bestemmingen beïnvloedt, betogen verschillende auteurs dat protesten tegen toerisme 
plaatsvinden in bestemmingen die al onder enorme druk staan van factoren die juist buiten 
het toerisme liggen (Gotham, 2005; Iohannides et al., 2018; Novy, 2018). Dit laatste is een 
factor waar men zeker rekening mee moet houden.  Ananian et al. (2018) redeneren als volgt:
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Ofschoon de ontwikkeling van toerisme vaak gerechtvaardigd wordt als een middel om 
de kwaliteit van lokale leefomstandigheden te bevorderen, verschillen de uitdagingen 
van stadsontwikkeling en het bevorderen van naamsbekendheid van de bestemming 
significant van de factoren die nodig zijn voor de consolidatie van de stad ten behoeve van 
zijn inwoners. Door het oude centrum ten behoeve van toeristen te ontwikkelen scheppen 
lokale elites een hiërarchie van belangen en prioriteiten waar de behoeften van bezoekers 
voorrang krijgen boven de behoeften van de inwoners (Eisinger, 2000 in Ananian et al., 
2018, vertaald door de auteur)

Het vinden van de juiste balans is een nieuwe uitdaging geworden, die zowel vraagt om 
wijsheid als om verdere professionalisering (Go,1998; Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005). Dit maakt 
het werk van managers van toerisme er niet eenvoudiger op (Bornhorst et al., 2010; Dredge, 
2006a; Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2014). Helaas krijgt dit onderwerp 
minder wetenschappelijke ondersteuning dan het verdient.
 Het nam meer dan een eeuw in beslag voordat toerisme-management, de 
ontwikkelong van bestemmingen en de effecten van toerisme volledig hun plaats op het 
academisch toneel innamen (Urry, 1990). Lang beschouwd als een ‘pret-onderwerp’ heeft 
stedelijk toerisme zich langzaam en geleidelijk ontwikkeld tot een serieus onderwerp van 
academische studies (Shoval, 2018). Dit proefschrift beoogt tenminste  een deel te vervullen 
van de duidelijke behoefte aan een meer ‘evidence based’ ontwikkeling van de toerismesector. 
Daarbij ligt de focus op enkele centrale onderwerpen. De focus van dit proefschrift ligt op 
stedelijk toerisme, een snel groeiende tak van onderzoek waarin niet alleen de voordelen 
maar ook de nadelen van toerisme worden bestudeerd vanuit zowel een wetenschappelijk 
perspectief als het perspectief van de dagelijkse praktijk (Ashworth & Page, 2001; Colomb 
& Novy, 2016). Het onderzoek vond plaats in Vlaanderen met zijn wereldberoemde 
Kunststeden: Brugge, Antwerpen, Gent, Leuven en Mechelen), die exemplarisch zijn voor 
een aantal  relevante en actuele onderwerpen rond het stedelijk toerisme.

Het centrale onderwerp van deze studie is: de rol die netwerken spelen en kunnen spelen 
in de ontwikkeling van toerisme en bestemmingsmanagement.

 Deze keuze wordt aangewakkerd door de observatie dat de toerisme sector met 
zijn grote aantal niet met elkaar verbonden maar wel van elkaar afhankelijke toerisme-
ondernemingen en andere ‘stakeholders’ zeer lastig te managen valt en behoefte heeft aan 
meer kennis en innovatieve oplossingen (Buhalis, 2000;  Haugland et al., 2011; Leiper, 1990; 
Ritchie & Crouch, 2003)
 Een andere reden voor juist deze keuze is dat, in de wetenschappelijke literatuur, 
mensen hoge verwachtingen hebben van een netwerk-benadering in het besturen en 
ontwikkelen van bestemmingen (zie bijvoorbeeld Morrison et al., 2004, of Novelli et al., 2006) 
terwijl tegelijkertijd de empirische  literatuur weinig succesvolle voorbeelden laat zien. Ook 
dit stimuleert de wetenschappelijke nieuwsgierigheid (Gibson et al., 2005; Pavlovich, 2003; 
Van der Zee & Vanneste, 2015)
 Het algemene doel van deze studie is te analyseren, enerzijds op basis van de 
theoretische literatuur over netwerksgewijze samenwerking en anderzijds op basis van een 
aantal speciaal aan dit onderwerp gewijde empirische studies wat de potentiële waarde is 
van een netwerkbenadering voor de ontwikkeling en het management van toerisme in de 
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Vlaamse Kunststeden en om relevante bevorderende en belemmerende factoren te vinden die 
de succesvolle implementatie van een dergelijke aanpak beïnvloeden, inclusief alle relevante 
partijen in de ontwikkeling van toerisme. Het uiteindelijke doel is om diegenen die zich bezig 
houden met de ontwikkeling van toerisme bestemmingen te voorzien van solide kennis over  
“wat maakt dat netwerken daadwerkelijk werken” met een speciale nadruk op enerzijds 
de activiteiten van netwerkmanagers die nodig zijn om netwerken effectiever te maken en 
anderzijds op de potentiële waarde van de visies van ‘stakeholders’ op samenwerking en 
bestemmingsontwikkeling alsook analyses van het gedrag van toeristen zelf als kompas en 
bron van inspiratie.
 De resultaten van de verschillende onderdelen van het proefschrift zijn inmiddels 
gepubliceerd als artikelen in een aantal wetenschappelijke tijdschriften en boeken. In dit 
slothoofdstuk zullen de belangrijkste resultaten ervan worden samengevat en bediscussieerd. 
Dit hoofdstuk zal worden afgesloten met een samenvatting van de belangrijkste conclusies.

7.2. Samenvatting van de voornaamste onderzoeksresultaten

7.2.1. Hoofdstuk 2: systematisch literatuuronderzoek naar toerismenetwerken

Dit proefschrift begint met een presentatie van een systematisch overzicht van de 
wetenschappelijke literatuur over samenwerking op basis van netwerken in toerisme 
bestemmingen. Daarnaast omvat dit artikel een relationele citatieanalyse, gestoeld op de 
methodologie van de sociale netwerkanalyse, die duidelijk maakt welke subgroepen er in dit 
wetenschappelijk veld actief zijn door (óók grafisch) inzichtelijk te maken welke onderzoekers 
door welke collega’s worden geciteerd (‘wie citeert wie?’).

Dit artikel is gepubliceerd als Van der Zee  E. & Vanneste D. (2015): Tourism Networks unravelled; 
a review of the literature on networks in tourism network studies. Tourism Management Perspectives, 
15, 46-56. In het artikel wordt een toerismenetwerk gedefinieerd als een arrangement van 
inter-organisationele samenwerking en samenhang. Een tweetraps zoekstrategie in ‘Google 
Scholar’ leverde 98 artikelen op over toerisme netwerken, gepubliceerd tussen de jaren 2000 
en 2014. Vervolgens werd een citatie-analyse en een modulariteitsanalyse verricht teneinde 
sub-gemeenschappen te onderscheiden binnen de grotere groep van toerisme netwerk 
onderzoekers. Het doel van deze methodologie is om zowel de meest invloedrijke artikelen 
en gedachtegangen te identificeren als om clusters te onderscheiden van artikelen die meer 
naar elkaar verwezen dan naar andere publicaties over dit thema. Hiermee geeft dit artikel 
een overzicht van het wetenschappelijk veld en, in het bijzonder, helpt het om beter te 
begrijpen waarom de veelbelovende theoretische claims betreffende de potentiële voordelen 
van samenwerking door middel van netwerken in toeristenbestemmingen zo slecht worden 
ondersteund door empirische resultaten.
 Dit artikel laat zien dat er twee mogelijke verklaringen zijn voor het ontbreken van 
empirisch bewijs voor de effectiviteit van netwerkbenaderingen in het toerisme.
 Ten eerste wordt  voortschrijdend inzicht belemmerd door het gebrek aan samenhang 
binnen het gebied van toerisme netwerk studies. De toegepaste relationele analyses laten zien 
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dat er  sub-domeinen van onderzoek onderscheiden kunnen worden. Deze zijn respectievelijk 
gericht op (1) beleidsnetwerken, (2) zakelijke netwerken, (3) ‘co-opeting’ networks ( een 
samentrekking van cooperating = samenwerkend en competing =concurrerend) en (4) 
netwerk configuraties (zie ook figuur 2.1 in Hoofdstuk 2). Deze 4 subgebieden hanteren 
verschillende benaderingen ten opzichte van toerisme netwerken, zowel uit een theoretisch 
als een methodologisch perspectief.
 Onderzoekers uit een bepaald subdomein plegen voornamelijk onderzoekers uit 
datzelfde domein te citeren en vormen op die manier wetenschappelijke deelgemeenschappen. 
Er is weinig kruisbestuiving tussen de deelgemeenschappen terwijl integratieve studies 
schaars zijn. Tot voor kort was er een scherp onderscheid tussen kwalitatief en kwantitatief 
onderzoek, maar dit begint te veranderen.
 Ten tweede is het weliswaar zo dat vele studies interessante en veelbelovende 
uitkomsten bevatten, maar dat er in het onderzoeksveld meer vooruitgang zou worden 
geboekt als onderzoekers systematischer zouden reflecteren op het verband tussen doelen 
en de verwachte uitkomsten van netwerken en op de meest geschikte methodologie om de 
effecten van gewenste netwerkontwikkelingen systematisch te toetsen. Aangezien netwerken  
bestaan bij de gratie van verondersteld uitzicht op de toekomstige baten van  samenwerking 
in en binnen netwerken is er duidelijk behoefte aan empirisch bewijs van de uitkomsten van 
deze manier van samenwerken. Voorbeelden van ‘best practices’ moeten worden verschaft 
die laten zien en duidelijk maken dat en waarom samenwerken in een productief netwerk 
duidelijke voordelen heeft. Tastbare baten moeten worden getoond teneinde toerisme-
ondernemers en beleidsmakers te stimuleren tijd en geld te investeren in lokale toerisme 
netwerken.

7.2.2.  Implicaties van het literatuuronderzoek voor methode en inhoud van dit proefschrift (wat 
hebben we hiervan geleerd)

Een belangrijke inspiratiebron voor de inhoud van dit proefschrift wordt verschaft door 
de modulariteitsanalyse die deel uitmaakt van het eerste theoretische artikel van dit 
proefschrift (Hoofdstuk 2, figuur 2.1). Deze analyse laat zien dat er in de onderzochte studies 
4 subgemeenschappen van geciteerde auteurs te ondersheiden zijn. In de inhoudelijke 
resultaten zijn elementen te herkennen van alle toonaangevende onderzoeksgroepen in het 
toerisme netwerk onderzoek. 
 De onderzoekers die zich richten op de studie van beleidsnetwerken (zie bijvoorbeeld 
Dredge, 2006a) laten zien dat in de werkelijkheid van alledag de meeste netwerken rommelige 
en slordige constellaties zijn die weinig voor elkaar krijgen zonder voldoende aandacht voor 
het beheer en bestuur van de netwerken. Aan deze onderzoekslijn ontleenden we de gedachte 
dat het hanteren van een netwerkperspectief ons zou kunnen helpen de complexe dynamiek 
van het nemen van beslissingen rond toerisme en bestemmingsplanning te doorgronden 
door ons te concentreren op de leidende rol van publiek of publiek-privaat gefinancierde 
Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) die optreden als intermediair tussen het 
publieke domein en private ondernemingen. Ook zaken als machtsverhoudingen, (gebrek 
aan) machtsevenwicht, in-en uitsluiting en de inbedding in het politieke landschap op 
verschillende schaalniveaus leken ons centrale begrippen bij het bestuderen van netwerken 
in de toerismesector. 
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Onderzoekers die zich concentreren op zakelijke netwerken leerden ons om ons constant 
bewust te zijn van de balans tussen winst en verlies die ondernemingen ervaren als ze 
geconfronteerd worden met de beslissing om al dan niet te investeren in tijdrovende sociale 
netwerken (zie bijv. Tinsley & Lynch, 2001). Ze leerden ons ook ons ervan bewust te zijn 
dat baten van materiële aard kunnen zijn (bijvoorbeeld: toegang tot financiering, verwachte 
winst) maar ook immaterieel (kennis delen, ideeën opdoen voor innovatie, ontmoetingen met 
relevante personen).
 Onderzoekers die zich richten op de balans tussen concurrentie en samenwerking 
binnen en tussen netwerken (in het Engels co-opeting – cooperating and competing networks, 
zoals Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009 deze noemen) zijn werkzaam op de delicate balans tussen 
samenwerking en concurrentie, een typisch voorbeeld van het klassieke ‘Prisoner’s dilemma’.  
Uit deze onderzoekslijn pikten we op dat toewijding en communicatie de drijvende krachten 
zijn achter samenwerking tussen dominante partijen (stakeholders) in de toerismesector zijn 
en dat ‘vertrouwen’ (trust) een centraal begrip is in toerisme netwerkonderzoek.
  De laatste sub gemeenschap (netwerk configuraties) wijkt af van de vorige 
drie doordat deze onderzoekers kiezen voor een expliciet kwantitatieve benadering (zie 
bijvoorbeeld Baggio & Cooper, 2010). Netwerken worden hier opgevat als een serie verbanden 
tussen partijen (stakeholders) in de toerismesector. Mathematisch wordt er een onderscheid 
gemaakt tussen centrale en perifere partijen en tussen sterke en zwakke verbindingen tussen 
partijen. De aantrekkelijkheid van deze aanpak is dat deze ‘zachte’ begrippen omzet in ‘harde’ 
data en in staat is patronen te laten zien die veel moeilijker te ontrafelen zijn in de kwalitatieve 
benaderingen.
 Deze laatste onderzoekslijn inspireerde ons een innovatieve methodologische aanpak 
te ontwikkelen van een aanzienlijke leemte in het huidige netwerk onderzoek: het toenemend 
belang van de toerist zelf als (mede)-schepper van data omtrent zijn gedrag en ervaringen als 
toerist. Toeristen zijn, per slot van rekening, door hun gedrag zowel een graadmeter van het 
functioneren van netwerken als wel co-producenten van de netwerken. Wanneer zij gegevens 
over consumptiepatronen (bezoek, reviews) achterlaten (Hall, 2005) en deze data kunnen 
worden gebruikt om het ontstaan en de configuratie van netwerken te bestuderen (Shih, 
2006), kan een netwerk worden geëvalueerd vanuit het oog van de eindgebruiker. Dit kan 
op allerlei manieren worden gedaan. In dit proefschrift (hoofdstuk 3) is ervoor gekozen om 
op basis van reviewdata die toeristen op TripAdvisor achterlaten geografisch te analyseren 
welke gebieden binnen stedelijke toeristenbestemmingen daadwerkelijk door toeristen 
worden bezocht (zie ook Hoofdstuk 3 en paragraaf 7.2.3 hierna en verder onderzoek gedaan 
naar aanleiding van dit proefschrift door van der Zee & Bertocchi, 2018). Ook is onderzocht 
of er een op feiten gebaseerd onderscheid kan worden gemaakt van populaire plaatsen (de 
zogenaamde ‘hotspots’) en plaatsen die minder frequent worden  gereviewed (de zogenaamde 
‘coldspots’). De aanwezigheid of afwezigheid van clusters  van  bezochte voorzieningen 
kunnen op deze manier worden gevisualiseerd vanuit het perspectief van de bezoeker. In 
dit proefschrift hebben we verkend of deze aanpak al dan niet voor beleidsmakers nieuwe 
informatie oplevert die hen kan ondersteunen in hun beleids- en besluitvorming. Dit is met 
name van belang bij de afwegingen rondom concentratie versus spreiding van toeristische 
voorzieningen. Dit onderwerp wordt in de volgende paragraaf verder uitgewerkt.
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7.2.3. Hoofdstuk 3: De waarde van door toeristen op sociale media achtergelaten data voor 
beleidsmakers, planners en managers in de toeristensector

Hoofdstuk 3 behandelt een relatief nieuw verschijnsel in de toerismesector: de invloed die 
toeristen zelf hebben op de ontwikkeling van bestemmingen. Verschillende innovaties in de 
manier waarop internet wordt gebruikt, zoals de snel groeiende ontwikkeling van Web 2.0 en 
van sociale media hebben de wereld van consumenten diepgaand veranderd. Dat geldt zeker 
ook voor toeristen. Er zijn verschillende sociale media ontwikkeld, waarvan sommigen speciaal 
voor toeristen en andere reizigers. Hier delen toeristen hun ervaringen met elkaar, plaatsen 
ze foto’s om anderen te informeren over plaatsen die een bezoek waard zijn, en schrijven ze 
reviews, dikwijls vergezeld van een rapportcijfer, met als expliciet doel andere reizigers te 
helpen bij het maken van hun keuzen. Op dit ogenblik is TripAdvisor het meest gebruikte 
reizigersplatform. Het bevat informatie over attracties (musea of excursies), onderdak (zoals 
hotels en B&Bs) en eet- en drinkgelegenheden (restaurants, bars). TripAdvisor's openbare 
data op internet kunnen met speciale technieken of handmatig worden verzameld en in een 
database verwerkt om er allerlei analyses op los te laten, die met elkaar gemeen hebben dat 
zij kennis en informatie over het gedrag van toeristen verschaffen of over hun voorkeuren 
en ervaringen betreffende alle elementen van een toeristenbestemming. Het effect hiervan 
is tweeërlei. Ten eerste laten deze data zien welke bestemmingen en welke plekken binnen 
een bestemming door toeristen worden bezocht en hoe deze worden ervaren. Ten tweede 
en wellicht een belangrijker punt, sturen deze data huidige en toekomstige reizigers naar 
bepaalde plaatsen, terwijl andere plaatsen veronachtzaamd worden. Eerder onderzoek liet 
zien dat tegenwoordig een ruime meerderheid van toeristen deze review-platforms gebruikt 
om hun reis voor te bereiden in plaats van de traditionele communicatiekanalen als reisgidsen 
of promotiemateriaal van de plaatselijke VVV / DMO. Sociale Media zijn een factor geworden 
om rekening mee te houden en op dit moment is TripAdvisor een van de centrale partijen.
 Gebruikmakend van Getis Ord Hotspot analyse, een methode om geografische 
clusters op te sporen door gebruik te maken van GIS (Geografische Informatie Systemen), 
werd een reeks analyses uitgevoerd op geselecteerde review-data teneinde in de 5 Vlaamse 
Kunststeden (Antwerpen, Brugge, Gent, Leuven en Mechelen) ‘hot spots’en ‘cold spots’ 
te ontdekken, dat wil zeggen: clusters van plaatsen die vaker gereviewd worden dan op 
toevalsbasis mag worden verwacht (‘hot spots’), en clusters van plaatsen die juist minder 
vaak worden gereviewd dan op louter statistische gronden kan worden verwacht (‘cold 
spots’). De resultaten zijn gepubliceerd in Van der Zee, E., Bertocchi, D. & Vanneste D. (2018), 
Distribution of tourists within urban heritage destinations: a hot spot/cold spot analysis of TripAdvisor 
data as support for destination management, Current Issues in Tourism, 2018, 1-22. Het doel van 
de studie was meer inzicht te verkrijgen in de ruimtelijke verdeling van toeristen binnen deze 
bestemmingen en hun bevattelijkheid voor veranderingen als onderdeel van weloverwogen 
beleidsmaatregelen. 
 Voortbouwend op Butler’s (1980) levenslooptheorie en Russo’s (2002) theorie over 
vicieuze cirkels in toerisme, was de hypothese van de studie dat concentratie van toeristen in 
de oude binnensteden aangewakkerd wordt door 3 onderling afhankelijke en volgtijdelijke 
factoren: (1) de morfologie van de stad, bestaande uit de voornaamste monumenten, attracties, 
pleinen, stadsmuren, rivieren, et cetera, trekt bezoekers naar de hoogtepunten binnen het 
stadscentrum en zorgt voor natuurlijke grenzen van het toeristisch gebied en (2) voldoende 
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bezoekers die gespijzigd en gelaafd moeten worden en op hun beurt zorgen voor een instroom 
van functionele voorzieningen in de historische binnenstad, met als resultaat een levendige 
en drukke atmosfeer (terrasjes, cafés, stadsgidsen, levende standbeelden enzovoorts). (3) 
Vervolgens horen nieuwe bezoekers  over de aantrekkelijkheid van de stad door mond tot 
mond reclame, aandacht in de media of het lezen van reviews op TripAdvisor en besluiten er 
heen te gaan op zoek naar specifieke beelden die hen tot die beslissing brachten (zie ook Urry, 
1990). Bij elkaar genomen zorgen deze beelden voor een zichzelf versterkend effect met als 
gevolg dat steeds meer bezoekers de historische binnenstad willen bezoeken met het risico 
van te veel drukte en congestie. Deze hypothese werd  bevestigd in de analyses. Brugge, de 
stad met de langste toerisme geschiedenis en het meeste bezoekers, zowel absoluut als per 
hoofd van de bevolking, van de 5 Kunststeden liet een sterke ‘hot spot’ zien in het historische 
centrum, omgeven door  verschillende ‘cold spots’, er vlak omheen, maar wel in het historisch 
centrum, terwijl Mechelen, de minst uitontwikkelde Kunststad in termen van toerisme, 
evenmin ‘hotspots’ als ‘coldspots’ had, wat wil zeggen dat er was geen verband te vinden was 
tussen de locatie van een gereviewd object en de hoeveelheid reviews. 
 Deze en andere resultaten van de studie werden teruggekoppeld naar de betrokken 
DMO-directeuren en andere beleidsmakers, hetgeen leidde tot een boeiend debat over de 
centrale vraag: moet men dit autonome proces van concentratie van toeristen in de historische 
binnenstad toestaan of zelfs stimuleren (het standpunt van de DMO van Brugge)  met het 
risico van congestie en te grote drukte inclusief een groeiend verzet van de lokale bevolking 
(zoals in andere steden als Venetië, Amsterdam en Barcelona) of kan men beter streven naar 
het spreiden van toeristen over grotere gebieden, wetend dat dit niet eenvoudig zal zijn, 
gegeven de kracht van deze autonome processen. Dit dilemma vormt zowel  een uitdaging 
voor beleidsmakers  als voor onderzoekers.

7.2.4. Hoofdstuk 4: de bestemmingsdriehoek, een stedelijke case studie

Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft een case studie die de waarde laat zien van het begrip 
‘bestemmingsdriehoek’ voor de evaluatie van het management van toeristische bestemmingen, 
met een DMO-initiatief in Antwerpen als case study. Dit hoofdstuk is gepubliceerd als: Van 
der Zee, E., Van der Borg J. en Vanneste, D.  (2017). The Destination Triangle, toward Relational 
Management  in (Eds) N.Scott, M. de Martino & M. van Niekerk: Knowledge transfer to and 
within Tourism, Bridging Tourism Theory and Practice, Vol. 8, Emerald Group publishing, 
Binley UK, 167-188.
 In 2012 had Antwerpen, één van de 5 Vlaamse Kunststeden, besloten te proberen 
meer jonge toeristen (leeftijd 18-34 jaar) naar Antwerpen te trekken door een innovatief 
marketing instrument te ontwikkelen. Dit initiatief werd gelanceerd onder de noemer 
‘This is Antwerp’, en bestond, onder meer, uit een mobiele app die de hoogtepunten van 
Antwerpen voor deze leeftijdsgroep liet zien. Voor de selectie van deze hoogtepunten 
had de Antwerpse DMO plaatselijke jongeren uit dezelfde leeftijdsgroep benaderd en hen 
gevraagd om het initiatief te voeden met hun favoriete plaatsen, die ook aantrekkelijk zouden 
kunnen zijn voor jonge toeristen. De campagne werd geadverteerd op de DMO-website en 
er werd promotiemateriaal  geproduceerd en gedistribueerd onder de toerisme-ondernemers 
die in de campagne voorkwamen. Het project bood een unieke gelegenheid om het begrip 
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‘bestemmingsdriehoek’ in de dagelijkse praktijk op bruikbaarheid te toetsen.
 Er werd een multi-methode studie opgezet die was gericht op alle drie de partijen 
in de driehoek: de DMO van Antwerpen met het initiatief ‘This is Antwerp’ (verschillende  
verkennende  interviews, meetings, een studie van relevante beleidsdocumenten), de 
plaatselijke toerisme-ondernemers die in de campagne voorkwamen (een serie van semi 
gestructureerde diepte-interviews N= 21) en een steekproef van jonge toeristen (leeftijd 16-34 
jaar)  als representanten van de potentiële gebruikers van de informatie uit de campagne (op 
straat afgenomen vragenlijsten N= 181). De studie vond plaats in 2015.
 De jonge toeristen bleken zeer positief te staan tegenover de gedachte van de ‘This is 
Antwerp’ campagne, omdat het precies aansloot bij hun hun wens om zich buiten gebaande 
paden te begeven en de stad te verkennen door de ogen van hun plaatselijke leeftijdsgenoten. 
Zij gaven aan voornamelijk geïnteresseerd te zijn in culturele en erfgoed attracties, gastronomie 
en plaatselijke en unieke ervaringen, die overeenkwamen met de inhoud van het voor dit 
initiatief gecreëerde promotiemateriaal.
 De gedachte om toegang te hebben tot op hen zelf toegesneden attracties en 
ervaringen sprak hen duidelijk aan. De meeste jonge toeristen zeiden dat ze zeker gebruik 
zouden hebben gemaakt van de informatie uit de campagne als ze geweten hadden dat die 
bestond. Echter, slechts 3% van de ondervraagden jonge toeristen had gehoord van het ‘This 
is Antwerp’- initiatief. De andere 97% was zich er niet van bewust dat dit bestond. Bijna twee 
derde van de ondervraagden had gebruik gemaakt van internetbronnen om zich op hun 
bezoek aan Antwerpen voor te bereiden, maar er werd vooral gezocht op sociale media en Web 
2.0 platforms zoals TripAdvisor. Slechts 27% had gebruik gemaakt van de DMO-website en 
zelfs toen hadden de meesten het ‘This is Antwerp initiatief’ niet opgemerkt. Het raadplegen 
van websites was, echter, de meest gebruikelijke manier om zich voor te bereiden op het 
bezoek en veel populairder dan bijvoorbeeld door middel van gedrukte media. Het gebruik 
van informatie van vrienden en familie was na het internet de belangrijkste informatiebron, 
hetgeen nogmaals het belang van communicatie tussen gelijkgezinden in de toerismesector 
bevestigt.
 De plaatselijke ondernemers vonden dat ze niet actief betrokken waren bij de 
ontwikkeling of bij het This is Antwerp-initiatief. Dat was een bewust besluit van de DMO 
teneinde beschouwd te worden als ‘onafhankelijk’ en was consistent met het op dat moment 
vigerende zelfbeeld van de DMO als een marketingorganisatie in plaats van een management 
organisatie. Misschien als resultaat hiervan waren de ondernemers, net als de jonge toeristen 
nauwelijks bewust van het bestaan van het initiatief. Als zij echter met het product werden 
geconfronteerd waardeerden de meesten dit. De campagne gaf een goed beeld van het 
moderne Antwerpen en zij waardeerden zeker de keuze voor de doelgroep  (jonge toeristen). 
Verscheiden van hen gaven aan dat zij het, achteraf gezien, betreurden dat ze niet meer 
reclame voor het initiatief hadden gemaakt. Een belangrijke bevinding hierbij was dat dit 
geen ‘not invented here’ reactie was, maar simpelweg een gebrek aan erbij betrokken zijn en 
dus er niet mee bekend zijn.
 In het kort: het initiatief van de DMO om en verzameling van informatie- en marketing 
kanalen te ontwerpen, waaronder een mobiele App die gevoed werd door plaatselijke 
jongeren en gericht was op jonge toeristen werd algemeen gezien als een goed initiatief door 
de jonge toeristen en de toerisme-ondernemingen, maar toch was de effectiviteit laag. De 
diepte-interviews geven enige indicatie van de causale factoren. Los van sommige praktische 
redenen waren de voornaamste oorzaken voor het gebrek aan succes van het DMO-initiatief 
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(volgens de toerisme-ondernemers) (1) de meeste ondernemers behoren tot het Midden en 
Kleinbedrijf, dus veel van de betrokken ondernemers ervaren een chronisch tijdgebrek en zijn 
eerder naar binnen gericht dan op zoek naar externe uitdagingen. Er heerste een algemeen 
gevoel dat heldere communicatie en een scherp beeld van de kosten en baten nodig was om 
de ondernemers aan boord te krijgen; (2) het DMO-initiatief werd gezien als top-down en 
eenzijdig, voorgestelde initiatieven werden genegeerd en feedbackmogelijkheden waren 
beperkt. Er was een algemene behoefte aan meer betrokkenheid en tweezijdige communicatie 
en een betere afstemming met bestaande plaatselijke initiatieven voor informele samenwerking 
waarvan vele voorbeelden werden gegeven in de interviews.
 Tot slot: Zowel beleidsmakers als ondernemers zijn verantwoordelijk voor het feit 
dat het initiatief zich ontwikkelde in de richting van een op marketing georiënteerd product 
toegespitst op informatieverschaffing aan toeristen in plaats van op het delen van kennis en 
ervaringen, samenwerking en co-creatie, hetgeen het oorspronkelijke en innovatieve plan was 
van de DMO. Dit is strijdig met de opvattingen in de literatuur gericht op het verbeteren van 
het op ervaringen gebaseerde vermogen van de toerismebestemming door middel van  het 
delen van kennis en ideeën. Actief netwerkmanagement gebaseerd op de gemeenschappelijke 
doelen van het ‘This is Antwerp’ initiatief en een meer persoonlijke benadering met 
communicatie in twee richtingen kan helpen om dergelijke DMO initiatieven effectiever te 
maken.

7.2.5. Hoofdstuk 5: Positie , Doelen en Taken van Managers van Toerismenetwerken

Het doel van het laatste empirische artikel van dit proefschrift (Van der Zee, E., Gerrets, 
A.M. & Vanneste, D. (2017) Complexity in the Governance of Tourism Networks. Balancing 
between external pressure and internal expectations. Journal of Destinaton marketing and 
management, 6(4), 296-308) is het verwerven van een beter inzicht in het werk van managers 
van netwerken in en rond toerismebestemmingen. Het hoofdstuk tracht dit te bereiken door 
een combinatie van een theoretische reflectie op hun positie, hun doelstellingen en taken 
met een empirisch onderzoek naar de dagelijkse activiteiten die managers van netwerken in 
en rond toerismebestemmingen toepassen om hun doeleinden te bereiken en hun positie te 
versterken. Dit artikel is gebaseerd op een reeks diepte-interviews met sleutelpersonen (N= 
12), zijnde netwerkmanagers in de Vlaamse toerismesector.
 Met betrekking tot hun positie laat het literatuuroverzicht zien dat het aansturen van 
toerismenetwerken inhoudt dat men tegelijkertijd het netwerk intern organiseert door het 
stimuleren van verbanden binnen het netwerk als ook  tussen het netwerk en invloedrijke 
externe  partijen. Deze positie, zowel binnen het netwerk als tussen het netwerk en 
invloedrijke externe partijen is belangrijk bij het bepalen van de macht en invloed van de 
manager en zijn of haar speelruimte en handelingsmogelijkheden. Tegelijkertijd vraagt het 
heen en weer schuiven tussen de verschillende rollen dat managers over een breed scala van 
competenties moeten beschikken behorend bij de verschillende taken rond het organiseren, 
aansturen en verbinden van netwerken. Dat dit geen gemakkelijke opgave is, komt glashelder 
uit de interviews naar voren waarvoor netwerkmanagers uit twaalf verschillende Vlaamse 
netwerken werden gerekruteerd. In het algemeen stelden de netwerkmanagers zich open en 
openhartig op tijdens de interviews en gaven zij een levendig en kleurrijk beeld van hun werk 
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met al zijn successen en mislukkingen, uitdagingen, dilemma’s en ingewikkelde, hardnekkige 
problemen.

Uit de literatuur en de interviews met de managers werden 5 verschillende taken afgeleid:

1. Het bewerkstelligen van een gedeelde visie en heldere gemeenschappelijke doelen
2. Het in stand houden van transparante en open communicatie en 

terugkoppelingsmechanismen
3. Het nastreven van een alomvattende en transparante netwerkorganisatie met actief 

betrokken leden
4. Het stimuleren van interacties tussen betrokken partijen, samenwerking en vertrouwen
5. Het vertegenwoordigen van het netwerk  bij externe partijen
 
Ofschoon alle vijf taken door alle netwerkmanagers werden herkend als min of meer 
belangrijk, varieerden zij aanzienlijk in de tijd en inspanning die zij in hun dagelijks werk 
besteedden om deze doelen te bereiken. Alle netwerkmanagers in de studie bleken tamelijk 
actief te zijn in op machtsvergroting gebaseerde activiteiten zoals het top down verschaffen 
van informatie, het organiseren van externe activiteiten en aan lobbyen, maar de meerderheid 
besteedde minder tijd of zelfs helemaal geen tijd aan op het bevorderen van onderling 
vertrouwen gebaseerde activiteiten zoals twee richtingscommunicatie met de leden van het 
netwerk, het op zoek gaan naar ideeën en opvattingen, het bevorderen van de betrokkenheid 
van de leden en het bevorderen van uitwisseling tussen de leden onderling. Niettemin waren 
de managers die wel investeerden in op vertrouwen gebaseerde activiteiten positiever over 
de vitaliteit en weerbaarheid van de netwerken en hun toekomstige vooruitzichten dan 
managers die zich beperkten tot machtsgerelateerde, top-down activiteiten. Zij voelden zich 
afhankelijk van toenemende onzekere publieke financiering en hadden een pessimistischer 
kijk op de toekomstmogelijkheden van hun netwerk.
 De voornaamste belemmeringen bij het ontwikkelen van op vertrouwen gebaseerde 
activiteiten waren: (1) onvoldoende betrokkenheid bij het netwerk-begrip (ze gebruikten de 
term ‘netwerkbenadering’ vooral omdat het in de mode was (2) onvoldoende prioriteit voor 
het laten ‘werken’ van het netwerk onder het motto dat  “toerisme-ondernemers drukbezette 
lieden zijn die geen tijd willen spenderen aan sociale bijeenkomsten” – hoewel onze studie 
aantoont dat dit in de praktijk niet noodzakelijk het geval is en (3) intrinsieke spanningen in 
het werk zelf bijvoorbeeld omdat een ‘inclusieve’ en verbindende houding van belang is voor 
het scheppen van vertrouwen maar wel vereist dat alle deelnemers dezelfde informatie. Dit 
laatste is conflicterend aangezien het succes van netwerkactiviteiten voornamelijk afhankelijk 
is van twee-richtingscommunicatie die per definitie persoonlijk is en niet gelijk en gelijktijdig 
op alle deelnemers is gericht. Ook het spanningsveld tussen open communicatie en de vrees 
voor diefstal van innovatieve ideeën wordt genoemd als een mogelijke belemmering voor het 
wekken van op vertrouwen gerichte activiteiten van de netwerkmanager.
Samengevat worden netwerkmanagers geconfronteerd met verschillende soorten taken die, 
volgens de literatuur allen nodig of nuttig lijken te zijn om de doelen van het netwerk te 
bereiken/of hun positie te versterken. In de praktijk maken managers afwegingen tussen 
verschillende management benaderingen. Wil men dit laatste echter tot een succes maken 
dan vereist dit verdere professionalisering en aandacht.
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7.3. Conclusie

Ten tijde van het begin van dit project werd duidelijk dat het ei van Columbus, met betrekking 
tot het organiseren van een duurzame en competitieve toeristische bestemming, nog niet 
gevonden was. Tegelijkertijd werd de noodzaak van het vinden van de juiste manier om 
stedelijk toerisme te organiseren tijdens het project steeds duidelijker. Als vertrekpunt lag er, 
in lijn met de opkomst van de ‘experience economy’ de vraag hoe, door middel van bestuurlijk 
ingrijpen of organiseren, de toeristische ervaring verbeterd kon worden. Gaandeweg het 
project werd steeds vaker duidelijk dat juist het organiseren van toerisme op een duurzame 
manier en het integreren van toerisme in het bredere bestuurlijke en politieke landschap een 
belangrijk thema werd. 
 De neoliberale en op marketing gebaseerde school van het behalen van economische 
voordelen door ‘meer toerisme’ maakte plaats voor een uit de kritische economie, sociale 
wetenschappen en sociale geografie geënte school die het mitigeren van negatieven (bij-)
effecten van toerisme en het gebruiken van toerisme ter bevordering van de stedelijke 
leefomgeving voorschreef. Gedurende het onderzoek gedaan voor deze thesis sijpelde deze 
gedachte ook door in het bestuurlijk landschap, en werd de vraag duidelijk: Op welke manier 
kan toerisme worden georganiseerd dat verschillende stedelijke partijen er profijt uit kunnen 
halen zonder dat het de leefkwaliteit van bewoners en bezoekers van de stad  schaadt? 
 Vanaf het begin van deze eeuw werd in de toeristisch academische literatuur een 
netwerkbenadering voorgesteld als manier waarop het toerisme, zowel vanuit de publieke 
als de private sector, kon worden georganiseerd. De netwerkbenadering had inmiddels haar 
weg gevonden in verschillende wetenschappelijke en toegepaste velden, maar in het toerisme 
bleek het nog een onbekend concept. Het doel van deze thesis was dan ook om, vanuit de 
praktische casuïstiek van toerisme in de Vlaamse Kunststeden, op zoek te gaan naar een 
manier waarop de netwerkbenadering als organisatiemiddel vruchten af zou kunnen werpen 
voor alle betrokkenen bij het stedelijke toerisme, welke hobbels en obstakels er te identificeren 
zijn en hoe deze te omzeilen. Dit vormde de volgende hoofdvraag van deze thesis: 

In welke make kan de netwerkbenadering van de organisatie van toerisme een academisch 
onderbouwd en praktisch toepasbare benadering vormen voor de organisatie en 
ontwikkeling van stedelijke toeristische bestemmingen.

 In deze onderzoeksvraag wordt het secundaire doel van dit project duidelijk, 
namelijk het overbruggen van de kloof tussen theorie en praktijk door middel van toegepast 
onderzoek, gebaseerd op een grondige theoretische en methodische onderbouwing. De 
theoretische onderbouwing baseerde zich op een gedetailleerde studie van de academische 
literatuur omtrent netwerken als organisatiemodel voor toeristische bestemmingen 
(Hoofdstuk 2), de aanwezigheid van autonome processen die, zonder ingrijpen, zorgen 
dat toerisme bij een sterke groei voor sterke negatieve (bij-)effecten kan zorgen (Hoofdstuk 
3), het belang van het betrekken van verschillende stakeholdergroepen bij het organiseren 
van toeristische bestemmingen (Hoofdstuk 4) en het vertalen van de kennis uit aanpalende 
wetenschappelijke velden over de organisatie van netwerken, en het effect daarvan op het 
mogelijk succes, naar een toeristische context (Hoofdstuk 5).  
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 De theoretische verkenning leidde tot diverse empirische onderzoeksvragen die elk 
om een andere methodische benadering vroegen. Zo werd in Hoofdstuk 2 een relationele 
citatieanalyse uitgevoerd om de onderliggende structuur van het wetenschappelijk veld 
over toerisme netwerkstudies in kaart te brengen. Middels deze analyse konden clusters van 
onderzoeken die op elkaar voortbouwen en dezelfde concepten en methodische aanpakken 
worden geïdentificeerd. De aanwezigheid van autonome processen in stedelijke bestemmingen 
(Hoofdstuk 3) werd getoetst door middel van een geografische hotspot analyse gebruik makend 
van TripAdvisor reviews. De resultaten werden vervolgens teruggekoppeld aan beleidsmakers 
om te zien wat de waarde is van de analyse van toeristisch gedrag voor het vormen van 
toeristisch beleid. Het delen van kennis en vormen van netwerken tussen bestemmingen 
stond hierin centraal. Hoofdstuk 4 maakte gebruik van een casestudy benadering en zoomde 
in op de organisatie van het toerisme rondom een specifiek marketingproject in een van de 
kunststeden, Antwerpen. Hierbij werden de verschillende betrokkenen op een kwalitatieve 
manier (beleidsmakers en ondernemers) en op een kwantitatieve manier (toeristen) bevraagd. 
Als laatste werd door middel diepte interviews met netwerkmanagers de interne en externe 
organisatie van toerismenetwerken actief in Vlaanderen onderzocht (Hoofdstuk 4). Deze 
veelzijdige verzameling van verschillende studies met verschillende methodieken leverde 
een gedetailleerd beeld op van de mogelijkheden en valkuilen van een netwerkbenadering 
voor het organiseren van stedelijk toerisme.
 Ten eerste moet er vastgesteld worden dat het concept ‘netwerkbenadering’ geen 
duidelijke definitie heeft. In de verschillende theoretische en empirische studies wordt 
vastgesteld dat het een zowel in de (toeristische) praktijk als de (toeristische) wetenschap een 
veelgebruikt concept is, maar dat het op veel verschillende manier gebruikt wordt. Tot op de 
dag vandaag is er een ontologische verwarring over dit concept, en dit staat de effectiviteit 
in de weg. Deze thesis stelt daarom voor om, wanneer gesproken wordt over netwerken, ten 
eerste te duiden welk type netwerk bedoeld wordt. Het kan hierbij gaan om: 

1. een zakelijk netwerk van private partijen welke kan worden gebruikt voor he delen van 
kennis om bijvoorbeeld tot innovatieve oplossingen te komen of het ontwikkelen van 
nieuwe producten, 

2. een beleidsnetwerk waarin publieke en private partijen samen komen om gezamenlijk het 
bestuur en de organisatie van bestemmingen te organiseren, 

3. een coöperatief netwerk, waarin de nadruk ligt op het vormen en stimuleren van onderlinge 
relaties en op het balanceren van concurrentie en coöperatie om een gezamenlijk doel te 
bereiken

4. netwerk configuratie, waarmee een bestemming wordt benaderd vanuit een kwantitatieve 
netwerkmethodologie en via deze weg bezien kan worden hoe machts- en 
vertrouwensrelaties verdeeld zijn of clusteren en via welke wegen invloed of nieuwe 
kennis zich kan verspreiden via het netwerk

 De praktijk laat zien, dat wanneer over netwerken gesproken wordt, het lang niet 
altijd duidelijk is wat de spreker daar precies mee bedoelt. Soms wordt aangegeven dat het 
slechts een modeterm is voor ‘business as usual’, terwijl in andere gevallen hele organisaties 
zich omvormen van een op marketing gerichte organisatie naar een managementorganisatie 
omringd door een netwerk van leden of belanghebbende. Daarnaast is er ook vaak 
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onduidelijkheid over wie het netwerk in kwestie vormen. Resultaten uit hoofdstuk 3 en 4 
laten zien dat een bestemmingsnetwerk bestaat uit een divers palet aan belanghebbende, van 
wie het overgrote deel niet betrokken zijn of worden bij het netwerk. 
 In de eerste plaats zijn er de eindgebruikers van de netwerken, de toeristen, bezoekers 
en inwoners van de steden. Zowel in de academische literatuur als in de praktijk worden zij 
veelal buiten beschouwing gelaten, terwijl juist deze groep sterk van belang is. Niet alleen 
zijn zij, door hun gebruik van de stad en de verschillende entiteiten die het netwerk vormen 
de graadmeters voor bestuurlijk en economische succes, ook zijn zij, de opkomst van de 
literatuur rondom de ervaringseconomie volgend, een vitaal onderdeel van de waarde creatie 
in het netwerk. De eindgebruiker is niet langer een zwijgende consument, hij of zij is een 
actieve ‘prosument’ die stemt met zijn of haar voeten. Hoofdstuk 3 en 4 laten zien dat deze 
‘prosument’ moeilijk te sturen is, en dat het niet betrekken van (de wensen van) deze groep 
ongewenst ruimtelijk gedrag tot gevolg kan hebben.  
 Deze studie heeft laten zien dat, naast de eindgebruiker, de kleine en middelgrote 
toeristische ondernemingen de overgrote meerderheid van de toeristische sector voren en dat 
deze ondernemingen lokale kleur, authenticiteit en uniciteit kan geven aan de toeristische 
ervaring. Hiermee staat deze groep centraal in de literatuur rondom de ervaringseconomie, 
en wordt deze groep vaak geroemd in toeristisch beleid. Zowel de case study in Hoofdstuk 4, 
als verkennende gesprekken en projecten uitgevoerd rondom deze thesis, laten zien dat juist 
deze groep zichzelf niet betrokken voelt in het ontvouwende toeristische netwerk. Hoewel 
verschillende complexiteiten werden gevonden die het betrekken van deze groep in de weg 
staan, en eigen projecten om deze groep te betrekken niet eenvoudig bleken (zie Appendix 
G), is een belangrijk advies voor bestemmingsmanagers om juist niet op te geven deze groep 
te betrekken. Het model van de ‘bestemmingsdriehoek’ geef schematisch het belang van deze 
groep weer, en kan dermate dienen als schematische houvast voor het, op een inclusieve en 
systematische manier, organiseren van toeristische bestemmingen.
 De laatste groep die een belangrijke rol heeft gespeeld in deze thesis zijn de 
netwerk- en bestemmingsmanagers zelf. Middels diepte interviews met diverse van 
deze sleutelpersonen werd in Hoofdstuk 5 een beeld geschetst van de verschillende 
managementactiviteit die nodig zijn om een netwerk tot een succes te maken. Ook hier speelde 
de ontologische onduidelijkheid een rol, de sleutelpersonen hadden duidelijk verschillende 
ideeën bij een netwerkbenadering. Dit onderzoek liet zien dat netwerkmanagers vaak sterk 
naar buiten gericht zijn, en vooral bezig zijn met het positioneren van hun netwerk tegenover 
externe partijen. Zij ontlenen macht aan deze positionering, omdat zij de brug vormen 
tussen hun netwerkleden en de buitenwereld, en hiermee toegang tot kennis, subsidies en 
politieke invloed kunnen verschaffen. Een minderheid van de netwerken richtte zich juist 
op de interne organisatie van netwerken, waarin het actief stimuleren van interacties tussen 
leden, het scheppen van vertrouwen en hoor en wederhoor een belangrijke rol spelen. Zonder 
een causaliteit te willen vaststellen gaven juist deze netwerkmanagers aan vertrouwen in 
de toekomst te hebben. daarnaast gaven zij aan dat ze verwachtten dat, ook wanneer zij de 
actieve rol van netwerkmanager zouden neerleggen, het zelf organiserend vermogen van het 
netwerk het voortbestaan zou veiligstellen.
 Concluderend kan gesteld worden dat een netwerkbenadering niet alleen 
mogelijkheden biedt voor het op een duurzame manier organiseren van stedelijk toerisme, 
het is zelfs noodzakelijk om rekening te houden met de verschillende partijen die het 
bestemmingsnetwerk vormen. Om te ontsnappen aan de autonome processen die negatieve 
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(bij-)effecten kunnen veroorzaken dienen alle hoeken van de bestemmingsdriehoek betrokken 
te worden. De enige manier waarop dit kan, is door een bestemming als een relationeel 
netwerk te zien, de relaties te bestuderen en stimuleren vanuit wederzijdse mogelijkheden en 
de relaties zowel binnen de sector als tussen de sector en de beleidsmakers te versterken. 
 Terwijl ook deze stelling op een hoog abstractieniveau wordt gemaakt, laat empirisch 
onderzoek op verschillende schaalniveau zien dat er weldegelijk mogelijkheden bestaan 
voor de netwerkbenadering als wetenschappelijk onderbouwde, praktische toepasbare 
organisatiestrategie. Wel is het hiervoor belangrijk dat de bestuurders en beleidsmakers dit 
belang inzien, en ook de interne organisatie van netwerken als kerntaak omarmen. Hiervoor 
dienen zij op hun beurt uitgerust te worden, een netwerkbenadering is namelijk niet ‘business 
as usual’. Voorbeelden uit praktische case studies naar succesvolle implementaties van 
netwerkbenaderingen kunnen daarnaast dienen om, soms aarzelende of zelfs onwelwillende 
ondernemers en andere stakeholders te betrekken. Hierbij kan de studie naar toeristisch 
gedrag, gebruik makend van verschillende vormen van ‘Big Data’ een uitkomst bieden, omdat 
via deze weg de rol van de eindgebruiker als co-creator van niet alleen de toeristische ervaring, 
maar ook van het toeristisch netwerk gevisualiseerd kan worden. Om een duurzame vorm 
van stedelijk toerisme te bewerkstelligen dienen alle hoeken van de bestemmingsdriehoek niet 
alleen betrokken te worden, maar ook dienen zij allen hun verantwoordelijkheid te nemen. 
Alleen dan kan de netwerkbenadering een toepasbaar model worden voor de organisatie van 
stedelijk toerisme.  
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Appendix B: Survey used to measure tourist motivations and experiences (chapter 4)

1. Is Antwerp part of your daily living environment (do you work or live in the direct surroundings 
of Antwerp)? 

 Yes  No 

  

 

2. Describe Antwerp in three words: 

 

1. 

 

2.   

 

3.  

 

3. What is the purpose of your trip? (Max. 1 answer) 

 

 City trip 

 Study trip 

 Work related 

 Visiting friends and/or family  

 Other, namely…

 

  

4. What are you looking for in Antwerp? (Max. 3 answers) 

 

 Culture / cultural attractions 

 Shopping  

 Attending events/festivals 

 Gastronomy (bars / food / drinks)  

 History / old historic centers  

 Atmosphere  

 Distance / accessibility   

 Nightlife 

 Architecture 

 Other, namely… 
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5. Which sources of information did you use / are you planning to use during your trip? 

Information sources Before the trip During the trip 

Online, via the website of Visit 
Antwerpen 

  

Online, via websites (such as 
TripAdvisor) 

  

Tv, radio, newspapers   

Guides/brochures/folders/other 
press 

  

Mobile app   

Information from friends/relatives   

Previous visit to the city   

At the reception of the hotel (etc.)   

At the reception of the tourist office    

Other sources of information, 
namely: 
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6.1. Please indicate to what extent the following statements apply to you when you are at a touristic destination. 

 

 

Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Totally 
agree 

No 
opinion 

The price/quality ratio of accommodation is important to me.       

Historic and cultural heritage interests me.       

I regularly look for nice bars and restaurants.       

I enjoy exploring the local nightlife.       

I choose destinations that have a lot to see and do.       

I am interested in architecture and art.       

I like to go to local events and festivals.       

I like to go shopping.        

I like to shop at special and unique shops.       

Participating in workshops appeals to me.       

Easily getting around from A to B at a destination is important.       

Easily getting to a destination is important to me.       

Customer service is an important part of my experience.       

I enjoy contact with local residents.       

I like to visit places that other tourists typically do not visit.       

During my stay good internet is important to me.        

My personal safety is an important consideration when choosing a destination       

 
 

6.2.  In your opinion, to what extent are the following statements applicable to Antwerp? 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Totally 
agree 

No 
opinion 

The price/quality ratio of accommodation in Antwerp is right.       

Antwerp has a rich cultural and historic heritage.       

In Antwerp there are many nice bars and restaurants.       

Antwerp is a good city for clubbing.       

In Antwerp there is plenty to see and do.       

You can find a lot of interesting architecture and art in Antwerp.       

Antwerp offers events and festivals that are worth visiting.       

Antwerp has a wide selection of shops.       

In Antwerp you can find special and unique shops.        
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In Antwerp you can participate in nice/interesting workshops.       

In Antwerp I easily get from A to B.       

It was easy to get to Antwerp.       

The personnel in the touristic sector are friendly and professional.       

I enjoy contact with local people from Antwerp.       

In Antwerp I visit places that other tourists typically do not visit.       

In Antwerp I have good access to wireless internet.       

I feel safe in Antwerp.       

 
7. Are you familiar with the “This is Antwerp” concept?  

 
 Yes   No (skip question 8) 

 
Please read this brief description about “This is Antwerp”  
“This is Antwerp” wants to inform young travelers about interesting places, activities and events in Antwerp. A team of local people from 
Antwerp write blogs about what they think is appealing about the city and what the places are to go to. This information is s hared via the 
website, social media, a magazine and a smart phone application, including practical suggestions. 
 

8. Which distribution channels of ‘This is Antwerp’ do you know? 
 

Distribution channel Do you know this distribution channel? Did you use this Distribution channel? 
Website  Yes  No  Yes  No 
Social Media  Yes  No  Yes  No 
Magazine  Yes  No  Yes  No 
App  Yes  No  Yes  No  

 
9. Does the ‘This is Antwerp’ concept appeal to you?  

 
Very unappealing Unappealing Neutral Appealing Very appealing No opinion 

      
 

10. Now that you are informed about the ‘This is Antwerp’ products, do you have the intention to use this information during the 
remainder of your stay and/or next trip?  

 Yes  No 
 
         Please read this brief description about a city card 

A city card is a discount card with a limited validity for a certain destination. The city card will provide you access or discount to certain 
(for example) attractions, museums or public transportation. 

 
11. Have you previously used/purchased a city card? 

 
 Yes (continue on to question 13) 
 No  (continue on to question 12) 

 
12. If no, what was the reason to not use/purchase a city card? (Multiple answers are possible) 
 

 Too expensive  
 Not enough discounts 
 Limited offer  
 Too many cards in wallet 

 Limited distribution 
 Not aware of existence 
 Not interested 
 Other, namely... 

 

 
 
 
 
 
13.1. Visit Antwerpen is considering to establish a youth version of the city card. Would you be interested? 
  

 Yes  No 
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13.2. If yes, according to you, what should be included in the ‘This is Antwerp’ city card? (Multiple answers are possible) 

 
 Participation in city tours 
 Entry museums / exhibitions 
 Boat tour Schelde / harbor  
 Bike rental 
 Use of public transportation 
 Entry to attractions, such as the Antwerp Zoo 
 Entry to concerts  
 Discounts at restaurants, bars, etc. 
 Discounts at shops 
 Discounts at clubs, night life, etc. 
 Other, namely… 

 

  
 
14. On a scale from 1 – 10, how would you rate Antwerp as a tourism destination? 

(With 1 being the lowest rating and 10 the highest) 
 

 : Mark  
 
15. Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statement:  

 
“I would recommend Antwerp to family and friends”.  
 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree No opinion 
      

 
16. What is your gender? 

 Male    Female 
 
17. What is your age? 

  years old 
 

18. Who are you travelling with? (Max. 1 answer) 
 

 Alone 
 With partner 
 Friends 
 Family with children  

 Family without children 
 Groups/school/associations 
 Other, namely... 

 

 
 

19. Where do you live? (Max. 1 answer) 
 

 Belgium     City: 
 

 Netherlands 
 Luxembourg 
 Germany 

 France  
 United Kingdom 
 Other, namely... 

 

 
 

20. What is your occupation? (Max. 1 answer) 
 

 Student 
 Employed 
 Unemployed 

 Entrepreneur 
 Other, namely... 

 

 
 
 

21. What is your highest level of finished education? (Max. 1 answer) 
 

 High School 
 Technical School 

 Higher Education 
 Other, namely
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22. How long are you staying in Antwerp? (Max. 1 answer) 

 
 Day trip 
 One night 

 Two nights 
 More than two nights 

 
23. If applicable, in what type of accommodation do you stay? (Max. 1 answer) 

 
 Hostel 
 Apartment 
 AirBnB 
 Hotel 

 Couchsurfing 
 Guesthouse / Bed & Breakfast 
 Other, namely… 

 

 
24. What type of transportation do you use during your stay in Antwerp?  

Type of transport: Have you used it? Would you like to make use of it? 
Walking   

Bike   
Bus   

Train   
Tram   
Car   
Taxi    

Other, namely:   
 
 
 

Place of survey    

Time of survey    

Date of survey     

Name of interviewer    

Number of non-response   

Number of survey    
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Appendix C: Factor Analyses used in chapter 4

Factor analysis statements on tourist motivations, statements: ‘factor’ is important for me when 
I visit and urban destination

Total Variance Explained

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Rotated Component Matrixa

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
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Rotated Component Matrix

*a
 t

ot
al

 o
f 

17
 s

ta
te

m
en

ts
 w

er
e 

in
iti

al
ly

 i
nc

lu
de

d 
in

 t
he

 f
ac

to
r 

an
al

ys
is

. 
St

at
em

en
ts

 w
hi

ch
 l

oa
de

d 
in

su
ffi

ci
en

tly
 o

n 
on

e 
of

 t
he

 
st

at
em

en
ts

, o
r 

lo
ad

ed
 o

n 
m

ul
tip

le
 s

ta
te

m
en

ts
 w

er
e 

ex
cl

ud
ed

 in
 v

ar
io

us
 s

te
ps

. E
xc

lu
de

d 
st

at
em

en
ts

 w
er

e:
 ‘h

av
in

g 
a 

go
od

 p
ri

ce
/

qu
al

ity
 b

al
an

ce
’, 

‘g
oo

d 
fo

r 
ni

gh
tli

fe
’, 

‘h
av

in
g 

in
te

re
st

in
g 

op
tio

ns
 fo

r 
w

or
ks

ho
ps

 o
r 

cr
ea

tiv
e 

ac
tiv

iti
es

’, 
‘h

av
in

g 
a 

w
id

e 
se

le
ct

io
n 

of
 

ev
en

ts
’, 

‘h
av

in
g 

go
od

 to
ur

is
t i

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

fa
ci

lit
ie

s a
nd

 cu
st

om
er

 se
rv

ic
e’

 a
nd

 ‘h
av

in
g 

go
od

 in
te

rn
et

 fa
ci

lit
ie

s’
. T

he
 m

aj
or

ity
 o

f t
he

se
 

st
at

em
en

ts
 h

ad
 h

ig
h 

am
ou

nt
s 

of
 m

is
si

ng
 v

al
ue

s 
si

nc
e 

to
ur

is
ts

 fo
un

d 
th

em
 n

ot
 a

pp
lic

ab
le

 d
ur

in
g 

th
ei

r v
is

it 
to

 A
nt

w
er

p

C
om

po
ne

nt

In
iti

al
 E

ig
en

va
lu

es
Ex

tr
ac

tio
n 

Su
m

s 
of

 S
qu

ar
ed

 L
oa

di
ng

s
Ro

ta
tio

n 
Su

m
s 

of
 S

qu
ar

ed
 L

oa
di

ng
s

To
ta

l
%

 o
f V

ar
i-

an
ce

C
um

ul
at

iv
e 

%
To

ta
l

%
 o

f V
ar

i-
an

ce
C

um
ul

at
iv

e 
%

To
ta

l
%

 o
f V

ar
i-

an
ce

C
um

ul
at

iv
e 

%

1
2,

50
5

22
,7

71
22

,7
71

2,
50

5
22

,7
71

22
,7

71
1,

97
1

17
,9

18
17

,9
18

2
1,

65
1

15
,0

10
37

,7
81

1,
65

1
15

,0
10

37
,7

81
1,

74
5

15
,8

59
33

,7
77

3
1,

28
3

11
,6

61
49

,4
42

1,
28

3
11

,6
61

49
,4

42
1,

55
9

14
,1

77
47

,9
54

4
1,

18
6

10
,7

79
60

,2
21

1,
18

6
10

,7
79

60
,2

21
1,

34
9

12
,2

67
60

,2
21

5
0,

93
4

8,
49

2
68

,7
13

 
 

 
 

 
 

6
0,

75
4

6,
85

2
75

,5
65

 
 

 
 

 
 

7
0,

65
1

5,
91

7
81

,4
81

 
 

 
 

 
 

8
0,

61
1

5,
55

4
87

,0
35

 
 

 
 

 
 

9
0,

53
4

4,
85

6
91

,8
91

 
 

 
 

 
 

10
0,

47
3

4,
30

0
96

,1
92

 
 

 
 

 
 

11
0,

41
9

3,
80

8
10

0,
00

0
 

 
 

 
 

 



216

Rotated Component Matrix

*a total of 17 statements were initially included in the factor analysis. Statements which loaded insufficiently on one of 
the statements, or loaded on multiple statements were excluded in various steps. Excluded statements were: ‘having a 
good price/quality balance’, ‘good for nightlife’, ‘having interesting options for workshops or creative activities’, ‘having 
a wide selection of events’, ‘having good tourist information facilities and customer service’ and ‘having good internet 
facilities’. The majority of these statements had high amounts of missing values since tourists found them not applicable 
during their visit to Antwerp

Factor statements*

Component

Cultural and 
gastronomic offer 

Accessible 
and safe Shopping Easy to 

explore

Rich in cultural / historic heritage 0,716    

Good for visiting bars and restaurants 0,495    

Having much to see and do 0,729    

Rich in architecture and arts 0,763    

Good for shopping   0,829  

Having a wide offer of specialist shops and 
boutiques

  0,689  

Having a good internal accessibility  0,624   

Having a good external accessibility  0,708   

Easy to get in touch with locals   0,679

Easy to explore off the beaten track    0,829

A safe destination to visit  0,703   
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Appendix D: List of interviewees Chapter 4

Name of location Type of location Contact* Location Datum

1 Trix Concert Venue (public service, 
middle sized)

Customer relations 
manager

Borgerhout March – 2015

2 Kolombo Café (SME) Owner Northern city 
center

March – 2015

3 Pulcinella Hostel (SME) Manager Southern city 
center

March – 2015

4 Scandic Hotel (global chain) Communications 
manager

Borgerhout March – 2015

5 The Public Image Shop (SME) Owner Historic city 
center

March – 2015

6 Cyclant Bicycle tour (SME) Owner N.A. March – 2015

7 De Vagant Bar and tasting room (SME) Owner Historic city 
center

April 2015

8 MAS Museum (public service, large) Communications 
manager

Northern city 
center

April 2015

9 Kavka Cultural center (middle sized) Manager Historic city 
center

April 2015

10 Viavia Café / restaurant (middle sized 
chain)

Manager Historic city 
center

April 2015

11 AB Hostel Hostel (SME) Owner Borgerhout June 2015

12 Bartilia Café (SME) Owner Northern city 
center

June 2015

13 Café Cabron Café (SME) Owner Historic city 
center

June 2015

14 Fat Kat Records Shop (SME) Owner Historic city 
center

June 2015

15 Me and My Monkey Café & Shop (SME) Owner Southern city 
center

June 2015

16 Mokkakapot Café & cultural center (SME) Owner Borgerhout June 2015

21 De Walrus Restaurant (SME) Owner Southern city 
center

June 2015

17 Plaza Real Café & Music Venue (SME) Owner Borgerhout June 2015

18 MUHKA Modern Arts Museum (public 
service, middle sized) 

Communications 
manager

Southern city 
center

July 2016

19 FOMU Photo Museum (public service, 
middle sized)

Communications 
manager

Southern city 
center

July 2016

20 Horecavereniging 
‘t Zuid

Entrepreneurial association  Network manager Southern city 
center

July 2016

22** KMSKA Fine Arts Museum (public 
service, large)

Communications 
manager

Southern city 
center

July 2016
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*Names of interviewees and transcripts of the interviews are not included due to privacy 
concerns, but are available by request with the researcher
**The Royal Fine Arts Museum was closed for maintenance during the entire research period 
of the PhD thesis, and therefore not included in the This is Antwerp Project. Since the museum 
is going to have a central place in the Antwerp tourism product after its projected opening in 
2019, it is included in the interviews but the results were not used in Chapter 4.
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Appendix E: Example of interview analysis scheme used for the interviews in chapter 
4

Appendix E: Example of interview analysis scheme used for the interviews in 
chapter 4 
 

Interview protocol: 

- Relationship to the city, perception of the city as tourist destination 
- Importance of tourism for business 

o Perception on tourism as contribution for business 
o Where do the customers come from?  

 Concentric zone schematic 
- Position towards classic promotion and TiA concept 

 Awareness and position towards featuring in TiA promotion 
 Awareness and position towards other forms of promotion 

- Position towards user generated media (reviews on Tripadvisor, Yelp, Facebook, Foursquare 
- Relationship with other entities 

o With DMO (visit Antwerpen, This is Antwerp) 
 Current collaboration with Visit Antwerp and This is Antwerp 
 Position towards ‘This is Antwerp’ 
 Open for future collaboration? 

o Other public administration in Antwerp (Economic Affairs, Alderman, neighbourhood 
representative 

o Member of, take part in non-governmental Organizations (Horeca Vlaanderen, entrepreneurial 
organizations, neighbourhood organizations) 

o Collaboration with other businesses (neighbours, neighbourhood, city, outside of the city) 
- Ideas for future initiatives that would make Antwerp a stronger destination / would be beneficial for your 

business 
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Coding: 

Respons to: 

- This is Antwerp (Initative) 
 Agnostic 
 Enthusiast 
 negative 

- Visit Antwerpen (DMO) 
 Agnostic 
 Positive 
 negative 

- Tourism / tourists 
 Core business 
 Supplement 

 Specific type (explorers) 
 Specific type unwanted  

 Not important 

Relation with other hotspot & businesses  

o Related 
 Sector specific collaboration 
 Thematic collaboration 
 Value chain, activity supplement  
 Intra sector competition 

o Neighbouring 
 Increasing neighbourhood attractiveness 
 Joining forces for specific local issues 
 Events 
 Local competition 

o General 
 Informal contacts 
 Learning 

Competitive strategies: 

- Quality improvement 
- Neighbourhood improvement 
- Influencing (or lack of) policy 
- Social media image 
- Events 
- Networking 
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Appendix F: Interview protocol Network managers chapter 5

Theme Further enquiries

1. Type and structure of network

- Type of stakeholders
- Daily tasks of the network manager

2. Background and history of the network

3. Network goals

- Mission/vision/strategy
- Main strengths and selling points

4. Network tasks, functioning and operation

- Independence
- Openess and access to the network
- Type of activities
- Communication strategies
- Participation of stakeholders
- Inter and intra-network collaboration

5. Network perspectives

- Attain goals
- Benefits of network membership
- Solid base for future activities
- Dependence on funding/external parties
- (Changing) leadership and coordination

6. Recommendations for other network managers

- How to manage and provide leadership
- Best practices
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Appendix G: Implementation by Interaction; A practical follow-up project

1. General framework

Next to providing academic relevance, this PhD thesis aimed to add value to practitioners, 
policymakers and entrepreneurs working in tourism. This was also an explicit aim of the 
funding organisation of this PhD-project, IWT. Therefore, parallel to the empirical case 
studies, an ongoing dialogue was kept with various central and less central parties in the 
Flemish tourism sector. This dialogue was borne from two main objectives: 1) safeguarding 
the societal relevance of the study by continuously looking for current issues and novel 
topics, and 2) making sure that findings from the study could be implemented in the Flemish 
tourist industry. The dialogue developed from informal meetings and networking to formal 
interviews and round-table meetings, leading to various co-organized events that aimed at 
stimulating networked collaboration between public and private stakeholders in the tourism 
industry. This Appendix addresses the development of these contacts, the process and its 
outcomes and summarises the outcomes of a follow-up project based on the results of this 
thesis leading to a model suggesting how to implement a route to network development 
based on lessons learned from this PhD thesis.

2. The initial stage: getting acquainted with the network approach

At the time this project started, the Flemish DMO published a report stating that the Flemish 
tourism sector was looking for means to innovate and improve its competitive position 
(Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2011). Simultaneously, the Flemish Art Cities network was founded 
to improve collaboration, information sharing, product development and learning between 
the popular urban destinations. Also several of the Art Cities started implementing novel 
management policies. The city of Ghent started promoting the city through the founding 
of various themed districts; Bruges started monitoring sentiments on tourism among local 
inhabitants and apply visitor management aimed at concentrating tourist flows in the historic 
city centre; Mechelen started to pro-actively monitor its carrying capacity; Leuven reformed 
its event policy towards coupling events and using it to spread visitors through space and 
time while creating tourism routes through the city in line with its tangible and intangible 
heritage; Antwerp applied an innovative marketing approach to better inform young tourists 
visiting the city and reframe its DMO into a management and network organisation. The 
presence of an innovative and pro-active tourism policy and active networking between the 
Art Cities proved to be a good breeding ground for studying the development of networking 
as a novel tourism management approach.
 Through various channels, contacts were made with DMOs and policy makers, 
initiatives were studied through desk study, informal meetings and student projects, while a 
long term strategy within the frame of our research towards developing a network approach 
to tourism management was discussed with the Art Cities Network.
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3. Active network development: a double helix approach

After concluding that the network approach had landed and was finding its way in the 
Flemish tourism sector, support for further development of the concept was found among 
a number of, mainly public, stakeholders. This enabled the possibility to actively stimulate 
network development in collaboration with destination managers and other policy makers. 
This ‘double helix approach’ of public-academic collaboration was initiated since public 
entities could provide vital support and leadership necessary for network development, while 
the academic partner provides state of the art insights and can take an impartial position 
that helps bridging the gap between public and private network members. Moreover, both 
from the literature (see also Chapter 2) and the empirical results presented in Chapter 4, the 
public side of the destination triangle is considered as being the most likely party to continue 
network formation and management in later stages. Therefore, a collaborative action with 
the DMO in the city of Antwerp and the Art Cities Network was put in place with the goal of 
testing network formation in practice. 
 In the meantime, the Antwerp DMO had become interested in applying a more 
bottom-up, network management approach towards the development of tourism. According 
to the DMO, two themes were important. First, the destination was looking for means to 
better spread tourists through space and time, in order both to relieve the historic city centre 
from (future) over-pressure and tourismification and to better spread the benefits of tourism 
over a more diverse and geographically spread selection of stakeholders. Second, they asked 
for concrete input and output to make the relatively abstract concept of networking more 
concrete (See also Chapter 6). 
 To meet these requirements, and based on mutual interest, we presented the results 
of the spatial analysis of user generated content (Chapter 3 and van der Zee & Bertochhi, 2018) 
to the different DMO directors and suggested to use these results as an input for organizing 
stakeholder meetings in Antwerp. The DMO-directors were particularly interested in the 
finding that the review behaviour of tourists showed a clustered pattern (‘tourists attract 
tourists’). It was argued that if no action was taken, this finding might predict an even 
stronger concentration of tourists in the future. More in general, the dynamics behind this 
clustering fostered the interest of the stakeholders. After the presentation and discussion, 
one of the DMOs, Visit Antwerp, asked actively to prolong the project and based on the 
input of these analyses and visualizations, asked us to organize stakeholder meetings aimed 
at informing policymakers on the pros and cons of  spreading tourists over non-city centre 
neighbourhoods.

4. Organizing stakeholder meetings as initiation of bottom-up network development: 
shifting between scales and layers

Based on the input of the analysis of user generated content in Antwerp, two sessions were 
organized during a wider stakeholder meeting hosted by Visit Antwerp. The goal of these 
sessions was to discuss with various public and private stakeholders how tourism development 
could be stimulated in neighbourhoods outside the historic city centre. Present were DMO 
employees, policy makers, civil servants, hotel managers, B&B owners, representatives of 
various museums and heritage attractions and local tourist guides working in Antwerp. 
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 The session deliberately made use of an open approach, in order to allow a wide 
array of topics, related to spreading tourists over space and time. Participants were asked 
to write down (on post-its) all kind of topics and ideas on how to stimulate tourism in 
neighbourhoods outside the historic city centre. This material proved to be constructive and 
led to valuable insights, for example that story-telling, based on local experiences, histories 
and authenticity should be on the foreground of further touristic developments, and that 
local businesses and service providers could and should play a main role in this endeavour, 
supported by the DMO and public sector. 
 While the main goal was to stimulate dialogue between the various stakeholders and 
constructively work towards concrete policy recommendations and further initiatives, the 
discussion at the end of the session was characterized by sharp debates between stakeholders 
from the public sector and stakeholders from the private sector. Stakeholders from the private 
sector in general lobbied for their individual interests, often directly challenging public 
policy. Pubic stakeholders were in response found to defend the chosen policy directions and 
implementations. Even though constructive and innovative ideas on how to manage tourism 
in a relational way seemed to be present among both public and private stakeholders, an open 
debate did not provide the foundations for a collaborative network to develop.
 Lessons learned from this first stakeholder meeting were that 1) direction and 
guidance is needed in organizing these sessions to keep attendees focused on the goal of the 
meeting, 2) proximity between stakeholders must be maximized, in order to reduce the level 
of abstractedness (see also Pavlovich, 2003 or Zach & Racherla, 2011), 3) public and private 
stakeholders must be stimulated to share ideas and listen, instead of confront each other and 
4) a clear procedure of what is going to happen next and who will initiate this next step is 
needed. 
 Based on these lessons, a new project was started. Both the scope and scale of the 
project were concretized. Instead of working with stakeholders from the entire destination, 
the following sessions were organized within neighbourhoods, increasing physical and social 
proximity between the stakeholders present. The scope of the meeting was also narrowed. 
Based on the outcomes of the previous meetings and a number of interviews among 
neighbourhood stakeholders, the sessions were organized around the topic of finding the 
DNA of the neighbourhood and thinking of storylines to increase the attractiveness of the 
neighbourhood for tourists. In detail, the topics discussed during the meetings originated from 
the interviews held with neighbourhood stakeholders. Further, the meeting was structured 
with the help of a format provided by the organization Flanders District of Creativity, a public 
organization specialized in stimulating creative entrepreneurship. Stepwise, the process 
followed the model schematically outlined in figure G.1. 
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Figure G.1: schematic representation of the model followed to organise a tourism network in Antwerp neighbourhoods

5. After implementation: from double helix to triple helix and back

The approach to bringing stakeholders together, based on societally relevant topics, supported 
by scientific analysis and concrete visualizations of research findings and public support, 
proved successful. Concrete suggestions for further actions and policy were found, a lively 
and constructive dialogue between public and private stakeholders was supported and the 
stakeholders that took part in the session felt heard and included. 
 Three main further issues were identified, however. First, even though a lot of effort 
has been put into including a larger share of the private tourism sector, it was found difficult 
to persuade them to take active part in the sessions. In the SME-dominated tourism sector, 
time is money, and without very tangible outcomes, private stakeholders are reluctant to 
participate in the initial phase of network development. This was also one of the lessons from 
Chapter 4, where it was shown that, while the personal approach and explorative interviews 
did activate some stakeholders to joining the sessions, more effort should be put into getting 
the stakeholders on board in these initial phases of network development. 
 Second, the process is resource and time-consuming, and needs very specific skills 
and dedication by the organizer of the meetings (See also Chapter 5), in this case a graduate 
student from the tourism Master of KU Leuven in collaboration with the author of this thesis. 
The fact that the student originated from the city, and had a strong local knowledge, might 
have had a positive influence on the outcomes of meetings. 
 Third, this process and following session are not an end-station, but need further 
development to evolve into a self-supporting network. Till then, the developing network 
needs to be fuelled and supported. When this role is taken over by the local DMO, it is 
important to keep an eye on power imbalances that can arise from attributing the leading role 
to a stakeholder in the process instead of a fairly impartial academic institution. The helix 
developed from a double, public-academic helix, to a triple public-private-academic helix 
back into a double public-private helix which takes into account the end-user (as suggested 
by the destination triangle, Chapter 4). 
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6. Looking back and moving forward: the value of interaction 

Looking back at the course of the project, we have applied a network approach in this PhD 
project, which was partly the aim without claiming a real action research or research by 
design approach. By having regular contact with all the stakeholders involved, discussing 
the progress of the study, theoretical foundations and intermediate findings, there was an 
intense going back and forward feedback loop between academic interests and societal 
relevance proclaimed by the tourism sector of Flanders. This has influenced both parties in a 
productive way. We hope that this PhD project has been able to proof the value of a network 
approach and therefore put the relational approach towards urban tourism development 
and destination management on the academic and policy agenda, while providing valuable 
scientific reflection on which the further debate about tourism networks can build.
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list of presentations, educational activities related to the PhD Thesis
  

Educational activities KU-Leuven

Tutor Master in Tourism (2013 –2016) – monitoring individual study programs, contact person 
for students for study related problems, monitoring  perceived quality of the Master Program, 
assisting self evaluation workgroup for the Master visitation

Geografische Voorstellingen (2013-2014) (Geographic representations) - teaching cartography 
skills and basic GIS analysis to undergraduate students 

Field trip Master in tourism to Veneto (2014-2015) - Assisting prof. Jan van der Borg in 
organizing and hosting the field trip to Veneto with 34 students. 

Assisting projectbeheer in toerisme (projectmanagement in tourism) (2014-2015) – Assisting 
prof. Jan van der Borg and Constanza Parra with one Group doing research in Antwerp – 
voluntary basis due to relatedness to PhD research. 

Master thesis supervision (2014-2015) – assisting prof. Dominique Vanneste with the 
supervision of one Master thesis student, Anne-Mara Gerrets - voluntary basis due to 
relatedness to PhD research. 

Master thesis supervision (2016-2017) – assisting prof. Jan van der Borg with the supervision 
of one Master thesis student, Laura Pilin - voluntary basis due to relatedness to PhD research. 

Academic presentations & guest lectures

Van der Zee, E. (2013-2015) Teaching two sessions at the National GI Minor (Hosted by the 
Free University, Amsterdam) with the topics GIS software packages, Project management, 
Modifiable Areal Unit problem (MAUP)  and Applying GIS in a professional organization. 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands, September 2013 and 2014 

Van der Zee, E. (2015) The tourism destination triangle: always one side missing? Part of 
lecture series for Bachelor course ‘Geografie en Toerisme’ (Tourism Geographies) with the 
department of Human Geography and Planning at Utrecht University, The Netherlands, 26-
05-2014

Curriculum vitae
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Van der Zee, E. (2014) The (in)ability to affect image. Invited guest lecture for marketing 
students at In Holland University of Applied Sciences, Rotterdam, The Netherlands, 19-05-
2014

Van der Zee, E. & Stoffelen, A. (2014) Tourism planning & destination management: 
theoretische handvatten en praktische voorbeelden. Part of lecture series for Bachelor course 
‘Geografie en Toerisme’ (Tourism Geographies) with the department of Human Geography 
and Planning at Utrecht University, the Netherlands, 06-05-2014

Van der Zee, E. (2013) The 3-gap model and destination image formation through a mega 
event. Workshop for Geography teachers during the Dutch geography day hosted by 
Koninklijk NederlandsAardrijkskundig Genootschap. ‘s Hertogenbosch, the Netherlands, 29-
11-2013

PhD Training

MA course ‘Strategic management in tourism (B-KUL-G0K20A)’ 3 ECTS

KU Leuven PhD course ‘assertive communication’ 1/3 ECTS

KU Leuven PhD course ‘effectief beinvloeden’ 1/3 ECTS

KU Leuven PhD course ‘assistentenvorming’ 

KU Leuven PhD course ‘advanced geography’ 2 ECTS

KU Leuven PhD course ‘advanced tourism’ 2 ECTS

Other activities

Peer reviewer for the journal ‘Tourism Management’, ‘Tourism Geographies’, ‘Journal of 
Destination Marketing and Management’, ‘Geographical Review’ and ‘Annals of Tourism 
Research’ (ongoing, in total 24 papers reviewed since start of PhD)

Airbnb advisor for Utrecht Municipality, 2017-present

Guest columnist at Geografie.nl, 2016-present:

Guest lecturer at the national GI Minor, Free University of Amsterdam, 2012-present:

External expert for strategy and learning day at Municipality of Amsterdam, 2016 
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Invited chair at EU-meeting “Supporting Tourism in Europe: Working towards Sustainability, 
Competitiveness and Growth” by Public Policy Exchange, 2016

Chief editor of AGORA magazine (2014) – fulfilled position for one year, 1st of January 2014 
to 1st of January 2015

Member Scientific Committee of the Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality International 
Conference 2014 (HTHIC2014) in Istanbul, Turkey, 6-11-2014 to 9-11-2014

Member Program Committee of the Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality International 
Conference 2015 (HTHIC2015) in Amsterdam, the Netherlands 26-11-2015 to 27-11-2015

Member Program Committee of the Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality International 
Conference 2017 (HTHIC2017) in Pori, Finland 27-09-2017 to 29-09-2017

Grants and Achievements 

Runner-up best paper award at the ‘Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality’ conference in 
Amsterdam with the paper ‘Communicate, incorporate and appreciate: the role of network 
managers in working towards a resilient tourism network’, 2015

IWT-Grant “Strategisch basisonderzoek” (4 years PhD-research grant, starting 2013)
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List of publications 

from Lirias (KU Leuven)

IT (Articles in internationally reviewed academic journals)

van Weerdenburg, D., Scheider, S., Adams, B., Spierings, B., & van der Zee, E. (2019). Where 
to go and what to do: Extracting leisure activity potentials from Web data on urban space. 
Computers, Environment and Urban Systems, 73, 143-156.

Ioannides, D., Röslmaier, M., & van der Zee, E. (2018). Airbnb as an instigator of ‘tourism 
bubble’expansion in Utrecht's Lombok neighbourhood. Tourism Geographies, 1-19.

Mazzi, M. A., Rimondini, M., van der Zee, E., Boerma, W., Zimmermann, C., & Bensing, J. 
(2018). Which patient and doctor behaviours make a medical consultation more effective from 
a patient point of view. Results from a European multicentre study in 31 countries. Patient 
education and counseling, 101(10), 1795-1803.

Timmermans, J., Dijkstra, C., Kamphuis, C., Huitink, M., van der Zee, E., & Poelman, M. 
(2018). ‘Obesogenic’School Food Environments? An Urban Case Study in The Netherlands. 
International journal of environmental research and public health, 15(4), 619.

Van der Zee, E., & Bertocchi, D. (2018). Finding patterns in urban tourist behaviour: a social 
network analysis approach based on TripAdvisor reviews. Information Technology & 
Tourism, 20(1-4), 153-180.

van der Zee, E., Bertocchi, D., & Vanneste, D. (2018). Distribution of tourists within urban 
heritage destinations: a hot spot/cold spot analysis of TripAdvisor data as support for 
destination management. Current Issues in Tourism, 2018, 1-22. 

van der Zee, E., van der Borg, J., & Vanneste, D. (2017). The Destination Triangle: Toward 
Relational Management. In Knowledge Transfer to and within Tourism: Academic, Industry 
and Government Bridges (pp. 167-188). Emerald Publishing Limited. 

van der Zee, E., & Olders, P. (2016). Events: Cause or Consequence of Community Involvement. 
In Managing and Developing Communities, Festivals and Events (pp. 120-132). Palgrave 
Macmillan UK.

Van der Zee, E. & Vanneste, D. (2015). Tourism networks unravelled; a review of the literature 
on networks in tourism management studies. Tourism Management Perspectives, 15, 45-56.

Van der Zee, E., & Go, F. M. (2013). Analysing beyond the environmental bubble dichotomy: 
how the 2010 World Cup case helped to bridge the host–guest gap. Journal of Sport & 
Tourism, 18(3), 161-183.
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AT or AT-p (Articles in other academic journals or professionally oriented journals)

van Weerdenburg, D., Maaskant, J., & van der Zee, E. (2018). Je bent wat je eet. AGORA 
Magazine, 34(2), 4-6.

Marra, W.A., Paul, L.J. & van der Zee, E.L. (2018). Met je mobiel op excursie - Digitale excursies 
voor actief en open onderwijs. Geografie, 27(1), pp. 32-34.

van der Zee, E. L., & Kok, J. (2018). Bedreigd erfgoed: De Nieuwe Hollandse Waterlinie wordt 
gekortwiekt. Geografie, 27(7), 16-18.

Van Duuren, E., van der Zee, E. & van Hees, V. (2017). Airbnb en stedelijk toerisme in Utrecht. 
Geografie, 26(1).

van der Zee, E., & Maaskant, J. (2017). Gent: Stad van slimme mensen. AGORA Magazine, 
33(1), 23-24.

van der Zee, E., Bertocchi, D., & Janusz, K. (2016). Een ruimtelijke kijk op stedelijk toerisme. 
Agora, 32(3), 34-36.

Van der Zee, E., Bertocchi, D., & Janusz, K. (2016). Using Big Data to discover how the maturity 
of a heritage destination influences the use and attractiveness of urban cultural landscape. A 
case study of Antwerp, Bolzano and Kraków. Proceedings of TCL2016 conference Tourism 
and cultural landscapes: Towards a sustainable approach, 614-628. 

Van der Zee, E. (2016). Airbnb is zegen voor Amsterdams toerisme. De Volkskrant, 01-06-2016.

Stoffelen, A., van Zanten, B., van der Zee, E. (2014). Maakbaar toerisme: kansen en kaders. 
Agora, 30 (4), 4-7.

van der Zee, E. (2014). Stad als speeltuin van de universiteit. Agora, 30 (1), 18-18.

van der Zee, E., Go, F. (2014). Buiten de bubbel. Agora, 30 (4), 8-11.

van der Zee, E., Olders, P. (2014). De Uithof: van polder tot sciencepark. Agora, 30 (1), 30-33.

de Pater, B., Konijnendijk, T., Paul, L., van der Zee, E. (2014). Oost-Europa blijft ver weg. 
Geografie, 23(3), 12-15.

Beek, A., Cassiers, T., De Craene, V., van Meeteren, M., Pelzer, P., Razenberg, I., Storm, T. & 
van der Zee, E. (2014). Over aardappels en zelfplagiaat. Agora, 30(1), 4-7.
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IMa (Meeting abstracts, presented at international scientific conferences and symposia, 
published or not published in proceedings or journals)

The soft approach to destination management; Dealing with distance, distrust and variety. 
Paper presentation at the Annual meeting of the American Association of Geographers. AAG, 
San Francisco, 30-3-2016

Van der Zee, E., Bertocchi, D., & Janusz, K. (2016). Using Big Data to discover how the maturity 
of a heritage destination influences the use and attractiveness of urban cultural landscape. A 
case study of Antwerp, Bolzano and Kraków. Proceedings of TCL2016 conference Tourism 
and cultural landscapes: Towards a sustainable approach, 614-628. 

van der Zee, E., van der Borg, J., Vanneste, D. (2015). Connecting the dots: using Big Data 
to design a heritage tourism network. Procedings Heritage Tourism and Hospitality 
International Conference 2015. Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality International Conference 
2015 (HTHIC2015). Amsterdam, 25-27 November 2015.

van der Zee, E., Gerrets, A. (2015). Communicate, incorporate and appreciate: the role of 
network managers in working towards a resilient tourism network. Procedings Heritage 
Tourism and Hospitality International Conference 2015.Heritage Tourism and Hospitality 
International Conference 2015. Amsterdam, 25-27 November 2015, 115-128.

van der Zee, E., van der Borg, J., Olders, P. (2015). Beyond traditional considerations of event 
legacy; The event as an engine for network development. Global Conference on Economic 
Geography 2015. Oxford, United Kingdom, 19-23 August 2015, Abstract No. 125.

van der Zee, E., van der Borg, J. & Vanneste, D. (2015). The tourism destination triangle, 
always one side missing? T-Forum 2015 Global conference Tourism Intelligence in Action. 
Naples, Italy, 4-7 May 2015. 

van der Zee, E., van der Borg, J., Vanneste, D. (2015). The tourism destination triangle, always 
one side missing?. Belgian Geography Days. Brussels, 13-14 November 2015.

van der Zee, E., Vanneste, D. (2014). Networks unravelled; a literature review on networks 
in tourism management studies. Tourism Research and Management in a Rapidly Changing 
World. Leuven, Belgium, 15-16 September, 2014.

van der Zee, E., Vanneste, D. (2014). Managing the complexity of a tourism destination: a 
literature review on the role of tourism networks in destination management. Regional Studies 
Association workshop: Evolution and transformation in tourism destinations: Revitalisation 
through innovation?. Rovira i Virgili University, Catalonia, 11-13 February 2014.

van der Zee, E. (2013). Governance of mega event tourism, the case of visitor management 
during the FIFA 2010 World Cup. Belgian Geography Days. Louvain-La-Neuve, 24 May 2013.
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Invited Lectures

‘Not in my Binnenstad!’; hoe toerisme de stad verandert. Annual lecture of the Royal Dutch 
Geographical Association (KNAG). Utrecht, 11-05-2017

Mogelijkheden van User Generated Content voor bestemmingsmanagement. Invited speaker 
at Flemish board meeting of directors of Destination Management Organisations of the 
Flemish Art Cities. Ghent, 19-10-2016

Venetië, een zinkend cultuurgoed? Invited speaker at thematic evening organized by the 
Utrecht University student geography association V.U.G.S. Utrecht, 10-10-2016

Diversiteit in de wijk: Big data en expert input als bron voor beleid. Thematic workshop for 
tourism stakeholders in the city of Antwerp organized by Visit Antwerp. Antwerp, 27-09-2016

RE (Review)

van der Zee, E. (2017). Hoe de stad reageert op toerisme. AGORA Magazine, 33(2), 29-29.

van der Zee, E. (2016). Toerisme verandert, de kust blijft. Agora, 32(1), 44.
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