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Abstract: This paper aims to highlight the importance of non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), especially the Skål movement for sustainable tourism. NGOs play a role in 
developing  tourism sustainably by taking into account a community’s attachment, engagement 
and commitment. NGOs play a vital role in tourism management and development. Skål 
International which was originally established as an European initiative in the 1930s and has 
flourished worldwide today is one of the few NGOs that has proven itself as a reliable resource 
for tourism development. By conducting environmental awareness programs and playing a 
liaison role between the private sector,  communities and the government, Skål develops and 
establishes standards to be applied in the sector. Other crucial roles include bringing together 
media representatives, tourism stakeholders, academics and regulators in developing the 
tourism industry. The involvement of Skål and NGOs in general is beneficial for the tourism 
industry.
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Introduction

The importance of NGOs in tourism development especially in sustainable tourism 
development is increasingly becoming an area of interest for the social scientist. The 
aim of this paper is to explore the following primary research question by analysing 
two specific sub-questions. The overall research question is “What is the role of NGOs 
in sustainable tourism development?” while the sub-question is “How do NGOs and 
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INGOs function in societies?” The methodology used is a content analysis of tourism 
practices to identify and categorise contributions made by NGOs. Accordingly, this 
qualitative analysis of initiatives provides an inductive approach in observing how 
responsible tourism practices are associated with sustainable tourism principles and 
the ways in which they might reflect the importance of NGOs in general and Skål 
International in particular.

Figure 1. The role of NGOs in developing sustainable tourism

Source: Finnetty, 2001

The analyses will be guided by 5W and 1H didactic questions (who, what, 
where, when, why and how). In developing these research questions, the process 
involved going through questions such as when the contexts were established?, who 
is involved?, why the NGOs engage the public?, where and how it happens and 
in the end, the significance of the findings are discussed. These questions will be 
analysed throughout the paper.

The NGOs and Civil Society

Sustainable tourism takes into account a community’s sense of ownership, 
responsibility and their direct and practical involvement in tourism. Managers and 
practitioners give emphasis to this fact as tourism, the related communities and their 
development are interrelated topics.  
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Figure 2. The role of non-governmental organisations
(Source: Simpson, 2008)

NGOs can conduct researches, provide funds and create opportunities for the 
society taking into account the notion of equity, importance of community and its 
capacity. NGOs are crucial as they ensure benefits reach communities. In fact, efforts 
by NGOs are more effective to the community as they can collect and disseminate 
information faster than government agencies. Similarly, NGO input can help 
governments craft policies and regulations that are more feasible as they know what 
is happening on the ground. 

NGOs also have a vital role to play in building civil accountability, consultancy 
and providing full spectrum alliances (increasing networking, resource sharing and 
deep engagement) (Jepson, 2005). At the same time, depending on the NGO’s 
structure and public sensitivity, they can assume responsibilities as well as create 
additional areas of responsibilities for the benefit of the society. 
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In defining civil society broadly and discussing its roles and functions in general 
terms, this may easily prove counterproductive to the precise description and analysis 
of the specific development of environmental NGOs. The concept of civil society 
includes virtually all forms of associational organisations such as non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), voluntary organisations, non-profit organisations, charitable 
organisations and benevolent societies. Among these associational actors, the 
NGOs are essentially defined in that they are non-state actors. However, the main 
characteristic of the NGO is that it is private in its form, has a public character and 
a non-profit orientation in its objectives and activities (Salamon & Anheier, 1994; 
Weiss & Gordenker, 1996).

NGOs prioritise tourist development approaches to maximise the quality of 
tourist interaction with host communities. NGOs also tend to display a greater 
appreciation and awareness of the consequences of human action on nature and local 
economies (Wearing, 2001). Within corporations, the development of sustainable 
policies and programs has been on the rise supported by a more well-informed 
discerning market (Wearing, Cynn, Pointing & McDonald, 2002). 

 

Figure 3. The three partite structure of society
(Source: Seth & Deepti, 1999)

The interrelated connection between government, business and civil society 
is shown in the three partite structure shown in Figure 3. The wide variety of 
organisations can be broadly separated into three categories: 
a) Organisations formed to help the poor and marginalised as well as to provide self-

help among the disadvantaged. 
b) Organisations formed on the basis of a common interest or a particular issue.
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c) Organisations formed by people involved in a common pursuit. (Ball & Dunn, 
1995).
NGOs are funded by public membership, public and private institutions as well 

as donations from philanthropic organisations that support the various missions that 
NGOs undertake, for example, education, health, sustainability etc.

NGOs have emerged in the last decade as one of the principle advocates and 
implementers of sustainable tourism/ecotourism (Higgins, 2001). They also play a 
major role in specific areas of ecotourism including marine ecotourism (Halpenny, 
2003) and volunteer tourism (Davies, 2002; Wearing, 2001). NGOs do not perceive 
tourism as just an industry or activity undertaken for a holiday away from home; 
instead, they practice a form of tourism with the intention of affecting new and 
positive attitudes, values and actions in the tourist and host community. NGOs 
also work on assisting communities in developing countries and remote regions by 
carrying out or assisting in a range of research projects. Examples of this include 
environmental education, fostering attitudes and behaviors that are conducive to 
maintaining natural and social environments and empowering host communities 
in adopting sustainable approaches to industries such as tourism (McDonald & 
Wearing, 2002; Wearing, 2001; Wearing & McDonald, 2002). 

The work of NGOs introduces notions of empowerment and control for local 
communities, as well as issues of equity regarding benefit and access. Numerous 
studies have revealed the disempowerment of host communities as a consequence of 
tourism in their community (Mitchell & Reid, 2001; Timothy, 2002; Timothy & 
Ioannides, 2002; Wilkinson, 1997). NGOs often engage in tourism with the aim of 
achieving socially appropriate tourism which is defined as having community support 
and involving the host community in decision making (Hall, 1991). These tourism 
activities aspire to benefit local or host communities directly and assist in providing 
ongoing real benefits within those communities and allow it to be controlled at the 
local level (Wearing, McDonald & Ponting, 2005).

NGOs are inclined towards feminist, eco-centric, community development and 
post-structuralist approaches for tourism research and practice. These approaches 
produce knowledge for the liberator’s interests, challenge the existing hegemonic 
contracts and provide new or different ways of doing things. NGOs also capitalise 
on the historical paradigmatic shifts in order to build a philosophy of research and 
practice that can provide new ways of viewing tourism. They have been able to 
demonstrate the use of alternative paradigms to produce unique interpretations of 
what tourism can achieve. However, NGOs with their ability to value human dignity 
and ecological sustainability, are consistently undermined by the world’s largest 
corporations and supported by the governments of the world’s wealthiest nations 
(Chomsky, 1999). The challenges for NGOs remain enormous. 

Many NGOs working in the tourism industry operate from an ecocentric 
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perspective where nature is attributed its intrinsic value and mankind is considered 
to be subject to ecological laws (Pepper, 1993). NGOs work in partnership with local 
communities to capacity-build and empower them. This approach to development 
moves beyond modernist development frameworks, partially because it uses youth 
as opposed to skilled workers and rely on altruism, enthusiasm and interest as a 
platform as opposed to professional qualifications. The focus of NGOs is experiences 
with the national environment but as the experience is socially constructed, it only 
takes on meaning through social interaction with others. 

NGOs may play an important role in the development of management 
strategies and in the planning process of tourism development as well. In many 
cases, NGOs are responsible or at least involved in the management of protected 
areas and therefore can carry out tourism activities. Since they are non-governmental 
institutions, they can establish and facilitate the participation of local stakeholders 
and promote the sustainable use of biodiversity as well as highlight the economic 
benefits of integrating tourism development.

The Importance of NGOs and Their Co-functioning Organisations

The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs Commission on Sustainable 
Development’s NGO Steering Committee published a road map for the industry by 
stipulating the role of NGOs. Actions prescribed for UN, the tourism industry and 
NGOs are described in Tables 1-3. 

Table 1. Actions prescribed for UN

Establish an NGO tourism advisory group for UN to provide technical support, analysis, 
and strategic advice.

Create a 'best practices' information clearing-house, in order to collect consumer 
information useful to understanding and positively influencing consumer behavior and 
to make documentation accessible on an equitable basis.

Initiate a broad information and awareness campaign to highlight damaging forms of 
tourism and impacts, providing tools for informed decision-making. Initially, target 
participants in the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) and Convention of 
Biological Diversity (CBD) processes to clarify roles and responsibilities.

Research and develop effective certification schemes, form a technical group under the 
CSD to assess how certification can be improved, e.g. through the review of voluntary 
codes set up by CSD1998.

Designate an 'ombuds' office jointly between the CSD, CBD, and United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights (UN-CHR) to encourage diligent self-regulation and 
compliance with international standards for sustainable tourism.

Develop guidance on tourism as an issue within Local Agenda 21 processes.
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Table 2. Actions prescribed for tourism industry actors

Promote sustainable tourism products, using market-related instruments and incentives, 
such as contests, awards, certification, model projects, culturally-sensitive quality labels 
covering both environmental and social sustainability;

Reduce inappropriate consumption, use local resources in preference to imports in a 
sustainable manner; reduce and recycle waste, ensure safe waste disposal, develop and 
implement sustainable transport policies and systems, e.g. efficient public transport, 
walking, cycling in destinations;

Provide tourists with authentic information, enabling them to understand all 
environmental and related aspects (e.g. human rights situation) of tourism when selecting 
any destination or holiday package; educate visitors in advance of arrival and give 
guidance on 'dos' and 'don'ts'; make tourists aware of their potential impact on and their 
responsibilities towards host societies;

Provide information on respecting the cultural and natural heritage of destination areas; 
employ tour guides who portray societies honestly and dispel stereotypes;

Ensure that the marketing of 'green' tourism reflects sound environmental policy and 
practice; use non-exploitative marketing strategies that respect people, communities 
and destination environments; dismantle stereotyping; integrate sustainable tourism 
principles when creating new marketing strategies.

Train staff to foster tourist responsibility towards the destinations, encourage multi-
cultural education and exchange.

Actively discourage exploitative sex tourism, particularly sexual exploitation of children, 
and tourism which causes or contributes to social problems.

Adopt, observe, implement and promote codes of conduct.

Table 3. Actions prescribed to NGOs

Disseminate information to a wider public about the complexities of tourism and about 
the objectives and criteria of sustainable tourism.

Educate tourists to change consumption patterns and promote appropriate, 
environmentally and socially acceptable behavior in destinations.

Launch broad awareness campaigns on the worst impacts of tourism, to be funded by 
international governmental and non-governmental agencies.

Promote relevant research on tourism impacts, criteria for sustainable tourism and 
possibilities for implementation.

Monitor tourism development, policy, industry initiatives, and local people's reaction to 
tourism development and policy, and implementation of stakeholder action.
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Table 4. Actions recommended for NGOs to achieve specified goals

Initiate stakeholder dialogue on community involvement in tourism development, 
recognising social and gender divisions in communities;

Promote consultation processes in tourism planning, involving local communities;

Launch educational and awareness programmes on tourism for local communities, 
support and promote history research and museums;

Promote the respect for indigenous peoples and local communities' self-determination, 
autonomy and social and cultural integrity;

Strengthen their efforts to empower disenfranchised groups (in particular women) to 
become involved in local tourism planning and management;

Develop participatory programmes to support the integrity of local cultures and 
economies;

Support the sustainable resource use and initiate environmental actions on different levels 
to conserve the environment while developing tourism;

Analyse the experience with sustainable tourism in different parts of the world, in order 
to disseminate methodology/positive examples of community involvement in tourism;

Support the use of traditional knowledge, practices and innovation systems relevant for 
the conservation and sustainable use of biological resources and promote actions on 
different levels to eradicate poverty, protect human rights and conserve the environment 
while working in tourism.

Source: UNCSD NGO Steering Committee, 1999

Similarities and Differences of Skål among NGOs

Skål is a professional tourism organisation that promotes global tourism and 
friendship. One of Skål’s aims is to unite all the various branches of the travel and 
tourism industry. To achieve this, it conducts meetings at local, national, regional 
and international levels to discuss and share information. The Skål Club was founded 
in 1932 in Paris and the idea of international goodwill and friendship was adopted 
in 1934. The club’s mission is “to be a trusted voice in travel and tourism”, and 
the mission statement states “through our leadership, professionalism and friendship 
work together to achieve our vision, maximise networking opportunity and support 
a responsible tourism industry”.

The vision and mission statements of the organisation reflect a very clear 
indication about its role in developing the travel and tourism industry. In order to 
become a member of Skål International, one has to work for the travel or tourism 
industry directly or indirectly in a professional capacity. At the same time, the club 
organises social activities that include members and their loved ones on national 
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or international levels to cultivate friendship and create potential partnerships. In 
addition, its junior unit, Young Skål provides scholarships for students pursuing 
tourism studies as part of their social responsibility project. However, these social 
responsibility projects are not limited to Young Skål. As stated by the United Nations 
World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) sustainability principles, a suitable 
balance between the environmental, economic and sociocultural aspects of tourism 
development must be established to guarantee its long-term sustainability. Over the 
past decade, the travel and tourism industry have steadily embraced the concept 
of going green which is now almost a standard and no longer a unique selling 
proposition amongst its players.

Many tourism players involve their customers by getting feedback on their 
practices. Another positive development is the growing market sector in volunteer 
tourism where clients pay to work on projects in small communities while they are 
on holiday. Many affiliated members of UNWTO are active in promoting poverty 
alleviation and protection of children via tourism. Skål International with its 18,000 
members is the world’s largest tourism-related organisation that seeks to bring to 
light environmental and social concerns as a result of tourism. A handful of Tourism 
Emergency Response Network (TERN) members are listed in Table 5. TERN 
initially grew during the pandemic as a “living system” and is used as an adapting 
tool to cater to the needs and changes the sector faces. Skål is a TERN member 
because it not only develops strategies for social responsibility projects but also for 
the tourism and travel sectors.

Table 5. TERN members

• AAPA Association of Asia and Pacific Airlines
• IATA International Air Transport Association

• ACI Airport Council International
• IFTO International Federation of Tour Operators

• AEA Association of European Airlines
• IH&RA International Hotel and Restaurant Association

• AHLA American Hotel and Lodging Association
• ISF International Shipping Federation

• ALTA Asociación Latinoamericana de Transporte Aéreo
• MPI Meeting Professionals International
• ASTA American Society of Travel Agents

• NTA National Tour Association
• ATO Arab Tourism Organization

• PATA Pacific Asia Travel Association
• ATTA African Travel and Tourism Association

• SKAL International Association of Travel and Tourism Professionals 
• CHTA Caribbean Hotel and Tourism Association
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• TOI Tour Operators’ Initiative for Sustainable Tourism Development
• CLIA Cruise Lines International Association

• UFTAA United Federation of Travel Agents’ Associations
• CTC Canadian Tourism Commission

• UNWTO World Tourism Organization
• CTO Caribbean Tourism Organization

• UST US Travel
• ETC European Travel Commission

• WTAAA World Travel Agents Associations Alliance
• FIA Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile

• WTTC World Travel and Tourism Council
• IAAPA International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions
• WYSETC World Youth Student and Educational Travel Confederation

 Source: UNWTO, 2015

Tourism is one of the few industries that continues to see rapid growth and with 
this growth, there is a need for responsibility to ensure all those involved understand 
and actively support basic human rights. The leaders of the industry cannot be 
ignorant when tourists visit exclusive resorts where the locals are suppressed or 
exploited. The managers must have an in-depth awareness of how their business is 
run and where the profits go to. The travel and tourism industry must be able to take 
the position of vetoing destination or tourism practices that violate human rights 
and recommending alternatives. In order to achieve the set goals, the industry needs 
to agree on a code of conduct for human rights but at the same time, be active in 
supporting countries that need better human rights management in their tourism 
industry.

It is possible to see how alternative philosophies enable the inclusion of NGOs 
including their experiences that add to the breadth and depth of understanding of 
the field. Specific approaches such as feminism can expand the “view” and identify 
new tourism issues such as equity, not only for people but for nature as well. We 
see a strong opposition to these alternative perspectives from the once dominant, 
positivist-informed school of tourism research. These alternative philosophies offer 
alternative approaches to the examination of tourism and alternative forms of 
knowledge production (Davis, 2001; Wearing & McDonald, 2002; Wearing et al., 
2005).

NGOs are designed basically to solve national problems. On the other hand, 
international NGOs or INGOs must have members and financial support from 
at least three different countries and the intention to cover operations in as many 
countries as possible. The concept of NGO is at times extremely difficult to describe. 
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The government or party-influenced NGOs in socialist countries are viewed as 
organisations with a political front by the west whereas the socialist countries tend to 
view NGOs as a cover-up for secret services. The importance of INGOs depends on 
the degree to which they can contribute to the solution of world problems. 

Conclusion
The sub-questions stress the dual focus of the study which although intertwined, 
represents two different agendas. The first sub-question relates to the empirical 
analysis of how individual NGOs understand the public that forms the basis of the 
study. Using the concept of public as a learning entity, NGO’s work was developed 
with the empirical material. The second sub-question draws on the interest in theory 
development and the possibilities of applying it in one particular INGO, namely 
SKAL International. These questions add another dimension to the discussion of 
understanding social responsibilities. The approach that was chosen analysed the two 
sub-questions from various perspectives and this required that these perspectives to 
be developed methodologically based on a research design.
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