
Annals of Tourism Research xxx (xxxx) xxx

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Annals of Tourism Research
j ourna l homepage: ht tps: / /www. journa ls .e lsev ie r .com/anna ls -of -

tour ism- research
RESEARCH NOTE
COVID-19 and a justice framework to guide tourism recovery
Raymond Rastegar a,⁎,1, Freya Higgins-Desbiolles b,2, Lisa Ruhanen a,3

a Business School, The University of Queensland, Brisbane, QLD, Australia
b Business School, University of South Australia, Adelaide, SA, Australia
a r t i c l e i n f o
⁎ Corresponding author at: UQ Business School, The U
E-mail addresses: r.rastegar@business.uq.edu.au, (R.

1 His research focuses on sustainable tourismdevelop
and environmental conservation.

2 Herwork focuses on social justice issues in tourism, h
seek to harness tourism for human rights, justice and eq

3 Her research areas include sustainable tourism dest

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2021.103161
0160-7383/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Article history:
Received 9 November 2020
Received in revised form 13 January 2021
Accepted 15 January 2021
Available online xxxx

Associate editor: Stoffelen Arie

Keywords:
COVID-19
Justice
Crisis recovery
Transformation
Post pandemic
Introduction

Crises can exacerbate existing inequalities. The climate change crisis affects the environment, health and wellbeing of low-
income nations (Venn, 2019). War and refugee crises force displacement of millions, over half of whom are children (UN,
2020). The COVID-19 pandemic is deepening social and economic inequalities (Jamal & Higham, 2021), particularly in the devel-
oping world. Scholars even question the fairness of instituting measures such as social distancing for socially and politically
marginalised or disadvantaged groups, such as migrant workers, people experiencing homelessness and individuals of lower
socio-economic status (Silva & Smith, 2020). Lockdown in many of these countries has put millions of tourism, hospitality and
gig workers out of work, facing financial hardship, debt and poverty. In countries with less capacity to alleviate the impacts of
the pandemic, the tourism workforce is now more vulnerable than ever. Tourism has been at the forefront of attention during
the crisis because tourism and its affiliated industries are playing significant roles in the economies of many developing nations.
These ‘tourism-dependent communities’ have now become ‘communities in crisis’ (Nepal, 2020). The livelihoods and social
wellbeing of many in such communities are now threatened.

Clearly, the COVID-19 pandemic is more than a global health crisis to address; it is a justice issue following years of
unsustainable growth, growing conflict, inequity and injustice. In addition to these socio-economic impacts, the crisis is
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undermining commitments to address critical environmental issues, including climate change (e.g. OECD, 2020). Acknowledging
the significant impacts of such crises on the tourism community, this work discusses how the opportunity can be used to think
beyond recovery and proposes a framework to bring justice to the centre of global change for just tourism futures. This work sup-
ports and furthers the emerging ‘justice turn’ in tourism studies.

Rethinking tourism for a just recovery

While the focus of governments in every world region is currently to prioritise public health and protect millions of jobs, many
recovery solutions focus on distribution of costs and benefits of the crisis (distributive justice). Jamal and Higham (2021, p. 144)
discussed this in term of a race “towards a return to neoliberal globalization”. Such critiques might be used to justify turning to
responsible tourism recovery approaches. However, Higgins-Desbiolles (2020) has criticised responsible tourism itself as it has
failed to recognise the unjust structures of tourism and its exploitative nature. Similar arguments signify how issues of recogni-
tion, procedural and distribution injustice are generated in the course of tourism development (Higgins-Desbiolles, Carnicelli,
Krolikowski, Wijesinghe, & Boluk, 2019; Jamal, 2019; Rastegar, Zarezadeh, & Gretzel, 2021).

A sustainable and just COVID-19 recovery requires identifying locally tailored solutions to redefine tourism based on local
rights, interests and benefits (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). In this vein, rethinking tourism necessitates promoting justice and equity
at the local level. Previously various approaches and perspectives have been applied to investigate the implications of justice for
society. For example, Rawls's ideal theory of justice as fairness asserts that ‘all social primary goods - liberty and opportunity, in-
come and wealth, and the bases of self-respect - are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any or all of these
goods is to the advantage of the least favoured’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 303). However, distributive justice approaches such as Rawl's the-
ory have been criticised as they do not consider differences in communities and their values (Daniels, 1989; Jamal, 2019). The
concept of justice in tourism is beyond a balance between fair allocation of costs and benefits (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2008;
Rastegar, 2020). To better understand the implications of social justice, particularly at the local level, a shift from distributive jus-
tice to performative justice has been suggested (Jamal & Hales, 2016; Rastegar et al., 2021). In this context, justice is enacted
performatively by recognising local rights, needs and social spaces where the crisis affects vulnerable groups. Following this
path forward it is not however without obstacles. Despite the increasing attention to justice issues in the tourism literature, ignor-
ing local values and worldviews has long resulted in injustice. Power asymmetry, dominating profit-focused approaches, and cul-
tural insensitivity are just a few of the outcomes that result. Despite the pervasive presence of such issues, “they often remain
implicit or poorly theorised” in tourism analyses (Jamal & Higham, 2021, p. 145).

COVID-19 has paralysed global tourism and provided an opportunity to pause, reorientate and rethink (Lew, Cheer, Haywood,
Brouder, & Salazar, 2020). Justice must be at the centre of global change and not at the periphery. Recovery strategies cannot be
placed in an ethical vacuum. To make justice concerns central to tourism recovery, there is a need for a framework to guide our
actions. The proposed justice framework (Fig. 1) examines four key dimensions of justice, namely, ‘recognition’ of those most af-
fected by the crisis, a fair ‘procedural’ approach through involvement of different values and ideas in decision-making, a fair ‘dis-
tribution’ of costs and benefits of the recovery strategies, and fair ‘restorative’ actions to be taken for an equitable and just future.
Pondering the way forward, using the opportunity for a major transformation requires restorative action to design more respon-
sible, ethical and sustainable forms of tourism. However, to achieve this goal, justice cannot be conceptualised “simply as a set of
outcomes with a universal threshold, but as an ongoing, interactive process through which different ideas are negotiated about
how things should be, how they should be decided and how they should be done” (Pasgaard & Dawson, 2019, p. 3). Here we
argue that the focus must be beyond income and material wealth and be concerned with the factors that facilitate a better path-
way for the future. In planning the recovery agenda, it is fundamental to address both the socio-economic impacts on vulnerable
and marginalised groups as well as the ecological impacts on diverse ecologies.

Redefining tourism will therefore require recognition, procedural and distributive steps to inform any restorative action for a
responsible and just recovery. Such an approach is to ensure that those who have least capacity to absorb the shocks from the
pandemic are not left behind. Operationalising the proposed framework requires examining the relationship between the justice
dimensions and tourism recovery/development strategies. This requires a deliberate process that allows for the questions of
Fig. 1. A justice framework to guide tourism recovery.
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justice to guide decisions and actions. Finally, in order to achieve such a transformation, it is necessary to contemplate what
values might support this change. COVID-19 has offered a circuit breaker to the ideological domination of neoliberalism and its
values (see Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). “Forms of government interventions, the redevelopment of social safety nets, and the sig-
nificance of social caring and networks have been the primary responses to challenges of this crisis” (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020,
p. 8).

Writing in 2020, Judith Butler countered the selfish individualism that neoliberalism has fostered: “I turn to the problem of
individualism in order to foreground the importance of social bonds and interdependency for understanding a non-
individualistic account of equality” (Butler, 2020, p. 21). In her philosophical enquiry she suggests we share a common human
vulnerability as the basis of our equality which directs us to an understanding of our interdependency. For Butler our very human-
ity is defined by this interdependency and mutual obligations which this entails. She claims: “the idea of global obligations that
serve all inhabitants of the world, human and animal, is about as far from neoliberal consecration of individualism as could be …”
(p. 28). Such a value system, renouncing all forms of violence and abuse and instead making meaningful global obligations and
interdependency, is a value system on which a just and sustainable future can be built.

Guia (2021, p. 515) also warns us of neoliberalism and its utilitarian ethics failure by contributing to “both commodification
and depoliticization in tourism”. The author suggests a radical transformation through a posthumanistic turn as an ethical ap-
proach to escape the limitations and inequities of both utilitarian and moralistic approaches (Guia, 2021). We propose taking
Guia's recent analyses and furthering these through Butler's analysis of interdependency and mutual obligations. This can provide
the link between recent thinking on local empowerment and sovereignty in tourism and reshaping the global tourism system in
the aftermath of the pandemic. Such work would particularly emphasise the restorative justice agenda for a multi-pronged strat-
egy to: support empowerment action at the local level (as per Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019), encourage states to better control
the operations of multi-national corporations in their jurisdictions (as per Pasgaard & Dawson, 2019; Rastegar, 2020) and at the
global level change the structures of the global tourism system (see Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020) so that such dangerous tourism de-
pendencies are no longer pressed on developing nations and a global tourism system can be fostered which supports the thriving
of all, including people and planet.

Looking forward

The COVID-19 pandemic is not the only threat we confront; there are other global crises such as climate change affecting
livelihoods and threatening the chance of survival of many. The pandemic's dynamics has underscored how social, economic
and ecological impacts are interwoven and justice approaches are essential for building fairer futures. It is therefore time to “ques-
tion the sustainability of success defined by growth in visitor numbers or increases in material consumption” (Hall, Scott, &
Gössling, 2020, p. 591). This work joins others (Lew et al., 2020; Nepal, 2020) in calling for a full ‘reset’ and ‘transformation’ in
tourism to ensure equity and justice in tourism in the post-pandemic era. It is now time to start imagining beyond the widely
held view of recovery. The agenda taking us forward should not be getting back to ‘business as usual’ (Higgins-Desbiolles,
2020) but rather to build a system to end the cycle of social, economic and ecological exploitation and injustice. Such a ‘just
system’ requires weaving notions of justice into tourism research and practice, in order to direct it to more just futures. The
framework and thinking proposed here is intended to illuminate a promising and impactful research agenda that furthers the
emerging justice turn in tourism studies.
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