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Abstract: Tourism has been recently but widely regarded by researchers, practitioners and international
agencies as a catalyst for economic growth and an effective means of relieving poverty. Three pathways
by which the benefits and costs of tourism are transmitted to the poor have been identified in the
literature: (1) direct effects including income and non-financial livelihood changes such as improved
infrastructure; (2) secondary effects, induced effects, and indirect earnings in non-tourism sectors such
as for crafters and farmers; and (3) dynamic effects, which includes long term changes in the economy
and patterns of growth.

Theoretically, there is a general belief that tourism, as one of the largest economic sectors
worldwide, should and could play a more active role in reducing poverty. The popularity and
effectiveness of tourism development in reducing poverty in poor countries or regions is widely lauded
by many. However, some evidence suggests that tourism does not necessarily alleviate poverty, and that
recently sparked a heated debate. There are three general viewpoints on the effects of tourism
development on poverty alleviation: (1) tourism development is an effective poverty alleviation tool;
(2) tourism development contributes to an increase in poverty to some extent; and (3) tourism
development has no impact on poverty.

This paper aims to contribute to the academic research on the relationship between tourism
development and poverty alleviation by exploring evidence to support the different points of view
based on empirical studies and theoretical analysis. The results show that many factors cause
inconsistent results, such as differences in methods of poverty measurement, differences in spatial scale
and research methods, and differences in the choices of development environment and mode. Unless
there is no agreement regarding these factors for measuring the impact of tourism on the poor, its
capacity to reduce poverty will remain uncertain. In fact, tourism can address poverty, not as a panacea
but as one of a number of useful tools. To achieve a positive outcome for poverty reduction, there
appear to be a few other conditions and basic policies that need to be put in place to improve the well
being of the poor. Taking these considerations into account, the viewpoint of tourism development as an
effective tool for alleviate poverty seems plausible.

Due to the complexities of poverty, understanding the impacts of tourism development on poverty
alleviation is a challenge. In future work, comprehensive measurement models should be applied in any
attempt to measure poverty. Besides measuring the poverty rate, changes in developing awareness,
infrastructure growth, education and the hygiene conditions of the poor as a result of tourism
development should grab the attention of the researchers. Considering that the effects of tourism on
poverty alleviation is restricted by many comprehensive factors, a dynamic model of tourism
development and the role of the government should be given close attention in order to enhance the
precision of poverty alleviation. Moreover, comparison research on Chinese and foreign conditions,
government policy and factors that obstruct the role of tourism relieving poverty should gain more
attention in the future.

Keywords: tourism development; poverty alleviation; literature review
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