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The case for linguistic narrative analysis, illustrated
studying small firms in tourism

L. Tomassinia, X. Fontb and R. Thomasa

aSchool of Events, Tourism and Hospitality Management, Leeds Beckett University, Leeds, UK;
bSchool of Hospitality and Tourism Management, University of Surrey, Guildford, UK

ABSTRACT
We advocate the adoption of more expansive and creative meth-
odological approaches the study of tourism. More specifically, we
argue that by examining how individuals narrate their experiences
and social practices, researchers can gain an insight into the
meanings actors attach to their actions. Considered from this per-
spective, narratives become performative; they prompt actors to
take actions that (they feel) actualise the story they are seeking to
tell. To illustrate its value, we use linguistic narrative analysis to
explore how the owner-managers of small values-based tourism
firms narrate the operation of their business. A dataset of first per-
son accounts made of both narratives in storified form featuring a
chronological order with beginning, middle, and end, and narra-
tives without a storified form largely recounting opinions, feelings,
and points of view, are interpreted to offer new perspectives on
the behaviours of small firms in tourism. We argue that narrative
approaches should complement methods used routinely by tour-
ism scholars to examine this constituency of actors (and others).

摘要

我们提倡采用更广泛和创造性的方法来研究旅游。更具体地说,
我们认为, 通过研究个体如何叙述他们的经历和社会实践, 研究人
员可以洞察个体行动者赋予他们行为的意义。从这个角度来看,
叙事变成了一种表演, 叙事促使行动者采取行动, （感觉）实现了
他们企图讲述的故事。为了阐明这种方法的价值, 我们使用语言
叙事分析来探索基于价值的小型旅游公司的业主也就是管理人员
如何叙述他们业务运作过程。本研究以第一人称叙述的资料集为
基础, 既有按照时间顺序展开的故事式叙述, 又有主要表达观点、
感想和看法的非故事性叙述。这种故事叙述方法为阐释小型旅游
企业的行为提供了新的视角。我们认为, 这些叙事方法应该可以
补充旅游学者经常使用的其它方法, 以检查这一群体的行动者(和
其他群体行动者)看法的一致性。
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Introduction

Narrative research methods are under-utilised in tourism studies despite their acknowl-
edged strengths and growing application in other fields of enquiry (Riessman, 1993,
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Smith & Sparkes, 2008). In this article, we seek to show how a narrative approach can
generate new knowledge by revealing the meanings actors ascribe to their actions.
We discuss research undertaken with owner-managers of small firms in tourism that
define themselves in terms of their ethics to illustrate our argument. Following others,
‘smallness’ refers to the personalised nature of organisational management, which is
reflected by the employment of a maximum of 50 people (Walmsley, 2019). We show
how narrative enquiry enhances knowledge generated about such firms using more
‘standard’ or ‘conventional’ methodologies and methods.

Narrative research lends itself to a dynamic, holistic, qualitative and interpretive
understanding of complex systems (Tsoukas & Hatch, 2001). Its strength lies in allow-
ing multiple connections across time and linking disconnected elements as related
parts of a whole. The narrative approach is not a search for truth but a search for
meaning (Rhodes & Brown, 2005). Narrative research embraces a postmodern perspec-
tive that challenges singular, and often essentialist, theories in favour of an interpret-
ive approach that acknowledges the presence of fragmentation and tensions in the
processes of sense making (Buchanan, 2013). Individuals and groups construct narra-
tives in order to organise their experiences and ‘map their reality’ (Wilkins &
Thompson, 1991). Its starting point is an acceptance that all social actors position
themselves – and others – through stories about themselves and others (Davies &
Harr�e, 1990).

Narratives are a mode of association enabling an alternative way of knowing. They
are a distinct form of discourse that focuses on the biographical, social, cultural and
historical situations that have conditioned life experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
Narrative enquiry, therefore, revolves around life experiences as narrated by those
who live them. They are a way in which individuals create coherence and meaning,
reflecting their understanding of events and behaviours over time (Chase, 2005;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). While conceptually appealing, the methodological challenges
of data capture are significant. The section that follows discusses one way of collecting
narrative data (for a discussion of others see Andrews, Squire, & Tomboukou, 2013;
Reissner & Pagan, 2013) and an approach to interpretation in tourism studies.

Narrative data collection and transcription

Informal and unstructured interviews allow for close observation of a few individuals
so as to scrutinise their narratives carefully, and thus interpret the meaning they
attach to them (Riessman, 1990; Bredvold & Skål�en, 2016). The researcher (in this case
the first author) is the listener and the founder/owner-manager the storyteller. For
each participant, the researcher organised an interview via Voice over Internet
Protocol (VoIP) - Skype audio call – since participants were located in different parts of
Italy. Each interview lasted between 45 and 80minutes. Through questions like ‘Would
you tell me in your own words the story of your firm? How have things changed over the
time? How does it work now?’, the researcher elicits the conversation with a set of
open and flexible questions as guidelines for the conversation (Riessman, 1993). The
data collection resulted in a set of first person accounts in Italian – the mother tongue
of both researcher and participants – which were translated into English only after
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being carefully transcribed and analysed. After the first rough transcription, the
researcher proceeds with a careful reiterated reading of the text together with further
listening to the audio file.

This second phase of the transcription process focuses on working on a more
detailed rendering of the conversation, removing all the researcher’s questions and
interactions. This also means transcribing the extra linguistic features of the conversa-
tion in order to render the nuances and the complexity of a spoken language as
closely as possible in the written text (Gee, 1991; Riessman, 1993). Making sense
through narratives requires the analysis and interpretation of multiple potential
meanings, tensions and contradictions, including examining the linguistic and extra-
linguistic features of first person accounts. Hence, it requires re-transcribing the
interviews, adding utterances, verbal emphasis, vocalisations, short pauses, long
pauses, word repetitions, dysfluencies, deep breathes, laughs, sighs, and sniffs. The
additional non-narrative linguistic details help to initiate the narrative analysis of each
interview, since the analysis cannot be easily separated from the transcription
(Riessman, 1993). This allows the identification of different parts of the text and poten-
tial boundaries among them.

The next step is to start ‘unpacking’ the narratives by identifying the beginnings
and endings of the different narrative segments. The transcript of each participant’s
interview allows the identification of segments contributing to chronological ordering,
as well as those mainly concerned with personal opinions and comments. This allows
the differentiation of stories – stretches of narratives with a storified form and a plot
with beginning, middle, and end – and stretches of narrative largely recounting opin-
ions, feelings, and points of view without a temporal order (Cunliffe, Luhman, & Boje,
2004; Boje & Durant, 2013). With the exception of few segments with a chronological
order and storified form, the data result in a set of first person accounts organised
thematically and episodically.

Narrative data analysis

Narrative analysis is an umbrella phrase that describes several possible methods
designed to frame the analysis of stories and narratives (Riessman, 1993; Smith &
Sparkes, 2008). All commentators accept that narratives do not speak for themselves
and, therefore, require interpretation when used as data in social research (Riessman,
1993; Riessman & Quinney, 2005; Smith, 2000). To illustrate the potential value of nar-
rative research, we adopt Gee’s (1986; 1991) linguistic approach to studying narratives
episodically; sectioning them into idea units, stanzas and strophes on the basis of how
the narratives are spoken. Hence, in this study we operate as a bricoleur, scrutinising,
sectioning, linking, and interpreting a complex set of data through by building up hol-
istic view.

A linguistic approach

In the linguistic approach to narrative, text can be ‘unpacked’ according to its different
levels of structure and meaning (Gee, 1991; Riessman, 1993). The researcher organises
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the text, identifying pitch glides – movements in the tone of the speaker – and trans-
fer them into the written text by marking the point of each variation of tone with a
slash. Each pitch glide marks what Gee defines as an ‘idea unit’; a movement in the
tone of voice identifying a change of focus in the speaker’s discourse. Each pitch glide
corresponds to a different focus and to a new piece of information that forms a differ-
ent idea unit. The researcher organises the text in numbered lines, each one consisting
of one or more idea units separated by slashes (Gee, 1991). This means that – in gen-
eral – every line features a central idea, articulated syntactically and intonationally.

Once the text is organised in terms of idea units and lines, the researcher
groups lines into larger units, defined as stanzas (Gee, 1986; 1989; 1991; Riessman,
1993). A stanza consists of a group of lines about a single topic; it captures a single
scene, a notional image on a specific person, event, claim, or piece of information.
Hence, stanzas are the basic elements of long pieces of discursive narrative such as
descriptions, arguments and personal opinions. Following the example of Gee (1991),
stanzas on the same or similar topics are linked to make a larger unit called a stro-
phe. Strophes, in turn, fall into still larger units called parts. It is these that assemble
the narrative as a whole, representing the different chapters of the story.

This first level of analysis acts as a foundation on which the other levels of analysis
of structure and meaning are built. Once the text is structured into idea units-lines-
stanzas-strophes-parts, the researcher moves to a second level of analysis separating
the main line of the plot from the remaining material. The researcher identifies the
main line through the use of present tense verbs or historical present verbs; non-sub-
ordinate and non-embedded clauses.

This level of analysis is the basis for the third level, which focuses on the psycho-
logical subjects of main sentences. The psychological subject does not always coincide
with the grammatical one; the researcher needs to examine them because ‘such sub-
jects are “psychological launching off” points in a stanza; they represent points of
view from which the material of a stanza is viewed; they represent what the narrator
is “empathising” with’ (Gee, 1991, p. 23). The researcher needs to interpret their var-
iety, their repetition, and the switch of viewpoints throughout the text.

The fourth level of structure and meaning examines the focusing system. Following
Gee (1991) the researcher can identify the focused material across the stanzas of the
whole narrative. The focused material consists of key images or themes recounted by
the participants and contributing to establishing an overall interpretation of the whole
narrative. The researcher can highlight the focused material – words, verbs, adjectives
and rhetorical figures – of each stanza with the idea of performing a thematic inter-
pretation supported by the previous levels of analysis. In this level, the role of the
researcher as interpreter is crucial to connect and give sense to the whole structure of
the text in terms of key images and themes. The identification of the focusing system
and its thematic interpretation is an interpretative reading where the researcher is
aware that there could be a number of other possible thematic readings and interpre-
tations but also a number of impossible ones, due to the previous levels of structure
(Gee, 1991). Focused material coming from different lines needs to be separated, in
this case by a cross hatch (‘#’), and material coming from different idea units but in
the same lines, can be separated by a comma. An example can be seen in Table 1.
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The narratives of small tourism firms

A research project that examined the decision-making of socially and environmentally
responsible tour operators is now used to exemplify the use of narrative research. The
seven participating owner-managers studied were members of the Italian Association
for Responsible Tourism (AITR). The association was established in the late 1980s as a

Table 1. Sample of a linguistic approach to data analysis - Participant 1.
Transcription
Then talking about Firm 1 EH we started these trips / that featured some key ingredients and that are, in fact,

meeting with the locals EH / then a human component, a component of cooperation, of meeting and this is the
first step. The second point was the classical one of responsible tourism, / that is accommodation, meals and
local transportation and local property guides in that way the money spent stays in the local economy / much
more than when you go on a trip with multinationals this is the second point. The third point has always been
to have (p) enough time available, / it is an on-going travel flexibility that was never included, as far as I know,
at least in Italy, in the founding points of - - of responsible tourism but in my opinion, if this dimension of
flexibility and time availability is missing, / you go nowhere because things are muddled, yes, you know,
somehow something always happens when travelling / so you have to figure things out and anyway you have to
take some time. To us this means that, / it means that if you go to India for 15 days, / you can’t go to twelve
different places, it really doesn’t make any sense (p) EH in order to get some quality / that is one of the
fundamental elements of responsible tourism, you must at least, how can I say (p) achieve some deeper level - -
you go physically deeper, for example, when you sleep at least two nights in the same place that is a small
thing, but it is a fact, it is solid.

First level - Lines / Stanzas / Strophes / Parts
STROPHE 7 – Key ingredients
Stanza 21
91 then talking about Firm 1 EH we started these trips / that featured some key ingredients
92 and that are, in fact, meeting with the locals EH / then a human component, a component of cooperation,

of meeting
93 and this is the first step.
Stanza 22
94 The second point was the classical one of responsible tourism, / that is accommodation, meals and local

transportation and local property guides
95 in that way the money spent stays in the local economy / much more than when you go on a trip with

multinationals
96 this is the second point.
Stanza 23
97 the third point has always been to have (p) enough time available, / it is an on-going travel flexibility
98 that was never included, as far as I know, at least in Italy, in the founding points of - - of responsible tourism
99 but in my opinion, if this dimension of flexibility and time availability is missing, / you go nowhere
100 because things are muddled
Stanza 24
101 yes, you know, somehow something always happens when travelling / so you have to figure things out
102 and anyway you have to take some time.
103 to us this means that , / it means that if you go to India for 15 days, / you can’t go to twelve different places,
104 it really doesn’t make any sense (p) EH
105 in order to get some quality / that is one of the fundamental elements of responsible tourism,
106 you must at least, how can I say (p) achieve some deeper level
- - you go physically deeper, for example, when you sleep at least two nights in the same place
107 that is a small thing, but it is a fact, it is solid
Second level - Main line / Off main line
Stanza 21 (91)
Then talking about Firm 1 EH we started these trips / that featured some key ingredients
Third level - Psychological subjects
Stanza 21 we (91)
Stanza 24 you (101), you (102), you (103), you (106)
Fourth level - Focusing system
STROPHE 7 – Key ingredients
Stanza 21 trips, key ingredients # meeting, human, cooperation # first step
Stanza 22 second point, accommodation, meals, local transportation, local property, guides # local economy
Stanza 23 third point, time available, flexibility # founding points
Stanza 24 to figure things out # take time # quality, fundamental # deeper level # small, fact, solid
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non-profit consortium and now consists of 92 members. Making an explicit ethical
commitment to addressing global inequalities is one of the conditions of membership.
These firms state – in their websites, brochures or leaflets – that their products con-
tribute to ethical goals such as poverty reduction, local development, environmental
conservation and cultural heritage preservation. Examples of the strophes and stanzas
used are shown as part of a process of identifying three narrative types: (i) the intel-
lectual and educational, (ii) the professional and entrepreneurial and (iii) the empathic
‘free speech’. As these are being used to illustrate the value of the approach rather
than to report the findings of the study, we limit the discussion of the key characteris-
tics of each narrative type. As is often the case, there is a degree of overlap between
the three (Riessman, 1993; Bredvold & Skål�en, 2016).

The intellectual and educational narrative type

The research findings reveal how in this narrative type, participants understand them-
selves and their firms as subjects critically reflecting on tourism, contemporary society
and development. Participants describe the shift from consumerism to citizenship by
characterising themselves neither as managers nor as entrepreneurs but rather as indi-
viduals and citizens concerned with global challenges (Elkington, 1998; Klein, 2000).
This resonates with the articulation of a firm that – at first – was just an idea and an
indistinct amalgam of Fair Trade movement and ethical consumerism theorisations
(Moore, 2004; Nicholls & Opal, 2005). Participants understand the firm’s identity as a
private subject called to contribute to sustainable development and to educate people
and travellers towards an authentic and responsible relationship with other cultures.

Participants’ identity construction might be understood in in the context of a post-
modern perspective or, perhaps, Bauman’s (2000) liquid modernity; society is individu-
alised and characterised by uncertainty. Participants understand their individuality and
self-affirmation in opposition to a global and indistinct ‘alterity’. Firms are recounted
as subjects imbued with a sense of the value of artisan production and consumption
that emphasises time, human relationships, cultural exchanges and local development.

Participant 1 (Table 2), for example, presents Firm 1 not as a tour operator but as a
multifaceted association that includes Fair Trade, responsible tourism and cultural
activities (lines 5–6). It is an idea about other worlds and their questions and themes
(line 7). ‘Stuff’ means an indistinct amalgam. The word idea and its use play a key role,
since Firm 1 originates from the idea of the ‘yours truly’ narrator (line 2). The idea in
relation to Firm 1 is: ‘stuff from other worlds’, and themes and questions from a differ-
ent world (line 7). The idea was to create a bridge connecting different cultures (line
10). Strophe 1 ends with the statement that dealing with responsible tourism is ‘quite
another idea’. For Firm 1, this means a critical discussion of tourism. In Stanza 02, the
narrator makes clear that Firm 1 is, and always has been, a non-profit association (lines
04–06).

From its beginning, Firm 1’s scope was ambitiously wide; Fair Trade, responsible
tourism, cultural activities, and a critical debate about tourism. The choice of the firm’s
name is meaningful as it implies an indistinct amalgamation of things that are, never-
theless, impossible to divide (line 06). A bridge connecting different cultures and
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different worlds is a key image and a powerful metaphor (line 10), as travelling is a
way of escaping commercialism through the use of meaningful choices (line 11).
Critics in the debate surrounding tourism are a constant feature of the entire narrative
and also link Strophe 1 with Strophe 2. The ‘quite another idea’ of responsible tourism
(line 17) is immediately recalled at the beginning of Strophe 2 (line 18) through the
use of the pronoun ‘this’ to explain the origin of the Italian Association for
Responsible Tourism.

Participant 2 (Table 3) contextualises Firm 2’s vision within a larger perspective. The
narrator presents the ‘imprinting’ that they received from the Fair Trade movement.
She recalls being ‘outsiders’ in the tourism sector. The subject is mainly ‘we’, referring
to the work team and the original founders. The first person singular appears three
times; when describing their first encounter with the Director of the Italian Association
for Responsible Tourism, when stressing the narrator’s role in the Association, and
when giving an example of their transparent and sincere relationship with travellers.
Stanza 13 narrates the imprinting of Fair Trade values on the firm’s vision for tourism
(lines 86–87). The word ‘imprinting’ recalls the study of ethology, the first knowledge
gained in life. It is a meaningful choice of word to explain how Fair Trade has inspired
their vision of tourism. It was originally an ethical selling point (line 88) for them,
informed by the values of the Fair Trade movement. They commercialised Fair Trade
products and other goods created by cooperatives and social enterprises (lines 92–93).

The narratives from these two participants have some similarities with those of
Participant 7 (Table 4). Strophe 13 details the reasoning behind participant 7’s deci-
sions by explaining his firm’s vision: ‘our work, which is very artisanal, really home-
made’ (line 148). The participant here links the firm’s artisanal dimension with its
capacity to provide unique products. He stresses that a ‘unique piece’ is the product
of special, artisanal, and traditional knowledge. Even its imperfections make it extraor-
dinary. Words such as ‘unique-piece’ (lines 152 and 153), ‘artisanal’ (lines 148, 150, 152
and 157), ‘flaw’ (lines 152 and 155), and ‘virtue’ (lines 155 and 156) are recurrent. This
concept is expanded upon in Strophe 14, which explains why imperfections make arti-
sanal products unique and valuable. The narrator stresses the importance of not

Table 2. Participant 1.
STROPHE 1 –Stuff from other worlds
Stanza 1
02 because EH it was born as a group it actually it began as an idea of yours truly
03 that is called ‘Name 1’ EH

Stanza 2
04 and then in nineteen ninety the foundation of an association is formalised / association Firm 1, still existing
05 and dealing with fair trade, sustainable tourism, and cultural activities
06 these three things as EH as it happens in small groups are strictly connected to each other, / they are

inextricably connected because we’re dealing with Asia.

Stanza 3
07 The idea is Firm 1: / Firm 1 “Name 1” means, matters from the other world,
10 and the idea was to create a bridge between these different cultures
11 and the travel was one of the ways to escape from the commercial dimension through realities that had a

meaning / and so we begin

Stanza 5
17 but for us dealing with responsible tourism means quite another idea: / first of all it means criticising tourism / it

means then discussing tourism, first of all EH

TOURISM GEOGRAPHIES 7



becoming ‘just a part of a big production chain’ (lines 158). ‘I wanted our strong and
artisanal impact to stay, a very personalised relationship, also with our customers’ (line
160); ‘I still struggle to call them like this’ (line 161), ‘I call them participants’ (line 162),
‘I like it more’ (line 163).

The professional and entrepreneurial narrative type

Some participants’ narratives reflect an identity largely constructed in terms of entre-
preneurship, efficiency and professionalism. First of all, these participants understand
their entrepreneurial identity not only as the result of a long and peculiar path, but
also as an innovative approach to the tourism and development agenda that goes
beyond the constraints of profit/non-profit attitudes. The entrepreneurship model of
innovation and disruption helps to locate participants’ understanding and identity
construction. Their self-introductions largely revolve around being ‘wild spirits’, striving
to do new things, or things that have already been done but in a new way (Bredvold
& Skål�en, 2016; Ateljevic & Li, 2009). Their narratives disclose an identity constructed
in terms of innovation and disruption in opposition to the literature presenting small
tourism firms as more interested in perpetuating lifestyle choices (Shaw & Williams,
2004). Their success is narrated as the capacity to evolve towards new markets and
opportunities and to put in place adaptive changes. This model of entrepreneurship
reflects a society where different subjects operate in a creative, proactive and adaptive
way following their core values, beliefs and goals.

Some aspects of Participant 3’s narrative (Table 5) revolves around the firm’s cap-
ability to legally and efficiently deliver high quality services compared to the weak-
nesses of other responsible tourism firms. The owner-manager speaks predominantly
in the first person plural as he focuses on the firm’s team. Nevertheless, the recurrent
use of impersonal and generic subjects, such as people, travellers, travel agencies, and
tour operators, alongside the use of ‘you’ make the narrative more persuasive in terms
of its ascribing meaning. On occasions, this section assumes the tone of a theoretical
enunciation. He highlights the strong relationship between the high quality services
his firm provides and his commitment to social projects and the prices he charges cus-
tomers. Respecting the law, being efficient, getting involved in social projects and pro-
viding expensive holidays for travellers are interconnected features of the firm (lines
54–55); ‘respecting those [laws], you fit into a context, where, it would be totally
illogical not to give a high-quality service’ (line 45), ‘because I have to charge it prop-
erly’ (line 46).

Table 3. Participant 2.
STROPHE 5 – Our values in tourism
Stanza 13
86 ours stems out of this kind of imprinting,
87 usually, our trips are EHH more like this, / in the sense that it is the development on tourism, of the principles

of Fair Trade,
88 basically it began as an ethic selling point / because, it’s was near the sustainable, in other words, classic, / well,

there is Altro Mercato isn’t it?
90 EH so, we couldn’t handle it, as we had to keep our people’s,
92 and with all the situations of social cooperatives producing work,
93 thus: prisoners who produced EHM MH leather goods, / disabled people EH making EH also there we had leather

goods / and then another one producing and bookbinding instead, / a cooperative here making raku pottery,
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Participant 3 further argues that high quality services means high costs and the
responsible tourism sector should accept this; ‘we are our own worst enemy’ (line 59),
and ‘the world of responsible tourism plays downward’ (line 60). The narrator believes
that being able to compete in the market system with big tour operators is crucial;
‘we are forced to fight with teeth and crawls’ (line 64), ‘that ultimately lead us to be,
ultimately, from an external point of view, exactly, like a traditional tour operator’ (line
65). There are several references to prices and costs and frequent comparisons with
big firms (lines 52, 53, 58 and 65), which frames the narrative with economic and
pragmatic reasoning; ‘tourism is an economic activity’ (line 72). Competing with trad-
itional tour operators and winning contracts to provide services for the big tour opera-
tors is the key to success; ‘in my opinion, this is the key to success in the world of
responsible tourism’ (line 68). This is why the firm appears to be particularly efficient
at overcoming the limits of responsible tourism.

Participant 4 (Table 6) describes himself as a self-made entrepreneur with narcissis-
tic features (line 148). This opening represents a general introduction and what might
be described as ‘literary incipit’, as he uses the third person singular. The narrator
describes at length the wider contexts of each theme that he introduces. Stanza 41
outlines his personal satisfaction and fulfilment whilst at the same time, he claims: ‘I
am somehow, well, a slave to my own successes’ (line 149). The words ‘slave’ and
‘narcissistic’ are used to describe the narrator’s inability to recognise when a project –
his ‘creature’ – can no longer survive (line 151). Nonetheless, the firm guarantees both
his personal and economic fulfilment (line 153).

The focus of Participant 4’s narrative moves from the narrator’s astonishment at
their economic achievements, to the money they have invested in developing

Table 4. Participant 7.
STROPHE 13 – Artisanal work
Stanza 34
148 so it means: our work, / which is very artisanal, / really homemade,
149 even though, you make lots of mistakes, a lot of things, that could be done in a better way, for sure, and

so on,
150 but, it’s still an artisanal work,
151 well you know very well that, if you buy an Ikea piece of furniture, / EH it might be beautiful, / it’s cheap
152 but, of course, the same piece of furniture made by an artisan / maybe has some flaws, but that’s because it’s

a unique piece, right?
153 but it remains a unique piece,
154 and it’s really different EHM
155 and - - and this, probably, well, can be judged both as a flaw, / and as a virtue,
STROPHE 14 – A virtue

Stanza 35
156 as far as I’m concerned, / I’ve always seen it as a virtue,
157 EH and this is why, however, EHM if an artisan, sells to Ikea/ just to keep our example / we don’t have an

artisan anymore, understood?
158 he becomes just a part of a big productive chain.

Stanza 36
159 Here, I didn’t want neither Firm 7, / nor what Firm 7 had done, so the product, / to be a part of a big

productive chain
160 I wanted a strong, artisanal, impact to stay, /a very personalised relationship also with our costumers,
161 that I still struggle to call them like this,
162 I call them participants,
163 I like it more,
164 and this, let’s say, is somewhat then, you know, the idea right or wrong, EHM / this was the reason, see?
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countries, generating local economic development (Stanza 42–44, in Table 7). The fact
that he only becomes aware of this when preparing data for public communications is
significant because it implies that he does not often think about this aspect.
Moreover, he claims that this amount is different from the ‘development fund’ gener-
ated through the shares project (line 155). His personal astonishment: ‘F��k! We have
made more than three million euros’ (line 160) – reported as direct speech – is com-
pelling and emphatic. The narrator highlights that this sum is the result of a long and
enduring process; ‘drops in the sea’ (lines 161–162). In the end, it brings ‘great satis-
faction’ (line 163).

Table 5. Participant 3.
STROPHE 5 – High quality services
Stanza 15
45 and so we, first of all we respect those, / respecting those you fit into a context, where, it would be totally

illogical not to give a high-quality service
46 because when I must: / have means of transportation paid / because I have to charge it properly,
47 I mean you find it always clean, / with the employees always trained, always clean, and always there
48 it is normal that if then if someone tells me: / "I want to spend five, ten thousand euros per person for a travel"
49 I don’t say "no, because I am responsible",
50 but I answer, "but well bring three more people with you
51 because then, later, with the money you owe me, / I know how to employ it".

Stanza 16
52 So we have developed an attitude, extremely EHH efficient under this point of view, / EH, / to try, however, to

bridge the gap that divides us from the big tour operators,
53 because, paradoxically, we cost more than the big ones.
54 I mean, Firm 3, because of the way it works,
55 namely, quality, compliance, and allocating part of the incoming money to social projects as well,
56 in the end, on some specific products, it costs more than a giant tour operator.
57 So eventually people can’t understand,
58 many travellers can’t understand this, they tell me: / "but how comes, I came to you who work in responsible

tourism, / and a tour with you costs more than a tour with"
STROPHE 6 – I give high quality services

Stanza 17
59 here we enter an even more EH complicated matter, / where we are our own worst enemies
60 because our, the world of responsible tourism plays downward
61 I mean, it doesn’t tend to sell quality/ but it just tends to sell ok?

Stanza 19
64 but MH as we have, let’s say, substantial prices / we are forced to fight with teeth and crawls
65 and to promote ourselves, using techniques and strategies / that, ultimately lead us to be, exactly, from an

external point of view, exactly, like EH a traditional tour operator
66 and this is why, agencies and other big tour operators contact us, / and willingly accept our particular attention

for social issues,
67 but they don’t get the difference between us and a different DMS

Stanza 20
68 and, in my opinion, this is the key to success in the world of responsible tourism
69 that is, to evolve the destination management company, on site,
70 and to invest in them as well trying to get them to adapt and conform to rules / in order to help them

competing with mainstream tourism,
71 that is, you must give up somewhat the preconception that responsible tourism is not possible in good level

facilities, / rather than, EHH I well, with appropriate services,

Stanza 21
72 because in the end, I mean, tourism is an economic activity, / is an economic activity, right?
73 It is defined that way even in the dictionary
74 so either you do it, / EHH trying to stay inside its own rules / and trying to offer a better service, / and

emphasising also, your own peculiarities, / competing with everyone
75 or you are defeated before you start
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The empathic ‘free speech’ narrative type

The empathic ‘free speech’ narrative type gives meaning to the emotional attachment
that participants show for their firms, customers and local partners through a frank,
open and critical self-introduction. Here, participants largely understand their emo-
tional and empathic attachment to customers and partners in terms of a search for
trust, legality and transparency. Participants see themselves as truth-tellers and free
speakers concerning the challenges and constraints they experienced due to global
economic inequalities, weaknesses and lack of transparency. The empathic ‘free
speech’ narrative type resonates with the classical Greek notion of parrhesia, which lit-
erally means ‘all-telling’ and – by extension – ‘to speak freely’. This notion pictures the
obligation to speak the truth for the sake of the common good, even at personal risk
(Sluiter & Rosen, 2004; Lardinois, 2011); hence, the notion of parrhesia and the role of
the ‘truth-teller’ – the parrhesiast – implies an asymmetry of political power, whereby
the parrhesiast is usually inferior to his/her recipient. Participants’ parrhesia consists of
the freedom to criticise others’ moral apathy and ambiguities openly, juxtaposing this

Table 6. Participant 4.
STROPHE 12 – I’m a slave of my own success

Stanza 41
148 well, gratifying, because in someone who has always been, as I told you, somewhat his own boss MH / there is

of course a narcissistic part, EH
149 and so, succeeding in / I am somehow well a slave of my own successes,
150 in the past, it often, happened to me, / I hope I won’t come to this with Firm 4
151 that, sometimes, when you feel the creature is yours, then / even when it is time to let it go, / because it’s

falling apart, / just because you feel it’s yours, / and you don’t want it to finish it, / you stubbornly keep
on trying

152 This happened to me in the radio world in the independent radios, / when I worked in the editorial staff of the
radios EHH

153 so, there is an important personal reward aspect, of financial security / because well, being able to earn a pay
check at the end of the month nowadays is not that easy.

Table 7. Participant 4.
Stanza 42
154 EHM, and well, sometimes I’m shocked too / when we calculate these statistics for public presentations, / and it

comes out that, in all these years, well, we gave to the South of the world more than, now I think they are three
million euros calculating EHM,

155 because one thing is the development found/ there you support some local projects
156 but EH consider that a great part of the touristic services that we buy / we buy them from providers that are

an expression of the local community

Stanza 43
157 If we spend the night with a host family, / we pay our staying, to whom? To a family / and, thus, to the

local community.
158 if we take a guide, who is a person I mean not, belonging to a Lugano based organisation, but who lives there,

is from an organization that is based in Lugano, but who lives there,
159 anyway we estimate that this is always, financial support, against the purchase of services to the

local community.

Stanza 44
160 When you try and put all the numbers together, you say: “fuck! We’ve made more than three million euro” / I

mean they are impressive numbers, right?
161 Also because, they built up, as drops in the sea, / here, every trip a little, / every trip a little
162 but in fifteen years, they became quite impressive numbers
163 I mean on a personal level / well, it’s a great satisfaction
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to their own moral rectitude and frankness (Colclough, 1999; Novak, 2006; Sharpe,
2007). The parrhesiastics attribute to themselves higher moral qualities and a deeper
understanding of reality than others. These self-perceived moral qualities apparently
permit them not only to know and tell the truth, but also to disclose to others what is
‘the right thing to do’.

Participant 5 (Table 8), for example, poses the question of what makes tourism
responsible as a sort of personal outburst; ‘so, I don’t know whether I can speak freely
now or you have questions’ (line 63), ‘I mean maybe, stop me, if you need explana-
tions’ (line 64), ‘then I came to my own, personal, let’s say, classification, I mean, deci-
sion’ (line 67). Of central importance is choosing a partner that shares your vision and
values (lines 69–70). The narrator uses a vivid image to describe this point: ‘I mean,
the stronger this commonality of ideals is, the more legs the thing, the relationship,
has’ (line 70). The image of a relationship with ‘legs’, implying it is alive and dynamic.
Thus, having legs means being able to proceed, to move on, and to concretely reach
objectives (line 71).

Participant 6 (Table 9) describes his firm as quite ‘grown-up’ (line 11), ‘a big boy’
(line 12), and ‘almost an adult already’ (line 13). Stanza 03 personifies the firm by
drawing a meaningful parallel between the firm and an adolescent maturing into
adulthood. The repetition of the verb ‘was born’ (lines 14 and 15) reinforces this paral-
lel as it describes the juvenile idea conceived by two young boys who were enthusias-
tic about nature and willing to create something new (line 16); ‘at that time, the two
founders were really young’ (line 20). She emphasises the firm’s naïve, inspired, and
unprofessional beginning; ‘it was born maybe even somehow by chance’ (line 15).
Indeed, it all began with a rudimentary idea based on the boys’ wishes and desires.
The repetition of the word ‘idea’ (lines 14, 16, 19, 22) is important as it emphasises
their feelings of desire (lines 14, 16 and 22) and happenstance (lines 15 and 18).

Conclusion

This article has argued that narrative research offers the prospect of a more creative
approach to the study of tourism. It rests on the premise that, as Garud, Gehman, and
Giuliani (2014, p. 1182) note, ‘narratives are performative: they trigger action as …
(actors) … try actualizing the very arrangements they have proposed in order to

Table 8. Participant 5.
STROPHE 5 – Sharing the same vision
Stanza 15
63 There, I don’t know whether I can speak freely now / or you have questions
64 I mean maybe, stop me, if you need explanations
65 no, I was saying, that another possible question for you, that is also asked: / “but what are these trips?
66 That is, why are you called responsible tourism?”

Stanza 16
67 then, in my opinion, then I came to my own, personal EH / let’s say, classification, I mean, decision.
68 So, essential is the choice of the partner,
69 I mean, of the people, of the community, I don’t know, it is a cooperative, / it is also a tour operator, a travel
agency that, with them you share some things, in my opinion, fundamental
70 I mean, the stronger this commonality of ideals is, / the more EH legs the thing, the relationship has
71 and so, also, actually, the possibility of making trips becomes more real
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generate meaning around their ventures’. The resulting insights may challenge and
potentially disrupt knowledge generated through more widely used methodo-
logical approaches.

A study of small socially and environmentally conscious tourism businesses was used
to demonstrate the application of the linguistic narrative approach and, in turn, to show
how novel findings might emerge as a result. In this case, the findings challenge ideas
that small tourism firms that are not commercially oriented and not interested in
growth (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000; Gray, 2002), do not have an entrepreneurial attitude
(Shaw & Williams, 2004), and routinely face managerial limitations and constraints
(Thomas, Shaw, & Page, 2011). The article argues that the methodological approaches
routinely used in this aspect of tourism research have disclosed a partial understanding
of the complexity of values that inform the decision-making of small socially and envir-
onmentally oriented tourism firms. The potential of exploring narratives offers an add-
itional approach to interpreting the meanings ascribed by actors to their actions.

Most previous attempts to understand the values that inform the choices made by
owner-managers of small tourism firms have used conventional methods such as
questionnaires and interviews of various types, comparative analysis of secondary data
or mixed methods (e.g. Ateljevic & Doorne, 2004; Sampaio, Thomas, & Font, 2011;
Font, Garay, & Jones, 2016). While valuable, by paying insufficient attention to the indi-
vidual socio-political dimension of the firms’ owner-founders/managers, together with
a well-rounded understanding of their driving values, identities, and sense of self, lead
to less nuanced understanding than is now possible.

The application of a narrative analysis to the study of small tourism firms allows us
to look beyond polar dichotomies since one participant’s narrative can share elements
of another. A creative and rigorous narrative approach allows us to see how small val-
ues-based tourism firms’ owners-managers construct their identity around proactive
critiques of contemporary society, the global economy and mainstream tourism.
Owner-managers’ first person accounts predominantly focus on values and beliefs
rooted both in alternative paradigms of development and growth and in postmodern
conceptualisations, such as citizenship over consumerism (Elkington, 1998; Klein,

Table 9. Participant 6.
STROPHE 2 – Firm 6 is a big boy
Stanza 03
10 Firm 6, was born in eighty-eight,
11 so it has, a pretty history / let’s say, it’s already quite grown-up well
12 it is a big boy,
13 it is almost an adult already EHM

Stanza 04
14 it was born let’s say, because of the interest, the idea of, in fact, Luca and Mario EEH about the willingness of
explaining somewhat some natural phenomena, well
15 it was born, maybe even somehow by chance, well
16 from the idea, the desire, to have their own activity / that dealt, something to do with the natural environment

Stanza 05
18 well, MH so, EHH, it was born that way, / not I wouldn’t say accidentally,
19 but not, Let’s say, it doesn’t stem from a specific idea of a project here,
20 then, in fact, at the time the two founders were very young, see?
22 and so, the idea of starting their own thing, with / because of the desire to recount nature,
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2000), de-growth (Latouche, 2004), ethical consumerism (Moore, 2004; Nicholls & Opal,
2005), not-conventional entrepreneurship (Bredvold & Skål�en, 2016; Shaw & Williams,
2004, liquid self-affirmation (Bauman, 2000), conviviality (Illich, 1971), and parrhesiastic
frankness (Lardinois, 2011; Novak, 2006; Sharpe, 2007; Sluiter & Rosen, 2004). By adopt-
ing a narrative approach, the apparently disconnected elements of each first person
account are seen as part of a whole meaningful understanding.

The particular novelty of the research reported in this paper lies in its moving
beyond what the participants’ report through stories and narratives to analysing and
interpreting the subtle and unconscious understanding expressed via linguistic
choices, non-verbal utterances, and the temporal and causal sequences of their story-
telling. This allows for the ‘unpacking’ and interpreting of narrative data though a tai-
lor-made narrative analysis (Riessman, 1993). By so doing, the study illustrates a new
way of ‘knowing’ that has almost been disregarded within tourism studies thus far.

The reported empirical insights are deliberately limited; our goal was to use data
for illustrative purposes as part of making a contribution to methodological debates in
tourism rather than to research on tourism entrepreneurship. Some critics may highlight
the limitations of narrative research in terms, perhaps, of positivist notions generalisabil-
ity. This is not a criticism we would accept, arguing instead that the data and analysis
reveal hitherto hidden insights that are generalisable to the theoretic (Yin, 2018).
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