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Purpose 

 

This paper shows how historical approaches can better inform understanding of hospitality and 

tourism research. Recent work in business and management has posited the value of historical 

research and narrative frameworks to explicate business phenomena – this article proposes an 

approach to hospitality and tourism studies could be similarly beneficial. 

Approach 

Three principal historical approaches are proposed: 1) systematic study of historical 

archives, 2) oral histories, and 3) biography and prosopography. The paper further proposes 

that such work should be aligned to Andrews and Burke’s framework of the 5 Cs: context, 

change over time, causality, complexity, and contingency to help situate research appropriately 

and effectively. 

Findings 

This paper suggests that historical methods can prove particularly useful in hospitality and 

tourism research by testing, extending, and creating theory that is empirically informed and 

socially situated. The analysis put forward shows that undertaking historical work set against 

the framework of the 5Cs of historical research offers the potential for wider and deeper 

understandings of hospitality and tourism research by revealing temporal and historical 

dynamics in the field that may hitherto be unseen or insufficiently explored.  

Originality/value 

Much of the existing work on the benefits of historical approaches in business and management 

have focused on the why or the what. This article focuses on the how, articulating how 

historical approaches offer significant potential to aid our understanding of hospitality and 

tourism research.  
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Introduction 

 

Recent work in business and management has posited the value of historical research and 

narrative frameworks to explicate business phenomena (Perchard, et al, 2017; Maclean, et al, 

2016), but there remains opportunity in the hospitality and tourism fields for such work to 

further contribute to our understanding of how historical research methodologies can enhance 

tourism research (MacKenzie and Gannon, 2019). As hospitality and tourism studies is an 

integral part of business and management studies, the identification of the benefit of insights 
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offered by historical approaches similarly applies (Decker, 2013; Rowlinson, et al, 2014; 

Kipping and Üsdiken, 2014). History offers excellent narrative frameworks to explicate 

business phenomena, but also a wealth of evidence to test and validate existing theories 

concerning business (Maclean, et al, 2016). Furthermore, it can be used in conjunction with 

existing approaches in hospitality and tourism to offer a deeper understanding of the 

subject. There has been a growing number of works following this approach (MacKenzie and 

Gannon, 2019; Maclean, et al, 2018; Paraskevas and Quek, 2019; Quek, 2012) and it is 

suggested here that there is scope for more work that goes beyond the why and addresses the 

how. Understanding how historical approaches can be deployed can better inform our 

understanding of hospitality and tourism research, which has been implicitly recognised in a 

number of recent works (Murdy et al, 2018; Alexander et al, 2017). This article argues that 

hospitality and tourism research has much to gain by incorporating historical methodologies as 

either discrete and/or complementary approaches alongside existing standard approaches in the 

discipline. 

 

Resonating with recent calls for more historical research in management and organization 

studies, this paper suggests that historical methods can prove particularly useful in hospitality 

and tourism research by testing, extending, and creating theory that is empirically informed 

and socially situated (Maclean et al, 2017; Kipping and Üsdiken, 2014). The perspective put 

forward here follows the point raised in a number of recent contributions such as that of 

Perchard et al. (2017), that argue historical methods and approaches can provide excellent tools 

for the exploration of business phenomena. Such phenomena, as Mason and Harvey (2013) 

have stressed, can only be fully understood and properly examined “with reference to context, 

conditions and historical processes”. They also highlighted how a ‘reading forward’ approach 

when it comes to exploring business ventures can provide very useful accounts of the various 

ways business opportunities are created and exploited, illustrating that there is much scope for 

the incorporation of historical research methods to complement standard approaches in tourism 

research.  

 

Historical theory  

   

Historians have been criticised in the past for not explicating their methodology sufficiently 

(Gaddis, 2002; Perchard et al, 2017), which may explain the lack of work examining how 

historical methodologies can contribute to business and management studies. To remedy this, 

we propose three principal historical approaches that can be of specific value to hospitality and 

tourism research in extending existing theories, contributing the potential for new theoretical 

advances, and explanation of past phenomena in the discipline. These are 1) systematic study 

of historical archives, 2) oral histories, and 3) biography and prosopography, as both discrete 

and overlapping, but complementary ways of approaching hospitality and tourism studies with 

historical methodologies. On their own, each of the historic approaches outlined constitute a 

long-standing and well-developed mode of research that have been identified and used 

(separately) in recent hospitality and tourism research (Huber et al, 2017; Tung and Ritchie, 

2011; Trapp-Fallon, 2007 and 2003; Desforges, 2000; Ladkin, 1999). However, these 

approaches are still not articulated in terms of how they can be used for hospitality and tourism 

research going forward. We propose using the 5Cs of change over time, context, causality, 

complexity, and contingency (Andrews and Burke, 2007) as a unifying framework to show 

how the different approaches can be used either on their own, combined, or in conjunction with 

other more widely-used methodologies in hospitality and tourism research.   
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In their 5Cs framework for historical research, Andrews and Burke identify the different 

components as being “at the heart of the questions historians seek to answer, the arguments we 

make, and the debates in which we engage… to formulate and support arguments based on 

primary sources, as well as to understand and challenge historical interpretations related in 

secondary sources.” (Ibid). Concomitant to this is the recognition of the importance of 

questioning sources and approaches. Perchard et al. (2017) recently used the 5 Cs framework 

to articulate the value of historical thinking to the subjects of international business, strategy, 

and entrepreneurship by illustrating how historical work can contribute to a better 

understanding of each. We suggest that undertaking such work set against the framework of 

the 5Cs of historical research (Andrews and Burke, 2007; Perchard et al, 2017) offers the 

potential for wider and deeper understandings of hospitality and tourism research by revealing 

temporal and historical dynamics in the field that may hitherto be unseen or insufficiently 

explored. The 5Cs represent a framework for writing history that encompasses consideration 

of the different ways of thinking historically. Outlined below are each with an illustrative 

activity explaining the potential value and approach.  

 

Historical Concept Illustrative activity 

Change over time Analysis of non-written primary source such as a photograph 

illustrating how a location has changed over time. 

Context Setting for an event, idea, or statement in which it can be 

understood. 

Causality  Interpretation of partial and primary source material that provides 

multiple explanations for single events.  

Complexity Triangulation of explanations to understand historical question. 

Contingency Recognition of chance and acceptance of the interconnected nature 

of the world. 

 

Adapted from Andrews & Burke, 2007. 

   

Historical approaches in business and management studies in and of themselves often face 

challenges around data availability, composition, and interpretation (Decker, 2013). Historical 

research is often subject to the availability of archival materials, sufficiently complete data, 

and the willingness of individuals and groups to provide oral testimonies. Nevertheless, when 

sufficiently triangulated with other sources they form the basis of an avenue of enquiry that in 

of itself has a long history and sui generis value (Stokes, 2018).  Historical methodologies also 

have the potential to complement existing methods in contemporary hospitality and tourism 

research. As a result of these challenges, historians will often seek to provide transparency in 

the sources and locations of data, triangulation with other sources, and seek out secondary 

data/literature to help properly situate the research in its context. This requires a near constant 

questioning of the data accessed as well as engagement with a wide range of source materials. 

The three principal historical research methodologies we consider in this article in historical 

research terms are archival research, oral history, and biography writing and analysis. We 

consider these three approaches individually and combined (including prosopographical 

analysis as an addendum to biography) as methodologies with great potential to help explain 

existing understanding, test and adapt theories, and help build new understanding in hospitality 

and tourism research. We consider each in order, before concluding on the value of historical 

methodologies to hospitality and tourism as a discipline.  

 

Archival Research 
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The word archive is of ancient Greek origin and denotes the place where documents are kept, 

“literally the house of the magistrate, or arkheion” (Lipartito, 2013, p. 293). Archival materials 

are collected specifically in order to preserve the historical legacy of, usually, an organization, 

institution, person or place and are then gathered in certain repositories in order to be identified 

as an archive. Documentation may include organizational, budget and personnel records, maps, 

board meeting minutes, charts, survey data, censuses, registers, various statistical data 

produced by governments (Yin, 2009). Similarly, private and personal materials such as 

diaries, manuscripts, letters, memoranda and handwritten notes can also be maintained in 

archives. All of these are organization-produced documents that can be classified as archival 

materials and can be used as evidence in organizational research. Corporate archives are 

usually held by the organizations themselves but can also be kept in other institutions, very 

often including public or record offices and university libraries such as the Guildhall Library 

in London or the Baker Library at Harvard Business School (Decker, 2013, p. 161). One of the 

principal historical methodologies that used to study organizational fields such as hospitality 

and tourism is through the systematic analysis of archival materials. These can be defined as 

“the raw material of history” (Johnson and Williams, 2011, p. 288) or as documents and 

artefacts found in archival collections that are “collected for a variety of reasons, ranging from 

the filing of documents for marketing, legal, or other business - related requirements through 

to the establishment of a historical record” (Mills and Helms Mills, 2011, p. 342). Furthermore, 

archives are now often available online in digitised format around the world making their use 

much easier.  

 

A recent example of research using archival sources for hospitality and tourism research can 

be found in the work of Paraskevas and Quek, (2019), who utilised material such as meeting 

minutes and correspondence to explore the ways Hilton Hotels managed the crisis that ensued 

as a result of Fidel Castro’s nationalisation policies in late 1950s and 1960s Cuba (2019). This 

contribution highlights how useful archival sources can be when studying organizational 

resilience through cases of crisis management in tourism. More broadly, archival documents 

are valuable because they can be used to trace people and events that took place in the past and 

which are not accessible and researchable in any other way, often shedding light on the longer-

term development of organizations, strategies, and growth. Similarly, because of their 

historical nature, archives allow researchers to study people, events and organizations from an 

evolutionary perspective offering them “a critical context in which to judge change” (Johnson 

and Williams, 2011, p. 292). However, archival research has been subject to a number of 

criticisms with one scholar arguing that it is “not properly a method of empirical organizational 

research because data and information are collected, rather than being directly generated in the 

course of the organizational research” (Strati, 2000, pp. 133-134). This is unfair in part because 

it does not consider the ‘how’ of archival research, instead focusing on the construction of data 

and ignoring the subjective decision-making inherent in such a process.  

  

What does one actually do when using archives? Archival analysis requires careful 

consideration and questioning of source materials, triangulation with other data, and an 

appreciation of context both in how the materials were collected and curated, and the context 

in which they are being viewed. Kipping, et al. propose a methodological approach that 

involves the iterative use of “source criticism, triangulation, and hermeneutic interpretation” 

(2013, p. 306). Specifically, they suggest that a three-stage process that archival documents 

should be subjected to. First, a critique of the actual texts to assess their external and internal 

validity, that being their “authenticity and pertinence for the research question at hand”. 

Secondly a triangulation of the information derived from these texts with the use of multiple 

data in order to enhance the robustness of the findings. Finally, an iterative examination of 
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these texts from a hermeneutic perspective that situates them “within their historical contexts 

and in relation to other texts” (2013, p. 312-3). This latter issue of context is very important 

and the authors stress that researchers should always aim to assess the social, cultural and 

historical conditions and circumstances under which archival texts were created. With regards 

to the examination of the sources’ validity, it should involve not only a verification of the 

information they present, but also an assessment of the motives of the people that contributed 

to the sources’ creation, as well as an appreciation of the institutional context within which 

such creation took place. Paraskevas and Quek (2019) used a similar approach where, apart 

from primary archival material, they also considered international and domestic newspaper 

articles to triangulate their findings, alongside information available in history books 

concerning the events of the period in order to contextualise their analysis and develop the 

argumentation. 

  

Moreover, the “fundamental rule of source validity is that those texts, objects, artefacts, and 

images that were produced during the time under study are the best primary sources” (Lipartito, 

2013, p. 289). Similarly, sources should be assessed with regards to the credibility of their 

creators. In this respect, researchers should examine whether those who developed the sources 

had the necessary degree of knowledge and competence to do so and of course whether they 

had any reasons to distort reality, either by changing or hiding facts (Ibid, p. 213-5). It is also 

important in the process of appraising archival sources to consider the role of the researcher. 

When using archival sources, it is critical to realise that the decisions researchers make, from 

the ordering of the files of the archive they will look at, to the keywords they will use in order 

to refine their search (in cases where searchable databases are available), can directly affect the 

quantity and quality of the findings and therefore also the results of their study (Pfefferman, 

2016, p. 389). Such subjectivity is therefore a necessary consideration in the articulation of the 

methodological approaches of historians that is both reflective and reflexive in its consideration 

of data sources and analysis. Further, engagement with the archivist is critical – access to and 

success in exploring archives are dependent on the relationship and skill-set/knowledge of the 

archivists who can add much value to the research process; particularly in locating useful 

sources or having an intimate knowledge of the collections (beyond the catalogue). 

  

It is equally important to remember that the effective use of archives presupposes knowledge 

of their weaknesses. Archival materials are often fragmentary (Lipartito, 2013) and “kept in a 

very patchy manner” (Decker, 2013, p. 157), sometimes they are created for specific audiences 

and purposes, therefore having necessarily limited scope (Yin, 2009), and their existence 

usually reflects the preferences of those who put together the archival collection in the first 

place (and who decide what will be included and what not). As Pfefferman notes, “archives are 

not neutral sites of document repository” (2016, p. 382). Similarly, in less developed countries, 

archives can often “suffer from autocratic suppression of information, complete lack of 

transparency and accountability” (Decker, 2013, p. 157), making triangulation with other 

sources (where possible) even more important. Nevertheless, when historians use these 

archives, they explicate such issues in their source discussions and offer readers direct 

references to location of materials ensuring transparency in the research process is embedded 

in their writing. From a more practical perspective, the use of archives requires knowledge of 

their existence (which is not always a given) and is certainly affected by the conditions in which 

they are kept, but also the knowledgeability of the gatekeepers (Johnson and Williams, 2011). 

Archivists collect, catalogue, collate, and provide access to archival materials based upon 

availability, purpose, and value of materials. All this suggests that archival materials should be 

used with caution and in combination with other sources. Moreover, as Schwarzkopf (2012, p. 

4) notes, archival research is challenging not only because it can be difficult to visit the 
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locations where archives are kept, but also because the collection of archival material is usually 

“time-consuming, exhausting and quite often dirty (dusty) in the literal sense of the word”. 

Also, depending on the type of the archive, there are quite often time embargoes on the basis 

of privacy protection that preclude the use of some archives before a certain number of years 

has elapsed. In some cases, this number can vary from 25 to 50, even 100 years (Lipartito, 

2013, p. 295) or more. 

  

When obstacles of this kind are overcome, archives have the potential to offer a wealth of 

information that, when used effectively, can provide valuable data for many disciplines, 

including hospitality and tourism research. For example, the field of ancestral and heritage 

tourism, where travellers aim at tracking down their own heritage and receiving an experience 

of what they perceive as ‘homeland’. This type of tourism emerged recently and can take many 

different forms, a good analysis of which is presented by Halewood and Hannam (2001) in 

their study on the development of Viking heritage tourism from the 1970s onwards. Archival 

material such as censuses, registers and maps can be of crucial importance in highlighting the 

relationship between “tourists and the place visited”, which is a core focus of heritage and 

ancestral tourism (Alexander, Bryce and Murdy, 2017, p. 543). Archives can provide very 

useful information that can be used when reconstructing and representing past events, and 

especially in doing so for future use such as attraction design and marketing. Also, sources 

such as diaries and memoirs can shed light on the thoughts and predispositions of people who 

lived and acted in the past. More broadly, archival records can be extremely useful in delivering 

the authenticity element that, as Bryce and Murdy, and Alexander (2017) stress, is an integral 

part of ancestral and heritage tourism. 

  

The use of archives can provide valuable insights into the links between tourism and Corporate 

Social Responsibility. The work of Wells, et al. (2015) explored how successful interventions 

on employees’ perceived satisfaction with environmental behaviours were focusing 

specifically on the heritage tourism workplace. Their analysis involved a longitudinal approach 

and produced findings which, among others, suggested that “knowledge and awareness of 

issues” (2015, p. 31) as well as information and feedback on employees’ behaviour 

substantially affected satisfaction. The usefulness of archival material, which can be used as a 

source of knowledge and to promote awareness of the past, is almost self-evident in this respect. 

Archival sources are the building blocks of historical research which, as Lipartito notes, aims 

at presenting “a complete picture of an event or era, to reveal the features of a period in terms 

that reflect how actors of the time understood their world” (2013, p.  286). Wells, et al. also 

stressed that future studies should aim at exploring the impact of inheritance factors and 

intergenerational aspects of tourism and sustainability, examining, for example, the topic of 

fostering and promoting sustainability from one generation to the next. This argument points 

again to the importance of the use of archival sources and materials, which, precisely because 

they are historical, can allow the study of events from an evolutionary and inter-temporal 

perspective.   

 

The preceding discussion demonstrates that archival research in hospitality and tourism 

research can be a valuable methodological approach. Archive materials can be used to uncover 

new insights from existing datasets and can also be used to test the robustness of existing theory 

in longitudinal or temporal terms by utilising new data sets that allow longer timeframes to be 

analysed. In this sense, and despite its very long history of usage, it offers a degree of novelty 

in methodological terms for hospitality and tourism research that can enhance understanding. 

It can be used on its own, or in conjunction with other approaches, including both contemporary 

and other historical methods.  
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Oral History  

 

Oral history as a research approach has re-emerged somewhat in the last decade as an important 

qualitative methodology. A wave of recent publications reflects the growing recognition of oral 

history as an important research methodology in many branches of the social sciences (Maines 

et al., 2008; Abrams, 2010; Ritchie, 2012; Claus and Marriot, 2012; Tosh, 2013). Oral history 

relies on the recording of the spoken word in either audio or visual form. The respondents are 

usually interviewed in either a semi-structured or a structured format and the data, in the form 

of the recording, is in most cases transcribed verbatim and then analysed and examined by the 

researcher. This approach is beneficial for researchers who are researching timeframes in living 

memory and trying to reconstruct the past using first-hand accounts from people who lived the 

history. In this way, the recordings can be used to supplement other sources such as archival 

data, business records, newspapers, biographies, or as a data source in its own right. The 

researcher can target questions and select themes to trigger recollections of a specific period, a 

person or a moment in the respondent’s life. Similarly, the line of questioning can be used to 

illicit an emotional response and reproduce feelings from an episode during the period of study.  

 

In the construction of business histories, for example, oral histories can help the researcher 

reconstruct the past by using the first-hand accounts of experiences within the organization and 

developing lines of enquiry that help illustrate particular periods of growth, transition, crisis, 

conflict or alternatively, memories of job roles, practices, behaviours, people, management, 

customers and suppliers (Crawford and Bailey, 2019). Moreover, researchers adopting oral 

history have the capacity to give a voice to marginalised, unheard or overlooked groups. In 

addition, oral history provides opportunity to gather data from broad stratum of respondents 

who lived the same experience but can recall moments from their own unique perspective. This 

has seen oral history used in a broad range of disciplines and covering a range of important 

themes such as gender, sexuality, equality, race, labour and politics. It is this flexibility and 

adaptability of oral history research methodology that provides for the potential of oral history 

to make an important contribution in the field of tourism management. 

 

Despite such potential, oral history as a research method does have some limitations and 

drawbacks. Memory can be an imprecise tool of analysis and can be prone to mistakes, but 

nevertheless offers an important avenue of research for scholars seeking to reconstruct 

hospitality, tourism and leisure experiences (Baastiansen et al., 2019). The inexact nature of 

memory can result in the recollections from respondents being clouded or influenced by the 

narrative and representative constructions of history that have emerged over time. The press, 

publications, media, films and broadcasts that have shaped our understanding of the past can 

influence the memories communicated by respondents and interviewees. Depending on the 

timeframe and periodization of the study the respondents may be elderly and aged, they can be 

recalling periods from a long time ago, or periods of stress, crisis or conflict that can impact on 

how the stories of the past are recollected and retold. Finally, memories of the past are highly 

subjective resulting in one person’s recollections being told from a particular standpoint with 

importance assigned to moments, periods or people that have meaning and value to only the 

respondent. This results in responses being subject to the particular interests, prejudices and 

neutralities of that particular person. As Claus and Marriott (2012, p. 416) explain, “oral history 

concerns itself by definition with living memory which itself places inescapable temporal limits 

on its area of enquiry… Veracity and accuracy is another criticism often levelled at oral history. 

Memory is inherently selective, faulty, deluded and fraught with all sorts of problems as well 
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as revealing and potentially informative”.  However, despite these limitations, there remains 

the scope for oral histories to be an important methodology in tourism research. 

 

In terms of tourism research, oral history has the capacity to provide crucial insights into the 

lived experience of actors in the industry. This is not limited to holidaymakers, tourists, or 

consumers/customers, but also includes a wide-range of patrons such as industry 

representatives, travel agents, hoteliers, retailers, airlines, airports, hospitality and 

employees/employers. Of course, contemporary histories produced using oral histories are 

limited by the fact that human lifespan and memory may restrict studies with timeframes of 

more than seventy-five years. However, broader historical perspectives can be produced by 

piecing together and linking oral histories produced by, for example, successive generations of 

stakeholders; for example, a person living today may be able to recall memories from 60 years 

ago. This can be combined with an oral history recorded by their predecessor or parent from 

50 years ago providing a broader perspective of a century of development and history.  

 

In general terms, the intersection of tourism and history has tended to manifest in studies on 

the development of tourism in specific destinations, regions and places (Middleton and 

Lickorish, 2007; Williams, 2008; Gentry, 2015; Lazarević, 2018; Liechty, 2005; Little and 

Bradley, 2016; Buswell, 2011). However, what appears absent from many of these studies is 

the use of oral histories to supplement the wealth of documentary and/or archival research. A 

recent study by Bremner and Wikitera (2016, p. 263) examines the use of history in tourism 

but makes only rudimentary mention of how Maori histories have been “primarily 

communicated though a complex system of oral ancestral narratives” which leans towards the 

notion of oral history passed down through the generations help create a sense of collective 

identity. In Buswell’s (2011, p. 198) study on tourism and history in Mallorca no oral histories 

were collated with only a single reference to an interview conducted in a local newspaper. One 

instance of oral history being used to supplement historical research in tourism in provided by 

Liechty (2005, p. 25) who includes an excerpt from a Nepalese executive who recalled the 

‘hippie’ invasion in the 1960s and how this shaped the local perceptions of ‘white’ tourists in 

the region. In the main, the utility of oral history in tourism research is largely fragmented, 

piecemeal, and anecdotal. Nevertheless, it remains an area of rich potential, particularly in 

developing countries where tourism is an important driver of economic development but where 

also archival materials are often difficult to come by (Decker, 2013). Oral traditions and 

testimonies can therefore be recorded and utilised in lieu of archival holdings to develop 

hospitality and tourism opportunities (MacKenzie and Gannon, 2019). 

 

There are a limited amount of studies that explore the utility of oral history as an appropriate 

methodology in tourism research. Towner (1988) provided some early insight into the value 

and function of oral history in tourism research. He suggested that oral history would be 

particularly useful in providing ‘valuable insight into the importance of tourism for different 

social groups’ (Towner, 1998, p. 51). Building on this he asserts that oral history would not 

only provide crucial knowledge on the growth of tourism in general during the twentieth 

century but also the growth of tourism across different social groups, for example, the less 

privileged (Ibid., p.  56). Likewise, Trapp-Fallon (2003) argues that oral history provides a 

valuable outlet for reflexive ‘shared’ researcher-subject interaction (2003, p. 297). This article 

not only provides a defence of oral history as a novel methodological approach in tourism 

studies but also provides an illustrative case that demonstrates how it can be used effectively. 

Trapp-Fallon refers to the ‘life-story’ (or biography) approach that involves in-depth interviews 

on a particular subject and provides crucial insights into the lived experience (Ibid., p. 300). 

This study outlines exactly how oral history can be used in providing ‘meaning’ to tourism and 
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leisure; these interviews and oral recollections can contribute to the creation of narratives that 

then can be used in marketing, publicity and heritage studies. The narratives can also be used 

in conjunction with other resources such as photographs, archival and documentary data which, 

Trapp-Fallon believes, sheds light on the ‘what cannot be seen’ and, for example, reveals ‘the 

meaning and interpretation of his or her photographs’ (Ibid., p. 302).  

 

Oral histories can be used to develop the perspectives on a time, place or location as perceived 

by the holidaymakers, the consumers, and the local businesses. These reminiscences can be 

valuable in allowing historians of tourism to understand the growth (or decline) of particular 

destinations and social, cultural and environmental impact of tourism over time. Trapp-Fallon 

explains the two-fold advantages of this approach in her study of the South Wales canals during 

the twentieth century. In the first instance the use of oral history enabled the researcher to 

provide insights into ‘how the waterways were contextualised into everyday experience’ 

building a history-from-below perspective that had been absent from the narratives. 

Furthermore, oral histories enabled her to develop a sense of how the waterways ‘formed part 

of the physical and emotional landscape of south Wales over the 20th Century’ (Ibid., p. 303). 

Here, Trapp-Fallon has demonstrated how oral histories can benefit historical tourism studies. 

Recent studies have built on this by demonstrating how oral history has been used to illustrate 

specific issues in leisure and tourism. For example, a study by Walton (2009, p. 788) 

demonstrates how oral histories and life stories collected from ordinary tourism workers has 

contributed to our understanding of labour rights in Las Vegas. Similarly, a study by Tung and 

Ritchie (2011) uses the reminiscences of 42 interviewees to uncover details of identity 

formation, family milestones, relationships and nostalgia in the senior travel market. These 

papers provide evidence of how oral histories have been used successfully in recent travel and 

leisure studies. 

 

This section has demonstrated how oral histories can be used as an important methodology in 

tourism studies. There is much scope for oral histories to complement the traditional research 

methods used in tourism and leisure studies. Oral history, for example, can supplement 

documentary analysis of textual resources such as brochures, pamphlets, travel diaries and 

memoirs. Oral history can be used in conjunction with photographic evidence. Photographs 

can often provoke reminiscences that can help build a narrative around a particular period, 

timeframe, region and destination. Oral histories can help build the perspective of 

holidaymakers, holiday destinations and stakeholders who can recall their lived experiences. 

These are crucial in helping researchers to understand the growth and decline of particular 

places and the social, cultural, economic and environmental impact this has had on resident 

populations. Collecting several oral histories can provide a broader perspective from different 

viewpoints on developments within in the tourism industries over time. The data collated 

during the process of conducting oral histories has the potential to be a rich source of 

information that can be used by tourism industry representatives in marketing and publicity. 

This can be used as a source of competitive advantage, especially in generating interest in 

destinations. Moreover, there is scope for the use of oral history to contribute to specific areas 

of tourism research. Especially in relation to issues of cultural heritage, the development of 

popular destinations and the sense of identity that encapsulates regions and places around the 

world. 

 

Biography and Prosopography  

 

Biography is a well-established form of writing in business and management studies (Fellman, 

2014), particularly in studies on successful business people. A number of recent works 
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(Maclean et al., 2017; MacKenzie and Gannon, 2019) have emerged suggesting that 

intrinsically historical methods such as biography can help reveal new insights. In hospitality 

and tourism studies, a number of international hoteliers and hospitality magnates have been 

profiled in biographies and autobiographies, including Conrad Hilton (Maclean et al., 2017), 

Bill Marriott (Marriott and Brown, 2013), Cesar Ritz (Barr, 2018), and Kemmons Wilson of 

Holiday Inn (Kerr and Wilson, 1996). Biographies often provide revealing accounts of industry 

leaders (Huber et al, 2017) which can illustrate the value of individual historical analysis at the 

micro level. Taken as collective analysis in the form of prosopography, collective biographical 

studies offer the potential for reading across a range of spatial, temporal, environmental, and 

cultural dimensions. A particular strength of biographies as a resource in hospitality and 

tourism studies is demonstrated by their ability to cast light on individuals at a variety of levels: 

from the experiences of a successful founder and CEO, through to a single traveller. The 

centrality of focus on individual actors allows for a deeper examination of a subject or 

phenomenon that can often yield new insights that cannot be drawn as easily from quantitative 

approaches. Such biographies are interesting but can remain discrete stories of singular success 

or failure. Taken collectively as the basis for prosopographical analysis however, they can offer 

potential for exploring patterns across different periods and places that can unveil 

commonalities in explaining explanatory factors in certain outcomes.   

 

Biographies are typically written on individual subjects, and usually with access to private 

documentation such as diaries, correspondence, notes, company documents, and sometimes 

using oral histories collected from the subject themselves. They can be based solely on 

interviews with the subject (and those who know/knew the subject), access to official 

documentation, questionnaires, press reports, and other sources of knowledge on the subject; 

or they can be based on no access at all to the subject (sometimes called ‘unauthorised’ 

biographies). Autobiographies (which can often be ghost written by anonymous authors) are 

typically based on the recollection and retelling of past events and decisions taken by the 

subject but are also subject to memory decay. What this requires then, in all instances, is 

triangulation on the part of the biographer to ensure that the subject matter is treated with as 

much objectivity as possible should this be the desired approach (some biographies are paid 

for by subjects where objectivity is not necessarily desired, resulting in hagiographies). 

Triangulation of materials, sources, and even perspectives is often necessary for historians 

seeking to understand silences, missing information, and potential misinformation (Decker, 

2013) in the writing of biographies. The 5 Cs can then be utilised as a framework by historians 

in understanding and undertaking such research. For the purposes of hospitality and tourism 

research, deploying the 5 Cs ensures historical thinking is present in the research process as 

well as in the execution of the work. Concomitant to this is the recognition of the duality of 

purpose in historical research to both reveal and explain development over time.  

 

The art of the biography is one that treads a fine line between hagiography and cynicism 

(Elsner, 1997), so should be treated with care by scholars seeking to utilise its methods. The 

long history of biographies illustrates both an existing resource and a potentially rich 

opportunity for hospitality and tourism scholars seeking to widen their methodological 

approaches in pursuit of knowledge in the field. For example, seeking to understand certain 

firm strategies could be revealed through an in-depth analysis of the CEO’s career for a top-

down analysis, or through the lived experience of hospitality workers at the bottom of the 

economic pyramid (Walton, 2009). Depending on the issues being analysed biographies offer 

a well-established in-depth approach to understanding individual behaviours, achievements, 

and engagements with their surroundings in a way that other methodologies cannot. Used as 

building blocks for prosopographical analysis, the individualistic nature of the subject material 
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can be mitigated by reading across and between cases to help build new theory in line with 

approaches elsewhere in the contemporary business and management discipline (Eisenhardt 

and Graebner, 2007). 

 

Prosopography has a long history of usage, dating back to the sixteenth century (Barnes, 2007, 

pg. 72), and is the method of collective biography or reading across multiple biographies to 

glean insights into certain phenomena. The English historian Lawrence Stone wrote of 

prosopography as “the investigation of the common background characteristics of a group of 

actors in history by means of a collective study of their lives” (Stone, 1971, pg. 46). Recent 

work has described it as "a means of profiling any group of recorded persons linked by any 

common factor" (Magdalino, 2003, pg. 44). Prosopography lends itself well to studies of 

certain industries and organizations due to its need for clear parameters in analysing groups.  

This is demonstrated by the classic business history works by Erickson (1959) and Crouzet 

(1985), and more recent work by Fellman (2014). For a subject like hospitality and tourism 

management, prosopographical analysis has the dual benefit of offering qualitative and 

quantitative methodological approaches. These enable both micro-level deep dive work into 

the behaviours of individuals, and broader generalisations of group behaviours over time. 

Prosopography provides the option of focusing on a broad stratum of groups such as families, 

owners, workers, users, or other stakeholders (policymakers, investors, entrepreneurs, other 

government officials, etc). Given that hospitality and tourism management is focused on 

multiple territories and time periods, prosopographical analysis offers significant potential due 

to its focus on spatiality and temporality. Consequently, it allows for both the creation and 

testing of new and existing theories in line with a number of recent calls in business and 

management studies (Maclean et al, 2017; Kipping and Üsdiken, 2014). 

 

Prosopography has typically focused on the analysis of patterns of behaviour amongst elites 

(Cassis, 2002; Fellman, 2014) in part because biographies tend to be written about such people. 

One approach could then be used in hospitality and tourism studies through the deployment of 

prosopography to analyse for example web-based datasets of biographies such as Who’s Who, 

or the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, both of which are significant historical 

resources for scholars. Further, with the advent of Big Data, prosopographical analysis could 

be deployed with fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis to offer a further opportunity to 

utilise its methodological approach to build better understanding of large-scale biographical 

datasets. Alternatively, the existence of a large number of travel biographies could allow for 

prosopographical analysis to be deployed in analysis of the experience and motivations of 

travellers and other actors in the field. Similarly, with the growing amounts of data being 

collected across every sector of the tourism industries, prosopography can help with building 

profiles of tourists, operators, owners, and other stakeholders.  

 

Recent work by Booth uses prosopography as “a distinctive research method to recover the 

lives of groups of people” (Booth, 2016, pg. 63). By using biographies as her dataset, Booth 

explores literary tourism and examines what draws tourists to certain locations, illustrating a 

contemporary use of the method. The dataset that Booth used was the Collective Biographies 

of Women database covering the period 1830-1950, containing 8600 individual biographies 

gleaned from 1200 books that contained three or more short biographies of women (University 

of Virginia, 2019). From there Booth explores the homes of writers across spatial (U.K. and 

U.S.A.) and temporal (eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) dimensions to explain literary 

tourism behaviours, revealing new insights into the subject that would otherwise have remained 

hidden from view. In this sense, biographies can offer a window in the past that help us 

understand how popular destinations and heritage sites have emerged throughout history. She 
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then uses multiple biographies in this way to develop her analysis accordingly. Such uses of 

prosopographical analysis in hospitality and tourism research remain relatively rare however, 

despite its potential to aid understanding and use of existing knowledge and datasets. Unveiling 

commonalities across subjects, time, and place and using parameters such as literary tourism 

conditions helped Booth illustrate the potential of the methodology as well as how to engage 

other subjects and methods in her work – without prosopography such work would not have 

been possible.  

 

Discussion 

 

Each of the three historical methodologies outlined above offer significant potential to aid our 

understanding of hospitality and tourism research on three levels: on an individual basis; 

combined with each other; or supplementary to other existing widely used methodologies. This 

study has demonstrated the benefit of each of the three approaches. Each historical 

methodology covered here is well-established in other disciplines with significant canons of 

work available to show hospitality and tourism scholars the value of historical methodologies 

if considered and deployed appropriately.  

 

Insert table 1 Historical Methods about here. 

 

Concomitant to this is the importance of adherence to the 5 Cs articulated by Andrews and 

Burke in helping appropriately situate historical thinking into such approaches. By considering 

the importance of change over time, context, causality, contingency, and complexity in the 

field of hospitality and tourism, researchers can utilise this framework in their projects to derive 

both intellectual and practical benefits.  

 

In practical terms, the above approaches have been utilised in hospitality and tourism 

management in the Scotch whisky industry to develop a number of attractions and sector-led 

approaches to building capacity in the industry based on the value of historical approaches. 

Scotch whisky tourism comprises over 1.9 million visitors per year to distilleries, with 

spending of around £61 million. (Scotch Whisky Magazine, 2019). Scotch whisky tourism has 

developed over the last thirty years with an explicit focus on the heritage and history of whisky 

distilling in Scotland. Stretching from the capital Edinburgh to the most peripheral areas of the 

country, Scotch whisky tourism has developed along historical lines of whisky distilling 

locations utilising historical narratives of people, place, and heritage to create hospitality and 

tourist destinations across the country (Visit Scotland, 2019a). Distillery tours extoll the 

historical nature of the spirit’s distillation, highlighting the changing role of individual whisky 

pioneers, entrepreneurs, families, and their locales (Visit Scotland, 2019b). Consistent within 

this is recognition of the 5Cs, as well as the three main historical approaches outlined in this 

paper – many of the distilleries utilise oral testimonies of former workers, biographies of 

owners, and archival documentation such as distilling notes or ledger books to create 

immersive tourist experiences focused around whisky’s heritage and history.  

 

By building narratives around the brands, the history of the distilleries themselves, and the 

development of the sector, Scotch whisky has utilised each of the different constituent parts of 

the 5Cs to create practical outcomes for hospitality and tourism development purposes. The 

industry has deployed change over time to illustrate innovation in the industry, causality to 

celebrate the achievements of its production and distribution successes in growing a global 

industry, contingency in identifying and lauding the actions of key entrepreneurs, and 

complexity in reinventing itself around the variety of whiskies now available in the market and 
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celebrating the heritage of this. The outcome of these activities has been the creation of a certain 

mythology around the industry’s heritage which has created significant opportunities for 

hospitality and tourism activities as an adjacent and growing supplementary industry in 

Scotland. Similar outcomes could be achieved elsewhere in the world with identification of 

historical assets to create hospitality and tourist attractions based upon heritage, traditions, and 

natural assets.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Hospitality and tourism research is a pluralistic subject that encompasses a wide range of 

research methodologies that have combined to offer a more holistic and detailed understanding 

of the subject. Surveys, ethnographies, diaries, content analysis, semi-structured interviews and 

panel data analysis, amongst other approaches, have all been deployed to better understand the 

subject over the years, often with an overt focus on contemporary understanding rather than 

the development of phenomena or understanding over time. On this basis, historical methods 

such as archival research, oral histories, and biography and prosopography have largely been 

overlooked. This presents the opportunity for hospitality and tourism scholars to incorporate 

these historical methods and further develop their interest and understanding of the subject. 

Consistent within this is a recognition that knowledge is incomplete and developing. This 

requires then a wider perspective on the subject that encompasses not only analysis of the 

present and recent, but also of the wider and longer run past. Historical methods allow for this 

if used carefully and consistently and can unveil patterns of change, the role of contingency, 

and, of course, change over time. For researchers in hospitality and tourism seeking to expand 

their range of research methodologies, historical approaches offer the dual benefit of both 

transparency in data and methodological rigour allowing for a more complete research 

approach.  
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