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Plate 6.6: Clifden town 
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The evidence of a shared vision and a culture for tourism that is so perceptible in 

Killarney is very clearly absent in Clifden.  While the research on Killarney provided 

ample evidence of this culture, for example in the comments of respondents such as 

tourism is ‘a way of life’ and there is ‘oneness in the town’ with regard to tourism and 

‘this is their culture and tradition’.  There was no such evidence or comments from 

respondents in Clifden.  Despite that fact that tourism is considered an important 

industry, it has not formed a fundamental part of Clifden’s identity in the same way as it 

has in Killarney. 

 

This is where the real difference between Clifden and Killarney becomes apparent, the 

culture of the area and the environment in which tourism firms and individuals operate 

are distinctly different.  In Killarney a strong social milieu binds the industry together 

‘by a socio-cultural identity and trust’ (Schmitz, 1993: 26), and underpins ‘a complex, 

highly social process rooted in an industrial community’ similar to that found by 

Saxenian (1996: 56-57) in Silicon Valley.  The development of a social milieu in 

Killarney has occurred over time, and the beginnings of a shared culture for tourism is 

evident from the 1700s, strongly influenced by Thomas Browne.  While John D’Arcy 

shared a desire to see his town flourish and thrive, he did not share the vision for 

tourism that was a key feature of Thomas Browne’s plans for Killarney.  In contrast to 

Killarney where the memory of Thomas Browne and his contribution to tourism is very 

much alive, John D’Arcy is hardly mentioned by respondents in Clifden, ‘it seems 

strange today that this ambitious man to whom we owe the very existence of our town 

should be almost forgotten in our community’ (Villiers-Tuthill, 1982: 34).  In addition, 

John D’Arcy’s son, Hyacinth, who took over as landlord when his father died, had little 
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vision for the town.  Similarly, the Eyre family, who purchased the estate from the 

D’Arcey family, were largely absentee landlords and again had no influence or vision 

for tourism development.  Also of significance was their inability (or lack of interest) in 

influencing a visit to Clifden by King Edward during his travels through Connemara in 

1903.  This is in stark contrast to Killarney where the local landlords were instrumental 

to the visit of Queen Victoria in 1861, which was fundamental to its tourism industry. 

 

Another noteworthy point is that the intentional encouragement of others to become 

involved in the industry that formed the bedrock of early tourism development in 

Killarney is not evident in Clifden.  The sense of place and self-reliance rooted in the 

awareness of the opportunities for tourism that was a major feature of the early industry 

in Killarney is not reflected in Clifden’s history.  A point made by two key informants, 

that some areas in Ireland see tourism ‘as a solution to a problem not as a business’ 

results, they felt, in a very particular approach to development where the areas ‘never 

really embrace the industry’ (P.Breathnach, personal communication, 5th July, 2005) as 

‘it needs to be more than an economic motive’ (M. Jackson, personal communication, 

28th July, 2005), is reflected in tourism development in Clifden, and is rooted in its 

history.  The relevance of this is that the culture of tourism that is evident in Killarney 

and the environment in which tourism firms operate, differs considerably in Clifden.  

The shared identity and social milieu which has proven to be an intrinsic part of tourism 

development and which remains an important feature of the tourism industry in 

Killarney up to the present day has not been a feature of tourism development in 

Clifden. 
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The absence of a social milieu is evident in the way in which tourism has developed in 

the town.  While, in a similar way to Killarney, the tourism industry is characterised by 

the influence of a small number of individuals and family businesses, the role that they 

have played differs in the sense that there is no evidence of the leadership or of the co-

operation that is characteristic of the industry in Killarney.  The influence of ‘tourist 

influentials’, as identified by Lewis (1998) and which have been fundamental to tourism 

development in Killarney, is not apparent in the same way in Clifden. In addition, while 

proximity and family connections are factors in Clifden, the shared interest and the 

collective awareness of the importance of tourism to the town is not shared.  This is 

evident in some of the comments of interview respondents who explained that ‘Clifden 

is 100% dependent on tourism and it always has been ...even though they don’t realise 

it’ (C. Murray, personal communication, 21st June, 2006), ‘Clifden is a great town if 

people here would allow it to be run as a tourism town’, businesses in Clifden ‘are 

making more of an effort now but not in the past’ (A. O’Halloran, personal 

communication, 22nd June, 2006).  In Clifden, while there is physical proximity and 

family connections there is no evidence of a widespread cultural proximity with regards 

to tourism.  The lack of collective support for development is apparent in the actions of 

a manager of a key hotel, just outside of Clifden, who explained that his hotel send 

people to the more distant town of Westport in Mayo rather than to Clifden as ‘it is a 

much nicer place to visit ... as Clifden has little to offer and is not very proactive’ (R. 

Coonihan, personal communication, 24th June, 2006).  Similarly another local business 

man explained that he would ‘rarely base a tour solely on Connemara’ (M. Gibbons, 

personal communication, 21st June, 2006).     
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Another notable feature is in relation to the Arts Festival which was founded in 1977, 

and is acknowledged as having had a major impact on tourism by bringing hordes of 

people in the shoulder season.  The founder of the festival, Brendan Flynn, a local 

school master, explained that his primary reason for starting it was to bring culture to 

the local community.  He explained that ‘the festival was never developed with tourism 

in mind but has had an impact in drawing tourists to the area in ever increasing 

numbers’.  It has received government support in the form of grant aid and ‘has helped 

extend the tourism season to the end of September’ (B. Flynn, personal communication, 

23rd June, 2006).  While the work of Flynn in developing the festival has had a positive 

impact on tourism development, this was never the primary motive.  Flynn clarified that 

in relation to the next festival, which would feature a major international musical artist, 

he would prefer to ‘sell all those tickets locally’ rather than market them to a broader 

audience (B. Flynn, personal communication, 23rd June, 2006).  While he acknowledges 

the positive impact the festival has had on tourism in Clifden, Flynn’s key focus 

remains on the benefit of bringing culture to the local community.  The relevance of this 

is in the mind-set, tourism in this instance was not the first priority for developing the 

festival and again this contrasts with Killarney where a similar festival ‘Killarney 

Summer fest’ was developed by a local business entrepreneur primarily with the 

intention of attracting tourists in the off-peak season.   
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6.5.1 Differing tourism environments -Professional Milieu 

 

Another feature of the tourism industry in Killarney is the existence of a strong 

professional milieu. The importance of a professional milieu is that it recognises the 

importance of social connections made through individuals having worked for each 

other, with each other or for the same firm for example.  The fact that in Killarney many 

hotel managers have worked for the same companies and are actively involved in the 

local and national IHF and the local Chamber of Tourism and Commerce has provided a 

basis for the development of a strong professional milieu.   Clifden is a much smaller 

town than Killarney and its tourism infrastructure is not as well developed, with fewer 

hotels and infrastructure and, in particular, less movement by employees between jobs, 

there is less opportunity for the development of a professional milieu.  In addition, 

outside of the Chamber of Commerce in Clifden, there are little opportunities for formal 

networking.  In Killarney, hotel owners and managers in particular, have a history of 

involvement in organisations (such as the local Chamber of Tourism and Commerce 

and the local and national IHF), which provide a good opportunity for networking.  In 

Clifden, the local Chamber of Commerce, which has been in existence since 1991, 

offers some opportunity for networking, however one interview respondent explained 

that while ‘large businesses are members of the Chamber’ they ‘don’t really get too 

involved in its running’ (A. O’Neill, personal communication, 21st June, 2006). 

 

The Killarney case shows that there is strength in action that involves individual tourism 

service providers operating as a business community rather than depending on un-

coordinated individual action.  The lack of a social or professional milieu has resulted in 

firms and individuals in Clifden taking a more fragmented and un-coordinated approach 



 

to development as there is no strong sense of community

has influenced the structure of the industry and the relations between tourism operators, 

key factors that are discussed next.

 

6.6 Industry structure: a propensity for individualism 

 

Clifden shares with Killarney a propensity for entrepreneurialism, in fact in both cases 

the industry is dominated by primarily small, locally owned firms.  Despite Villiers

Tuthill (1986) claim that few business owners in Clifden have previously come from

area, 69% of business owners who took part in the survey originated from Clifden 

(figure 6.2), however, the handing down of tourism businesses through generations is 

less of a feature in the area. 

 

Figure 6.2: Where business owners in Clifden origi
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to development as there is no strong sense of community in the tourism industry.  This 

has influenced the structure of the industry and the relations between tourism operators, 

key factors that are discussed next. 
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: Where business owners in Clifden originate from 
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has influenced the structure of the industry and the relations between tourism operators, 

Clifden shares with Killarney a propensity for entrepreneurialism, in fact in both cases 

the industry is dominated by primarily small, locally owned firms.  Despite Villiers-

Tuthill (1986) claim that few business owners in Clifden have previously come from the 

area, 69% of business owners who took part in the survey originated from Clifden 

(figure 6.2), however, the handing down of tourism businesses through generations is 

 

  N=34 
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These local businesses have, as suggested by Ritchie & Crouch (2003) amongst others, 

utilised local resources to attract tourists. They have also played a key role in providing 

tourism infrastructure and services, as well as marketing.  Similar to Killarney, a small 

number of key individuals and families were repeatedly mentioned during the research 

in relation to the impact they have had on tourism development in the area; these 

include; the Sweeney family, the Hughes family, the Foyle family, and the Mannion 

family.  The next section will show that while there is no doubt that these 

entrepreneurial families have played a role in tourism development in Clifden, the way 

in which they have done so differs from the way in which this has happened in 

Killarney.  In particular, it shows that the embeddedness of firms and the 

interdependence between them that characterises the industry in Killarney is less of a 

feature in Clifden.   

 

Throughout the history of tourism development in Killarney key individuals and firms 

have had an important role to play in triggering tourism development and in shaping the 

way in which the industry developed.  In particular, the interdependency between firms 

in Killarney has been critical to the success of tourism.  Tourism in Killarney has been 

built around the provision of a number of traditional tourism products such as jaunting 

car rides, boat rides and guided tours, all provided by the smaller firms in the area.  The 

smaller businesses are reliant on the larger hotels for their marketing power and their 

willingness to use the services of the smaller businesses rather than develop these 

services themselves.  This reciprocal relationship creates a common goal and vision and 

a focus on the success of the area rather than individual businesses.  In Clifden, there is 

evidence of a very different approach to development.  Some of the larger firms in 
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Clifden have tended to develop through a process of vertical integration, allowing them 

to provide different elements of the tourism product.  As a result, there is an absence of 

interdependence between businesses and the focus for development tends more towards 

the individual firm rather than the area as a whole.  This becomes evident on 

examination of the way in which some of the key family firms in Clifden have 

developed.  

 

6.6.1 John Sweeney and the Sweeney Family 

 

The Sweeney family are an old Co. Galway family (originally from Claddaghduff) 

whose business interests in Clifden began many years ago with a family pub called 

‘Sweeney’s’. Today the family, in particular John and Terry Sweeney have many 

business interests both in Clifden and across Ireland.  The family do not primarily 

operate within the tourism sector, in fact, John Sweeney’s portfolio of businesses, 

illustrated in table 6.1, extends to include: an oil distribution company, service stations 

and convenience retail outlets, a diverse property and investment portfolio including a 

number of hotel interests under the Marriott and Holiday Inn brands, as well as the 

Station House development in Clifden and a number of fashion outlets.  Blackshore 

Holdings, John Sweeney’s holding company is also involved in the development and 

sales of Connemara Ponies.  The company’s extensive Station House Development in 

Clifden, includes the Station House Hotel and holiday apartments as well as numerous 

retail outlets. 
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John Sweeney 
Blackshore Properties Ltd. 

Terry Sweeney Jointly Owned Businesses 

Station House Hotel, Clifden  E.J. Kings Bar, Clifden Westwood House, Galway 
Station House Holiday 
Apartments, Clifden 

Buster Brownes Pub, Galway. Holiday Inn, Killarney. 

Station House, Bar Clifden  Kirby’s Restaurant Galway 

 

 

Design Platform Fashion Outlet 
in Clifden (also other locations 
in Ireland) 

Westwood Bar and restaurant, 
Co. Galway  

 

Connemara pony breeding and 
sales. 

School House Hotel, 
Ballsbridge, Dublin. 

 

Station House Development 
Clifden – various properties; 
retail, apartments etc... 

  

Johnstown Spa Hotel Enfield, 
Co. Meath 

  

Major shareholder in the 
Shelbourne Hotel, Dublin. 

  

Service stations and 
convenience retail outlets in the 
west of Ireland (approximately 
20) 

  

Sweeney Oil: An oil 
Distribution in the West of 
Ireland. 

  

 

 

The Sweeney family are developers, and their business interests, both in tourism and in 

Clifden are among many other business interests across Ireland.  The Station House 

development in Clifden, which was developed on the site of the original railway, was 

acknowledged by one respondent as ‘a tax development not a personal business’.  While 

the Sweeney family has developed one of the largest hotels in Clifden, and have 

Table 6.1: Overview of businesses owned by the Sweeney family  

(The shading indicates businesses located in Clifden.) 
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interests in other tourism related businesses in the area, their business interests stretch 

beyond tourism and beyond Clifden.  There is no doubt that this development provides 

infrastructure and marketing support for the area, for example, one respondent 

explained that ‘the Sweeney’s have developed the old railway station, they also have an 

oil business and have a strong marketing group’ which according to the respondent 

benefits the area (A. O’Halloran, 22nd June, 2006).  However, this does not present a 

picture of a firm embedded in the area, instead it shows that one of the larger family 

owned businesses in Clifden is owned by developers whose interests are not primarily 

in tourism, nor in Clifden.  Of particular significance is the fact that the Sweeney family 

has expanded its businesses in Clifden across a range of sectors allowing it to provide a 

number of elements of the tourism product in the area, including accommodation, bar 

and restaurant as well as retail.  This reduces its interdependence on other firms in the 

area and feeds the spirit of individualism that is a characteristic of the tourism industry 

in the area.  

  

6.6.2 The Hughes Family and the Abbey Glen Hotel 

 

The Hughes family took over the Glenowen House Hotel in 1969 and developed it into 

the Abbeyglen Castle, one of Connemara’s most prestigious hotels.  Paul Hughes and 

the Hughes family were acknowledged by 23% of survey respondents as contributing 

most to tourism development in the area.  The work of the Hughes family is recognised 

in their marketing efforts to lengthen the tourism season and generate year round 

business.  One survey respondent explained that the Abbey Glen works at keeping year 

round business that helps the area but that there is no co-operation with other local 
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businesses, while another explained that the Abbey Glen is a hugely successful business 

started by the father (Paul Hughes) ‘... he has been hugely important in promoting the 

town constantly and is very creative’.  The Hughes family provide important 

infrastructure to the town and through the marketing of its own business has attracted 

visitors to the area.  Unlike the Sweeney family, the Hughes family business interests 

are based in Clifden, however, the Hughes family has followed a similar strategy of 

vertical integration having recently opened ‘Connemara Safari’, a walking centre 

located in the grounds of the hotel, offering guided walks in Connemara.  This is 

another example of firms following a more independent strategy of development, 

allowing them to specialise in more than one sector of the industry.   

 

Although the Hughes family’s diversification into other sectors of the tourism industry 

is not as extensive as that of the Sweeney family it is another example of a more 

independent approach to development.  As both of these families own some of the 

largest and more influential businesses in Clifden it is not surprising to note that the 

trends they set with regards to business development are apparent in other businesses in 

Clifden.  The Foyle family, for example, whose parents opened Foyle’s hotel in the 

1930s, reflect Feldman et. al’s. (2005) claim that local entrepreneurs may become serial 

entrepreneurs with deep roots in the community.  Over the years, the family have 

extended their ownership to a number of other hotels, all owned and run by family 

members.  In addition, they have extended their business to include a restaurant and bar 

also run by members of the family.  Similarly the Mannion family, an old Clifden 

family, operate both a bicycle rental business and a bar in the town amongst other non-

tourism related businesses. 
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While the tourism industry in Clifden reflects aspects of that of Killarney in relation to 

the pervasiveness of family owned businesses, the structure of the industry differs 

considerably in both areas.  The more individual approach to development by tourism 

businesses in Clifden is contrary to that of some of the larger businesses in Killarney 

who have tended to stick to their core business and utilise the services of smaller 

businesses to provide additional products and services to their customers.  This 

interdependence in Killarney is a conscious decision by many of these businesses who, 

although aware that they could provide some of these services themselves, would prefer 

to support local businesses by ‘putting the business their way’ (P. O’Donoghue, 

personal communication, 18th November, 2005).  In Clifden, the focus for development 

has primarily been on individual businesses rather than on the area in general.  The 

collective vision that underpins tourism development in Killarney is not evident in 

Clifden as businesses tend to follow a more independent path of development.  The 

extent and pervasiveness of this individualistic approach to development is clear from 

some of the comments made by survey and interview respondents:  ‘there is a long 

history of businesses ... and they all just work individually, they chat amongst 

themselves and make recommendations but nothing that really influences the 

development of the area’, while another claimed that ‘people are very insular here ... 

they just focus on their own business’ (confidential personal communication, June, 

2006).  One interview respondent noted that the ‘larger businesses have been good for 

the area as they bring in tourists but this is largely for the benefit of their own 

development not for the town in general, there is obviously a spin-off for other small 

businesses but this could be better if they worked together’ (R. Flaherty, personal 

communication, 22nd June, 2006).  Another explained that when it comes to doing 

business in Clifden ‘it’s a very individualistic based business and the great strength of it 
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has been the individuals, they are the strong promoters but often they are not as 

informed about their own area as they should be’ (M. Gibbons, personal 

communication, 21st June, 2006). This individual approach to development is a key 

factor in tourism development in Clifden and one that does not, according to Ritchie & 

Crouch (2003), underpin success.  

 

What is evident in Clifden is that the individual businesses each have an influence on 

tourism development through providing infrastructure and through their marketing 

efforts.  However, in contrast to Killarney the extent of their influence is more limited.  

In some cases, their businesses are part of a portfolio of businesses that stretch beyond 

Clifden and beyond tourism, while in others their approach to development is to focus 

on their individual business or businesses largely unaware of their impact on the broader 

tourism community.  In Killarney, the influence of local individuals and family 

businesses goes beyond provision of infrastructure and marketing, their approach to 

development has stimulated the actions of others and the deliberate dependence of 

larger businesses on smaller businesses for aspects of the tourism product allows 

smaller businesses to thrive. 

 

Dei Ottati’s (2002: 453) finding that in industrial districts ‘once a firm has reached an 

efficient scale it ... displays a tendency to remain focused on its core business, and to 

aggregate with other firms specializing in complementary activities’, is more a feature 

of the tourism industry in Killarney than of Clifden.  While in Clifden these businesses 

may not intentionally be avoiding using the services of other businesses, the fact is that 

the attitude to development in Clifden is different; it tends more towards the individual 

firm whereas in Killarney it tends more towards the collective area.  The organised set 
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of local interdependencies within which interrelations take place, as recognised by 

Sforzi (1989), is not part of the structure of the tourism industry in Clifden, where there 

is more of an individual focus on the short-term than on a long-term collective interest.  

The real difference here is not just in the action of vertical integration but in the obvious 

lack of awareness of the influence that a more interdependent approach can have on 

development.  In Killarney, larger firms use the services of smaller firms to provide a 

complete product for their customers thereby creating business for the smaller firms in 

the area.  In turn the smaller firms ensure the quality of service and product that is 

offered to the customer and allow the larger hotels to offer a seamless product to their 

customer.   This also helps to preserve traditional tourism products such as the jaunting 

cars in Killarney, which, while a feature of the industry in Clifden in 1853 (Hall & Hall, 

1853a) have long since disappeared.   Contrary to this, the larger hotels in Clifden while 

also attracting visitors through their marketing efforts, have a narrower impact on 

development of the area as the interdependencies between firms are not as evident.  In 

some instances, as outlined above, these larger firms choose to provide add-on or 

peripheral services to their customers rather than outsource or utilise the services of 

other local firms.  While this may not be a deliberate decision, it is indicative of the 

absence of a collective vision in the area.   The structure of the tourism industry in 

Clifden reflects the findings of Saxenian (1996) on Route 128 where the industrial 

structure was defined by the search for corporate self-sufficiency and firms that had 

self-contained and vertically integrated structures.  Tourism businesses in Clifden stand 

alone; they are not part of an intricate community of firms whose reciprocal relations 

serve to strengthen the area and in turn the individual businesses.  Evidence of this more 

fragmented approach to development is also apparent in the fact that tourism businesses 

in Clifden are less likely to co-operate than was the case in Killarney.  The tourism 
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industry in Clifden is more individual or family oriented with no focus on co-operation 

or collaboration.  In fact, the structure of the tourism industry in Clifden is one where 

rivalries are intense, as was the case in Killarney, but unlike Killarney, there is little 

evidence of co-operation.    

 

6.7 Inter-firm relations in Clifden  

 

Inter-firm relations in Clifden are less complex than those of Killarney.  The 

independent and more fragmented approach to tourism development is apparent in the 

lack of co-operation between tourism businesses.  Rather than a long-term collective 

approach where competition and co-operation coexist and form a critical part of the way 

in which the industry develops, the tourism industry in Clifden is characterised by 

intense rivalries with little evidence of collaboration between businesses.  Similar to 

Killarney, the research shows strong rivalry between tourism firms in the area with 80% 

of respondents claiming that their main competitors were located in Clifden (figure 6.3).  

The extent of this rivalry is evident in the rhetoric of one respondent who claimed that 

‘there is no history of co-operation in Clifden but there is a lot of rivalry and business 

politics and as a result they [local business people] don’t really co-operate’ (confidential 

personal communication, June, 2006). 
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Figure 6.3: Location of main competitors in Clifden
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There is evidence of some informal co-operation in the form of recommendations 

between businesses in Clifden, for example, one interviewee explained that local family 

run businesses ‘know each other and co-operate on a very informal basis’ (O’Hallor

ersonal communication, 22nd June, 2006).  More formal co-operation was evident i
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ed the Clifden co-operative.  The terms of the agreement were that the wood 
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example of formal co-operation is the formation of Connemara Tourism, a marketing 

et up by bed & breakfast (B&B) owners in the broader Connemara 
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 Plate 6.7: Clifden Castle stands in ruins 

Source: http://www.coastguard-station.com/ 

 

This willingness to co-operate is limited, and in general, it is not a feature of the 

industry.  One survey respondent explained that the reason for this was that business in 

Clifden is ‘very individual’ and that over the years tourism operators have worked 

individually to build their success.  Another interviewee spoke of how ‘there is no unity 

in Clifden, no joint marketing, businesses are very short sighted and co-operation is 

poor, people don’t even talk to each other’, while another explained that she was 

prepared to exchange ideas and co-operate with other businesses but ‘it just doesn’t 

happen’ in Clifden (confidential personal communication, June, 2006).  One survey 

respondent claimed that tourism businesses in Clifden ‘never get their act together’ they 

are ‘talking about developing things for years but no action’.  Further evidence of the 

lack of co-operation and extent of the rivalry between businesses was provided by 

respondents who claimed that ‘there is no co-operation in the town, in fact it is the 
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opposite ... businesses hardly talk to each other, they live in a fish bowl everyone 

watches everyone and they don’t help each other’ and ‘there is no real formal co-

operation, businesses focus on their own business this [co-operation] is something that 

they don’t do here’ (confidential personal communications, June, 2006).  The extent of 

this unwillingness to co-operate is particularly evident in the words of the tourism 

officer for County Galway, who explained that ‘Clifden is one of the trickiest areas in 

my remit ... it is difficult because it doesn’t really work well together’ (C. O’Mahoney, 

personal communication, 20th June, 2006).  She referred to another tourism area in the 

region explaining that ‘in Westport the hotels and industry they get together and they do 

a lot of initiatives together, it’s not as tight in Clifden’ (ibid).   

 

A key characteristic of industrial districts identified by Triglia (1992) which is very 

evident in Killarney is a readiness for co-operation amongst firms; this aids competition 

and the achievement of medium and long-term advantages.  This co-operation has been 

founded, as suggested by Triglia (1992), on a network of trust that is sustained by 

cultural community based features which are strongly tied to the defence of collective 

interests.  The relationships in Killarney, in a similar way to that identified by Saxenian 

(1996) in Silicon Valley, transcend firms and functions, and while rivalry is very 

evident in the area, this rivalry takes place within an environment that prioritises the 

success of the area over that of individual businesses.  The absence of this culture in 

Clifden means that the collective, long-term vision resulting in reciprocal support for 

development of the area is not a feature of the industry.  Instead of a dense network of 

firms, individuals and institutions, the structure of the industry in Clifden is more 

fragmented where each firm is independent.  This is ultimately where Killarney and 

Clifden differ, the existence of both a social and professional milieu in Killarney, 
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founded on a common history and identity in tourism, has underpinned tourism 

development.  This ‘distinctive industrial atmosphere’ (Marshall, 1920) has created an 

environment where willingness to co-operate supersedes rivalries, and where a 

collective vision for development is evident.   In Clifden, the environment in which 

tourism firms and individuals operate is in direct contrast with that of Killarney.  The 

boundaries between firms in Clifden are much more distinct and the system is based 

more on independent firms rather than the community of firms more characteristic of 

the tourism industry in Killarney.  The reason why the environment in both of these 

areas differs so significantly lies in their history and lack of collective vision, which has 

resulted in their differing relationship with tourism.   

 

6.8 The role of institutions and organisations 

 

The industry in Clifden is populated by individuals and individual firms, who do not 

share the collective vision for tourism that is intrinsic to the industry in Killarney.  In 

addition, the dense network of associations and groups that have supported co-operation 

and collaboration, and have been particularly strong lobbying groups in Killarney, is 

also not a feature of the industry in Clifden.  While it does have a Chamber of 

Commerce, it is relatively new having being founded in 1991 (Killarney’s Chamber of 

Tourism and Commerce was founded in 1968) and it was not until 2003 that it began 

developing marketing plans for the area.  While there were positive comments regarding 

the importance of the Chamber for example it ‘provides an opportunity to get involved’ 

(A. O’Halloran, personal communication, 22nd June, 2006), respondents also explained 

that ‘large businesses are members of the Chamber but don’t really get too involved in 

its running’ (A. O’Neill, personal communication, 21st June, 2006) and ‘the chamber is 
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good but it hasn’t been very strong in the past it’s only recently that it has started to 

focus’ (C. Murray, personal communication, 21st June, 2006). 

 

Similarly, while Clifden Rural District Council was in existence in 1899, in 1925, it 

ceased to exist and the area came under the remit of Galway County Council.  This lack 

of control and influence on government at a local level is recognised as a major 

drawback for the area by some respondents.  One interviewee explained that because 

‘Clifden is on the periphery of county Galway’ and because ‘it is not part of the 

Gaeltacht area’ (the Irish speaking area of county Galway) Clifden was ‘often 

overlooked by government’ (R. Flaherty, personal communication, 22nd June, 2006).  

This respondent claimed that the fact that Clifden had no local council was a major 

inhibiting factor as Clifden had ‘very little influence on government decisions’ (ibid).  

Other survey respondents explained that ‘Killarney and Westport have an urban district 

council.  This makes a big difference, they have a voice’ while another explained that in 

Clifden ‘there is no support from local government’.   

 

The impact of the absence of these institutions and associations has resulted in there 

being little focus on networking and lobbying in the area (something that Killarney is 

particularly strong at).  Survey respondents commented that ‘there is a very low 

population in Clifden with very little power and they don’t have a strong voice’; ‘there 

is only one councillor in the town and funding is a big problem, there is no strong 

lobbying group or individuals’.  Others explained that ‘there were coastal grants 

available from government a few years ago but Clifden didn’t get any ... there is no 

focus on working to get these type of grants in the town, things are just let pass by’ and 

‘no local government is an issue as it is more difficult to get things done and there is no 
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focus on lobbying government, the Chamber will help with this but there has been little 

focus in the past’. 

 

The existence of a dense network of business associations and an urban district council 

means that Killarney has been able to enhance its own decision-making and strategic 

capacity and promote a collective vision.  Lewis’s (1998) recognised the role of 

organisations in formalising the tourism industry and supporting co-operation.  Benton 

(1992) and Pyke & Sengenberger (1992) similarly recognised this institutional co-

operation as crucial support for inter and intra-firm co-operation.  In Killarney, a vibrant 

collective vision and long tradition of associations has provided a framework that 

sustains and enhances inter-firm co-operation.  This system of social mobilisation is 

missing in Clifden and the absence of strong institutions and associations means that 

there is no forum to encourage or support collective ideologies and action.  Businesses 

in Clifden, unlike Killarney, do not realise their inherent power and are not sufficiently 

organised enough to inform tourism development in a collective manner.  The lack of 

involvement in organisations and associations also means that tourism operators in 

Clifden are less informed and consequently less in control of what happens in the 

industry than is the case in Killarney.  This was apparent when a purpose built walking 

centre, which was built in the mid-1990s to accommodate hill-walkers and other 

tourists, was a short-time later rented to the Irish Government for use by the Reception 

and Integration Agency (RIA) to provide accommodation to asylum seekers 

(Vanderhurst, 2006).  In relation to this incident, a number of respondents explained 

that while this was ‘detrimental’ to the industry’, no one knew why this happened but 

that ‘there is  a lot of animosity with regard to the closing of the walking centre’ as ‘it 

was only open for a short period ... and could have been a very positive thing for 
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tourism but was never given a chance ... one day it was a walking centre and then it was 

closed down to become  a refugee centre, there was no discussion it just happened’ 

(confidential personal communications, June, 2006).   

 

6.8 Summary of Clifden findings 

 

There are many ways in which tourism development in Clifden has differed from 

Killarney.  A fundamental difference lies in the history of these two places.  Clifden’s 

inherent poverty and years of emigration depleted its human resources, leaving a 

population dependent on landlords and on government for aid.  The ‘enterprising spirit’ 

that Davy (Hall & Hall 1853b) claimed was required in order to tap into ‘its untouched 

fund of wealth’ never materialised in Clifden in the same way as it did in Killarney.  In 

addition, the landlords of Connemara were poor in comparison with those in other areas 

and less influential than Killarney’s.  Whereas tourism in Killarney began from the 

strong vision of one individual, it grew to be the collective vision of many and this has 

underpinned the way in which Killarney has engaged with tourism.  Tourism in Clifden, 

in a similar way to that described by Lewis (1998), just evolved, influenced strongly in 

its early stages by the travellers of the Romantic era.  These factors, together with the 

area’s romantic image as a poor and desolate area, which is reminiscent of a simpler 

life, combined to impact on its development.   Throughout its history there is evidence 

of real opportunities for tourism growth for example:  the improved accessibility 

resulting from the opening of the railway.  However, the industry suffered a major 

setback when the railway closed and the industry in Clifden was not sufficiently strong 

enough to influence this event.  As a result the development of transport that Miossec 
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(1976) and Lundgren (1982) recognise as fundamental to tourism, has not evolved in 

Clifden. 

 

Killarney’s tourism industry is underpinned by the existence of strong social and 

professional milieux, which influence business relations in the area and support a 

collective approach to development. The ‘distinctive industrial atmosphere’ (Marshall, 

1920) in Killarney that is historically driven does not feature in Clifden.  The 

consequence of this is that the reciprocal relations and co-operation that comes from a 

community of individuals and businesses who know and trust each other and who share 

a collective identity has never developed.  Clifden also differs in relation to the structure 

of the tourism industry.  The industry in Killarney is characterised by the existence of 

interdependent businesses, who have been embedded in the area for generations, and 

who have collectively supported tourism development.  In Clifden, the industry differs 

in two key ways in relation to this, firstly in relation to the collective support for the 

development, as businesses in Clifden have been shown to follow a more independent 

approach to development.  Secondly, is the question of embeddedness, the largest 

tourism businesses in Clifden are owned by a family of developers whose interests 

stretch beyond the area and beyond tourism.  As a result their interests are neither 

embedded in Clifden nor in tourism, therefore their relationship with the area and with 

the industry differs from a business whose sole investment and interest lies in the 

success of tourism in the area.   

 

Another fundamental factor in Clifden is the absence of what Pilotti (2000) refers to as 

meta-organisers.  Lewis’s model (1998) recognised how the tourism industry can evolve 

to become more formalised through the development and support of meta-organisers.  
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While this is clearly evident in Killarney, it is not the case in Clifden.  As a result there 

is no forum for ‘steering enterprises towards the right direction’ (Schmitz & Musyck, 

1994: 891).  Similarly, the broader base of leadership supporting extensive networking 

and lobbying that is fundamental to Killarney is absent in Clifden. 

 

It can be clearly seen, therefore, that the factors that have underpinned tourism 

development in Killarney differ considerably in Clifden. Indeed many of the 

fundamental factors of development in Killarney such as: the collective vision, social 

and professional milieu, interdependence and co-operation, do not exist in Clifden.  The 

industry in Clifden has not evolved in the same way as in Killarney.  As a result Clifden 

has not engaged with tourism in the same way, or to the same extent, as Killarney.  

Consequently it does not have as strong an identity with tourism, nor has it achieved the 

same level of development.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of this thesis was to examine the local place-based factors that influence 

tourism development, and in particular, to explore the role of local human agents in that 

process.  Specifically, the research sought to address a number of key objectives 

including:    

 

1. To add to the existing literature on tourism development by identifying and 

explaining the complexity of factors that have underpinned tourism development in 

Killarney, a highly developed tourism area in Ireland;  

2. To investigate and explain the influence of local tourist influentials, a propensity for 

co-operation and a social and professional milieu on tourism development in 

Killarney.     

3. To compare tourism development in Killarney and Clifden (a less developed 

tourism area) in order to identify differences between the two areas. 

4. To provide valuable insight for policy-makers on the key role local factors play in 

influencing tourism development. 

 

This chapter confronts the way in which these objectives have been achieved, and 

discusses the main conclusions of the research, the contribution that it has made to the 

literature as well as its policy implications.  Having identified in chapter one that little 
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exists in the literature to explain the local place-based factors that influence tourism 

development, the research addresses this gap by exploring and investigating the factors 

underpinning tourism development in two tourism areas in Ireland.  The principle 

contribution of the research to theory is the deepening of understanding of the key 

factors that influence tourism development at a local level. The research captures the 

complexities underpinning tourism development, an area that has not been addressed in 

the tourism literature to-date.  It contributes significantly to the literature by advancing 

our understanding of the key role played by human agents in tourism development.  By 

moving away from treating the human as a passive entity, the research explores their 

role as active subjects with conscious designs (Coles, 2006) and in so doing, addresses a 

key criticism of the models of tourism development.  Through the provision of a robust 

explanation of the factors underpinning development, and the complex interrelationship 

between them, this research has extensively added to the literature on models of tourism 

development, which have largely focused on describing patterns of development. 

Furthermore, the pragmatic approach embraced by the research has enabled it to unearth 

and explain the complexity of tourism development, this is a distinct move away from 

the more positivist approach adopted by the tourism models as acknowledged by Gale 

& Botterill (2005) in their review of Butler’s (1980) TALC.   

 

The research also contributes to the tourism literature on entrepreneurs by providing 

comprehensive knowledge of the way in which entrepreneurs trigger development at a 

destination, but more importantly, how this influence can continue long after the 

original entrepreneur is involved.  This issue of longevity with regard to the influence of 

entrepreneurs has not previously been addressed in the tourism literature, and is a 

significant contribution of this research.  Additionally,, the research clearly shows the 
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crucial role that entrepreneurs play in influencing the involvement of others in tourism 

development, while also explaining how entreprenuerial influence can differ between 

destinations and the consequences of this for destination development.      

 

A further contribution of the research is that, while it considers the influence of a broad 

range of factors, it places particular emphasis on the influence of individuals, 

entrepreneurs, and local families (referred to by Lewis (1998) as ‘tourist influentials’); 

the presence (or absence) of a social and professional milieu and the propensity for co-

operation; on tourism development. This contribution emphasises the way in which 

these factors have influenced development in Killarney (a highly developed tourism 

area), while also explaining how their relative underdevelopment in Clifden (a less 

developed tourism area), has affected the areas’ development as a destination.  The 

contrasting experiences of Killarney and Clifden with regard to tourism development 

have resulted from a complex interplay of historical, economic and socio-cultural 

circumstances.  As suggested by Urry (1990), these differences result in the ‘particular 

ways’ in which places engage with tourism, and strongly shape their development.  The 

following sections further elaborate on the key findings of the research. 

 

7.2 Factors underpinning tourism development 

 

The research highlights a number of key factors underpinning tourism development.  

Some of these factors fit closely with those identified in the literature, such as the 

tendency for tourism to develop in peripheral areas, the importance of locational 

advantages and the physical attributes of the area, the key role of access and transport 

and the ability of local places to control and benefit from tourism development.  This 
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reflects the findings of earlier research by Butler (1980), Gormson (1981) and Keller 

(1987) and is strongly supportive of work by Christaller (1963), Miossec (1976), 

Lundgren (1982), Lewis (1998) and Ritchie & Crouch (2003).  However, while these 

factors are important for tourism development, they are what Ritchie & Crouch (2003) 

refer to as basic factors, the existence of which alone does not ensure development.  The 

research reveals that while these factors are important, many other factors that are 

grounded in the context of place also play a key role in destination development.  These 

factors include:  the role of ‘tourist influentials’ (individuals, entrepreneurs and local 

families), the existence of a social and professional milieu and a propensity for co-

operation. 

 

Of particular interest, is the way in which these factors have come to exist which is 

evident in the historical analysis of tourism development in the two places.  Historical 

enquiries combined with field research into contemporary contexts reveal the dynamic 

nature of the tourism areas, enabling a greater understanding of their particular 

pathways to development.  The case studies of Killarney and Clifden explore how 

places can engage with tourism in different ways, and subsequently achieve different 

levels of development.  In Clifden, the issues of scale and time have to be considered.  

Clifden is a much smaller town than Killarney and its tourism industry is relatively 

young in comparison.   In addition, while the research has shown that basic factors 

alone do not account for the particular ways in which tourism areas develop, their 

absence can be seen to impact on tourism development in Clifden, for example, 

transport links remain relatively undeveloped and, as a result, access is a key issue.  In 

addition to this, its proximity to Galway city, a major tourism centre and its location 

within Connemara, an area that has a very strong tourism image, means that Clifden has 
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struggled to develop its brand name.  These factors alone do not explain the difference 

in tourism development in the two areas.  The research reveals how the process of 

tourism development is influenced by a complex interrelationship of factors and by high 

levels of local involvement.  It enhances our understanding of the link between place 

and tourism and provides comprehensive evidence that this link is crucial to destination 

development.  The research identifies strong and important connections between 

destination development and local communities of businesses and individuals, and 

social and institutional networks.  Just as local places are shaped by tourism, so too is 

tourism shaped by the place in which it develops.  Therefore, it may differ between 

places and the factors that underpin its development may also differ, influencing the 

way and extent to which destinations develop.   

 

Killarney’s history as a town relatively rich in terms of resources and human capital has 

underpinned its development as a major tourism destination.  It has a history of strong 

individuals, entrepreneurs and families collectively influencing its development.  The 

strength of this human capital and the strong link that exists between people and place 

has determined the structure of the industry, the relations between individuals and 

businesses, and the way in which tourism has evolved overtime.  In contrast, Clifden’s 

history of poverty and emigration has resulted in a depletion of human capital from the 

area.  This has had a fundamental impact on the way and extent to which tourism has 

developed.  The strong link to place, the embeddedness of family businesses passed 

down through generations and the strong social connections that have supported the 

development of the industry in Killarney are not evident in Clifden.  Tourism in 

Killarney has evolved from a more individual approach in the early stages of 

development to a collective approach eventually becoming institutionalised.  The 
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process of development evident in Killarney shows its ability to evolve and to adapt to 

changing times and has been underpinned by a community of individuals and 

businesses with strong social connections.  This community of individuals and 

businesses has been fundamental to Killarney’s development as a destination.  It is here 

where the two areas differ, as the absence of these factors in Clifden has meant that the 

industry has never moved beyond an individualistic approach to development.  The 

notion that tourism areas develop over different stages has been addressed by many of 

the models including; Christaller (1963), Miossec (1977), and Butler (1980) among 

others.  However, the underlying causes of this development and the factors that propel 

it have not been addressed in any depth.  In particular, as explained by Coles (2006), the 

role of the individual human as an active subject with conscious designs, is relatively 

unexplored.  Yet this research reveals this factor as crucial to tourism development, not 

only in the guise of the individual but also in the collective influence of communities of 

individuals and businesses embedded in local areas (figure 7.1 outlines the process of 

tourism development in Killarney and the factors underpinning this). 
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Figure 7.1: The process of destination development  

 

TOURISM DEVELOPMENT – AN EMERGENT PROCESS 

Individual Approach  
 

• ‘Tourist Influentials’ 
 

• Individual vision 

• Initial development  

• Involvement of others 

 

Collective Approach 

 

• Shared Vision 

• Social & professional milieu 

• Informal & formal co-operation 

• Interdependencies 

• Establishment of meta-organisers  

• Support of local Government 

 

Institutionalised Approach 
 

• Shared vision 

• Social & professional milieu 

• Informal co-operation 

• Extensive formal co-operation & 

interdependencies 

• Meta-organisers are a significant 

feature of the industry 

• Continued support of local 

Government 
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7.2.1 ‘Tourist Influentials’ 

 

Local individuals, entrepreneurs and families (‘tourist influentials’) play a 

fundamental role in tourism development. They recognise and capitalise on 

opportunities, provide meaning to local resources enabling them to be exported for 

consumption, and can fluidly interact at a broad level to attract key resources and 

networking opportunities for the benefit of the area.  In this way, they can, as 

suggested by Boschma & Lamboy (1999), interact and shape their local 

environments.  Yet, of the tourism models, only Lewis (1998) and Ritchie & Crouch 

(2003) provide some insight into their influence, while others, even the much cited 

TALC (Butler,1980), refer to them only in passing.  The findings of the research 

reflect Hall (2004) and Tinsley & Lynch’s (2007), amongst others, claim that 

entrepreneurs are drivers of development.  Their ability to provide infrastructure and 

services as well as marketing support has underpinned development and supported the 

growth of tourism.  This influence can transform areas into tourism destinations in the 

first instance (Koh & Hatten, 2002; Johns & Mattson, 2005) and can, as suggested by 

Pearce (1992) extend to stimulate the involvement of others in tourism development.  

Additionally, as highlighted by the research, and contrary to Butler’s (1980) claim, 

local entrepreneurs can actively influence tourism development at all stages of 

development.  Of particular significance, the research uncovers the way in which 

relationships and social connections between entrepreneurs can fundamentally 

influence tourism development.   

 

The research clearly shows how the process of tourism development does not have to 

begin with the involvement of many; in fact, Killarney is an example of where just 
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one person can be capable of creating an environment that promotes tourism 

development.  Entrepreneurial influence can be long lasting and dynamic, in many 

cases spanning generations of involvement.  It can influence the involvement of 

others and the creation of a strong vision and culture for tourism that can impact on 

tourism development for many years, even after the original entrepreneur is involved, 

having such a pervasive influence as to form part of the fabric of tourism 

development.  Entrepreneurial influence can, however, differ between areas and is 

strongly influenced by the historical context in which it develops.  The history of 

entrepreneurial activity in Clifden differs considerably from that of Killarney.  Early 

tourism development was not underpinned by the vision of a key ‘tourist influential’ 

and the town’s background of emigration and poverty has meant that the pervasive 

nature of entrepreneurial involvement and the passing of businesses through 

generations has not been a feature of the industry.  As a result, entrepreneurial 

influence in Clifden tends to be limited to the provision of infrastructure and 

marketing rather than the more extensive influence that has occurred in Killarney.  

The strong link to place and to tourism that is evident in Killarney, and that has been 

built over generations of entrepreneurial involvement in the industry, has been critical 

to tourism development but has not featured in the same way in Clifden.    

 

7.2.2 Social and professional milieux  

 

While ‘tourist influentials’ play a pivotal role in tourism, and the influence of  

individual entrepreneurs’ can be extensive and long lasting, a shared culture for 

tourism and the existence of a social and professional milieu can result in a more 

pervasive influence on tourism development, leading to the success of the area.   This 
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shared social environment can occur, as suggested by Belso-Martínez (2006), from a 

homogenous system of values and perspectives, and result, as evidenced in Killarney, 

in the embedding of economic relations into a wider social framework.  The 

significance of this is apparent in Killarney, where the existence of a social and 

professional milieu has underpinned the development of tourism from a more 

individual perspective, evident in the early stages of development, to a more 

collective approach over time.  This has enabled tourism to thrive and for the area as a 

whole to develop.  However, this does not mean that tourism entrepreneurs and 

businesses in Killarney exist in some sort of ‘utopia’, the area is also characterised by 

intense rivalry and competition between individuals and businesses.  In addition, the 

larger family owned hotels tend to play a more dominant role in the industry than the 

smaller operators and there is a clear division between some of these larger operators.  

However, of significance is the fact that despite these rivalries, as suggested by 

Newlands (2003), local interest prevails and the success of the area is of paramount 

importance.  The resulting interdependencies between businesses in Killarney and the 

blurring of boundaries between social and economic relations, has resulted in the 

establishment of a community of individuals and businesses who share a common 

culture for tourism.  Therefore, in a similar way to Becattini & Dei Ottati’s (2006) 

findings, competitive advantage is external to each business but internal to the area.  

The development of the shared culture has, as suggested by Dei Ottati (1994), been 

made easy by the tendency for people in Killarney to stay in the area and to pass 

tourism businesses on through generations.  This is in direct contrast to the industry in 

Clifden where few of the tourism businesses have been passed on through generations 

and the area’s history of emigration has meant that strong social connections and a 

shared culture for tourism has not developed.  This has influenced the structure of the 
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industry, which is characterised by a relatively more individual approach to 

development.   

 

7.2.3 A propensity for co-operation 

 

A consequence of the existence of a social and profession milieu in Killarney is a 

tendency towards co-operative behaviour that is underpinned by trust.  This trust, as 

explained by Knorringa (1994), is not based on idealism or naiveté, but is based on 

the realisation by individuals and businesses that they need each other in such a way 

that they will have to trust each other.  It is based on long-term relationships and 

reciprocal relations and is governed by norms of behaviour that have developed over 

many years and cause local operators to consider the consequences of their behaviour 

on the entire area. Also of significance in Killarney is the fact that this trust is not 

shared equally between all businesses, for example, one of the larger hoteliers tends to 

co-operate only with smaller operators rather than other large hoteliers.  However, co-

operation remains a key feature of the industry and while informal forms of co-

operation are pervasive, more formal means of co-operating have become prevalent 

overtime. This has underpinned a more structured approach to development, 

improving Killarney’s competitive position. In Clifden, the absence of a shared set of 

common values and a more individual approach to development means that there is 

little evidence of co-operation.  While there are examples of informal co-operation, 

this is not broadly characteristic of the industry and more importantly, co-operation 

has never extended to the more formal level that has enabled tourism in Killarney to 

progress in its development and to co-operate at a broader national scale.   
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7.2.4 Institutionalisation of the industry  

 

The tourism industry in Killarney has become more formalised and institutionalised 

over time.  This has primarily occurred because of the development of associations 

and organisations, what Pilotti (2000) refers to as meta-organisers.  This is similar to 

Feldman et al’s. (2005) point that entrepreneurs may collectively shape local 

environments by building institutions that further the interest of their emerging 

industry.  In Killarney, local meta-organisers such as the Chamber of Tourism and 

Commerce and the local branch of the IHF, have strengthened the industry by 

supporting the ongoing development of the already existing professional milieu, and 

by providing a foundation for more formal networking and collaboration.  In addition, 

they have provided a forum for networking at a broader national scale and have 

transcended the interests of individuals and individual businesses to provide a vehicle 

for members to co-operate on a more formal basis.  The success of these meta-

organisers is not dependent on the involvement of every business; in Killarney, the 

larger hoteliers play a dominant role in their development and control.  These meta-

organisers facilitate information and knowledge transfer between members and create 

what Nanaka and Konno (1998) refer to as ‘shared space’ for emerging relationships 

and the development of more extensive levels of interdependencies between tourism 

operators.  Just as important, they have provided a stable framework for the ongoing 

development of tourism, providing opportunities for Killarney at a national level, 

keeping the area to the forefront of Irish tourism.  In contrast, the absence of strong 

meta-organisers in Clifden has been a key weakness in the structure of the industry.  

While the local Chamber of Commerce provides a forum for collective action, it has 

not developed to the same extent as in Killarney, primarily because of the lack of 
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involvement on the part of the larger and more influential tourism operators.  

Consequently, tourism development in Clifden is more fragmented and lacks the 

leadership that has been fundamental to tourism development in Killarney.   Added to 

this is the absence of a local government in Clifden.  In Killarney, local government 

has been supportive of the industry, enhancing local decision-making and strategic 

capacity and providing a local voice in national government.  The absence of a local 

government in Clifden has been an inhibiting factor resulting in the area having little 

lobbying power or influence on national government decisions.   

 

7.3 Policy implications of the research  

 

A number of contributions to policy arise from the research.  By enhancing our 

understanding of tourism development, the research clearly shows how it is strongly 

influenced by the context in which it takes place.  Of particular importance, is the 

finding that not all areas have the same capacity for tourism development.  This has 

direct implications for policy where broad stroke policy approaches disregard the 

diverse nature of localised place-based contexts and ignore important influences on 

tourism development.  This research brings this approach to tourism policy 

development into contention, suggesting that consideration of local development may 

be an important step in identifying potential ‘winners’ with regard to tourism 

development.  Furthermore, it clearly illustrates that examination of potential tourism 

areas with regard to the existence of the key influencing factors identified by this 

research may result in a more effective strategy for tourism development.   
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The research also highlights the importance of human capital as a fundamental 

element in tourism development.  This finding needs to be placed at the heart of 

tourism policy development.  The importance of this is clearly evident in the highly 

developed area of Killarney, where a key resource is its human capital, and this 

resource has significantly underpinned its development as a destination.  Conversely, 

Clifden’s weakness with regard to human capital has undermined its development.   A 

crucial lesson for policy from this is that there is strength in local action, and 

opportunities exist for the development of policies that focus on supporting and 

encouraging the involvement of local ‘tourist influentials’.  The opportunity to 

identify key players, to encourage and support their involvement through policy can 

have a significant and long-term impact on the development of the industry.  Aligned 

to this, the research clearly shows the crucial role that local meta-organisers 

(associations and organisations) play in fostering collective identity and action.  In 

local meta-organisers, it is possible to cultivate and advance a sense of belonging and 

reciprocity that can benefit the local industry.  Of particular significance for policy, is 

not just the existence of these meta-organisers, but also policies that encourage local 

involvement and participation.  While it may not be possible to develop policy that 

encourages the development of a social milieu, the involvement in local meta-

organisers can influence the development of a professional milieu and promote 

trusting relations and co-operation between members overtime.  In addition, they 

provide a framework for broader links at a national and very likely at an international 

level that may prove imperative to the long-term success of tourism.  

 

This research has particular significance in an Irish context, where there is a conscious 

and continued desire by government to support tourism development in less 
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developed areas of Ireland.   Traditionally, much of Irish tourism policy has focused 

on the development of key attractions and accommodation, and on increased 

marketing expenditure as a route to increased tourism performance (Deegan & 

Dineen, 1997; Deegan, 2006), and in general, most plans for tourism have 

predominantly been national in nature (Pearce, 1990).  The research highlights the 

extensive opportunity that exists to refine and develop policy that considers the 

potential for local places to influence their own development.  To-date Irish policy has 

largely ignored local influences, and little, if any research has been undertaken to 

understand tourism at this level (evidenced by the lack of statistical data on tourism at 

a local level).  However, this research emphasises the need to understand local 

influences on tourism development in order to develop policy that support its 

continued successful development. 

 

Furthermore, and of particular significance to the issue of the spatial spread of tourism 

in Ireland, is the evidence from the research that not all areas have the same potential 

for tourism development; therefore, a focus on broad spatial spread by Irish policy-

makers may in fact be unrealistic and impossible to achieve.  Deegan’s (2006) 

recognition that to-date, policy focused on achieving spatial spread in Ireland has yet 

to be successful, further strongly supports this view.  By considering the context of 

development, and the findings of this research, as well as the extent to which local 

factors may be influenced by policy, there is an opportunity for identifying key areas 

with potential for tourism development, and to focus resources on the development of 

these areas.  This involves choices regarding how and where to concentrate efforts, 

but is likely to achieve greater benefits and utilisation of resources in the long-run.   
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Additionally, there are implications regarding policy outlined in the National 

Development Plan (Government of Ireland, 2007), which provides for the 

continuation of initiatives aimed at improving networking in SMEs and micro-

enterprises at a regional level.  This research has clearly shown the benefits of 

developing and supporting meta-organisers that provide a framework for networking 

at a local level, and the implications of this in inducing and supporting broader levels 

of networking.  Also of significance is the focus by recent policy on human resource 

development, and policy that supports training and development for the industry 

(Horizon Report, 2003; NDP, 2007-2013).  While this recognition of the importance 

of human resources is of immense value, there remain extensive opportunities for 

policies that further encourage and support entrepreneurial activity in local areas and 

that acknowledge the importance of local ‘tourist influentials’ in ongoing and 

sustained tourism development.  In general, while much of Irish tourism policy has, 

to-date, focused on developments at a national and regional level, this research 

ultimately highlights an opportunity for more specific policy aimed at local level 

development. 

 

 7.4 Epistemological considerations 

 

By adopting a mixed-methods approach with a pragmatist’s lens, this research 

addresses an issue raised by Pansiri (2009) relating to the distinct absence of tourism 

research based on a pragmatic paradigm.  Furthermore, the pragmatic stance of the 

research overcomes the inherent contradictions of using a mixed-methods approach 

within any other paradigm, a practice that, according to Denscombe (2008) is quite 

common in social sciences.  Its flexible approach provided the freedom to use a range 
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of methods that cross traditional boundaries (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  This 

supported the study of tourism development, a subject whose inherent complexity 

consists of both interpretivist and positivist aspects.  The research’s pragmatic 

approach supported the choice of logical and practical alternatives (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004: 17) for investigating key factors underpinning tourism 

development in the case study areas.  For example, the use of a quantitative method 

(survey) to measure the extent of co-operation was complemented by the use of 

qualitative means (interviews, observations, archival material) to understand the 

reasons why co-operation is (or isn’t) a characteristic of the industry.  This use of 

complementary kinds of data, as suggested by Denscombe (2008), provided a holistic 

and in-depth account of tourism development in the case study areas and supported 

the investigation of key factors underpinning tourism development, a key objective of 

the research.   

 

This research also deepens our appreciation of the value of comparing and contrasting 

inferences that emerge from a study with multiple views and perspectives.  

Comparing similarities and differences with regard to tourism development in the 

case study areas, was a powerful and effective way of finding out more about factors 

underpinning destination development, the reasons why they might differ between 

areas, and the consequences of this for tourism development.  It supported a more 

comprehensive understanding of the research findings, further enhancing our 

understanding of destination development.  Furthermore, the extensive convergence 

of the findings from all data methods, provided, as suggested by Tashakkori & 

Teddlie (2003), stronger results and more comprehensive insights (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007).  The intentional linking of methods, which constitutes the very heart of 
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mixed-method inquiry (Greene, 2007), is rarely seen in mixed-method research 

(Creswell & Plano (2007), Bryman (2007) and Greene et al (1989)).  Yet, this 

research clearly shows that it is an effective means of providing a holistic and multi-

faceted account of the research topic, and was crucial in attaining a thorough answer 

to the research question and to achieving the research objectives.  

 

7.5 Limitations of the research 

 

The deliberate choice of two destinations for analysis, while necessary for the 

particular purpose of this study is of course a limitation of the research.  Additional 

studies of different tourism areas would be a valuable exercise and would add further 

strength to the research by determining if the findings of this study are consistent 

across other areas, and the degree to which this is the case.  In addition, time and 

financial constraints limit the research, and enforce the researcher to make decisions 

with regards to what is researched and the extent to which it is researched.  This 

eliminates the opportunity for continued and greater depth of analysis of certain 

findings but is necessary for the completion of the thesis within a given timeframe.  In 

relation to the specific case studies, the lack of statistical information at a local level 

with regard to tourism development rendered it difficult to illustrate in greater depth 

the extent to which tourism has developed in each of the areas.  However, despite 

these limitations, the objectives of the research have been achieved and the research 

question answered.  
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7.6 Implications for further research 

 

Like all research, this thesis has unearthed as many questions as it has answers and 

there is extensive opportunity for further research.  The possibility exists to continue 

to explore the dynamism that underpins tourism development in other locales both 

nationally and internationally.  The recognition of the importance of historical, 

economic and socio-cultural circumstances in influencing factors of development 

underlines an opportunity to explore these areas further, and to further our 

understanding of their influence on ‘emergent’ tourism development.  In addition, 

each of the factors that have been identified by the research for their influence on 

development (the role of ‘tourist influentials’, a social and professional milieu, a 

propensity for co-operation) present an opportunity for further investigation of their 

existence and influence in other areas.  For example, while it is evident that the 

tourism literature is beginning to explore the influence of entrepreneurs on 

development and that entrepreneurship study has gathered momentum in recent years, 

the topic requires further investigation if a comprehensive understanding of 

entrepreneurial influence is to be achieved. In particular, research into the patterns of 

entrepreneurial activity and how these might differ between tourism places and the 

role of relationships between entrepreneurs, would add further insight to the literature.  

Similarly, further research into social and professional milieux, and the conditions 

that foster their development, would provide a more in-depth understanding of how 

they come about, and in particular, if it is possible to encourage their development.  

Similarly, the role of meta-organisers as supporting structures that promote a 

collective interest is a key area that would benefit from further research. Finally, the 

research outlined some implications for policy, further research into the way in which 
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tourism policy-makers may influence the harnessing and development of local factors 

of production is also of paramount importance.  

 

7.7 Concluding remarks 

 

The use of comparative case study methodology, combined with a mixed-methods 

approach, has enabled the research to identify key factors that influence development.  

It has also enabled the research to compare and contrast these factors in different 

locales, and consequently to deepen our understanding of the extent of their influence 

on tourism development.  The analysis of past events has broadened and deepened our 

understanding of tourism development as a process.  This research shows that history 

matters, and that consideration of it, in conjunction with field research into 

contemporary contexts, can aid in our knowledge and understanding of current issues.   

 

Killarney has had a pattern of tourism development that has not been replicated in 

Clifden and a fundamental reason for this is the influence of local ‘tourist influentials’ 

as key agents of development.  Individuals, entrepreneurs and local family businesses 

have underpinned the success of the industry in Killarney.  This success has been 

achieved, not just because of their individual endeavours, but also because of the 

social fabric and culture for tourism that connects them as a community of individuals 

and businesses.  The research clearly highlights how the extensive influence of 

communities of individuals and businesses, with deep social roots and a common 

history, can underpin development.  This connection between economic activity and 

social factors is of particular significance and stresses the importance of the 

relationship between tourism and the environment in which it develops.  This will, as 
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evidenced by the reference case study of Clifden, differ between areas, resulting in 

different factors of development and consequently in the achievement of different 

levels of development.   

 

Tourism is inherently interdisciplinary, and this research has gained valuable insight 

by moving outside of the tourism literature, to the broader literature on industrial 

district theory.  This literature has provided rich and compelling insights into the 

characteristics that underpin successful development in tourism destinations.  In 

addition, it moved the research beyond the boundaries of the tourism literature to 

consider the connections between communities of individuals and firms and their 

local environments, and the influence of this on tourism development.  Industrial 

district theory provided a framework for understanding and exploring the dynamics of 

tourism development.  The findings from the research strongly support the relevance 

of this literature to tourism by highlighting the way in which many of the 

characteristics of successful districts can be seen to apply in a tourism context.  In 

addition, the interdisciplinary approach taken by the research highlights the 

opportunity that exists for tourism studies to gain broad and important insights from 

other literatures.   

 

This research adds to the broad tourism literature on destination development and 

addresses a gap in the literature on models of tourism development by identifying and 

explaining the local place-based factors that influence tourism development. It adds to 

the literature on destination development by moving beyond grand narratives to 

explore tourism in localised contexts, and to identify and explain how the interplay of 

factors that influence tourism development can have different outcomes in different 
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areas.    It provides empirical support that local places are dynamic, and that factors 

grounded in the local play a fundamental role in tourism development. It enhances our 

understanding of local tourism development and through its analysis of key factors 

underpinning tourism development, the research highlights extensive opportunities for 

the creation of policy that encourage an entrepreneurial culture, co-operation and 

interdependence and the development of a supportive environment in the shape of 

meta-organisers.  The importance of this research lies not in its generalisability but in 

the transferability of its key findings to other areas, and in its implications for 

academics and policy-makers alike. 

 

7.8 A final note 

 

Since undertaking this research the Irish economy has seen dramatic change.  The 

global financial downturn is currently affecting the Irish economy severely and the 

country has been in recession since the second quarter of 2008 (Economic and Social 

Research Institute, (ESRI), 2009).  The ESRI predict a further economic contraction 

of 14% by 2010 (ibid).  Tourism is facing difficult times with falling international 

visitor numbers and revenue from all source markets, as well as a sharp decline in 

domestic tourism (ITIC, 2009).  Despite the current bleak outlook, tourism continues 

to be an important generator of employment and economic activity throughout the 

country (ITIC, 2009).  The current priorities for Irish tourism are to ensure that the 

industry weathers the recession and is in as strong a position as possible to compete 

effectively for business when the global economy improves and the key markets begin 

to recover (Fáilte Ireland, 2009a).   
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In relation to the case study areas of this research; Killarney and Clifden, while it is 

not possible to state the exact impact of the recession on their tourism industry (due to 

the lack of official statistics at a local level), there is no doubt but that they too have 

been seriously affected by the drop in tourist numbers.  In Killarney, there is a 

continued focus on working together to overcome these issues and local businesses 

have placed an even greater focus on the development of key markets such as 

business and events.  The strong tourism influentials that have proved so crucial to 

tourism in the past continue to be an important feature of the industry.  Similarly, the 

spirit of co-operation that has underpinned development remains a key characteristic 

with local businesses continuing to co-operate both formally and informally in an 

effort to overcome the current difficulties.  In particular, formal co-operation has 

continued to develop with the support of local meta-organisers such as the Chamber 

of Tourism and Commerce and the local branch of the IHF.  Past experiences have 

shown that Killarney has the capability and determination to overcome difficult times, 

and their recognition as a major tourism area is further emphasised by the Irish 

Government’s recent decision to open a new head quarters for the Department of Arts 

Sports and Tourism in the town.  Furthermore, evidence of local businesses 

participation in, and contribution to national decision making was exemplified by 

their involvement in the recent Fáilte Ireland board meeting, which focused on 

discussing how to meet the future challenges for Irish tourism (Fáilte Ireland, 2009b).   

 

Tourism has similarly declined in the west of Ireland, impacting on tourism numbers 

to Clifden.  The structure of the industry in Clifden remains the same and there 

continues to be little evidence of the key factors that have proved so important for 

tourism development in Killarney.  While it is not possible to predict the future for 
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these tourism areas, the continued collective approach to development and strong 

tourist influentials and meta-organisers that have underpinned tourism development in 

Killarney, is proving even more important in these difficult times.  Equally, their 

relative absence in Clifden continues to hinder and limit the areas development, 

reflecting once more the pattern of events that has been a fundamental part of the 

areas history of development. 
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APPENDIX ONE: Questionnaire for Tourism Suppliers 

 

Section One: General Information 

 
1.1 Name of business:_______________1.2 When was the business established?________ 
 
1.3 Type of business:_______________  1.4 Name of respondent:____________________ 
 
1.5 Position in the business:  (Please circle the appropriate answer) 

a) Owner b) Manager c) Other (please specify) _____________________ 
       
1.6 Are you a member of any of the following:  
                   Please tick relevant box                          Yes               
No 
Galway County Council 
Galway City Council 
Ireland West Regional Tourism 
Any other council (Please specify) 
 
Local Business Association (Please specify) 
 
Any other tourism authority/group (please specify) 
  
 
Section Two: Background to the Business 

 
2.1 Are you the person who started the business? (Please circle the appropriate answer)       

Yes / No 
 
(If the answer to question 2.1 is no, please answer question 2.3) 

 
2.2 If yes, are you from (please circle the appropriate answer):    
 1. Clifden         
 2. Galway - City or County (Please circle the correct answer) 
 3. Mayo 

4. West Region 
5. Other please specify:__________ 

 
2.3 Was the person who started the business from (please circle the appropriate answer): 
 1. Clifden         
 2. Galway - City or County (Please circle the correct answer) 

3. Mayo 
4. West Region 
5. Other please specify:__________ 

 
 
2.4 What relation are you, if any, to the founder?___________________________ 
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2.5 Do you/the owner have any previous experience in the local tourism industry and has 
this impacted  on your/their decision to start this business?  
(Please circle the appropriate answer)     Yes / No/ Don’t know 

  
If yes, please explain how: 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 
 

2.6 How many people do you employ? 
 Total _______ Family Members ______Non Family Members______ 
 

THE QUESTIONS IN THE NEXT SECTION RELATE TO TOURISM IN 

CLIFDEN 

Section Three: Factor Conditions 

 
3.1 Give three reasons why tourism has been so successful in Clifden? 

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
3.2 To what extent did the following factors play an important role in tourism 

development in Clifden?    (Please place an x in the box beside each factor indicating 
how important its role is in tourism development in Clifden) 
 
                Very          Important     Not Very        Not at all        

              Important                         Important     Important 

Availability of finance 
Tourist Attractions 
Transport/Access 
Availability of skilled workers 
Range of services & infrastructure 
Proximity to other tourist areas 
Scenic Beauty    
Marketing of Clifden 
Clifden’s image as a tourism destination 
Planning & management of tourism 
Local support for tourism 
Local participation in tourism development 
Clearly defined tourism products 
Clearly defined target markets 
Support of local government 
Ability to adapt to changing market needs 
History of tourism in the area 
Other (please give details) 
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Section Four: Planning 

 
4.1  Are you aware of the following development plans? (Please circle the appropriate 

answer) 
 
 Ireland West Regional Tourism Plan 2000-2006    Yes / No 
 Clifden Development Plan 2001-2006     Yes / No 
 Other (please specify)       Yes / No 

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 
 

4.2 Was there any consultation processes used in drawing up tourism plans for Clifden 
 

(Please circle the appropriate answer) Yes / No 
 
 
4.3 Did this involve any of the following and how? 
 

     Please Tick  Please explain how they were involved 

Local Businesses 
 
Community Groups 
 
Local Tourism Agencies 
 
Regional Tourism Group 
 
Local Government) 
 
Other (Please specify) 
 
 
 
4.4 Have you been involved in any way in making plans for tourism in Clifden 

 
(Please circle the appropriate answer)    Yes / No 

 
If yes please give details of what plans you were involved in and how you were involved. 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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4.5 Do these plans make any difference to how you operate your own business? 
 
(Please circle the appropriate answer)     Yes / No 

  
If yes, please explain how: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Section Five: Tourism Management 

 
5.1   Who are the person’s or agencies responsible for tourism management in Clifden 

____________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 
5.2 Is there anything about the way that tourism is managed in Clifden that is different or 

better than other areas? (Please explain) 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
5.3   What supports are available to tourism businesses in Clifden and who provides them? 

(Please place an x beside each service that is provided, underneath the name of the 
organisation that provides it) 
 

                                        National          Local              Regional     Local          Fás       Chamber  
  Government  Government   Tourism      Tourism                   of                    Other                          

         Group      Group                      Commerce 

Training Workshops      

Marketing        

Project management      

Grant aid       

Other forms of funding     

(Please Specify) 

Business plan development     

Other (please specify)  
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5.4 To what extent have you availed of these?  (Please place an x under the 
appropriate answer to each item) 

 
Often      Occasionally 

 Never 

Training Workshops      
Marketing        
Project management      
Grant aid       
Other forms of funding (please specify)    
 
Business plan development     
Other (please specify)      

 
 
 
 

5.5 Do the groups or individuals that manage tourism in Clifden benchmark it against any 
other tourism area? (Please circle the appropriate answer) 

Yes / No / Don’t know 
  
 

If yes, please give the name of the area and the reason why it is considered suitable for 
benchmarking: 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
THE QUESTIONS IN THE NEXT SECTION RELATE TO YOUR OWN 

BUSINESS 

 
 
Section Six: Competition 

 
6.1 Where are your main competitors located? (Please circle the appropriate answer)  

 
1. Clifden 
2. County Galway 
3. Galway City 
4. Mayo 

  5. West Region 
6. Other parts of Ireland (please specify) ______________ 

  7. Abroad (please specify) ___________________________________ 
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6.2 Are there any tourism areas that you feel provides examples of good practice in 
tourism?  

 (Please circle the appropriate answer)  Yes / No  
  
 If yes, what areas?
 _____________________________________________________________ 
     
6.3 Have you adopted any practices or ideas that you have learnt from these areas? 
  (Please circle the appropriate answer)  Yes / No  
  

If yes, please provide 
details:______________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
Section Seven: Co-operation 

 
7.1 Do you co-operate with other local businesses (e.g. competitors, suppliers, complimentary 

businesses) in your industry in any of the following ways:  
Please tick the relevant boxes             Often  Occasionally      
Never 

Training employees    
Marketing     
Lending equipment    
Purchasing supplies    
Product development    
Exchanging ideas    
Discussing strategies or problems  
Other (please specify)    
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7.2  How does any interaction that you have with other businesses usually come about?  
 

Please tick 

relevant items 

Family ties         
Neighbours or spatial proximity      
Friends or former colleagues from courses or work 
Through introduction from local bank 
Parish Groups (Please specify) 
 
Involvement in associations (please specify) 
 
Co-operative Bodies (Please specify) 
 
Marketing Groups (Please specify) 
   
Other (please specify) 
       

 
   

Section Eight: Innovation 

 
8.1 Outline any changes/new ideas/new products that you have introduced to your business in 

the last five 
years:___________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
8.2 Does the fact that you are located in Clifden help your business?  

(Please circle the appropriate answer)     Yes / No 
 
If yes, in what way does it help? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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8.3 Where do your ideas for product / service development come from?  
        Please tick the 
relevant items 

Visiting local trade fairs/shows      
Visiting trade fairs in other parts of the country    
Visiting trade fairs abroad       
Catalogues and magazines       
Changing customer demands      
National / Regional tourism plans      
Local tourism plans   
Competitors 
Suppliers      
Other (please specify)       
 

 
 
 

 
Section Nine: Social Factors 

 
This study is concerned with the interaction of community and business life in Clifden.  I 
would like to identify any social, political or sporting groups that enhance business relations.  
For that reason I would appreciate if you would answer the following questions. 
 
9.1 Please indicate how important each of the following factors is to the success of 

your business in Clifden. 
 
(Please indicate the importance of each statement by placing an x in the appropriate 
box) 
                Very        Neither     Not very     Not at all

                                                                           Important                    Important    Important            

 

To be from Clifden     

To belong to the GAA     

Belong to any other local sporting club    

To belong to a particular political party  

To belong to a particular religion  

To be related to other entrepreneurs in the area  

To have worked for another tourism firm in the area 

To belong to a family with a long involvement in tourism  

Other (please specify)   
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Section Ten: General 

 
10.1 What organisations or persons do you think have contributed most to tourism 

development in Clifden? 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
10.2 Please provide details of any special or unique factors about Clifden that, in your 

opinion, have helped to make it a successful tourism destination? 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
10.3. What three factors do you think are most important to successful tourism 

development in any area? 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 

Thank you for your participation! 
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APPENDIX TWO: Protocol for Depth Interviews 

 

Broad themes for discussion: 

 

• Open interview with broad discussion on what factors in general influence tourism 
development. 

• Discuss respondent’s background in tourism – family involvement, where they are 
from, length of time involved etc. 
 

• General discussion on tourism development in the area: 
o Key factors and features of the industry 
o Why it has developed? 
o Its history 

 
• The role of Government: 

o What role have government played? 
o Is there a local government body – how has this influenced tourism? 
o What support has been available and what influence has this had on the 

industry? 
 

• Planning and management: 
o Are there any tourism plans? 
o Who is responsible for designing/ implementing these? 
o Are local businesses involved? 
o What influence do these have on your business? 
o Who is responsible for managing tourism in the area? 
o Is it managed better/different than other tourism areas? 
o Is the area benchmarked against any other tourism areas? 

 
• Competition 

o Where are your main competitors located? 
o How competitive is the local area? 
o What other tourism areas would you recognise as a key competitor? 

 
• Co-operation 

o Do local businesses co-operate  (prompt for examples/ask why/ why not) 
o How does any interaction between businesses come about (prompt with 

examples – introduction from local banks etc.) 
 

•  Innovation 
o Look for examples in relation to their business and area in general. 
o Does the fact that you are located in Killarney/Clifden help your business 

– ask to explain answer and get examples. 
o How do you get ideas for new products/services? 
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• Social Factors 
o How important for your business is it to be from the local area? 
o Discuss other factors that influence success – member of political party, 

religion etc. 
o Probe how these influence, and how important they are – why they are 

important 
 
• General points: 

o Who has contributed most to tourism development in Killarney/Clifden, 
and why? 

o Are there any special or unique factors about the area that have helped to 
make it successful? 
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APPENDIX THREE: Interview Transcript Sample 

 

Interview with Kathleen O’Regan Shepherd, local business owner and former 

Director of Cork/Kerry Tourism 

 

9th December 2005 

 

(Extracts of this interview have been ommitted for confidentiality purposes.) 

 

One thing I do know and would be very conscious of for the next generation as well, 

is if you look at us historically, as a nation we would always have had a deep spiritual 

… and we would have been brought up to respect others and when tourism started in 

Killarney historically 250 years ago but really its only in the last 50 or 60 years that it 

became the great destination that it is today.   

 

The beauty and Queen Victoria that put us on the map, having done the lake and 

mountain trip – it is spectacular it is beauty and it isn’t just the beauty alone almost 

everyone that grew up in Killarney and the Killarney environs and the wider area 

would have worked when they were going to school and/or college in the hotels and 

the B&B’s during the summer. 

Quite a lot of the people from this area would have a background as … well not from 

a nine to five because most of … the life line now of coarse is tourism but here-to-

fore it had been farming and in farming it wasn’t a nine to five … So I suppose we all 

grew up with this can do, must do, something has to be done that is beyond ourselves 
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approach and it has been traditionally handed down from parent to child and even the 

local businesses, thank God we still have quite a lot of family owned businesses and 

the reason there is no doubt with family owned businesses the long-term view is 

looked at rather than the sort term economic rewards.  There is a sort of a sense of 

pride in the sense of service and a job well done, a customer happy.  I remember one 

time … lucky enough here I would have my staff for a quite a number of years but I 

remember one particular girl saying to me why do you be bothered with them they are 

such pains … it was just unfortunate that I did have a couple who wouldn’t have 

gelled in here and I don’t know where I got this reply from but I just thought of it 

because she reminded me of it many years later, I said to her well that’s where I get 

the challenge, if they come in unhappy, you do your best to see what the cause of this 

is and to make them happy. 

 

There is no doubt that it would have been part of growing up and it has to be too with 

our background and it takes a great sense of pride in working in the industry.  Even 

people if they didn’t have it in the home, they weren’t long finding themselves 

working in the service industry let it be waitressing or front of house they learnt the 

attitude from others that a visitor was a very special person … regardless of their 

peculiarities …it was important that they chose our area to visit. 

 

We were brought up with such pride in the beauty of our area that we wanted to make 

sure that everybody who left it went away as a good ambassador for our area.  

A sense of pride in our area and wanting to make sure that those who came to visit us 

maximised their time. 
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Without question I think it is down to a tradition of hospitality and welcome. 

 

Taxation allowances are allowing for it to built beyond what is necessary because we 

have a lot of taxation lead properties that are not doing us any favours.  The taxation 

incentives were vital at a certain time and for certain areas.  They certainly should not 

have been considered here possibly over the last 15 years.  If you just take the Europe 

they were built as a result of tax incentives and they provided real employment in 

those days quite a lot of the earlier hotels and that was a great brain child at the time 

because it encouraged professional accommodation and service at a time when the 

tourism market was growing and there was a blight in the accommodation area. 

Its not all about numbers and throughput of people its about the structure to look after 

the people when they are here and I am confident, I know for a fact that the research 

wasn’t done when the decision was made to continue with the taxation incentives as 

to whether we had the human infrastructure to deliver the hospitality that it must go 

side by side. 

 

There are wonderful destinations and hotels all over the world and it isn’t the physical 

building that attracts the visitor it is literally the humanness, the spirituality, the 

connecting with the local people in the local area and the most recent research, and I 

understand it was the most extensive ever carried out by Fáilte Ireland in the British 

market once more confirmed that it is the people.  It is vital in fact, I now know for 

definite what should have been done five, ten years and it is the eleventh hour now 

and I hope its not too late, what should be seriously brought in by the department of 

finance encouraged by the department of tourism to the next budget is the same as 

what the other artists have, is no taxation for certain businesses who provide these, let 



370 

 

it be the smaller guest house, B&B that prove that they are owner managed and run – 

that it is their primary function – it is a very holistic way to bring up a family -  the 

over heads are not making it viable for the next generation to go into it. 

 

It would also be at the eleventh hour for government to recognise just the amount of 

time that cannot be paid for the amount of personal energies that has gone in by 

people altruistically for the common good.  The revenue that the exchequer has from 

tourism, it is literally brought in on the backs of the smaller operator who have 

provided the traditional hospitality and welcome and once we loose that we loose 

tourism.   

 

It is our uniqueness it is what we are marketing and if we don’t deliver it when the 

people come in well then they are not going to return or spread the word. 

In the 50s and 60s our neutrality was important and you must remember our country 

is a very small country in the overall scheme of things in Europe, we were 

predominantly catholic and we literally increased and multiplied and filled the earth 

so everyone wanted to come back we have made such a mark in so many countries 

abroad. 

 

After the famine we had a mass exodus and all these could never afford to come back 

so if you take a hundred years later that would have been the generation that would 

have gone and would have grown up listening to their parents longing to come home 

so quite a lot of tourism in the earlier years were ethnic Irish outside of the UK market 

because we were their next door neighbour.  The Americans just loved us – it would 

have been the Irish – the fact that we were a nation of saints and scholars and poets 
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and artists – the songs even if you listen to all of these songs of a sentimental nature, 

these songs that were sung in pubs the people that emigrated to England and the US 

they were kept together very much by Irish clubs so the sense of Irishness was 

cultured in them so it was predominantly Irish at the stage. 

 

Government support has predominantly been received by the bigger groups there has 

never been truly recognition for the small family hotel or guest house that is run as a 

business and professionally run and yet we are caught with the same legislation as the 

bigger hotels so it is very oppressive.  

 

The O’Donoghue family and the Treacy family they would each be second generation 

now.  Maurice O’Donoghue, his Mam started a B&B and loved it and she was 

brought up in the service industry because she came from a pub herself.  She had 

intended to be a wife to her husband the pharmacist and obviously because she was 

brought up with this ‘can do’ attitude she loved interacting with people so she had her 

little manor house, that’s exactly what it was, the original home of the Eagle where 

the reception is now and it was Maurice who had the business acumen and brought it 

forward so that would be the only O’Donoghue family that would be second 

generation and it was thanks to Maurice. 

 

In the Treacy family, they grew up in the Ross hotel and times were hard but they 

sustained it with the income of teaching so the children all got the love of the industry 

and once they took over they are all very successful today. 
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The Randles family would be only just now, and its wonderful to see it being both the 

leadership that Kay herself gave and the love of it, to her children and two of them are 

just hands on in the business and have major investment in it now so it is vital that 

families are encouraged. 

 

The foundation of the IHF have been by owners for owners, but in the last 7-8 years 

that isn’t the case anymore, it’s being lead by the big groups. 

I built here because I had a previous house and I had the site from the family so there 

was really no support for the smaller businesses.  I got involved with the Irish Guest 

House Owners Association, I was the 3rd President of it simply because there was a 

huge anomaly at the time, rates were abolished on domestic properties on I think it 

was 1980 Finance Act but the Guest Houses had to pay rates even though they were 

very domestic in content so that’s what I think made the Guest House voice very 

strong at the time.  We were probably so strong that we came to the attention of the 

IHF, you see we had so much in common we were eligible for VAT we were liable 

for rates and Jimmy Barry was the then Chief Executive and it was very over owner 

focused at the time and it made sense to pool our resources because we didn’t have a 

full time secretariat and I was doing quite a lot of it myself I was four years President 

of the Irish Guest House Owners Association having served as secretary for two or 

three years before that with John Eagan at the time of Eagan’s Guest House in Dublin 

and the famous Michael O’Brien of … guest house.  So I would have been involved 

nationally at a very early age and then I became involved with the IHF so I was on 

national council for eleven years and this is my first year off of national council and I 

had been Vice President and Chairman of the Kerry Branch for four years I was 

secretary of the Kerry branch of the IHF for a three year period ten years ago and also 
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ran again recently so I very much did what I could do for the smaller player, to keep 

their voice heard but however the voice of the bigger groups became more dominant 

over time … the recognition of the smaller businesses involvement is very much 

calling to the tune of the bigger player and in tourism that is the worst thing that can 

be done because it means that we loose the cold face of it, we loose our hospitality 

and welcome.   

 

All businesses with a turnover of less than €500,000 in tourism, because it being so 

vital to the economy should be looked at from a cultural point of view as all artists are 

because it’s an art, its our culture. 

 

Also the financial outlay, the original B&B’s their income couldn’t sustain them so 

tourism was a substitute income but for the Guest houses and the small family hotel 

that didn’t run weddings it became unsustainable if you were to pay rates & VAT.  

The current lobby by the IHF to the minister for tourism is focusing on the 

recoupment by the business travel of VAT but that is just for the business hotels.  

 

I personally think, I know we must move forward with the times and I don’t want to 

dwell on the past but I have always been of the view why fix it if it wasn’t broken 

when you think going back to the birth of tourism and its infancy, and the growth and 

nurturing of it we had Bord Fáilte offices in quite a lot of places around the states but 

now in the structure Bord Fáilte has been altered and changed but yes they played a 

major, major part in the actual development of tourism, in the tourism traffic acts but 

that role was taken away from them.  But for a period the developer was king above 

anything else. 



374 

 

 

More focus on the hospitality in the past and that is the key to maintenance of the 

tourism industry. 

This has been very much a feature in the past. A sense of pride always existed down 

here in what we did, we have more small businesses than any other county and that is 

a point that I omitted to make earlier, not only is the physical environment wonderful 

but also we have more small businesses involved in tourism and even to this day I 

think its 75% of Ireland hotel and Guest Houses are less than 30 bedrooms, here in 

this area we probably would have 95%.  We have only a few large hotels so it 

certainly would be the traditional hospitality and the culture.  The large hotel chains 

would see us as Peter Malone, when he was in Jury’s, one time referred to as a sick 

child, in the sense that it wouldn’t be economically viable for them.  They would see 

the market, as over saturated and there isn’t enough business in the wintertime. 

 

Cork/Kerry tourism in the past their role was to service the visitor and they performed 

a great role and also our region has a better infrastructure thanks to Con O’Connor 

sourcing the grants etc for the building of offices than any other county.  Also 

handling press, journalists and travel writers and then in tandem with that the generic 

marketing of the region.  Well the regional board allows for the election to the board 

at its AGM from the individual sectors so it is very democratic.  We are experiencing 

problems currently in so much as we haven’t a business plan finalised and we as a 

board have not been consulted about any marketing plans and we are very concerned 

about that. 

 

The expertise of the trade was always used through committees etc. 
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I, through my role as chairman if the Kerry branch of the IHF have lobbied both Enda 

Kenny and Jim McDaid both former ministers for tourism, for the relocation of the 

Fáilte Ireland offices to Killarney because this is the capital of tourism its only right 

that their address would come from here.  It’s good that the reigns of control are from 

this region.  

 

Con O’Connor when he was the RTA manager in the past and he was exceptional, he 

spent the money as if it was his own in other words he got value for money and he 

ensured that for minimum input there was maximum output and he looked at the 

longer term picture.  There was a confidence that he delegated the work to people who 

had the skills to deal with it. For me for my own point it would have been very much 

myself that contributed to the industry. 

 

Yes we work together all of the time – people ask and I will give them the names of 

restaurants etc, and arrange things for them.  You would always have local bodies 

playing for leverage, but Killarney people have a great sense of pride in their place 

and a great sense of looking out for each other.  I mean individually, just take two 

very strong local families in the industry they would be minding their own markets 

but they would collectively meet for the common good.  I served on the Chamber, as 

former vice president all these bodies are very committed. 

 

 


