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Abstract:  
Innovation in tourism is increasingly driven by knowledge networks that span sectors and 
regions, yet their systemic dynamics remain underexplored. This conceptual paper applies a 
neo-Schumpeterian evolutionary economic geography lens to reframe how tourism knowledge 
networks are understood at macro-destination and extra-regional levels. Adopting a network-
system perspective, it proposes a typology of tourism knowledge networks based on systemic 
qualities such as boundedness, coherence, and unified function. The paper advocates for a 
cross-sectoral, multi-destination knowledge network continuum as a more effective foundation 
for examining innovation processes in tourism. The study contributes a new framework for 
analyzing regional innovation systems in tourism and sets a research agenda emphasizing the 
importance of integrated, multi-scalar knowledge exchange in destination development. 
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1. Introduction 
Knowledge of economic performance and innovation, which drives the competitiveness of 
tourism firms and destination regions (Booyens & Rogerson, 2017), is often shared informally 
and unintentionally as spillovers. However, to maximize its effect, knowledge transfer should 
follow a clear process that includes capturing, developing, sharing, and using organizational 
knowledge (Cooper, 2015, 2018). 

Knowledge sharing, defined as the conversion of knowledge into information and data, 
requires effective mechanisms for its diffusion (McLeod et al., 2024). These mechanisms, such 
as formal networks within tourism systems, establish interconnections. Knowledge networks 
serve as “pipelines” for individuals and groups of actors (Bathelt et al., 2004) to exchange 
geographically dispersed information and knowledge (Owen-Smith & Powell, 2004). These 
networks may arise from informal ties between individuals or from formal relationships, such 
as contracts or strategic alliances (Owen-Smith & Powell, 2004). They can occur at the micro 
level (actor), for example, organizations and the individuals within them; the meso level 
(group), for example, supply chains, networks, and tourism sub-sectors; and the macro level 
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(across destination regions). Researchers have examined these networks extensively at the 
intra-destination level, where individual organizations, including businesses, marketing 
agencies, and governmental bodies, form knowledge exchange networks within destination 
regional boundaries (Del Chiappa & Baggio, 2015; Raisa et al., 2020; McLeod, 2020), but less 
at the macro scale.  

Actors can be individuals, organizations, or other entities representing private, public, 
non-government, or association groups. When we examine destinations as networks of 
organizations, actors become stakeholders if they play an active role in the system (Valeri & 
Baggio, 2022). A social network is a set of connections among actors, used to describe their 
social behavior. In tourism, networks are antecedents and a necessary condition for innovation 
and diffusion (Brandão et al., 2018), representing the outcomes and processes of knowledge 
investment and transfer.  

An innovation system is a set of relationships between actors involved in innovation, 
which involve varying degrees of interdependence (Asheim & Gertler, 2006). It consists of 
dynamic and complex interactions in networks characterized by institutional features at 
different territorial scales of analysis, reflecting differences in institutional settings, social 
situations, and innovation needs (Hall & Williams, 2020).  

Knowledge exchange processes that facilitate innovation and network processes 
between destination regions differ in geographic and sectoral scales, including regional and 
sectoral innovation systems, system efficiency, and effectiveness. This creates a challenge 
because there is a lack of epistemological clarity regarding two underlying aspects of tourism 
innovation that we elaborate in this article: the geographic levels that constitute the intra- and 
extra-regional levels at which knowledge is exchanged; and the research perspective from 
which the efficiency and effectiveness of knowledge exchange mechanisms are examined.  

Studies on collaboration in knowledge exchange between tourism destination regions 
differ in geographic scale and sectoral focus, creating an epistemological challenge regarding 
what defines a tourism destination region as the unit of analysis and how well it represents a 
region’s tourism industry (Hall & Williams, 2020). The geographic perspective refers to formal 
links between individual organizations and the administrative areas for which they are 
responsible, including their boundaries. The sectoral perspective refers to the relative 
homogeneity or heterogeneity of the types of organizations within the destination region’s 
boundaries. Therefore, the task is twofold. First, we must determine how representative the 
destination region unit of analysis is by observing interactions among members of knowledge 
networks of relevant organizations and enterprises, such as destination management 
organizations and business associations. Second, we must define the regional or administrative 
boundaries based on where interactions occur and which sectors are included. 

Despite the need to improve the effectiveness of knowledge networks in generating 
meaningful knowledge interactions, studies on knowledge exchange mechanisms in general, 
and in tourism in particular, provide limited understanding of the criteria that determine when 
networks are systemic (effective) (Weidenfeld et al., 2021). Therefore, it is necessary to address 
the definitional ambiguity surrounding network perspectives and systems approaches in 
tourism. Consequently, we propose a new typology for conceptualizing networks based on their 
systemic value and nature, as well as the extent to which they represent regions, including their 
geographic level and sectoral focus. We use an inter-organizational perspective to address 
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knowledge exchange at the macro-destination level and suggest methodologies. Appropriate 
definition of spatial scale, for example, the macro-destination level, should guide studies on 
knowledge networks of destination regions, which, despite their growing number and 
importance, remain largely overlooked in tourism innovation studies. 

A neo-Schumpeterian evolutionary economic geography approach is used as the 
framework for this paper because it offers insights into the complex tangible and intangible 
relationships among technological, economic, and social development in a spatial context 
(Hanusch & Pyka, 2005; Evangelista, 2022). The ontology of complexity in evolutionary 
approaches provides a basis to identify emergent properties from network relationships, such 
as knowledge networks (Robert et al., 2017). For example, this may include the development 
of co-evolution in spatially proximate sectors, such as tourism, facilitated by specific spatially 
tied institutions (Schamp, 2010). Chu and Hassink (2023) also highlight the approach’s 
potential to advance a spatial ontology that reconciles the dialectic between the “space of 
places” and the “space of flows” (Martin & Sunley, 2023), an observation to which we respond 
in the context of tourism. 

The evolutionary approach emphasizes novelty, creativity, and continuous innovation 
as the main drivers of long-term economic growth and evolution (Brouder et al., 2016). 
Innovation improves enterprises’ product offerings, processes, and business practices through 
continuous knowledge creation and application. This gives destinations greater 
competitiveness in a globally competitive economic environment (Booyens & Rogerson, 
2017). Therefore, the evolutionary approach assumes that improvement, efficiency, and 
effectiveness are needed within and across tourism organizations. 

A Schumpeterian evolutionary perspective provides a suitable framework to address 
knowledge exchange processes in a destination context for several reasons. First, it 
acknowledges the importance of the knowledge economy and the need to generate effective 
inter-organizational collaborative mechanisms to maintain competitiveness. Second, it frames 
both intra- and extra-regional levels and addresses the multiscale complexity in facilitating 
inter-organizational relations. Third, addressing the qualities and institutional environment that 
engender effective collaborative mechanisms in a multiscalar “cooptative” inter-organizational 
environment aligns closely with a Schumpeterian evolutionary economic geography approach 
(Chu & Hassink, 2023). Therefore, focusing on barriers and enablers to dynamic knowledge 
creation and dissemination among regional enterprises is important (Brouder et al., 2016). 
Drawing from the evolutionary economic geography approach, we emphasize the significance 
of knowledge exchange and innovation among organizations that advance tourism-related 
regional development. 

After this introduction, the next two sections discuss the tourism knowledge network 
perspective and the innovation system approach, which include the institutional dimension and 
systemic qualities. We then explain the sectoral and regional tourism innovation perspectives 
before suggesting, with examples, a cross-sectoral and cross-regional perspective focused on 
knowledge exchange between destination regions at the macro-destination level, 
operationalized by multi-destination knowledge networks. The paper concludes by presenting 
its contributions and suggesting future research. The next section discusses the knowledge 
network and innovation system concepts and their relevance, followed by a review of the 
innovation system concept and its sectoral and regional tourism dimensions. We suggest an 
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alternative combined cross-sectoral and cross-regional perspective, as well as a new conceptual 
framework.  

 
2. Tourism knowledge exchange at the extra-regional level 
The Extra-regional Level  

The extra-regional level, recognized as important for creating new knowledge 
combinations that enhance innovation and competitiveness (Booyens & Rogerson, 2017; 
Brandão et al., 2019; Hall & Williams, 2020), remains largely under researched. The extra-
regional level refers to all knowledge exchange with actors, both tourism and non-tourism, 
outside the destination region. It includes three suggested sub-levels (Figure 1), which offer a 
detailed framework for analysis and help establish conceptual clarity. The first two levels are 
the interregional levels, which are important for any tourism organization to achieve greater 
inventiveness through non-regional links with tourism and non-tourism actors outside the 
regional context (Kofler et al., 2018). This is important because regional over-embeddedness, 
when networks are too closed, can lead to lock-in and prevent actors from searching for new 
ideas from external national or international sources. External knowledge plays an important 
role in learning and innovation because networks limited to local and regional actors can cause 
underdevelopment in regional innovation systems (Brandão et al., 2018). In tourism, research 
on innovation in interregional networks has focused mainly on cross-border regional contexts 
and includes the joint development of new marketing methods, technologies, ways of working, 
products, and services (Booyens & Rogerson, 2017; Makkonen et al, 2018). 

The first extra-regional level refers to extra-regional links between individual actors 
and organizations or individuals that are tourism unrelated or do not consider themselves part 
of the tourism industry in their region. This may include professional services such as 
engineering, information technologies, and food industries (Baird & Hall, 2016). The second 
level is the interregional level, which focuses on the analysis of inter-organizational micro-
networks and actors collaborating with one or more others in different destination regions 
(Brandão et al., 2019; Makkonen et al., 2018; Herasimovich et al., 2024). This level includes 
qualitative studies that examine the nature and importance of external knowledge exchanged, 
the types of organizations as knowledge receivers and providers, and the diffusion of 
innovation and knowledge (e.g., Booyens & Rogerson, 2017; Makkonen et al., 2018), and 
quantitative studies mainly using Social Network Analysis (e.g., Brandão et al., 2019; 
Herasimovich et al., 2024). Network metrics, such as density, clustering coefficients, or 
community identification, are used to assess the extent of collaboration in the network and, 
therefore, their knowledge exchange propensity (e.g., Valeri & Baggio, 2022).  

The third category examines collaboration at the macro-destination region, specifically 
at the destination and cross-regional sub-levels. The destination region sub-level is the unit of 
analysis where we examine collaboration between most or all actors in one territorial unit and 
those in other destinations, as Sun et al. (2025) did in their work examining a network of 
Chinese city regions. They identify elements in each member city, such as research institutions, 
tourism resources, and spatial proximity, that support the creation and evolution of inter-city 
links. They also examine changes in tourism innovation, including products, services, 
technology, and management, measured by patent values for each city as indicators of tourism 
innovation growth. However, they do not examine interregional knowledge linkages between 
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tourism actors in each destination region as indicators of actual knowledge exchange, or those 
representing the entire region, such as regional authorities and destination management 
organizations. Furthermore, the use of patents as a measure of tourism innovation has been 
criticized because of the service nature of tourism and the inappropriateness of focusing on 
artifacts, such as patents, rather than the inherent qualities of the tourism system (Hall & 
Williams, 2020). Therefore, we suggest a cross-regional level and an inter-organizational 
perspective focused on multi-destination knowledge networks, which constitute the second 
sub-level of the macro-destination regions, as an alternative approach.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Tourism knowledge exchange at the extra-regional level 

 
The types of knowledge exchanged and innovation at extra-regional level remain 

understudied and, in addition to those identified as relevant at the interregional level, include 
public service delivery, sustainability, finance, and economic development aspects 
(Weidenfeld et al., 2021).  

Given the difficulties in studying each individual regional actor, we focus on 
organizations that represent tourism actors in destination regions, such as destination 
management organizations, tourism boards, and regional business associations. These 
organizations inherently engage directly or indirectly in knowledge links with all or most of 
their members, and often with non-members. Therefore, they can act as regional knowledge 
agents in interactions with other destination regions. Accordingly, this paper addresses the 
knowledge gap in the understanding of how inter-regional networks, composed of 
organizations representing tourism stakeholders, facilitate the exchange of ideas and promote 
innovation across destinations. After debating on what and how extra-regional knowledge 
exchange is perceived in tourism, we divide extra-regional knowledge exchange into three 
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levels: extra-regional linkages, interregional, and macro-destination. Understudied at the 
macro-destination level, we introduce the concept of multi-destination knowledge networks, 
which describes the largely unexplored mechanisms that enable knowledge exchange among 
multiple destination regions, and identify and examine the key attributes of these networks. 
Second, we suggest that such networks can be considered systemic when they include both 
formal and informal institutions, along with three systemic qualities that shape their overall 
effectiveness (Weidenfeld et al., 2021). Third, we identify four types of multi-destination 
knowledge networks, distinguished by factors such as membership exclusivity, structural 
design, sectoral composition, member diversity, geographic reach, and spatial proximity. 
Finally, we provide a conceptual framework based on a systemic knowledge network 
continuum. Addressing these factors can help tourism knowledge networks function more 
effectively as knowledge exchange facilitators and increase their membership values. 

 
2.1. The tourism knowledge network perspective 

 Knowledge created by learning is an important precursor for tourism firms’ innovation 
and competitiveness (Bachinger & Kofler, 2022), particularly regarding products, processes, 
marketing strategies, and organizational strategies related to their competitiveness and 
functioning. It is understood, used, managed, or examined within its contextual and holistic 
settings, as well as through the social interactions that facilitate its flow in complex networks 
(Brandão et al., 2018, 2019). Knowledge exchange drives innovation by creating multi-actor 
networks that combine external knowledge from diverse sectors and regions with internal 
knowledge creation (Sun et al., 2025).  

The tourism network approach includes three main research streams: Actor Network 
Theory, the network as a type of stakeholder, and the network as a perspective or approach for 
analysis, to examine whether phenomena are perceived as networks (Nguyen et al., 2019). This 
paper focuses on the latter perspective, which examines how relations and structures influence 
actor behavior (Stuck et al., 2016), and is highly relevant for understanding collaborative 
dynamics in tourism innovation and knowledge exchange (Marasco et al., 2018; Raisi et al., 
2020; Valeri & Baggio, 2022).  

Knowledge networks provide platforms and create conditions for establishing 
relationships that support the development of innovation processes and products (Brandão et 
al., 2018, 2019). Tourism knowledge networks include a wide range of actors and sectors, such 
as businesses, universities, and organizations, which are essential to their functioning and can 
also provide a regional development mechanism (Bachinger & Kofler, 2022; Valeri & Baggio, 
2022). They enable complementarities and economies of scale by allowing shared costs, skills, 
services, and resources, such as market research. This synergy increases competitive 
advantage, trust, social cohesion, and access to diverse knowledge sources (Booyens & 
Rogerson, 2017; Favre-Bonte et al., 2019; Kofler et al., 2018). In this paper, we define multi-
destination knowledge networks as platforms consisting of at least three organizations, 
managed by a team or organization that does not usually manage micro-networks.  

Tourism knowledge networks operate at local, regional, national, and global levels; 
however, more attention has been given to the destination regional context, described as broad 
regional networks, where knowledge and information flow among diverse stakeholders 
(Baggio & Cooper, 2010). The geographical and sectoral diversity of networks is important in 
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tourism because its multi-sectoral nature involves complementary bundled activities that 
generate a tourism experience. Tourism is produced as a set of functionally linked service 
offerings by hotels, restaurants, transport providers, retailers, visitor attractions, and others at 
the destination level, with actor heterogeneity potentially contributing to innovation 
performance (Brandão et al., 2018, 2019). Below, we examine how these can be studied from 
both sectoral and regional perspectives in shaping tourism knowledge networks as systemic 
entities. 

 
3. The systemic characteristics of regional tourism knowledge networks 
The structure of relationships in a socio-economic system shapes creativity, innovation, and 
the network’s ability to absorb and use external knowledge (Baggio, 2014; Binder, 2020). The 
systemic perspective provides a clear framework for studying tourism innovation and 
knowledge management, highlighting the non-linear, interactive, and evolving nature of 
learning among diverse actors (Dahesh et al., 2020). Innovation emerges from geographically 
and sectorally distributed capabilities shaped by economic, political, and historical factors (Hall 
& Williams, 2020; Gutiérrez et al., 2021). However, tourism research often overlooks the 
institutional and systemic dimensions that embed innovation socially and institutionally 
(Brandão et al., 2019; Earl & Hall, 2023). 
 
3.1 Institutional dimension 
Formal and informal institutions are equally important for the development and function of 
innovation systems (ISs) (North, 1990) because both shape learning processes and can enhance 
or constrain innovation. Formal institutions include laws, regulations, and organizations that 
shape interactions (Gutiérrez et al., 2021). For example, affiliate membership in the United 
Nations World Tourism Organization and its innovation network requires adherence to the 
Global Code of Ethics for Tourism and acceptance of the Statutes of the Organization and the 
obligations of membership (UNWTO 2023).  

In tourism, formal institutions, such as destination management organizations, act as 
intermediaries between regional actors and help create conditions for successful network 
development (Brandão et al., 2018). Informal institutions include routines and norms, such as 
avoiding imitation to reduce competition, particularly among neighboring businesses (Earl & 
Hall, 2023; Weidenfeld et al., 2010). Formal institutions, including knowledge networks and 
bridging organizations, establish top-down “rules” through regulatory regimes, while informal 
institutions complement them by shaping conventions and norms (Coriat & Weinstein, 2002; 
Borrás, 2004). Informal institutions can become formal institutions over time (Edquist, 2004). 
Therefore, knowledge networks, such as organizational or strategic alliances, can function as 
formal institutions and shape both formal and informal institutional characteristics.  

Every network can derive new knowledge from both informal and formal ties. For 
example, formal and informal interactions between speakers as experts and attendees at 
workshops can generate knowledge (Sanz-Ibáñez et al., 2019). From an evolutionary 
perspective, formal and informal institutions that underlie systems can stimulate each other's 
emergence, but a system requires both to be present (Weidenfeld et al., 2021). In tourism, 
innovation depends on knowledge flowing through both formal ties, such as well-defined 
structures or contractual relations, and informal inter-organizational network ties, such as 
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personal contacts within and between destinations (Baird & Hall, 2016; Zach & Hill, 2017). 
Nonetheless, institutions alone cannot define networks or their systemic behavior, which 
depends on the systemic qualities of regional knowledge networks (Weidenfeld et al., 2021).  

 
3.2 Systemic Qualities 
Coherence, unified function, and boundedness determine how systemic regional networks are 
(Weidenfeld et al., 2021). Below, we examine their nature and relevance to tourism innovation 
systems.  
3.2.1 Coherence  
The quality of coherence refers to the extent to which a system’s elements are consistent in 
values and shared beliefs behind attitudes, as well as social interaction that characterizes how 
innovation processes occur (Borrás, 2004). It implies feedback loops, complementary 
competencies between agents, and common developmental trajectories (Roper et al., 2006). 
Three aspects shape coherence: related variety, network density, and strength.  
      Related variety refers to cognitive differences among regional economic activities that are 
sufficient to enable the creation of new combinations of different and complementary 
knowledge, thus advancing regional diversification (Boschma & Frenken, 2011). It enables the 
development of economic activities characterized by cognitive proximity or related 
technologies with balanced similarities. In destination regions, related variety between tourism 
sub-sectors and between these and non-tourism sectors is important for stimulating knowledge 
exchange linkages and driving service or product diversification, primarily based on market 
relatedness (Weidenfeld, 2018). Because sub-sectoral organizations from different industries 
at various relatedness levels, such as transport, accommodation, and agriculture, exchange 
knowledge driven by market relatedness and share data on the same end customers (i.e., 
tourists), considerable coherence is assumed. In other words, coherence is positively related to 
related variety if networks are not loosely connected or do not have isolated elements that are 
unlikely to jointly generate meaningful innovative output (Rakas & Hain, 2019). 
       Networks’ density and strength of ties, that is, dense versus sparse and strong versus weak 
ties, vary in how they benefit innovation performance. Cohesive or dense networks with strong 
ties often occur at high connectivity, leading to higher trust and reciprocity (Brandão et al, 
2018). These conditions facilitate knowledge dissemination, idea development, and the 
operation of supporting governance mechanisms. However, they may also be 
counterproductive for creativity because they insulate groups from new ideas and information 
from outside the network. Balancing cohesion is needed to avoid over-embeddedness in a 
network. In tourism, people from different backgrounds, perspectives, and industries generate 
innovative products and services by creating new knowledge combinations. Very cohesive 
networks or sub-networks may be counterproductive to innovation if they are not open enough 
to engage with other external actors. Therefore, balanced cohesion, that is, a combination of 
strong and weak ties within the same network, increases coherence and the likelihood of 
meaningful innovation (Baggio, 2014; Brandão et al., 2018). 
3.2.2 Unified Function  
In innovation systems, specific themes, priorities, or innovative activities often face common 
challenges or threats, which require innovative solutions (Edquist, 2004, 2006). A function 
includes the aims to which all system elements contribute (Rakas & Hain, 2019) and 
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characterizes actors working within the same sub-sectors or when sub-sectors are thematically 
related. For example, in attractions, the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums (2023) acts 
as a global knowledge network with a unified function based on well-defined shared priorities 
among its members. However, as already noted, knowledge interactions in destination regions 
occur between businesses and organizations from different sectors and industries. Such 
knowledge networks can be highly diverse and differ substantially in their knowledge base. 
This dissimilarity can weaken knowledge interlinkages, which justifies the need for centralized 
networks that coordinate innovation processes and promote shared principles and objectives 
(Brandão et al., 2018). Nevertheless, like coherence, a unified function might reduce access to 
new knowledge because centralized networks often depend on a few organizations, and their 
loss or absence of functionality might affect network performance (Raisi et al., 2020), 
particularly without participation from extra-regional sources. Such participation is determined 
by the network’s boundedness.  
3.2.3 Boundedness 
Innovation systems can have sectoral, technological, cognitive, or regional boundaries, where 
innovations are generated and supported by specific institutions (Hall & Williams, 2020). This 
characteristic is more common, but not exclusive, in the regional innovation systems context, 
where regions are defined by homogenous criteria, pre-existing cultural embeddedness, and 
internal cohesion (Doloreux  & Parto, 2005). This allows for a reasonable delineation between 
the system’s territorial unit and the rest of the world. However, this boundary depends largely 
on the purpose of the analysis (Edquist, 2006). As a general guideline, sufficient coherence 
within certain boundaries can delineate a regional innovation system’s boundary (Asheim et 
al., 2011).  

Administrative boundaries and functionality, in terms of the frequency or intensity of 
economic interaction and labor mobility as a knowledge carrier, are often used (Andersson & 
Karlsson, 2006), along with other types of collaborations within regional boundaries (Edquist, 
2006). However, tourism flows and transport connectivity patterns also shape knowledge 
interactions. In destination regions, local cultural and natural resources contribute to specific 
product knowledge networks, such as health tourism and gastronomy (European Commission, 
2015), which are characterized by linkages between a wide range of actors (Booyens & 
Rogerson, 2017). 
       The three qualities above do not suggest a dichotomy between the presence or absence of 
a system or network mechanism. Instead, they indicate a continuum, with “no system” at one 
end and a “full system” at the other, and most knowledge exchange mechanisms fall between 
these extremes, displaying some characteristics of systemic networks (Weidenfeld et al., 2021). 
The strength of a system depends on the structure and relationships shaped by the nature and 
context of how destination networks are managed. These systemic qualities are relevant to 
industrial or sectoral networks and are typical of global, national, and geographic systems at 
the destination regional level. We examine both below before relating the systemic perspective 
to each. 
 
4. The sectoral and regional perspective in tourism innovation systems 
4.1 Tourism Sectoral Innovation Systems 
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The sectoral system framework (Malerba, 2006) has been used to examine innovation 
determinants and performance across many sectors. Its main components include actors, 
sectoral environments, such as knowledge, technologies, demand and markets, institutions and 
policies, and unexpected shock events, as well as interactions and networks (Gutierrez et al., 
2021; Li et al., 2021). A sector is a “set of activities that are unified by some linked product 
groups for a given or emerging demand and which share some common knowledge” (Malerba, 
2006, p.385). In each sector, firms share some characteristics but are also heterogeneous 
(Malerba 2004).  

Tourism sectors are defined as the “grouping of enterprises into specific tourism 
services, such as accommodation and tours” (Raisi et al., 2020, p.4). When “heterogeneous 
firms facing similar technologies, searching around similar knowledge bases, undertaking 
similar production activities, embedded in the same institutional setting, share some common 
behavioural traits and develop a similar range of learning patterns, behaviour, and organisation 
form” (Malerba, 2006, p.387), they form a sectoral innovation system. Because tourism is a 
multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder industry with various sectors and sub-sectors that share 
the same end users (visitors and tourists), tourism network mechanisms can be defined as 
sectoral innovation systems if they facilitate knowledge exchange based on shared objectives 
and priorities (Hall & Williams, 2020). 

Tourism innovation systems are “the parts and aspects of the economic structure and 
institutional set-up affecting learning and innovation in tourism firms” (Sundbo et al., 2007, 
p.93). Because sectoral innovation systems’ boundaries are defined by actors’ interactions 
aimed at achieving innovation (Li et al., 2021), tourism sectoral innovation systems can exist 
from local to global geographic scales. This approach, at any scale, must consider the network 
of stakeholder relationships (networks), businesses’ strategic decision making 
(competitiveness), participation of organizational actors (Brandão et al., 2019), and the 
systems’ sustainable innovation and research development. Major international tourism 
networks, such as the International Air Transport Association (2023), represent a tourism 
sectoral innovation system at the global scale. As the trade association for the world’s airlines, 
it has shared priorities related to specific challenges and policy formulation, addressed by 
knowledge dissemination and learning activities. While formal institutional factors are easy to 
identify in such networks, the nature and extent of informal institutions, such as certain norms 
that shape innovation processes, cannot be found without in-depth investigation. 

The main dimensions of the sectoral innovation system are the knowledge and 
technological domain, actors and networks, and institutions. In these cases, sectoral 
specificities or sectoral evolution play a pivotal role in explaining actors’ behaviors and 
performance. Tourism includes sectors that also belong to other industries. Therefore, tourism 
as a sectoral innovation system may differ in its components’ knowledge base, learning 
processes, interactions, and formal and informal institutions (Gutiérrez et al., 2021). Following 
Gutiérrez et al. 2021, sectoral innovation systems vary across industries and sectors and should 
be studied regarding the three ways tourism sub-sectors may differ from other industries: 
i) Knowledge base and learning processes: The symbolic knowledge base, as in other service 
industries, is especially important in tourism, while other knowledge bases, such as synthetic 
and analytic, are more relevant in other industries (Mannich & Larsen, 2013). This includes 
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the aesthetic qualities of regional products, designs, images, and the appeal of cultural artifacts 
and narratives, all of which contribute to product value (Asheim et al., 2007).  
ii) Actor linkages and interactions: The variety of actors and the nature of their interactions, 
both market and non-market, through networks is important, particularly in tourism as a multi-
sectoral industry, as already discussed. These interactions should be examined regarding sub-
sectoral particularities that shape knowledge interactions.  
iii) Formal and Informal Institutions: Different industries have their own formal and informal 
institutions that influence innovation trajectories and knowledge networks. Formal institutions 
may develop over time from the core roles of industry representative associations or they may 
be government bodies with regulatory powers. Informal institutions can arise from the intrinsic 
properties of place, which can influence how actors interact and the extent and manner of 
knowledge sharing (Hall & Williams, 2020). 

There have been no substantial empirical studies on tourism sectoral innovation 
systems. This is surprising given their presence at global, national, and destination regional 
levels, which are the most common geographical research and operational units in tourism. 
Studies should also examine sectoral specificities and differences between tourism sectors 
regarding homophily, where similar actors are more likely to interact with each other than with 
dissimilar ones, and the location of actors, suppliers, and specialized services. Nevertheless, 
the importance of the destination regional level raises the question of whether these can be 
regarded as tourism regional innovation systems.  

 
4.2 Tourism and regional innovation systems  

A “tourism region” is “a specific geographical area where tourism enterprises are 
clustered” (Raisi et al., 2020, p.4). The regional innovation system concept emphasizes the 
relationship between innovative and economic competitive advantages and geographical 
proximity among actors (Cooke, 2004; Cooke et al., 1998). It consists of three core elements: 
“learning” as a dialogic and recursive process that produces knowledge and innovation; 
“milieu” as a territorial context defined by specific values and norms; and “embeddedness” as 
a relational perspective in socio-structural and territorial terms (Kofler et al., 2018, p.69). A 
regional innovation system includes businesses in the knowledge application and exploitation 
subsystem (businesses and customers) or the knowledge generation and diffusion subsystem 
(supporting organizations, public administration, and academic institutes). Actors from the 
application subsystem focus on driving commercial innovation activities in a regional 
innovation system and are therefore of pivotal importance (Stuck et al., 2016). 

Different regions have distinct regional innovation systems; therefore, no single 
framework applies to all tourism destinations, except for general patterns and practices that 
improve innovation processes, performance, and overall destination competitiveness (Brandão 
2014). Studies on tourism and regional innovation systems (e.g., Hjalager, 2010; Luongo et al., 
2023) show no substantial evidence that the tourism industry dominates public organizations 
and research infrastructure or directly or indirectly facilitates major regional innovation 
processes (Hall & Williams, 2020). Booyens and Rogerson (2017) also find this in their attempt 
to identify a regional tourism innovation system in the Western Cape region, South Africa, 
based on four levels of networking and collaboration: within government, between private and 
public organizations, among industry practitioners, and with other industries. In other words, 
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empirically rigorous studies using the concept of tourism regional innovation systems do not 
show substantial evidence of tourism-related knowledge application or generation subsystems 
that define a destination region as such. Instead, the relationship between tourism and regional 
innovation systems is best described as influential and enabling. 

Nevertheless, tourism has direct and indirect effects on regional knowledge economies. 
Its direct effects include special service and experience-related features that enable and 
encourage interactions between customers and residents beyond tourism (Hall & Williams, 
2020). This unique role in the internationalization of knowledge constitutes both a direct and 
indirect contribution to regional innovation systems (Liu & Nijkamp, 2018). In addition, 
tourism serves as a platform for diversifying non-tourism sectors at the regional level; new 
tourism markets create new demands for products and services that are consumed differently, 
thus diversifying the entire economy (Weidenfeld, 2018). For example, inter-sectoral relations 
enabled by tourism have resulted in regional diversification in destinations in Spain, Italy, 
Portugal, and France (Biagi et al. 2021). Indirect effects may include creating a multicultural 
environment, characterized by the development of both soft (skills, knowledge, trust) and hard 
(transport, communication, finance) infrastructures (Liu & Nijkamp, 2018), and sustaining 
quality-of-life and sense of place by enhancing place appeal and improving its image (Hall & 
Williams, 2020). 

Tourism as a regional staple may create broad indirect socio-economic effects on the 
entire system and its actors, especially in rural and peripheral regions where tourism may 
generate enabling conditions for innovation activities outside tourism (Weidenfeld & Hall, 
2014). However, tourism’s regional contributions remain underestimated (Kofler et al., 2018) 
because it is mainly a small business, low-technology service industry, and regional 
innovativeness is often measured by technological or scientific indicators, such as patents. The 
sectoral and regional innovation system perspectives appear to have limited relevance in 
explaining tourism innovation. Therefore, given the importance and constraints of intra-
regional cohesiveness and multi-sectoral knowledge interactions in tourism, we suggest an 
alternative cross-sectoral and cross-regional perspective. 

 
5. Toward a cross-sectoral and cross-regional perspective  

Inter-sectoral linkages among tourism sub-sectors and between these and non-tourism 
sectors are important for regional economies (Hall & Williams, 2020). However, in the 
knowledge economy, inter-sectoral networks alone may not create strong knowledge 
interactions in destination regions, which are necessary for tacit knowledge exchange and 
cohesive networks. In destination regions, these networks often show lock-ins that are 
counterproductive for creativity and innovation because of industrial and regional over-
embeddedness. When networks are too closed, they may dominate and prevent members from 
searching for new ideas from external actors, which may cause regional innovation systems to 
remain underdeveloped (Booyens & Rogerson, 2017; Brandão et al., 2018; Kofler et al., 2018). 
Instead, a combination of strong and weak knowledge ties between tourism sectors within and 
outside the same network, such as with non-tourism sectors and extra-regional sectors, may be 
needed (Brandão et al., 2018). 

Adopting this perspective also acts as a catalyst for diversification. In the interregional 
context, diversification across regions occurs when related varieties between sectors in 
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different regions develop, depending on sector (dis)similarities between regions. This process 
requires and generates interregional knowledge exchange, which may result in cross-regional 
joint innovation (Weidenfeld, 2018). However, tourism practitioners, policy makers, and 
scholars have not widely adopted this perspective. The premise that tourism organizations are 
unable to invest resources in knowledge management is well recognized (Hall & Williams, 
2020; Brandão et al., 2018) and is even more pronounced when bridging sectors with 
considerable inter-sectoral differences because of cognitive knowledge bases (Safonov et al., 
2023). 

Second, establishing interregional tourism cooperation is more challenging and requires 
more resources than cooperation at the intra-regional level because of limited time and 
resources, as well as differing priorities, political motives, and marketing directions (Zemła, 
2014). Nevertheless, destination competitiveness is important and requires co-opetitive 
relationships, meaning non-competitive relations through cooperation, and collaboration 
mechanisms such as networks, especially when creating a tourism offer that is difficult for 
competitors to imitate (Luongo et al., 2023). Therefore, co-opetition in tourism destinations 
explains why tourism entrepreneurs are often reluctant to collaborate closely with neighboring 
tourism enterprises in innovation-related activities (Bellini et al., 2017; Biagi et al., 2021; 
Brandão et al., 2018, 2019; Weidenfeld, 2018). Instead, many individual actors seek alternative 
knowledge resources from distant actors, but the collective, organized actions taken by 
knowledge exchange mechanisms of regional groups seeking knowledge from other 
destination regions remain overlooked. 

 
5.1 Knowledge exchange between destination regions 

Cooperation among individual tourism actors remains insufficient in a globally 
competitive environment. Until recently, collaboration between destination regions, which may 
better address these challenges, has been largely ignored (Zemła, 2014). One key form of such 
collaboration is knowledge exchange, learning, and joint innovation, which enhance 
destination competitiveness (Cooper, 2015, 2018; Raisi et al., 2020). Related varieties between 
sectors, enabled by labor exchange, compatibility, and complementarity, diversify innovation 
capability (Kofler et al., 2018; Weidenfeld, 2018). For example, medical tourism plays an 
important role when patients transfer tacit knowledge of different health systems, facilities, and 
medical professionals, showing the contribution of a specific tourism sub-sector to medicine 
(Ormond, 2016). 

Driving processes that constitute knowledge exchange is challenging. While individual 
actors, such as organizations or entrepreneurs, may take their own initiative based on specific 
interests. For example, business-to-business, inter-destination knowledge exchange requires 
more institutionalized intervention facilitated by groups of regional actors (regions-to-regions). 
The next section suggests a theoretical framework and highlights some mechanisms of 
understudied interregional knowledge exchange mechanisms.  

 
5.2 Multi-destination knowledge networks and their typology 

Studies of knowledge networks of regions, where groups such as local authorities 
represent their entire region, are relatively recent. These networks are defined as knowledge 
networks of regions that facilitate and coordinate knowledge exchange activities, such as 
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hosting industry events, policy learning, and training (Weidenfeld et al., 2021). Destinations 
are mostly acknowledged as complex dynamic systems that source, share, and use knowledge 
as a prerequisite for innovation (e.g., Baggio, 2014; Baggio & Cooper, 2010; Raisi et al., 2020). 
However, this approach has so far been largely ignored at the cross-regional level (Éber et al., 
2018). 

In tourism, the equivalent of a knowledge network of regions is a multi-destination 
knowledge network, referred to here as “multi-destination networks.” These networks consist 
of destination regions whose main objectives, priorities, or activities include learning, 
knowledge exchange, or innovation. Sun et al. (2025) identify several key drivers as 
determinants of multi-destination network formation, including geographical proximity, 
disparities in economic and scientific variations, and elements of tourism development 
foundation, such as the local tourism economy, tourism education, and tourism resource 
endowment. 

Geographic proximity positively affects the tourism innovation network by enabling 
knowledge, technology, and resource exchange, and by promoting innovation connections. The 
geographic proximity dimension is important for forming multi-destination networks because 
it is positively related to actors’ willingness to collaborate, given the advantages of spatial 
agglomeration and collective learning in best practices, technologies, products, and services 
(Sun et al., 2025; Safonov et al., 2023). Sun et al. (2025) also suggest that inter-regional 
economic convergence is important for driving tourism innovation network connections, 
because smaller disparities in economic development between regions create a stronger 
impetus for tourism innovation network evolution. 

The proposed typology of existing multi-destination networks identifies geographic 
proximity, cross-sectoralness, and tourism endowments and resources, which relate to the type 
of common or different tourism experience products and shared or different markets among 
members. The two remaining drivers, interregional economic and scientific disparities, are 
more general to the regional economy, less specific to tourism, and vary greatly between urban 
and rural areas and between countries. 

The typology of multi-destination networks is based on geographical outreach—
transnational or within national boundaries—and relative proximity among destination regions, 
as well as cross-sectoral (dis)similarities that shape knowledge exchange (Table 1). 
Membership exclusivity often determines this typology, which may be open to regions from 
the same country or different countries (Weidenfeld et al., 2021), and may include similar or 
different sectors depending on network composition. Cross-sectoralness among regions refers 
to the similarity in sectoral composition among members, which defines the network’s thematic 
nature as stated in its aims. The nature of cross-sectoralness is twofold: first, networks may 
consider it as part of their membership strategy; second, it may promote knowledge exchange 
to introduce new sectors or encourage interactions among dissimilar sectors to create new 
knowledge combinations that effect innovation. Cross-sectoral dissimilarity may coincide with 
similarity in the focus of cross-sectoral knowledge exchange, such as in neighboring regions 
(types 1, 2), which are more likely to share similar tourism resources, markets, and sectors, and 
face the same challenges, making them likely to seek and share similar knowledge. Their 
similar cross-sectoralness is likely to stimulate incremental innovation, and when not very 
similar, radical innovation may emerge. Proximity can also create temporary but frequent face-
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to-face interactions in such networks and generate related varieties and creativity, which 
enhances joint innovation (Weidenfeld, 2018). 

Neighboring regions (types 1, 2) are more likely to share similar tourism resources, 
markets, and sectors, and face the same challenges; therefore, they seek and share similar 
knowledge. Similar cross-sectoralness may stimulate incremental innovation, or, when not 
very similar, may lead to more radical innovation. Although spatial proximity can be 
advantageous, institutional differences between regions in different countries might hinder 
knowledge exchange in type 1 networks and encourage it in type 2 networks because of 
institutional similarity. Furthermore, in type 2, cognitive and cultural similarities between 
entrepreneurs from the same country (ways of thinking) may create lock-in that hinders 
innovation (Weidenfeld, 2018). For example, Beskidzka 5 in Poland is a network of five 
communities selling similar tourism offerings. These communities previously competed for the 
same markets but developed an innovative approach to coopetition and designed a new 
combined product (Chudy & Valeri, 2017; Zemła, 2014). Type 3 and 4 networks are likely to 
have weaker unified function because distant regions are less likely to share the same tourism 
product and market attributes, such as seasonality. Instead, they tend to share knowledge on 
more generic aspects, such as sustainable development and technology, rather than on region-
specific challenges, such as marketing. For example, the Spanish Smart Tourist Destinations 
Network (2023) (Type 4) was initiated by the Secretary of State for Tourism to facilitate 
knowledge exchange of experiences, which contributes to the smart development of destination 
regions. The extent to which each type of multi-destination network tends to develop systemic 
qualities is examined next.  

 
Table 1.Typology of multi-destination knowledge networks 

Multi-destination knowledge 
networks 

Transnational National 

Neighboring destinations: Cross-
sectoral similarity in tourism 

resources, markets, challenges, 
knowledge bases, and geographical 
proximity engendering temporary, 
frequent face-to-face interactions, 
that engender related varieties and 
creativity which enhances joined 

innovation  

1. Cross-border 
Neighboring destination regions 
from different countries in border 
regions from two countries or more 
and may include several regions that 
constitute a macro region  
 
 

2. Neighboring destination regions 
within national boundaries 
Proximate destination regions 
exchanging market knowledge with 
each other within the same county  

Shared knowledge foci markets, marketing and tourism resources 

Cultural, cognitive and institutional 
proximities 

Medium High 

Examples  “AlpNet” (AlpNet, 2023), a 
network of neighboring Alpine 
regions 
 

e.g., ‘Beskidzka 5’, five municipal 
authorities in Poland (Chudy & 
Valeri, 2017; Zemła, 2014) 

Distant destinations 
Low geographical proximity, cross- 

sectoral  
(dis)similarity in tourism resources, 

markets, challenges, knowledge 

3. Transnational  
Distant or non-contiguous 
destinations from different 
countries, that have similar 
characteristics, e.g., best practice 

4. Distant destination regions 
within national boundaries  
Destination regions from across the 
same countries, which share similar 
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5.3 Systemic qualities of multi-destination knowledge networks 

As noted above, in addition to formal and informal institutional dimensions, the levels 
of unified function, coherence, and boundedness determine how systemic multi-destination 
networks are. Table 2 identifies and explains the systemic qualities of the four network types 
in relation to exemplars. The indicative examples show how the evolutionary approach used 
here applies to real places. This addresses the criticism that evolutionary economic geography 
tends “to work with superficial place characteristics and ignore agency, and the interpretations 
and practices of the actors and how they influence, and are influenced by, real places” (Chu & 
Hassink, 2023, p.392). 

We initially identified the exemplars through exploratory interviews with various 
actors, such as heads of associations, in the European context. We then gathered relevant 
documentary material and conducted thematic analysis, including evidence from policy and 
strategy documents, complemented by reports and academic literature (Pechlaner et al., 2002; 
Żemła, 2014; Chudy & Krutikov, 2017; Farinha et al., 2019; AlpNet, 2023; US Travel 
Association, 2023). 

The analysis included thematic coding based on predefined key words and concepts, 
such as knowledge, learning, innovation training, product type, and distance. Each knowledge 
network was first identified as a multi-destination network with formal institutions, for 
example, membership conditions, and with the logical assumption that informal institutions 
also exist. Second, we defined a network as a multi-destination knowledge network if it 
included knowledge exchange in one or more of its stated objectives or priorities, or in its 
innovation or learning-related strategies or activities (Weidenfeld et al., 2021). 

Finally, we identified, explained, and estimated systemic qualities based on the extent 
of evidence supporting their potential high, medium, or low levels, including evidence from 
interviews with members and associates. Although the exemplars presented here are limited, 
and further empirical investigation of primary data and in-depth case studies are required in 
future studies, they serve to show that we are examining real places and networks (Chu & 
Hassink, 2023). 

We assessed unified function as high or low based on how much network members 
shared objectives or priorities related to knowledge exchange or innovation. Insufficient 
systemic levels may demotivate inter-organizational knowledge exchange across regions that 
do not share the same vision and development objectives. Coherence is necessary as a 
motivator and as a condition that allows combinations of complementary inter-organizational 

bases, and low geographical 
proximity resulting in low 
frequency of face-to-face 

interactions 
 

solutions and challenges such as 
climate crisis 

interests and therefore exchange 
knowledge 

Shared knowledge foci Problem solving solutions, technology, marketing 

Cultural, cognitive and institutional 
proximities 

Low High 

Examples Network of European Regions for 
Competitive and Sustainable 
Tourism (2023) 

The Smart Tourist Destinations 
Network (2023) in Spain  
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knowledge bases from different destination regions to create effective knowledge exchange, 
resulting in innovation. We assessed systemic levels based on members’ skills, competence, 
and shared knowledge interests. We determined boundedness as high or low based on how well 
members’ boundaries and membership inclusion criteria were defined. For example, we 
categorized multi-destination networks with eligibility criteria that allow destinations with 
well-defined administrative boundaries to become members as having high boundedness. 
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The exemplars of multi-destination networks show different systemic qualities. The 
highest systemic qualities and the most diverse actors are found in type 3, exemplified by the 
Network of European Regions for Sustainable and Competitive Tourism, which is near the 
“system” edge of the continuum. This network facilitates shared knowledge through activities 
such as participation in projects focused on shared priorities related to sustainable development. 
The heterogeneity of its members, which are destination regions from across Europe, increases 
the chances of complementarities in knowledge, skills, and competence. This diversity 
engenders feedback loops and cognitive proximity that is not too high, which stimulates 
knowledge sharing. 

The American Destinations Council (type 4) has medium systemic quality and functions 
mainly as a marketing knowledge dissemination platform by organizing joint training and 
events. For example, it promotes best practices knowledge exchange and peer learning at annual 
events. Its membership is restricted to organizations representing U.S. regions, including 400 
destination marketing organization and Convention and Visitor Bureau members (US Travel 
Association 2023), which differ in their offerings and are therefore potentially complementary 
in knowledge bases, skills, and competences. 

In other networks, the three qualities appear at different levels. Boundedness is high 
because all networks include members that are regional councils or local authorities with 
defined administrative boundaries. Membership exclusivity ranges from high, for example, 
Beskidzka 5 consists of regions from several neighboring communities, to low, for example, 
the Destination Council is open to any U.S. region. The Smart Tourist Destinations Network 
(Table 1) shows stronger boundedness, both geographic and functional, because it is limited to 
Spanish local authorities committed to adopting specific technologies and innovation processes 
(The Smart Tourist Destination Network, 2023). 

Boundedness also affects the meaningfulness of innovation. Members of multi-
destination networks extended by distance over national and transnational space (types 3–4) 
tend to establish more meaningful knowledge interactions and be more innovative than those 
in networks of neighboring destination regions, which develop weaker interactions that result 
in incremental changes. This occurs because of greater inter-sectoral similarities between the 
member regions and the tendency to share marketing knowledge. 

Unified function is high except for the Destinations Council, which focuses on general 
marketing rather than specific priorities, and Beskidzka 5, which was established for joint 
marketing of a multi-destination area in Poland. The Network of European Regions for 
Sustainable and Competitive Tourism, whose objectives address sustainable development and 
competitiveness, and “AlpNet,” which focuses on sustainability and global challenges, both 
have high unified function. We assessed coherence based on member heterogeneity and 
evidence of members sharing knowledge activities, complementarities, and feedback. The 
homogeneity of members in AlpNet and Beskidzka 5 corresponds with limited evidence of 
knowledge exchange, competence or skills complementarities, and feedback loops that indicate 
coherence. The Network of European Regions for Sustainable and Competitive Tourism 
includes regions from across Europe that offer various types of tourism and target different 
markets, which creates more heterogeneity and thus incentivizes more meaningful 
internationalized knowledge exchange than that between cross-border and neighboring 
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networks within the same national boundary. However, coherence requires further investigation 
than what is provided in the exemplars; therefore, level comparisions are indicative only. 

The exemplars show that types 1–3 of the examined networks are considerably 
systemic. Transnational networks of distant regions with different tourism offerings or markets, 
which share thematic priorities, objectives, and activities, as well as networks of neighboring 
regions exchanging knowledge on their shared markets, are more systemic than neighboring 
networks with more generic shared priorities, e.g., type 4. Accordingly, the Destination Council 
is positioned closest to the “no system” edge, while the Network of European Regions for 
Sustainable and Competitive Tourism is described, with caution, as the most “systemic” and 
located closest to the “system” edge of the continuum (Figure 2). Geographic outreach and 
inter-sectoral similarity are often interrelated because neighboring member regions are more 
likely to have high inter-sectoral similarities, determined by tourism offerings, and vice versa, 
which affect systemic qualities. Therefore, a multi-destination knowledge network and its 
typology is useful when adopting a cross-regional and cross-sectoral perspective. 

Multi-destination knowledge networks are networks of destination regions whose main 
objectives, priorities, or activities include learning, knowledge exchange, or innovation. This 
concept includes four types: transnational and national, with each network divided into 
neighboring and distant types. Each type has a specific spatio-sectoral composition, which 
shapes inter-destination knowledge exchange and the extent of systemic nature that determine 
innovation outcomes. However, each type requires additional studies over time to further 
validate these concepts and typology, which underlie the regional-sectoral perspective. 
 
 
  
                                                     4                    1,2                     3       
 
                                                   Levels of Systemic Qualities 
 
 
Figure 2 Multi-destination knowledge networks on the systemic knowledge network 
continuum 

1. AlpNet 
2. “Beskidzka 5” 
3. The Network of European Regions for Sustainable and Competitive Tourism 
4. The Destinations Council 

 
6. Conclusion 
 

This paper responds to scholarly debates and practical issues in tourism innovation, 
networks, and knowledge exchange. First, it addresses the debate on what extra-regional 
knowledge exchange is and how it is perceived in tourism. We enhance conceptual clarity by 
dividing extra-regional knowledge exchange into three levels: extra-regional linkages, 
interregional, and macro-destination. We focus on the often overlooked macro-destination level 
by suggesting a cross-regional and sectoral inter-organizational perspective to examine 

System Networks 
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knowledge exchange collaboration between destination regions as the units of analysis. Using 
a neo-Schumpeterian evolutionary economic geography approach, we conceptualize innovation 
as a relational process from a sectoral and regional perspective at intra- and inter-regional and 
sectoral levels, that is, across regions, sectors, and industries. Second, we examine the 
importance of improving the systematic operation of networks as knowledge exchange 
mechanisms, with networks that have strong systemic qualities being more effective in 
generating meaningful knowledge exchange for innovation outcomes. 

By adopting this approach, we advance a spatial ontology that reconciles the dialectics 
in tourism between regions (space of places) and their interactions (spaces of flow), where 
various sectors that constitute tourism co-evolve. More specifically, we suggest a conceptual 
framework based on a systemic knowledge network continuum to better understand multi-
destination knowledge networks.  

Network perspectives that emphasize the role of relations and structures are highly 
relevant for future studies because knowledge management is inextricably linked to its context. 
Tourism, as a mostly localized and fragmented industry, is often characterized by weak research 
capability. However, tourism can also be framed as a network industry that connects different 
regional actors and sectors, which can facilitate joint knowledge generation and innovation 
capabilities. 

In the system approach and regional economy context, the importance of the conceptual 
fuzziness surrounding tourism’s systemic nature and qualities remains largely ignored. 
However, the system approach has so far insufficiently considered the institutional dimension 
and systemic qualities, including unified function, coherence, and boundedness, as well as 
sectoral similarities that underlie an evolutionary approach for studying mechanisms that 
engender knowledge exchange in destination regions. Each of these understudied qualities is 
relevant to tourism networks and their systemic nature, because sectoral or regional knowledge 
networks are affected by the nature of their geographic scope (transnational or national) and by 
their management. Based on the preceding discussion, we propose the following: 

Proposition 1: Multi-destination knowledge networks characterized by high coherence, 
unified function, and boundedness will exhibit greater effectiveness in facilitating inter-
regional knowledge exchange and driving tourism innovation; 

Proposition 2: The integration of both formal and informal institutions within these 
networks strengthens their systemic qualities, thereby enhancing innovation outcomes. 

The fragmented nature of the tourism industry and co-opetitive relationships may inhibit 
meaningful intra-regional learning and create a need for cross-regional and cross-sectoral 
perspectives. Greater attention should be given to the contribution of tourism to regional 
knowledge networks and regional innovation systems. For example, tourism can drive the 
development of infrastructure and soft skills for innovation beyond tourism, which also 
contribute to quality-of-life and place attributes that create an environment for attracting human 
capital (Hall & Williams, 2020).  

Regional and sectoral perspectives are equally important and closely linked at the 
destination regional level, where most tourism consumption occurs. However, intra-regional 
knowledge exchange between tourism sectors is insufficient for two reasons. First, co-opetition 
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relationships do not encourage tourism actors to share knowledge with counterparts because 
they want to avoid imitation and direct competition. Second, cross-sectoral learning does not 
create lock-in and can stimulate combinations of unrelated knowledge bases that are useful for 
innovation. Therefore, the cross-regional, cross-sectoral perspective, which emphasizes 
geographical outreach and sectoral similarity among members, should be favored for 
determining membership criteria and facilitating more meaningful and innovative processes.  
Accordingly, we detail a third proposition, which also provides a foundation for future 
empirical research on the mechanisms and outcomes of inter-regional knowledge networks in 
tourism:  

Proposition 3: Networks with higher cross-sectoral diversity among member regions are 
more likely to produce radical innovations, while those with greater sectoral similarity 
tend to foster incremental innovation.  

 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that intra-sectoral and regional learning should be 

downplayed. Overall, we recommend a combination of both strong and weak, intra- and extra-
regional knowledge ties between tourism sectors within and outside tourism. Interregional 
knowledge exchange studies have examined knowledge exchange between individual actors, 
such as organizations, businesses, and entrepreneurs, focusing on joint development of new 
marketing methods, technologies, ways of working, products, and services (Weidenfeld, 2013; 
Booyens & Rogerson, 2017). At the macro-destination level, knowledge exchange at the 
destination unit sub-level has been explored in terms of products, services, technology, and 
management (Sun et al, 2025). However, relationships between groups of regional actors 
representing their regions at the cross-regional level have been largely ignored. Therefore, a 
multi-destination knowledge network was proposed as a mechanism to facilitate knowledge 
exchange at the cross-regional level between multiple destination regions (Figure 1). 

 We suggest a typology of a multi-destination network based on differences in 
geographical outreach (transnational or within the same national boundaries), relative location 
(members that are distant or proximate to other members), cross-sectoral (dis)similarity, and 
relational proximity among members (cultural, cognitive, institutional). This typology, which 
includes four types, provides a framework for examining these attribute differences, which 
affect their systemic qualities.  

A multi-destination knowledge network may be described as systemic, meaning it 
operates as an effective mechanism if it includes both formal and informal institutions and 
shows considerable systemic qualities. For each of the four types of multi-destination 
knowledge networks, we provide an exemplar and its systemic levels. These exemplars show 
that knowledge exchange and innovation processes focus on marketing, sustainability, and 
technology, depending on the network type. However, systemic qualities do not determine 
whether a system exists in a dichotomous way but indicate the extent to which knowledge 
mechanisms such as networks have systematic properties or function as systems. Thus, the 
degree to which they are described as systemic depends on their systemic qualities, which 
define where each multi-destination network falls on the network–system continuum. We 
assume that most networks have formal and informal institutions and some systemic qualities, 
placing them between the two extremes of the continuum. Therefore, most multi-destination 
networks in the exemplars are defined as systemic multi-destination knowledge networks. We 
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also suggest that systemic transnational distant networks generate more meaningful knowledge 
interactions for innovation than neighboring networks. The continuum thus provides another 
means for classifying and examining multi-destination networks for research and policy-
making purposes. 

In theory, a network-of-networks fully represents such systemic networks, connecting 
individual destination networks through the knowledge exchanges among their members. 
However, when the analysis does not examine all types of ties and their interactions but instead 
focuses on a higher level, the multilevel configuration can be projected into a flat dyadic form. 
This approach makes it easier to study the main connectivity characteristics (Koskinen et al., 
2023). 

Although the above provides a platform for further research, significant questions 
remain. First, the extent to which individual actors in each destination region are involved in 
and affected by multi-destination networks’ knowledge dissemination and interactions requires 
examination. This effect can be explored regarding the assumption that high levels of 
dissemination may increase the competitiveness of actors and, therefore, the entire economic 
performance of the member destination regions. Second, the geographical and sectoral 
distribution of actors benefiting from and engaging in knowledge dissemination and exchange 
in each destination member region requires more empirical examination. Third, the extent of 
inter-sectoral interactions needs to be identified. Fourth, the nature, extent, and interplay 
between the three systemic qualitative criteria should be explored and compared between 
different types of networks more rigorously. Fifth, the role of interregional economic and 
scientific disparities requires further research and incorporation into the approach. This is 
especially significant regarding the problem of measuring the effect of tourism research beyond 
the anecdotal. Further empirical investigation over time of each exemplar is required to fully 
examine the interplay between each quality and determine their relative strengths and 
weaknesses, contingency, and causal relationships in general and in relation to levels of 
knowledge exchange, competitiveness, number of innovations introduced or launched, and 
product lifecycle extensions. Future studies should, therefore, provide a more complete picture 
and undertake longitudinal analysis to examine their complexity. 

The cross-regional and sectoral perspective, multi-destination network typology, and 
the systemic network continuum provide a conceptual framework and research agenda for new 
directions in tourism innovation research. Examining the extent to which multi-destination 
knowledge networks are also cross-sectoral, or the extent to which cross-regional knowledge 
exchange is also inter-sectoral, should be the first question to address. This presents 
methodological challenges. First, it requires qualitative and quantitative empirical validation 
through surveys and interviews with various actors, innovation biographies, and social network 
analysis that map knowledge interactions by location and sector or market. These methods can 
help define these interactions in relation to the systemic nature and qualities of multi-destination 
networks. Second, studying the particularities of knowledge interactions in such networks will 
require comparison with non-tourism knowledge networks. Potential particularities may 
include examining knowledge exchange between regions that are seasonal destinations or 
generating regions for each other, such as Alpine and Mediterranean regions. 

The quantitative analysis of network connections that should be elaborated to address 
the above in future studies includes two approaches that provide a sound basis for assessing the 
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characteristics of knowledge transfers in a tourism system. One approach is pure static 
estimation of these features using well-known metrics that identify both global and individual 
characteristics, such as the presence of intermediate structures or the relative importance of 
different actors (Coscia, 2021). In this case, the analysis may examine collaborative patterns 
between various actors (Baggio & Ruggieri, 2024) inside and outside single destinations, 
following the idea that a partnership is based on meaningful knowledge exchange.  

A modularity analysis (Souravlas, 2021) may reveal stakeholder communities with 
strong collaboration and compare cluster memberships with those based on other attributes, 
such as type of business or geographic location. This is especially useful for analyzing the actual 
extent of cooperation in multi-destination knowledge networks, beyond the perceptions of 
actors usually found with traditional methods based on interviews or questionnaires (Baggio, 
2011; Raisi et al., 2020). The second approach introduces a dynamic dimension. This can be 
expressed as a temporal evaluation, when data allow, showing if and how these patterns develop 
over time, or by examining internal processes. In this case, numerical simulation of knowledge 
transfer is treated as an innovation diffusion model (Baggio, 2015; Zhang et al., 2016), which 
enables examining the mechanisms through which the process unfolds and finding possible 
changes to configurations that improve or optimize these processes regarding the extent or 
speed of information or knowledge diffusion. 

However, simulating diffusion processes on networks is challenging because of several 
key limitations. Besides computational complexity, models rely on simplifying assumptions, 
such as static networks, nodes with homogeneous characteristics, or fixed transmission rates, 
which may not accurately reflect real-world dynamics. Additionally, the quality and availability 
of data used to inform these models can significantly affect simulation accuracy. Real-world 
networks often have complex topologies and dynamic structures that are difficult to capture in 
a simulation, and the stochastic nature of these processes, where outcomes can vary between 
simulation runs, may complicate analysis and interpretation. Nonetheless, the extensive 
literature helps ensure confidence in the results if approached rigorously. Finally, as part of 
improving understanding of knowledge exchange and management in tourism innovation, an 
important and ongoing question is how to best leverage flows of knowledge exchange in 
research institutions and academic arenas, such as this journal, into destination regions and 
sectoral knowledge networks for collective advantage. 
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