
How do you put a price on that? 
Harnessing nature’s benefits 
for tourists

The best things in life are free, so the saying goes. So how do we attach 
worth to them? How do we gauge the seemingly intangible? In an age in 
which monetary values are increasingly the overriding determinants of 
success or failure – and even of survival or destruction – other measures 
deserve careful consideration.

One area in which this is particularly true is tourism. In partnership with 
Dorset County Council, the University of Exeter’s Centre for Sport, 
Leisure and Tourism is examining innovative methods of valuing the natural 
environment by moving beyond the limitations of mere fiscal calculations 
to include symbolic, spiritual and cultural worth in the policy processes that 
underpin future tourism strategies.

www.exeter.ac.uk/slt/ourresearch

Overview
We are all familiar with the joys of a beautiful 
landscape. We have strolled along a clifftop path 
and paused to look out to the sea. We have taken 
the time to gaze at golden beaches, rolling hills 
and dappled woodland. We have enjoyed views 
and experiences we will remember and treasure 
forever. And the chances are that while absorbing 
the majesty of an especially memorable setting we 
have reflected: “You can’t put a price on that.”

The problem is that it has become accepted 
practice to try to do exactly that. Monetary value 
is widely held by policymakers as a measure of 
the importance of natural resources in relation to 
tourism. This approach completely overlooks the 
more intangible benefits an environment provides: 
the deep and complex relationship people have 
with their surroundings and the many ways in which 
this can add to their wellbeing are all but ignored.

A three-year research project by the University 
of Exeter aims to address this issue by achieving 
an understanding of what might be termed “value 

beyond money”. With specific reference to 
two sites on Dorset’s Jurassic coast, it seeks to 
demonstrate that many tourist destinations, because 
their benefits are not easily reducible to economic 
metrics, should be judged on other merits – 
for example, the cultural, symbolic, aesthetic, 
intellectual and even spiritual qualities that often 
leave them deeply engrained in the consciousness 
of visitors.

 The study, carried out in partnership with Dorset 
County Council, involves 550 on-site surveys 
and dozens of in-depth interviews. These will be 
used to offer a new perspective on the concept of 
tourism value and to demonstrate why many places 
that might be condemned as having no worth in 
strictly economic terms should still be considered 
essential to planning and policy decisions. The 
ultimate and broader goal is to help provide an 
evidence base on which to build an effective 
approach to the management of natural resources 
– one founded on not only economic efficiency but 
the things money cannot buy.

KEY FACTS
• Economic evaluation is almost 

invariably the key determinant of 
success or failure in tourism, yet 
many places offer value in ways that 
defy monetary measure.

• This problem is especially 
relevant to the tourism sector, 
where the intangible benefits 
of natural environments are 
frequently overlooked in favour of 
straightforward fiscal calculations.

• A three-year research project by 
the University of Exeter aims to 
address this issue by developing a 
true grasp of what might be termed 
“value beyond money”.

• It seeks to demonstrate that many 
tourist destinations should be judged 
on merits such as the cultural, 
symbolic, aesthetic, intellectual and 
even spiritual qualities that make 
them mean so much to visitors.

• Equipped with this information, 
planners and policymakers will have 
an entirely new perspective on 
decisions that previously took no 
account of such concerns.
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Comments and implications
“At the moment environmental valuation is 

concerned mainly with ascribing monetary values 

to resources,” says PhD researcher and ESRC 

CASE studentship award holder Cheryl Willis.

“If we want to make truly informed decisions 

about how best to use our land we’re going to 

have to branch out from that and show it’s vital 

to consider that people value the environment in 

all sorts of different ways.

It’s simple enough to present decision-makers 

with a cost/benefit analysis that they can easily 

understand. That’s the accepted method. Our 

challenge is to make them see that a place that 

on the face of it ‘lacks value’ might actually be 

invaluable – in fact, it might be priceless.”

The key to this approach is an understanding of 

the wider sense of wellbeing that people derive 

from involvement with a natural landscape. 

The survey conceived for the research seeks 

to establish the influences of various factors 

that contribute to satisfying basic human needs 

such as belonging, connectivity and a sense of 

identity or place.

“Landscapes mean so many different things to 

different people,” says Willis. “For instance, a 

number of studies have shown the stress-relieving 

properties of being exposed to nature. Older 

people might value the aesthetic experience of 

a natural environment, whereas younger people 

might value the scope for athleticism.

Some of the people who have taken part in our 

survey visit these places only on beautiful, sunny 

days. Some visit only in bad weather because it 

makes them feel more energised – more ‘alive’, 

more ‘human’. In the end all these things are very 

personal and can be influenced by all sorts of 

internal and external factors.”

The expectation is that the data gathered 

from the survey and supporting interviews 

will help quantify these influences and feelings. 

The intangible will become tangible, and 

policymakers will gain a whole new perspective 

on decisions that previously took no account of 

such concerns.

The implications for tourism could range from 

saving environments that might otherwise be 

deemed “worthless” to shaping these places’ 

facilities and amenities so they best reflect 

visitors’ needs. For instance, why abandon a 

landscape that brings pleasure to hundreds or 

even thousands? Why build a mountain-biking 

course where visitors want nothing more than 

benches?

“This process has given us a unique perspective 

on how visitors experience our coastal landscapes 

and how these experiences contribute to their 

wellbeing,” says Don Gobbett, Head of Planning 

at Dorset County Council. “The information and 

analysis will assist us in the development of future 

policy and management of the area.”

Further Information:
Cheryl Willis  Email:  C.A.Willis@exeter.ac.uk

Web: www.exeter.ac.uk/slt/ourresearch

“ This process has 
given us a unique 
perspective on how 
visitors experience our 
coastal landscapes and 
how these experiences 
contribute to their 

wellbeing” 
Don Gobbett
Head of Planning, Dorset 
County Council

“  If we want to make 
truly informed decisions 
about how best to use 
our land we’re going 
to have to branch out 
and show it’s vital to 
consider that people 
value the environment 
in all sorts of different 
ways.” 

Cheryl Willis
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