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Abstract

The influence of tourist nationality is a consistent topic of interest among tourism

researchers. A social practice approach using interviews and participant observation

was applied to understand if backpackers of different nationalities (German, British,

French, and American) performed different sustainability practices. Backpacking is a

homogenising force because of the shared values of frugality combined with the hos-

tel context. Overall, national differences were minor, but there were some differences

notably between German and British backpackers. Practicing sustainability required a

combination of backpacker values, infrastructures, and corporeal abilities to converge

at specific points in time and space.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Over the past 10 or so years, backpackers have received substantial

attention from sustainable tourism researchers (Canavan, 2018;

Iaquinto, 2015; Nok, Suntikul, Agyeiwaah, & Tolkach, 2017; Ooi &

Laing, 2010; Pearce, 2008). While backpackers have been known to

perform practices of sustainability, at least inadvertently (Iaquinto,

2015), it is unknown if such practices vary among backpackers from

different countries. How nationality shapes the tourism experience

has long been a topic of interest among tourism researchers

(Oppermann, 1994). Understanding national differences can help dif-

ferentiate various markets within tourist subgroups, such as back-

packers, and it can help clarify the relationship between home and

the holiday. This study contributes insights in these two areas by

examining the practices of sustainability among backpackers of four

nationalities: German, British, French, and American.

Previous studies examining national differences among backpackers

have presentedmixed findings. Some scholars have argued backpackers

are quite heterogeneous (Maoz, 2007; Sørensen, 2003), suggesting dif-

ferences may exist in the performance of sustainability practices. But

others take the opposite view (Hillman, 2009; Pearce, 2005), implying

uniformity in the performance of sustainability. Hillman (2009, p. 167)
wileyonlinelibra
argued that “there is no individualism as the backpackers are a homog-

enous group. They all act and do similar things.” Whereas backpackers

are certainly becoming more heterogeneous with the growing numbers

of Asian backpackers joining the community, they are still commonly

middle class and university educated (Nok et al., 2017).

But the focus in Hillman's work on how backpackers act and what

they do highlights the utility of a practice approach for backpacker

research. After all, practices can be considered singular performances

carried out by individuals. In the words of Lamers, van der Duim,

and Spaargaren (2017, p. 56), practices are “routinised ‘doings and say-

ings’ performed by knowledgeable and capable human actors.” So

people's actions, habits, and routines are all considered practices

(Reckwitz, 2002). Practices emerge when the three elements of which

they are comprised—meanings, competencies, and materials—come

together and remain linked (Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012).

Practice‐based approaches are gaining increasing attention in tour-

ism studies (Lamers et al., 2017; Ren, James, & Halkier, 2019), but

whether or not there are variations in practices between nationalities

remains unknown. As much practice‐based research has been carried

out among resident households, further research is needed in tourism

contexts. Backpackers from the United Kingdom, Germany, France,

and the United States were involved here. The purpose is to
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understand if nationality is a factor in the performance of sustainabil-

ity among backpackers. Such an insight would contribute to debates

regarding the heterogeneity (or otherwise) of backpackers (Maoz,

2007; Pearce, 2005) and determine which backpackers were doing

the work of sustainability.
2 | PRACTICE THEORIES IN TOURISM AND
SUSTAINABILITY RESEARCH

Various theories of social practice have been applied across the social

sciences over the past several decades. The study of practices is a

diverse field, so there is “no unified practice approach,” but the idea

that society can be reduced not to individuals but to the practices they

perform is a foundational claim of practice theory (Schatzki, 2001, p.

11). Phenomena such as “knowledge, meaning, human activity, sci-

ence, power, language, social institutions, and historical transforma-

tion are all part of or take place within the field of practices”

(Schatzki, 2001, 11, original emphasis). There is no mind/body dualism

in practice theory because thinking, feeling, and doing are all practices

and required for the performance of mental and emotional labour,

which has bodily underpinnings (Hochschild, 1983). One of the more

highly cited definitions of practice was developed by Reckwitz

(2002, 249) who argued that practice was
a routinized type of behaviour which consists of several

elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily

activities, forms of mental activities, “things” and their

use, a background knowledge in the form of

understanding, know‐how, states of emotion and

motivational knowledge.
The description of practice as a “type of behaviour” is contested by

other practice theorists such as Shove (2010), who argued theories of

behaviour and those of practice are incommensurable. Indeed, prac-

tice theories embrace a “flat ontology,” which is not shared by behav-

ioural theories. A flat ontology means there is only one level of the

social—that of practices—so categories such as structure and agency,

macro and micro, lack explanatory power (Ren et al., 2019;

Spaargaren, Lamers, & Weenink, 2016). Reality may still be socially

constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1985), but the process of social con-

struction takes place at the level of practices and nowhere else. Shove

et al. (2012) also further clarified practice by arguing that in order for a

practice to be performed, there needs to be connections between

shared understandings (meanings), bodily skills and abilities (compe-

tencies), and infrastructures and objects (materials). Paying attention

to the elements of practice helps to understand whether or not prac-

tices are performed, and when, where, and why practices occur.

From a practice perspective, tourism could be considered a bundle

of interlinked practices composed of “sets of social practices and

material arrangements that hang together and are interconnected in

more or less strong and enduring ways” (Lamers et al., 2017, p. 57).

Backpacking is composed of practices such as socialising, travelling

to “off the beaten track” destinations, and budgeting, and it depends
on material arrangements such as hostel networks and transportation

infrastructure (Cohen, 1973; O'Reilly, 2006; Sørensen, 2003). Theories

of social practice can enable understandings of tourist‐environment

relations, tourist rituals, and how tourism changes over time (Edensor,

2007; Lamers et al., 2017; Rantala, 2019). But practice theories are

relatively new to tourism research. While Lamers et al. (2017) argue

practice theories have much to offer the study of tourism; more work

is needed to fully assess their contribution.

In contrast to some theories of tourism that position it as extraor-

dinary and separate from everyday life, practice theories highlight

mundane tourist activities, routines, and habits (de Souza Bispo,

2016; Edensor, 2007). As Edensor (2007, p. 200) argued, tourism

involves “unreflexive, habitual and practical enactions which reflect

common sense understandings of how to be a tourist.” When practice

theory was applied to the fields of consumption and sustainability

research in the 2000s, the concept of mundane practices and/or

everyday practices provided an important theoretical contribution.

The concept of everyday practices emerged from the work of de

Certeau (1984), who saw practices as a site of resistance and transfor-

mation as “everyday life invents itself by poaching in countless ways

on the property of others” (de Certeau, 1984, p. xi, original emphasis).

But the emancipatory potential of practices is always limited by their

ability to reproduce the social order via repetition (Reckwitz, 2002).

In the concept of everyday practices, sustainability is situated as a

practice occurring among the routines, habits, and daily activities of

people who are going about their lives. It suggests that

sustainability‐related practices can be performed either with or with-

out conscious awareness as they are a part of the activities and pat-

terns of daily life (Shove, 2010). In research examining how to

reduce the resource intensiveness of everyday life, practices enabling

resource reduction are usually considered “sustainable” (Shove et al.,

2012). While we recognise that sustainability has a diverse range of

interpretations, in this study, to practice sustainability is to perform

mundane practices that reduce resource consumption and waste such

as line drying, taking short showers and recycling. Focusing on prac-

tices can reduce sustainability to the individual level, potentially

enabling government and corporate elites to avoid responsibility

(Shove, 2010). But bringing sustainability down to the individual level

can also make it intelligible to people's everyday lives, so there are

both strengths and weaknesses to this approach.

Given there is significant variety in how different countries have

responded (or not) to the challenges of sustainability, it might be

assumed that people of different nationalities would perform different

sustainability practices. But a practice perspective suggests otherwise.

Backpackers from various countries utilise the same hostels and trans-

port networks, making the material element of their practices rela-

tively uniform. There are also likely to be, as Edensor (2007)

suggested, shared understandings of how to be a backpacker across

backpackers of different nationalities. We delve into this issue by

applying practice‐based theoretical literature to a range of conscious,

inadvertent, and routine backpacker practices that are performed in

the hostel context—an important site for the maintenance and repro-

duction of backpacker identity.
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3 | BACKPACKER PRACTICES

Practice theorists make a distinction between practices as perfor-

mances and practices as entities (Lamers et al., 2017; Shove et al.,

2012). To use backpacking as an example, the practices of individual

backpackers are the performances, whereas the travel practice of

backpacking is the entity. The distinction between practices as entities

or performances provides a way to understand how practices can

spread across the world and persist over time. Although backpackers

have captured the attention of tourism researchers since at least the

1970s, practice‐based approaches are exceedingly rare (but see

Iaquinto, 2015). Much more research is needed to understand

backpacking from a practice perspective. As the influence of national-

ity can more easily be determined by examining practices as perfor-

mances, it is these types of practices that are the focus of this study.

The global prevalence of backpackers means they can have a pro-

found impact on the economies, societies, and environments of desti-

nations around the world and they have an important role to play in

the goal of sustainable tourism (Canavan, 2018; Dayour, Adongo, &

Taale, 2016; Iaquinto, 2015; Nok et al., 2017; Richards & Wilson,

2004). Backpacking is part of the “experience economy” in which the

product for sale is the experience itself (Pine & Gilmore, 1998).

Backpacking is a rite of passage, a transformative experience, a time

for risk‐taking, and a way for people to find their authentic selves

(Canavan, 2018; Fuchs, 2013; O'Reilly, 2006; Tomazos, 2016). Thus,

the experiences people have as backpackers can be highly significant

and have the potential to shape their ongoing engagement with sus-

tainability issues. Nevertheless, achieving sustainability remains an

ongoing challenge for the backpacking industry.

From a practice perspective, nationality in the backpacking context

would be discernible via practices such as speaking, dressing, or other

forms of bodily comportment. Practices also connect backpackers with

sustainability issues and resource consumption—via practices such as

shopping, eating, showering, and recycling. Much research has investi-

gated the “pertinence of nationality as a differentiating variable in

tourism studies” (Oppermann, 1994, p. 165) highlighting, for example,

how nationality is related to tourist distribution or environmental atti-

tudes (McKercher, Pang, & Prideaux, 2011; Oppermann, 1994). But

combining practice theory with nationality in sustainable tourism

research is a different and underutilised approach.

In the backpacker literature, Paris, Musa, and Thirumoorthi (2015)

revealed some divergent cultural values among Asian and Australasian

backpackers. Israeli backpackers are more likely to travel in groups

than Western backpackers (Maoz, 2007) and are generally less willing

to interact with people of different cultures compared to Danish back-

packers (Enoch & Grossman, 2010). Nationality has also been known

to influence the spending practices of backpackers (Dayour et al.,

2016), with implications for consumption practices. While the litera-

ture reveals some national differences exist between backpackers, lit-

tle is known of the relationship between backpacker nationality and

sustainability. Notwithstanding the increasing use of practice theory

in tourism research, it is still usually applied among resident house-

holds. Practice theorists have also not adequately addressed the role
of nationality in shaping sustainability practices. This research will con-

tribute to filling this gap in the literature.
4 | STUDY METHODS

This study takes an exclusively qualitative approach, using interviews

and participant observation to detect the sustainable practices of

backpackers. While acknowledging the debates over the best method

for detecting practices (Hitchings, 2012), these two methods were

chosen because they were best suited to the backpacking context.

As Sørensen (2003, 850) argued, “the un‐territorialization of the back-

packer community means that, instead of prolonged interaction with

the few, fieldwork has had to be structured around impromptu inter-

action with the many.” Most fieldwork took place in the common

areas of various backpacker hostels, as this enabled large numbers of

backpackers to be encountered. The chosen methods were derived

from a broader research project completed in 2015 that was based

in Australia and investigated the role of mobility in shaping the sus-

tainability practices of backpackers. During this time, the primary

author lived as a backpacker across Australia utilising hostel accommo-

dation and backpacker transport infrastructure while “blending in” as a

backpacker.

Interviews were the primary method for three main reasons. First,

interviews enabled nationality to be easily recorded while participant

observation complicated the recording of nationalities. Second, unlike

observation, interviews can reveal the meanings or shared under-

standings, which backpackers ascribe to their practices and which

comprise one of the three practice elements. Finally, and contrary to

concerns interviews will “interfere” with the social world under inves-

tigation (Lamers et al., 2017), talking to other backpackers is an essen-

tial part of the backpacker social world (Reichenberger, 2017).

Interviews were thus conversational rather than question/answer.

Participant observation was used in a supplementary fashion to enrich

understandings of the backpacker experience and the practices it

entails. In the field, the primary researcher was open about his status

as a backpacker/researcher, discussing the research project with other

backpackers when the opportunity arose.
4.1 | “Zooming in” on backpacker practices

Nicolini (2009) articulates two perspectives from which to detect and

understand practices—a “zoomed in” perspective and a “zoomed out”

perspective. In this paper, we zoom in on backpacker practices to

understand the context in which practices of resource reduction are

enacted. Zooming in involves a close engagement with the practices

under investigation, the contexts in which they are performed, and

reveals how practices are enacted in situ (Spaargaren et al., 2016). It

is a perspective that can be acquired by combining interviews and

participant observation (Nicolini, 2009), and it was the preferred

methodological perspective for this study because we are interested

in practices as performances rather than practices as entities (for
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which the zoomed out perspective is more appropriate; Spaargaren

et al., 2016).

Schatzki (2001, p. 3) argued that “understanding specific practices

always involves apprehending material configurations.” Thus, material

configurations including the layout of each hostel would have an influ-

ence on the types of sustainability practices performed. Participant

observation was then useful for understanding the role of hostel lay-

out, objects, and materials in the performance of sustainability prac-

tices. Spaargaren et al. (2016) argues that detecting practices

effectively requires recognition of the context in which practices are

performed. In this study, we engage substantially with one contextual

factor—nationality—but we also take into account a range of other fac-

tors as interviews were useful for gauging the skills, values, and travel

histories (as well as nationalities) of the backpackers. Although partic-

ipant observation was the secondary method, it was still essential for

acquiring this range of insights.

Interview data were collected in three contrasting Australian desti-

nations—Melbourne, Alice Springs, and the Fraser Coast. The inclusion

of urban, inland, and coastal settings was done purposefully to

account for the diversity of the backpacker experience in Australia

as much as possible. Backpackers were approached in the common

areas of hostels and in public places, the research was briefly

explained, and a purposive sample was acquired using a screening

question—“are you a backpacker?”—before the commencement of

each interview. All backpackers answered “yes” to this question. Ask-

ing potential interviewees to self‐identify as backpackers has been

used in previous backpacker studies (Reichenberger, 2017). Interviews

were recorded with the consent of each interviewee.

At the beginning of each interview, all backpackers were asked to

describe their current trip in terms of itineraries, routes, mobilities,

practices, and motivations. All backpackers were then asked the same

six questions: Do you try to meet the local people when backpacking?

Do you try to understand local culture when backpacking? Do you

think about your impact on the environment? What do you do about

it? What do you spend your money on? Do you think about where

your money goes, whether it is to local businesses or corporate

chains? The six interview questions were fact‐oriented, as they were

focused on detecting as many practices as possible. It was also

unknown at that stage the context in which practices of sustainability

would be performed, if at all. Questions were asked in different

sequences and were often phrased differently, depending on the flow

of each interview. Questions always pertained to each interviewee's

current backpacking trip. Throughout each of the interviews, extra

questions were asked to follow up on backpacker responses, and via

these follow‐up questions, an understanding of the meanings back-

packers ascribed to their practices was obtained.

Interview questions were developed through a process of trial‐

and‐error during a pilot interview stage among backpackers at hostels

in Melbourne. Interviews were usually between 5 and 30 min although

some would last for over an hour. We investigated practices of sus-

tainability among four nationalities only (the United Kingdom, Ger-

many, France, and the United States), so there were a total of 51

interviews of relevance. While flying to Australia would be one of
the most significant environmental impacts of backpacking, this was

not part of the analysis. What was of concern here was investigating

the influence of nationality in determining the performance of back-

packer sustainability practices.

To avoid extensive debate on the topic of what constitutes nation-

ality and mindful that questioning a person's nationality can be a

highly insensitive question, we allowed backpackers to self‐identify

as belonging to a specific nationality by asking them, “where are you

from?” This is a frequent question in the backpacking context, so it

was less likely to cause offence. In answer to this question, all 51

interviewees who participated in this study named the country that

issued the passport they had used to enter Australia. Interviews were

not transcribed. Instead, detailed notes were taken and relevant

quotes recorded while listening to the audio recordings. The notes

were then arranged into different groups based on nationality and

coded manually. Observations were recorded in a notebook and on a

laptop on a daily basis.

The largest number of interviews conducted was with backpackers

from the United Kingdom (24). An additional 18 interviews were con-

ducted with German backpackers, five with French backpackers and

four with backpackers from the United States. These four nationalities

were chosen because they were the most common participants and as

such will have the most to reveal about the role of backpacker nation-

ality in the performance of sustainability practices. Like previous back-

packer studies based in Australia (Ooi & Laing, 2010), backpackers

from Germany and the United Kingdom were the most recurring

nationality. There was an almost equal balance of genders interviewed

with 23 male interviewees and 28 female interviewees.
5 | RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Despite having a general awareness of sustainability issues upon

questioning, across all interviews, it was apparent that sustainability

issues were not important to backpackers, regardless of nationality.

The most significant influence on the performance of sustainability

practices was the backpacking context rather than nationality. As we

explain below, the backpacker values of frugality and hardship, the

hostel infrastructure, and the bodily abilities of backpackers combined

to enable the performance of practices that reduced resource con-

sumption. Nationality was not a significant differentiating variable in

the performance of sustainability practices among backpackers; how-

ever, there some national differences observable in the water‐ and

energy‐saving practices of German and British backpackers.

Approaches for embedding sustainability into backpacking thus do

not have to be fit for purpose or tailored to specific backpacking

subgroups.

Backpackers would sometimes respond to questions in a hesitant

manner, indicating how sustainability is not a typical discussion topic

in the backpacking context. Upon questioning a British backpacker

about his sustainable practices, he responded,
Apart from recycling … kind of putting me on the spot, I

can't really think of any, I'm sure there's other ways, not
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Nation

British

Germa

French

Ameri
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really consciously, I'd probably be more … if the situation

arose I'd probably avoid the negative but not go out of

my way to do the positive.
As was common among interviewees, this backpacker located his

actions within a sustainability discourse only after performing them,

and then only in the context of the interview. But such responses

were still revealing for what they communicated about backpacker

understandings of sustainability‐related practices and their perfor-

mance in tourist settings. This backpacker recognised that his

sustainability‐related practices might not be performed consciously,

highlighting their mundane qualities.

However, just because sustainability is not present in attitudes

does not mean it will be absent from practices. In a reversal of the typ-

ical “attitude‐behaviour” gap (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014), backpackers

performed sustainability practices without holding prosustainability

attitudes. Backpackers are thus inadvertent practitioners of sustain-

ability, “carriers of practice” rather than “autonomous agents of choice

and change” (Shove, 2010, p. 1279). As practices have a history that

precedes many individual practitioners, practice theorists argue that

practices can “recruit” practitioners who go on to become “carriers”

(Lamers et al., 2017). Backpacking and the associated hostel network

have a long history in Australia, and thus, backpacking entails certain

established ways of doing things that are communicated via advertis-

ing, social media, guidebooks, and word of mouth.
5.1 | Practices of resource reduction

Backpackers across all nationalities mentioned performing the sustain-

able practices of recycling, reducing water and energy use, and the

proper disposal of rubbish. Table 1 shows how many interviewees of

each nationality performed these four practices. Reducing water use

was performed via a number of different practices: taking shorter

showers, taking fewer showers, washing clothes by hand, and turning

off the tap while brushing teeth. Reducing energy use was performed

via a similarly diverse array of practices: overland travel, turning off

lights when leaving a room, line drying clothes, and air drying hair.

Because hot showers are a societal norm, taking shorter and/or fewer

showers are practices enabling reductions in both water and energy.

Backpackers commonly gave the impression their sustainable practices

were habitual—they performed them not explicitly out of environmen-

tal concerns but because they routinely performed them at home.

I try not to spill water, try not to throw rubbish, put it in recycle. Just
like at home. (French backpacker)
1 Sustainability practices performed by interviewees

ality Interviewees Recycling
Saving
water

Saving
energy

Not
littering

24 6 4 6 5

n 18 3 8 7 2

5 3 2 2 1

can 4 1 2 1 2
They make it very easy for you at the hostel. They have a

bin for this and a bin for that. It's not an issue you just do

it. (German backpacker)
The practices of saving water, saving energy, recycling, and dispos-

ing of rubbish are types of everyday sustainability practices examined

by researchers grappling with the issue of how to integrate sustain-

ability into daily life (Shove, 2010; Shove et al., 2012). Holidays have

been known to disrupt the routines of home because of the meanings

people ascribe to tourism (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). But for back-

packers, hostels provided a stage for the performance of routine envi-

ronmental practices. The hostel thus provided one of the key elements

of practices—the materials. The hostel provides essential items and

material structures—kitchens, bathrooms, showers, lounge areas,

recycling bins, rubbish bins, “free food” shelves, and clothes lines.

But practices would not be performed if only the material element

of practice was present. The meanings people ascribe to practices also

play an essential role in their performance (Shove et al., 2012). As

backpacking is a form of tourism in which experiencing hardship and

practicing frugality are highly valued (Sørensen, 2003), daily showering

would be considered an extravagance, and cleaning clothes in a wash-

ing machine would be considered too costly. A British backpacker

mentioned the issue of showers explicitly, saying “a hot shower at a

hostel is quite a luxury sometimes.” The social values ascribed to

backpacking thus encourage practices of water and energy conserva-

tion. Water‐saving practices, for example, were enabled by the con-

nections between the backpacker social values of frugality, the

material presence of showers, and the bodily abilities necessary to

enable brief showering and other water‐saving practices. Connecting

each of these elements was necessary for the practice of saving water

to be performed, and it was the backpackers whose physical presence

within hostels enabled those connections to be made.

Nevertheless, national differences were observable. German back-

packers were the most likely to perform water‐ and energy‐saving

practices and British backpackers the least likely (given the number

of interviewees). German backpackers explained how they performed

an array of practices to reduce water and energy. For example, they

explained, “you don't need a shower every day,” “I shut the tap when

I wash my hair,” “I use the clothesline,” and “I don't blow dry my hair.”

Despite such options readily available to all backpackers, Table 1

shows British backpackers were proportionally the least likely to save

water and energy with only four mentioning they performed water‐

saving practices and six mentioning they saved energy (out of a total

of 24 British interviewees). Two of the five French interviewees men-

tioned water‐ and energy‐saving practices and two of the four Amer-

ican interviewees also mentioned saving water, whereas one

mentioned saving energy.

The practice element of meaning explains the national differences

between UK and German backpackers in terms of water consumption.

Water intensive practices are increasing in the UK, particularly among

young people (Pullinger, Browne, Anderson, & Medd, 2013). The

showering practices of British youth are more intensive because of

high standards of cleanliness combined with their socially and
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physically active lives. It is common for young people in the UK to

shower after the gym, before going out to socialise, and before work

or school (Pullinger et al., 2013). In Germany, Schleich and Hillenbrand

(2009) report that between 1991 and 2004 per capita water consump-

tion declined, particularly in areas where the price of water was rela-

tively high and household income was relatively low.

During fieldwork the first author had already developed the com-

petencies required to take short showers as water shortages and

droughts are common in Australia. As one British backpacker

explained, “in Australia they don't give a flying fuck about recycling

but they're really strict with their water.” However, the general state

of uncleanliness of hostel shower stalls and the large numbers of back-

packers sharing the few showers provided meant that the first author

also took both fewer and shorter showers during fieldwork. Thus, the

practice of showering in the backpacking context involved combining

skills learned at home with new arrangements of materials and mean-

ings specific to backpacking, which resulted in more reductions in

water and energy consumption compared to home.

The practice element of meaning was also significant in the perfor-

mance of energy‐saving practices such as overland travel, line drying

clothes, and air drying hair. All were informed by the backpacker values

of frugality and/or hardship. Such values were communicated in inter-

views in comments such as “what we're really doing here (in Australia)

is just surviving” (American backpacker) and “when I lived in Melbourne

(as a backpacker) it was an easy life, no showers, no power, but I was

always happy” (German backpacker). Backpackers of all nationalities

performed a limited number of sustainability practices. Although

there were national differences in terms of how many backpackers

of each nationality performed them, backpackers of all nationalities

performed only four identifiable sustainability practices (seeTable 1).

5.2 | Combining and changing practice elements

Studies have found that water consumption was also influenced by

age. Younger people consumed more in the United Kingdom, but in

Germany, older people were the bigger consumers (Pullinger et al.,

2013; Schleich & Hillenbrand, 2009). As backpackers are generally

younger, the water consumption practices among German and British

backpackers match the water consumption practices each performed

at home. But it does not explain why young people in the United

Kingdom consume more water than young people in Germany, even

though German youth could be assumed to be just as physically and

socially active. The explanation is likely to be due to the practice

element of meaning. As one British backpacker explained, “in the UK

it's very much drummed into us, it's all about recycling and not about

water.” As for German backpackers,
In Germany I'm quite aware (of the environment) I only

have lights on in the room I'm sitting in. I try not to

take a shower for like half an hour. (German backpacker).

I take quite short showers here. At home it's different

I'm in my own bathroom and I like to be in my own
bathroom. Here it's like everyone wants it so I just take

quick showers. (German backpacker)
According to the British backpacker quoted above, she consis-

tently encounters messages about the importance of saving water

when at home, which she then carries into the backpacking context.

Similarly, the first German backpacker quoted above carried her

home‐based environmental awareness into the backpacking context.

For the second German backpacker quoted, the backpacking context

transformed the water intensive hygiene practices of home into the

sustainable practice of short showering. As for recycling, the material

element of this practice often thwarted the ability of Germans to recy-

cle, as one German backpacker explained, “I don't like that you're not

recycling here. In Germany we recycle everything.” In this case, two of

the practice elements—meanings and skills—were linked but discon-

nected from the material element because of a lack of facilities. Thus,

the practice of recycling was performed only in hostels providing such

facilities despite backpackers possessing the skills and shared under-

standings required to perform them.

Some practice elements were more influential than others. Mean-

ings identifying water as a precious resource influenced the British

backpacker to perform water‐saving practices. This specific practice

element was particularly strong, as it persisted even between home

and the holiday, affirming Edensor's (2007, 200) observation that

“tourists carry quotidian habits and responses with them along with

their luggage.” For the first German backpacker, meaning was also a

crucial element for the performance of water‐saving practices. In this

case, meaning was provided by her environmental awareness—the

recognition that water should not be wasted. Meaning was a highly

durable element of practice, as it persisted even as the materials

changed. The importance of meanings and tacit understandings in

the performance of sustainability practices was articulated by an

American backpacker who said “(as a backpacker) you're not con-

nected to the idea you're being wasteful we're just living how every-

one else is living.”

Tourism has been found to disrupt the proenvironmental practices

of home (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). But the backpacking context was

not sufficiently disruptive because of the durability of the meanings

ascribed to such water‐ and energy‐saving practices as taking shorter

showers. As for the second German backpacker, the water intensive

practices of home were discontinued in the hostel because of a

change in materials. The material presence of more shower users influ-

enced the meanings ascribed to showering. At home, showering was

about belonging and entitlement—“my own bathroom”—but in the

hostel context, the meanings that informed practices of showering

changed, removing the sense of entitlement and belonging. When

attempting to achieve sustainable tourism, it is important to consider

how the frugal values of backpackers can be recruited by other tourist

types. But as backpackers performed sustainability practices on holi-

day, bringing those practices back home requires attention to ques-

tions of practice mobility and how new practitioners in home‐based

contexts can be recruited to the water‐ and energy‐saving practices

of backpacking.
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Using a practice approach with qualitative interviews and participant

observation, we explored the role nationality played in shaping the

sustainability practices of German, British, French, and American

backpackers. The most significant national differences were observ-

able when German and British backpackers performed water‐saving

practices (see Table 1). Policy makers and hostel managers interested

in promoting proenvironmental practices should focus most intently

on the meaning and material elements of practice. These proved to

be the most significant for the performance of resource reduction

practices in the backpacking context. Furthermore, findings from this

study can inform future research on the attitude‐behaviour gap.

Perhaps, there is a practice‐based explanation for why people

who express proenvironmental attitudes do not perform

proenvironmental practices. It could be that the tourism context

lacks one or more of the practice elements required for the perfor-

mance of such practices. This would be worth exploring in future

sustainable tourism research.

It has long been recognised that some backpackers maintain their

backpacker identity after returning home by keeping in touch with

people they met on holiday (Sørensen, 2003). If the meanings that

promote frugality in the backpacking context continue to be valued

among backpackers after their holidays have finished, those sustain-

ability practices will have a greater chance of being reproduced at

home. As Rantala (2019) argued, the rhythms of tourism can travel

back home in the form of corporeal practices. Indeed, this study has

shown that some water‐saving practices of home are enacted in the

backpacking context, so it does raise the possibility of backpacker

practices enduring outside the specific social context of backpacking.

Reducing water and energy were performed via a number of differ-

ent practices. This arrangement of practices comprised a water‐ and

energy‐saving practice bundle linked via the practices of taking shorter

and/or fewer showers. It would be helpful to “zoom out” to under-

stand backpacker sustainability practices both at home and in tourism

contexts, and the relationships between them. Doing so would help

explore the relationship between home and the holiday in more detail.

It would highlight which sustainability practices were the most durable

and the most connected with other practices persisting across differ-

ent consumption contexts. It would also help to more firmly embed

sustainability practices in tourism contexts.

One of the reasons why backpackers were able to perform sustain-

ability practices was via the hostel context because it usually provided

the infrastructure (i.e., materials) to make them possible. Backpackers

had access to communal recycling facilities, clothes lines, bins, and

showers. Not all tourism contexts have such facilities. Infrastructure

provision should be an important concern for those attempting to pro-

mote sustainability practices among tourists, particularly because

many sustainability practices were habitual or carried from home.

For tourism managers, it might be tempting to attract German back-

packers, as they are the most likely to reduce water and energy
consumption. Given the high cost of water and power in Australia, this

might be particularly appealing. However, this would risk discrimina-

tion against backpackers from certain countries.

What should be highlighted instead are the overall similarities

among backpackers from around the world. It is remarkable that

despite the political and social differences across these countries,

backpackers in our study performed a relatively similar array of sus-

tainability practices. As Hillman (2009) suggested, backpacking is a

homogenising force. In our study, there were two main reasons for

this—the shared values of frugality and hardship combined with the

shared hostel context, which led to the performance of a relatively

uniform array of sustainability practices across nationalities. Our study

shows how tourism can act as a site of collective action for sustainabil-

ity, suggesting tourism could be enrolled into the degrowth movement

(Kallis, 2011). Backpacking potentially enables a type of “sustainability

training” in which people learn to live with lower levels of consump-

tion, which will become important as climate change intensifies (cf.

Rantala, 2019).

As with any research, there are limitations to be discussed. It

would be useful to quantify the extent to which backpackers from dif-

ferent nationalities undertake sustainability practices. Results from a

follow‐up quantitative study would enable tourism businesses to tar-

get specific practices to enhance sustainability and to statistically test

the extent to which different practices were clustered. There might

also be more significant differences between nationalities if different

definitions of sustainability or nationality were applied, or if the study

was conducted outside the hostel context. Similar studies in other

countries would allow deeper understanding of practices of sustain-

ability in tourism contexts. We leave this research for other scholars

to pursue.
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