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Abstract 

In the context of growing international mobility and the continued search for 

experience-based travel, surf tourism has developed into an important segment of 

coastal tourism.  Once associated with niche and alternative travel, it now plays a larger 

role in destination development and regional economies. The rapid growth of surf 

tourism and its destinations have raised questions about the impacts that surf tourism 

has on destinations and its communities. To address this question, this master’s thesis 

investigates how surf tourism impacts are perceived along the Moroccan Atlantic coast, 

focusing on Taghazout, Tamraght, and Imsouane, three destinations that have 

become central to Morocco’s emergence in the global surf tourism market. 

The study applies a constructivist research philosophy and uses a qualitative multi-

perspective design, combining questionnaire data from local stakeholders and tourists 

with an analysis of media sources. The main aim of this thesis is to examine the 

economic, environmental, and sociocultural impacts associated with surf tourism and 

how these are perceived by different stakeholder groups. 

The findings show that these impacts are viewed differently depending on the 

stakeholder group. Surf tourism is seen to create employment and business 

opportunities for the local residents, but these benefits are unevenly distributed and 

often accompanied by rising living costs and increasing dependence on tourism. 

Tourists tend to view surf tourism more positive, based on their limited experiences in 

the destination, but still recognize problems like pollution, cultural distance and gender 

issues. This gets complemented by media representations, as many of the sources 

present the region through positive narratives of lifestyle sustainability and cultural 

attractiveness. More critical sources emphasize problems like loss of authenticity and 

tensions between continued growth and sustainability. These findings show, that 

different stakeholder groups develop shared meanings in order to make sense of 

common phenomena surf tourism.  

By taking a holistic, multi-perspective approach in a developing destination, this thesis 

shows, that surf tourism cannot be seen as inherently positive or negative, but 

represents a complex interplay shaped by global tourism dynamics and local 

conditions.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Surf tourism has become an increasingly important form of coastal tourism, shaping 

destinations economically, socially, and environmentally. As a recreational activity, 

surfing depends on natural marine resources, including wave quality and coastal 

environments, making surf tourism highly place-dependent (Román et al., 2022). Over 

recent decades, surfing has evolved from a small subculture into a global tourism 

phenomenon, supported by growing mobility and tourism infrastructure, as well as 

international media exposure (Ponting, 2008). In popular media, surf tourism is often 

framed as a form of alternative or nature-based tourism, associated with authenticity 

and environmental awareness (Buckley, 2002). However, research suggests that surf 

tourism can generate impacts comparable to those of mass tourism, including 

overcrowding, spatial conflicts, and socio-cultural tensions in destinations (Orams & 

Towner, 2013).    

The Moroccan Atlantic coast has become one of the fastest-growing surf tourism 

destinations in the last years. Its popularity is mostly based on its favourable natural 

conditions like mild climate and high-quality surf spots, that attract surfers throughout 

the year. Growing international attention and targeted tourism development have 

transformed places like Taghazout, Tamraght and Imsouane, once quiet fishing 

villages, to well-known surf hubs that have seen steady growth in tourism over time 

(Esposito, 2017). The growth of surf camps, surf schools, and accommodation 

infrastructure has transformed formerly rural coastal villages into tourism-oriented 

spaces, attracting visitors mainly from Western Europe (Easton, 2024). Surf tourism 

has contributed to economic opportunities and regional development, positioning the 

area as Morocco’s surf tourism center (Thomson, 2024). Recent debates surrounding 

large-scale development projects and the rapid tourism development in the area have 

drawn further attention to growing challenges and the negative impacts of tourism on 

local communities (Klinge, 2024). In 2024, these tensions came to international media 

attention when authorities demolished parts of the surf town Imsouane, to enforce 

coastal planning rules and address illegal construction. The demolitions sparked 

controversy among locals and tourists, raising concerns about livelihoods and the 

direction of tourism development in the region (Lock, 2024). 

These developments raise important questions about the evaluation of the impacts that 

surf tourism has had on the region. This thesis sets out to analyze the impacts of surf 

tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast. By focusing on this region, the study 
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situates surf tourism within its specific regional context and provides an empirically 

grounded assessment of how tourism development affects the coastal region. 

2. Problem Statement 
Although tourism impacts are widely discussed in the academic literature, research 

has mainly focused on urban destinations and mass-tourism contexts. In contrast, the 

impacts of niche and sport tourism forms, such as surf tourism in coastal regions, 

remain comparatively underexplored (Jiménez-García et al., 2020; Doering, 2018). 

Furthermore, surf tourism has so far received limited attention in academic literature 

and existing research has focused on destinations in Asia, America and Australia. 

Therefore, emerging surf destinations outside these commonly studied regions provide 

useful opportunities to broaden current knowledge. 

The Moroccan Atlantic coast represents a prominent example of such a destination. 

Despite the growing importance of surf tourism in Morocco, there remains a lack of 

qualitative, regionally grounded research that captures scientific inquiry and data 

analysis within specific local contexts and links global dynamics to the region’s unique 

characteristics. Therefore, it remains uncertain whether the positive effects of surf 

tourism outweigh its negative consequences. Existing studies focus on selected 

aspects of surf tourism or on more popular surfing destinations like the Mentawai 

Islands, leaving a gap in understanding how surf tourism shapes coastal regions in 

North African contexts (Towner, 2015).  

To address this gap, this thesis adopts a stakeholder-oriented and regionally grounded 

approach to examine the impacts of surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast, 

with a specific focus on the destinations of Taghazout, Tamraght, and Imsouane. The 

study seeks to understand how surf tourism development unfolds within a specific 

social, cultural and environmental context. Instead of assessing impacts from a single 

perspective, the study explores how surf tourism is experienced and interpreted by 

different stakeholders, including local actors and tourists. Furthermore, a contextual 

analysis of media representations will be included as a complementary element of the 

analysis. 

Hence, the central aim of this study is to analyse the multidimensional impacts of surf 

tourism and to understand how these impacts are perceived across stakeholder 

groups, complemented by an analysis of their representation in media discourse. 

Particular attention is given to identifying similarities and differences in these 
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perceptions, as well as to exploring how they reflect dynamics of tourism development 

in the region. Based on this objective, the following research question has been 

formulated:  

How are surf tourism impacts at the Moroccan Atlantic coast perceived by 

different stakeholder groups? 

To answer this research question, the following sub-questions have been formulated:  

1.  What economic, socio-cultural, and environmental impacts are associated with 

surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast? 

2. How do these impacts differ in their perception across local stakeholders, 

tourists, and media sources? 

3. How are stakeholder perceptions of surf tourism impacts shaped by tourism 

development and governance? 

To address these questions, the thesis follows a qualitative research design, 

combining primary data from local stakeholders and tourists with secondary data from 

media sources. This multi-perspective approach helps gain a more nuanced and 

context-sensitive understanding of how surf tourism impacts are experienced, 

represented, and interpreted within the destination. 
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3. Literature Review 

3.1 Tourism & Destination Development 
Tourism, as an economic activity, has the potential to shape multiple dimensions of 

regional development. It is not only a form of leisure but can be understood as a 

complex system of services and infrastructures that make travelling possible. Tourism 

extends beyond only economic effects and interacts with social, cultural, and 

environmental dimensions of development in the destinations (Astanakulov & 

Goyipnazarov, 2023). 

From a socio-economic development perspective, tourism creates links with other 

sectors of the economy and stimulates their growth. Through these interconnections, 

tourism generates additional consumption and demand, which drives activity in related 

industries. Tourism acts as an invisible export for countries that attract visitors, 

because it brings in foreign currency through tourist spending. As a result, countries 

that provide tourism-related services see an increase in the import of goods and 

services needed to support these activities. This multiplier effect influences how other 

sectors of the economy supply goods and services to meet both local and tourist 

demand (Ruggieri, 2015). Building on this economic perspective, tourism development 

at the destination level is not only about individual businesses or infrastructure but it is 

a multilevel and collaborative process. A big range of actors including local businesses, 

service providers, institutions, and communities work together to create a tourism 

offering. Successful development depends not only on the growth of individual 

enterprises but also on how effectively activities are coordinated and knowledge is 

combined to strengthen the destination as a whole. Adding to this, connections with 

other destinations and external networks can support learning and competitiveness. 

Therefore, destination development is a dynamic process, shaped by internal and 

external relationships (Haugland et al., 2010). Tourism should therefore be understood 

as a multidimensional development process as opposed to an economic activity. Its 

ability to generate income for the destination and to stimulate related sectors makes 

tourism an important driver of regional transformation. Given the complex networks of 

stakeholders involved in tourism development, its outcomes extend past economic 

growth and shape social, cultural, and environmental dimensions within destinations. 
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3.1.1 Tourism Area Lifecycle 

To understand how destinations evolve and respond to tourism, scholars have 

developed theoretical frameworks that describe the stages and dynamics of 

development. One of the most applied models for destination development is Richard 

Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC). In tourism literature, the TALC is regarded 

as a key analytical framework for understanding how tourism destinations evolve over 

time (Butler, 2024). The model sees destination development as a process that evolves 

over time, shaped by changes in visitor numbers, infrastructure, and interactions 

between tourists and local communities. It identifies a sequence of phases that the 

destination goes through.  By outlining these phases, the model shows how changes 

in a destination influence its long-term sustainability. Still, it offers a framework for 

planning and management by synthesising development strategies with the specific 

stage of growth a destination is experiencing (Gadallah et al., 2025).  

The phases begin with the exploration stage, where only a small number of 

independent travellers visit a mostly undeveloped destination attracted by its unique 

and remote characteristics. This is followed by the involvement stage, during which 

local communities begin to engage in tourism by offering basic services and facilities. 

In the development stage, visitor numbers increase quickly, external investors enter 

the market, and tourism infrastructure expands significantly. As the destination 

continues to grow, it reaches the consolidation stage, where tourism becomes a central 

part of the local economy, although growth starts to slow down. This is followed by 

stagnation, where the destination reaches its peak capacity, and issues like 

environmental degradation and social tensions begin to appear. At this point, the 

destination is at a critical turning point: it either enters a phase of rejuvenation through 

innovation and strategic redevelopment, or experiences decline if it fails to adapt to 

changing conditions and tourist demands (Butler, 1980).  

An important implication of the TALC framework is that tourism impacts are not static 

but evolve alongside the development of a destination. Different stages of the life cycle 

are associated with different types and intensities of economic, social, and 

environmental effects. In the early phases, tourism activity remains limited in scale. As 

a result, impacts are generally low and often perceived as positive, especially in terms 

of the initial income of tourism and the employment opportunities (Butler, 1980; 

Sharpley, 2014). These stages are characterised by low pressure on local resources 

and a higher degree of authenticity in host-guest interactions. As destinations move 
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into later stages, including development and consolidation, tourism expands very fast, 

often accompanied by increased external investment and infrastructure growth. 

Although these changes can further stimulate economic growth, they also intensify 

pressures on local environments and communities (Butler, 1980; Mason, 2015). These 

dynamics are often associated with debates on overtourism and the sustainability of 

tourism development. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Tourism Area Lifecycle (Butler, 1980, p. 7) 

 

As the Butler model is seen as a popular framework for analysing tourism development, 

more recent research shows limitations. In particular, there are ongoing debates 

regarding its theoretical foundations, as well as the definition and number of 

development stages. Empirical studies show that not all destinations follow the linear 

progression suggested by the model, and stage boundaries are often difficult to identify 

in practice, as destinations can experience varied or multiple lifecycles instead of a 

linear development (Getz, 1992; McKercher & Wong, 2020). Moreover, tourism 

development is often influenced by external factors like market dynamics and changing 

travel trends, which are not fully included in the model. As a result, the TALC should 

be understood as a flexible and interpretive framework rather than a universally 

applicable model. This perspective is especially relevant when analysing specific 
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tourism forms, where development trajectories differ from the original assumptions 

(Yang, 2023).  

As highlighted, the Tourism Area Life Cycle shows a useful conceptual framework for 

understanding how tourism destinations evolve and how the types of impacts that 

tourism has on the destination change throughout different stages of development. The 

model highlights that tourism growth can bring economic opportunities in early stages 

but may also increase social and environmental pressures as destinations develop. 

Applying the TALC as a flexible interpretive framework permits for an understanding of 

how tourism impacts surface and interact within specific local contexts. Still, because 

of several limitations of the model, the TALC will not be seen as a fixed or predictive 

model, but as a flexible framework to interpret tourism dynamics in the region. This 

allows this thesis to acknowledge non-linear development patterns and the influence 

of external factors on regional development. 

3.1.2 Impacts of Tourism Development on Destinations 

Building on the understanding of tourism as a dynamic driver of destination 

development, it is essential to consider the consequences that accompany this 

process. Tourism development does not only generate economic growth and 

infrastructural expansion but also produces a range of impacts that affect the social, 

cultural, and environmental dimensions of the destinations. These impacts show when 

tourism activities intensify, shaping how destinations evolve over time. Thus, tourism 

impacts must be understood as context-dependent and linked to the development 

trajectory of a destination (Hall & Lew, 2009). 

Whereas tourism can produce substantial economic benefits for destinations, the 

common perception of tourism as a mostly positive or advantageous activity has been 

challenged by empirical evidence showing that its effects are far more complex and 

sometimes even contradictory. The impacts of tourism are not limited to a single sector 

or location but can affect both the places, that tourists visit and the regions linked to 

the travel routes and markets. Because tourism interacts with social and environmental 

processes, changes in host communities are also influenced by the historical, 

economic, political, and ecological contexts that shape how tourism develops and is 

managed. That’s why understanding tourism’s impacts requires a framework that 

accounts for how these forces vary over time and across space, and how they interact 

with local structures and systems (Hall & Lew, 2009). 

The impacts of tourism can be conceptualised economically, socio-culturally, and 
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physically (environmentally and spatially) as interrelated dimensions. Economically, 

tourism can stimulate growth by generating employment, income, and investment into 

the destinations, often acting as an important component of regional development 

strategies; however, the distribution of these benefits can be uneven, and economic 

gains may be offset by issues like seasonality (Elgin & Elveren, 2024). Socio-cultural 

impacts surface as tourism changes patterns of social interaction and cultural 

expression in the destinations. Increased contact between visitors and residents can 

lead to cultural exchange and revitalisation of traditions, but it can also effect 

commodification of culture (a process where local traditions are packaged and sold as 

products or experiences for tourists), the loss of authenticity, displacement of local 

populations, and social tensions when local norms and lifestyles are disrupted by 

tourism flows and its demands (Ramkissoon, 2023; Hall & Lew, 2009). Physical or 

environmental impacts relate to tourism’s pressure on natural and built environments. 

Increased visitation can lead to degradation of landscapes, pollution, biodiversity loss, 

and strain on water, energy, and waste systems, especially when infrastructure 

development is concentrated in fragile ecosystems (Sunlu, 2003). On the other side, 

well-managed tourism can contribute to conservation and awareness of environmental 

values, especially when environmental protection becomes integrated into planning 

and management practices (UNWTO, 2013).  

 

 

Figure 2: Dimensions of the impacts of tourism (Hall & Lew, 2009, p. 55) 
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It is shown that tourism impacts can vary across time and are influenced by scale; 

short-term effects may differ from long-term outcomes, and impacts experienced at the 

local destination can differ from impacts seen regionally or globally (Hall & Lew, 2009).   

Tourism impacts are therefore multidimensional and evolve through complex 

interactions between economic, sociocultural, and environmental processes. These 

processes can produce very different outcomes depending on the context of the 

destination. Consequently, understanding tourism impacts requires moving past 

generalised assumptions and examining how they are experienced and interpreted by 

the actors directly involved in tourism systems. 

3.1.3 Stakeholder Perceptions 

Much of the literature on sustainable tourism and ecotourism emphasizes that 

achieving long-term success requires the involvement of a wide range of stakeholders 

in tourism planning and decision-making processes (Panagiotopoulou & Skoultsos, 

2025). Stakeholders in tourism can be understood as “groups or individuals who are 

associated with tourism development initiatives and therefore can affect or are affected 

by the decisions and activities of those initiatives” (Waligo et al. 2013, p. 343). To get 

a whole picture of how tourism impacts the destination, it is important to understand 

stakeholders’ perspectives of the tourism development. By researching the 

perspectives of multiple stakeholder groups, a more comprehensive picture can be 

created to indicate the effects of tourism on a destination (Towner & Milne, 2017). In 

this context, the evaluation of impacts is often shaped by differing values and degrees 

of dependence on tourism. For example, residents may perceive overcrowding or 

rising living costs as problematic, while business owners may emphasize employment 

creation and income generation. Policymakers, on the other side, often adopt a more 

balanced or strategic perspective, recognising both the economic importance of 

tourism and the need for environmental protection (Shang et al., 2025). Understanding 

these diverse perceptions helps to reveal how impacts unfold at the destination level 

and why certain development pathways are supported or opposed by different actors 

(Hall & Lew, 2009). Tourism destinations should therefore be approached as complex 

and dynamic planning areas, characterized by multiple stakeholders with varying 

degrees of power and influence (Jamal & Stronza, 2009). 

Stakeholder perceptions are increasingly used as indicators for assessing the 

sustainability of tourism development. Perceptions can reveal how tourism affects the 

quality of life of residents and their access to resources, as well as highlight challenges. 
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As Luštický and Musil (2016) argue, analysing stakeholders’ perceptions of tourism 

impacts allows researchers to better understand how tourism development is socially 

constructed and interpreted within a destination. This perspective is relevant in 

particular in developing tourism areas, where local experiences and interpretations of 

change can differ from official development narratives. Involving stakeholders in 

tourism research also contributes to more inclusive and context-sensitive analyses of 

tourism systems. Understanding how actors perceive tourism impacts helps reveal 

which are the relevant topics debated in local tourism development (Waligo et al., 

2013).  

To account for the different interpretations and communications of tourism impacts of 

stakeholders, this study draws on the social representations theory (SRT) as first 

outlined by Moscovici (1984). Social representation theory in tourism can be defined 

as: ”Cognitive systems with a logic and language of their own and a pattern of 

implication, relevant to both values and concepts [...] They do not represent simply 

“opinions about”, “images of” or “attitudes towards”, but “theories” or “branches of 

knowledge” in their own right, for the discovery and organization of reality” (Moscovici, 

1973, p. 13). The interaction between individuals and their social and cultural 

environment is an essential idea of SRT. This makes it useful for tourism research, as 

it helps to understand how communities and stakeholders perceive tourism and what 

they expect from it (Aquino & Andereck, 2022). Social Representations Theory 

explains how meanings and values are socially constructed within groups. It 

recognises that different social groups develop their own ways of understanding a 

concept, which can result in multiple interpretations of the same phenomenon (Aquino, 

Burns, & Granquist, 2021). This perspective helps to explain why tourism development 

can be evaluated positively by some actors but gets viewed more critically by others. 

In addition, the theory allows for a comparison of how different stakeholder groups 

perceive the impacts, that tourism has on the destination. Even though alternative 

approaches such as discourse analysis could also be used to examine how tourism is 

discussed and represented, they focus more on language in its social context and how 

it is used in communication (Matta, 2024; Mcleod, 2024). Discourse analysis is useful 

for analysing how language is used and given meaning in a social setting but is less 

suited for capturing how different stakeholder groups construct and interpret tourism 

realities based on their lived experiences (Mcleod, 2024). In contrast, SRT places a 

bigger meaning on shared meanings and the social processes through which 
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perceptions are formed. 

Concluding, tourism development is a complex and dynamic process shaped by 

economic, sociocultural, and environmental interactions. These interactions result in 

several impacts on the destination and its development. The impacts of tourism are 

not experienced the same but are interpreted and evaluated differently by stakeholders 

at the local level. This can be understood through Social Representations Theory, 

which highlights that different social groups construct their own meanings and 

understandings of tourism based on their experiences and positions. Examining 

stakeholder perspectives helps the researcher to understand tourism dynamics better 

and provides important insights into how tourism-related changes are perceived within 

destinations that are in transformation. Building on these insights, this thesis will adopt 

a stakeholder-oriented approach using the social representations theory in its 

conceptual framework, considering the views of different stakeholders of the 

destination to get a comprehensive understanding of tourism development. 

 

3.2 Surfing and Surf Tourism 

3.2.1 Surfing as a Recreational Activity and Cultural Practice 

Surfing as a sport and recreational activity originated in Hawaii over 2000 years ago, 

with the first surfers being fishermen, using waves to get back to the beach with their 

caught fish. Since then, surfing swiftly transformed from a functional practice into one 

of the most significant marine recreational activities (Fendt & Wilson, 2012; Orams & 

Towner, 2013).  

Generally, surfing can be defined as “the act of riding an ocean wave while standing 

on a surfboard and broadly includes other aspects of wave riding, such as riding prone 

on a ‘bodyboard’ or simply ‘bodysurfing’” (Martin & Assenov, 2012, p. 257). As a place-

dependent activity, surfing relies completely on natural resources, with the quality of 

waves and the surrounding environment directly shaping the experience. The sport’s 

influence reaches beyond recreation, with the International Surfing Association 

estimating 35 million surfers worldwide and a global surf-related industry valued at 

approximately $22 billion in 2012 (Román et al., 2022). 

Alongside the sport, a distinctive surf culture has emerged. For many people, surfing 

is not only a physical activity, but a way of life and form of self-expression infused with 

social and cultural significance. The sharing and representation of the experience of 

surfing can develop a strong sense of community and belonging, which can shape both 
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personal experiences and reflect societal values. Over the course of history, surfing 

also acted as a catalyst for social interaction and change, especially for coastal youth 

with increasing leisure time (Lowry et al., 2025). Shaped by social and historical 

influences, surf culture is steadily redefined within local contexts, creating varying 

expressions across different regions (Johnson, 2021). Core cultural values include 

freedom, connection to nature, environmental awareness, and well-being, which attract 

not only active participants but also cultural enthusiasts who engage with the lifestyle 

without participating in the sport itself. Surfing is a multisensory experience that 

combines physical engagement with the ocean and often creates a strong connection 

between people and place.  

Surf culture is embedded in the meaning of specific destinations, with surf spots 

becoming socially and culturally significant spaces, where symbols, norms, and shared 

practices reinforce community identity (Reis et al., 2025). Although surfing is often 

associated with freedom, it is also governed by complex social hierarchies that shape 

how the sport is practiced. Research and local opinions indicate that surfers generally 

follow an unwritten code of conduct designed to keep a safe and fair surfing 

environment with a big emphasis on respecting local surfers and those with more 

experience. Additionally, (local) surfers are recognized as holders of specialized 

knowledge about natural conditions and ocean environments relevant to their activity 

(Olive, 2015; Sumpter, 2020; Reis et al, 2025). 

Understanding surfing as a place-dependent activity and culturally embedded practice 

is therefore important for analysing the development of surf destinations and the 

impacts associated with surf tourism. Because surfing relies on natural coastal 

conditions and is closely linked to local surf cultures and communities, changes in 

tourism development can directly influence how these spaces are used and valued. 

The expansion of surf tourism hence not only affects economic opportunities in coastal 

regions but may also reshape local social dynamics and relationships with the coastal 

environment. This perspective gives an important basis for analysing how surf tourism 

development influences coastal areas. 

3.2.2 Surf Tourism 

As surfing is a highly place-dependent activity and surf spots acquire social and 

symbolic meaning, there are many visitors who travel specifically for the reason of 

surfing, creating the tourism form of surf tourism. Like in tourism generally, there is no 

universally agreed upon definition of, but for the sake of this thesis, it will be defined 



17 

 

as “an activity which takes place 40 km or more from the person’s place of residence, 

where surfing or attending a surfing event are the primary purpose for travel. Surf 

tourists stay at their destination for at least one night or can undertake their visit as a 

day trip” (Tourism New South Wales, 2009, p. 258). Although surf tourism can also be 

categorized in different ways, in this thesis it will be seen as a subset of nature-based 

tourism, as the activity is dependent on nature and has elements of adventure tourism. 

Once considered a niche or alternative form of travel operating outside mainstream 

tourism structures, over time surf tourism has increasingly become integrated into the 

dynamics of mass tourism (see figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: The transition of surf-riding tourism and its relationship with alternative and mass tourism (Orams & 
Towner, 2013, p. 183) 

In the scope of surf tourism, visitors are surfer first and tourist second. There are two 

types of surf tourism: Recreational surf tourists typically organize their own travel, bring 

their own equipment, and make use of local accommodation options. In contrast, 

commercial surf tourism involves structured and packaged experiences, ranging from 

low-budget domestic surf trips to high-end international boat-based expeditions 

(Orams & Towner, 2013; Ponting, 2008). Based on this differentiation, Owner & 

Towner (2013) propose the following typology to classify different types of surf tourists 

(based on Laarman & Durst, 1987): 
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Figure 4: The Orams and Towner typology of surf-riding (Orams & Towner, 2013, p. 184) 

Hard-core surf tourists are very skilled and travel specifically to surf challenging waves. 

Surfing is the central purpose of their trip, and they seek high-risk, high-performance 

conditions, often in remote or internationally renowned surf locations. 

Recreational surf tourists represent a group for who surfing is important but not the 

only focus of travel. They often combine surfing with other leisure activities, value social 

interaction, and prefer enjoyable yet manageable wave conditions more than extreme 

challenges. Casual surf tourists are typically beginners or occasional surfers who 

engage in surfing as part of a general beach holiday. Their participation is more 

opportunistic, often involving rented equipment and smaller, less demanding waves. 

Finally, kooks are characterized by a mismatch between their abilities and the 

conditions they attempt to surf. Due to limited experience and awareness, they can 

pose risks to themselves and others in the water and are often viewed negatively in 

the surf culture and by the local surfers (Orams & Towner, 2013). This typology shows 

that surf tourism is built up of diverse participant groups with differing motivations and 
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skill levels.  

From a demographic perspective, the surf tourism market is dominated by younger 

travellers, particularly Millennials and Generation Z, who are attracted to the sport’s 

adventurous character and its association with environmentally conscious lifestyles. 

Their interest extends past the activity of surfing itself to cultural context, including 

beach-oriented lifestyles and health aspects. As a result, more specialized segments 

like eco-oriented surf tourism have appeared in the market, which emphasizes 

sustainability and responsible travel practices (Grand View Research, 2025). Today, 

surf tourism is a booming industry with an estimation of 68.3 billion USD of revenue in 

2024, expected to reach 90 billion in the year 2030. This market growth is said to be 

“primarily attributed to the rising popularity of adventure and experiential travel and the 

growing influence of surfing culture through social media and surf-centric content” 

(Grand View Research, 2025). According to market research, technological 

developments have contributed to the expansion of surf tourism. Digital platforms and 

social media help surfers to discover destinations and share experiences and online 

booking tools simplify the organization of surf trips. Next to this, global developments 

in the sport have further increased the sport’s visibility. The inclusion of surfing in the 

Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games marked a key milestone, introducing the sport to a global 

audience and stimulating even more growing interest in surf-related travel (Grand View 

Research, 2025). 

The development of surf tourism from a niche activity into a global tourism industry 

highlights its growing importance for coastal destinations. The diversity of surf tourists, 

from experienced surfers searching for high-performance waves to beginners taking 

part in surf schools, can also influence how local tourism systems develop. 

Recognizing this diversity is important in researching surf destinations, as it allows for 

an understanding of which tourist groups visit the destination and how their presence 

contributes to the evolution of local communities. This perspective can give a 

foundation for analysing how surf tourism interacts with local stakeholders and shapes 

destination-level dynamics. 

3.2.3 The Evolution of Surf Destinations 

Essential are the surf destinations, typically defined by the presence of consistent, 

high-quality waves, with the most surf spots concentrated in regions connected to the 

Pacific and Atlantic Ocean. Some of the most popular regions include Australia, the 

United States, Hawaii, and parts of Central and South America. The rapid growth of 
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surf tourism in the 1970s led to increasing crowding at these established locations, 

generating tensions in the water as surfing is naturally competitive and wave access is 

limited (Nazlı & Musal, 2018). As crowding reduced the quality of the surfing 

experience especially for more seasoned surfers, a strong motivation to seek out new 

and less crowded surf breaks was felt. This process triggered the discovery and 

development of new surf destinations around the world. Over time, many of these 

emerging destinations followed development patterns similar to those described in the 

Tourist Area Life Cycle, showing increasing visibility and rising visitor numbers. The 

arrival of professional surfers and the involvement of global surf brands further 

accelerated this process, as destinations were actively marketed and transformed into 

desirable tourism products (Buckley, 2002; Orams & Towner, 2013).  

This expansion of surf tourism contributes to the transformation of surf culture and the 

creation of new surfing spaces. Each surf destination develops its own distinct culture, 

shaped by local wave conditions as well as the history and geography of the place 

(Anderson, 2022). Surfing locations are therefore more than physical settings; they are 

constructed through shared and individual experiences that give them meaning. 

Through local practices and community interactions, these places become symbols of 

identity and belonging. Although there are regional differences, a shared connection to 

the ocean and a sense of camaraderie are common elements that link surfers globally 

(Reis et al., 2025). In developing countries, this expansion can be felt more heavily, as 

many of these newly emerging surf destinations are located in the Global South, 

renowned for their high-quality waves and lower costs. Surf tourism can create 

economic opportunities and effect infrastructure growth, but its development is often 

driven by external actors like foreign investors and international tourism markets 

(Ruttenberg, 2022). As surf tourism grew, businesses such as surf camps and travel 

companies began to appear, commercializing surf tourism even more and turning it 

into a more organized industry (Buckley, 2002; Orams & Towner, 2013). 

Today, surf destinations can be found in almost every coastal region with surfable 

waves and very few undiscovered surf spots remaining. Advances in surf technology 

and equipment like wetsuits have removed limitations even more, making surfing 

possible even in cold-water destinations like Norway and Iceland (Ponting, 2008). This 

expansion of surf tourism is accompanied by the growing commercialization of the 

sector, as packaged surf travel like surf camps or high-end exclusive surf resorts 

become more and more popular. These developments lower entry barriers to the sport 
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but remain debated in terms of their impacts and authenticity (Buckley, 2002; Ponting, 

2007). Governments in major surfing destinations are also increasingly recognising the 

economic value of surf tourism and actively supporting its development. Places like 

Costa Rica or Indonesia have begun to implement initiatives to position themselves as 

a leading surf destinations (Grand View Research, 2025). 

This chapter shows, that the expansion of surf tourism has not only transformed the 

physical and social characteristics of destinations but also contributed to the 

development of a globally shared surf culture. Recognizing the economic and social 

significance of surf tourism is essential for understanding the perspectives and 

evaluations of different stakeholders. Surf destination development should be seen as 

a dynamic and internationally interconnected process, influenced by local conditions 

and external actors like global brands and tourism markets. This underlines the 

importance of studying destinations as socially and economically constructed spaces. 

Understanding this evolution allows researchers to contextualize the diverse impacts 

of surf tourism and anticipate how emerging destinations may experience growth and 

cultural transformation. 

3.3 Surf Tourism Impacts at the destination level 
Building on the discussion of general tourism impacts, surf tourism produces a range 

of social, environmental and economic effects that are tied to the spatial, cultural, and 

resource-dependent nature of surfing. As a place-based activity centred around limited 

and valued coastal resources, surf tourism intensifies interactions between visitors, 

local communities, and fragile environments, often resulting in both positive and 

negative outcomes for the destinations. 

3.3.1 Environmental impacts 

From an environmental standpoint, surf tourism is one of the most associated types of 

adventure tourism with environmental awareness, as surfing itself can promote a close 

connection to nature and the ocean. Many surfers perceive themselves as 

environmentally conscious, and the activity has been described as contributing to the 

development of an “ecologically mature self” (Hill & Abotts, 2009, p. 281). This 

perception has supported the positioning of surf tourism as a relatively sustainable or 

low-impact form of tourism. As the waves and the maintenance of a functioning 

ecosystem is essential to the sport, surf tourists have a reputation of being more 

environmentally conscious, taking care of the beach and its surroundings (Román et 
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al., 2022). An example for this is the active engagement of surfing communities in 

environmental protection initiatives. Surfers have played a key role in campaigns 

addressing marine pollution, such as those led by Surfers Against Sewage and 

Surfrider Foundation Europe, contributing to increased environmental awareness and 

activism within the surf community (Kim & Kwon, 2020; Surfers Against Sewage, 

2026). On top of that, literature suggests that “As long as the environment is protected, 

a surfing wave is a completely renewable resource” (Save the Waves, 2026), meaning 

that the resource that is needed for the sport of surfing is endless, as long as the 

environment is protected. This can serve as an incentive for surfers to preserve the 

environment and be more sustainable in their holidays. However, although surfing itself 

is not ecologically destructive, when practiced as part of a global modern capitalist 

system, its associated externalities can reflect consumption- and accumulation-

oriented ethics that lead to negative environmental impacts similar to the ones 

mentioned in earlier chapters (O’Connor, 1996; Hill & Abotts, 2009). At the destination 

level, tourism development associated with surf destinations can lead to negative 

impacts like increased water consumption, pollution, and ecosystem degradation. For 

example, poorly managed infrastructure can result in eutrophication of marine 

environments, negatively affecting reefs and coastal biodiversity. These problems are 

especially visible in developing countries, as the infrastructure is often not developed 

enough to withstand the sudden heavy visitor influx (Buckley, 2002).  

3.3.2 Sociocultural Impacts 

Surf tourism generates a range of sociocultural impacts in host destinations, as visitor 

numbers increase and destinations become more integrated into global tourism 

networks. One of the most visible negative effects is the emergence of tensions 

between local communities and visiting surfers. As popular surf spots become 

increasingly crowded, competition for limited wave resources intensifies, often leading 

to conflicts in the water (Doering, 2018). In many destinations, this leads to a process 

called “localism”, where surfers born or grown up in the destination “claim authority to 

protect their surf breaks and access to waves from newcomers and outsiders” (Olive, 

2019, p.39). Localism can take many forms, from softer aggressions like graffiti at the 

beach to open hostility against tourists in and out of the water, it is one of the biggest 

issues experienced by tourists in surf destinations. Often, local surfers claim to have 

the “right of passage” to the waves in the water, creating a kind of hierarchy that has 

to be respected by other surfers (Beaumont & Brown, 2016; Valencia, 2023).  
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Surf tourism can also act as a catalyst for change, introducing an overly managed and 

commercialised management of the destination, which can counteract traditional 

values and support gentrification processes (Doering, 2018). As surfers visit new 

destinations, they often reshape how these places are understood through their own 

values and practices, which can sometimes overshadow local meanings and traditional 

ways of using these environments. This dynamic has been compared to a form of 

frontier expansion, where surfers never stop the search for new, uncrowded locations, 

similar to the historical expansion into new territories. In this context, practices like the 

renaming of surf spots, a common byproduct of surf tourism, can contribute to the 

diminishing of local cultural identities and the histories associated with these places 

(Hill & Abbotts, 2009). That is why scholars sometimes interpret surf tourism as a form 

of neocolonialism, in which external influences reshape local spaces and cultures to fit 

global tourism demands (Ponting, 2005). This is intensified by the resource-intensive 

nature of surf travel, like the need to access very remote surf locations. As destinations 

become easier to access, there is a growing risk that local cultures become more 

uniform and commercialized, with traditions and ways of life increasingly shaped 

around what tourists expect (Hill & Abotts, 2009; Ponting, 2005). 

On the other side, surf tourism can include opportunities for language learning and 

increased awareness of global cultures and perspectives, as interactions between 

residents and international visitors support knowledge exchange (Towner & Milne, 

2017). It can also encourage community engagement through shared efforts to protect 

local environments and ensure its preservation for future generations (Aramoana Waiti 

& Awatere, 2019). In some cases, surf spaces themselves become valuable 

community resources that support social interaction and local identity (Beaumont & 

Brown, 2016). In addition, surf tourism also shapes local identities and aspirations 

among younger generations. One effect that is often observed is that local young 

people begin to copy the lifestyle and behaviour of visiting surf tourists and well-known 

surfers. This is often seen as a positive development, as it can inspire young people to 

engage with surfing and become more committed to the sport. For many, surfing is 

more than just a leisure activity. It can also offer new opportunities, including possible 

income through brand sponsorships, access to a global surf culture, and greater 

international visibility (Valencia, 2023). 

3.3.3 Economic Impacts 

From an economic perspective, surf tourism can provide important benefits for host 
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communities. In many cases, it has contributed to supporting local economies and 

stimulating regional development, for example by supporting small businesses and 

causing improvements in infrastructure and services (Román et al., 2022): “I think that 

people who own small businesses, especially in the hospitality sector, benefit from surf 

tourists. They have to stay somewhere. They also go out to eat at a restaurant, shop 

at the market... even taxi drivers benefit because surfers arrive by plane and have to 

move from the airport to the place where they are going to stay. I believe that there is 

an economic benefit, there is work and, logically, the locals obtain income.” (Feldmann, 

2024). These benefits also include multiplier effects by stimulating other economic 

sectors (Valencia, 2023).  

Some studies emphasize that surf tourism can also attract foreign investment and 

promote the professionalization of small and medium-sized enterprises in coastal 

areas (Buckley, 2002). On the other side, this growing popularity of surf destinations 

can lead to rising prices and increased living costs in local areas (Krause, 2012). Some 

studies also suggest that the economic benefits of surf tourism are not distributed 

evenly, potentially strengthening existing inequalities and urban-rural disparities 

(Doering, 2018). As a result, despite its development potential, surf tourism does not 

automatically translate into improved living conditions for all members of the local 

population (Román et al., 2022). 

These insights show that surf tourism generates a multidimensional set of 

environmental, sociocultural, and economic impacts, connected to the place-specific 

and resource-dependent character of the sport. Understanding these impacts is 

important for surf tourism research, as it emphasizes that destinations are actively 

shaped through the interactions between visitors and local communities. Although 

many of these effects can be found across surf destinations around the world, their 

type and intensity can vary from place to place, which shows that it is essential to study 

each destination in its own context. Taking this perspective helps reveal the importance 

of examining both the opportunities and challenges of surf tourism, providing an 

understanding of how its impacts are experienced in different locations. 

3.4 Conceptual Framework 

The previous sections have outlined key concepts that form the basis of this study. As 

seen in the Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC), tourism development is a dynamic 

process and the nature of tourism impacts changes over time as destinations grow. In 

addition, the model can be used as a reference point to explore which stage of 
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development the study area may currently reflect. However, this is not understood as 

a fixed classification, but as a way to interpret ongoing processes of growth and 

change. Furthermore, tourism development can be interpreted differently by the actors 

involved. To account for this, the study adopts a stakeholder-oriented approach, 

focusing on how different groups perceive and evaluate tourism impacts. Drawing on 

Social Representations Theory, it is assumed that stakeholders construct their own 

understandings of surf tourism. This makes it possible to analyse how the same 

developments can be interpreted in different ways by local stakeholders, tourists, and 

media sources. From the tourism literature, the study adopts the three core impact 

dimensions of environmental, sociocultural, and economic impacts as a structure to 

analyse tourism-related changes (see Figure 2). Surfing as an activity will be 

understood as place-dependent, making coastal environments and specific surf spots 

central to the experience and therefore sensitive to increasing use and environmental 

pressure. The cultural dimension of surfing and global challenges associated with it, is 

relevant for analysing sociocultural interactions between local communities and 

visitors. The typology of surf tourists (see Figure 4) further allows for differentiating 

between user groups which helps explain patterns of crowding and conflict in surf 

spaces. The transition of surf tourism from a niche activity to a more commercialised 

and globally connected tourism form (see Figure 3) provides context for understanding 

the scale and intensity of development in the study area.  

Building on these concepts, the study focuses on different stakeholder perspectives 

that are central to the analysis. Considering these allows for a comparison of how surf 

tourism impacts are experienced and interpreted across different actors within and 

outside the destination. The multidimensional impacts of surf tourism identified in the 

literature vary in type and intensity across destinations, reflecting the ways in which 

surf tourism is shaped by local contexts. The general insights from existing research 

provide a basis for understanding and analyzing these impacts on the Moroccan 

Atlantic coast, offering a guiding framework for examining how they appear in this 

specific context. 

To understand the impacts that surf tourism has on a destination, it is therefore 

important to create a framework that accounts for both the multidimensional nature of 

tourism and the perspectives of different stakeholders who experience these effects. 

This chapter presents the conceptual framework guiding this thesis developed from 

the literature, which positions surf tourism impacts as shaped by the interplay of three 
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main dimensions - environmental, sociocultural, and economic. 

This thesis considers two main stakeholder perspectives:  

1. Local stakeholders 

Including surf operators like surf camps, surf schools, surf hostels, local surfers, and 

residents. This perspective shows, how the local community perceives the impacts of 

surf tourism on the destination. Because they are directly embedded in the surf tourism 

system, these stakeholders are important to examine, as they experience its impacts 

in their daily lives and everyday operations. By including both the perspectives of 

tourism operators, who benefit economically, and local surfers and residents, who 

benefit less directly but still experience the impacts, the study provides a holistic view 

of stakeholders’ perceptions. 

2. Tourists 

As the main participants of surf tourism, their motivations and perceptions are useful 

to understanding impacts. Tourist experiences can offer insights into how visitors, who 

experience the destination temporarily, perceive and interact with its environmental, 

social, and economic dimensions.  

Alongside the stakeholder perspectives, media sources are included as a 

complementary element of the analysis. Instead of being treated as a stakeholder 

group, media representations are understood as a source of contextual information 

that reflects how surf tourism is framed and communicated in public. This includes 

selected travel blogs, surf camp websites, news articles and other online sources. 

These sources offer insights into the discourse in public media and external 

representations of surf tourism, showing how certain aspects like economic 

development, sustainability, or cultural change are framed as more important, as 

others may receive less attention. This is why media material is used to contextualise 

the findings and to compare these representations with the perceptions of local 

stakeholders and tourists in the discussion. 

By bringing these different viewpoints together, the research aims to capture how surf 

tourism impacts are perceived by different actor groups and how these perspectives 

can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of tourism development in the 

region. By considering the multidimensional nature of impacts and the perspectives of 

local stakeholders, tourists, and media, the researcher can identify where perceptions 

align or differ, and in which dimensions these differences occur. It highlights that surf 

tourism produces context-dependent outcomes influenced by various factors. This 



27 

 

framework guides the collection and analysis of data in this thesis, supporting a 

comprehensive and context-sensitive understanding of how surf tourism shapes 

destinations and is experienced and interpreted by multiple actors. In the following, the 

framework will be visually displayed: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Conceptual Framework (Own Creation) 
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4. Methodology 
 

4.1 Research Philosophy 

This research seeks to understand how the phenomenon of surf tourism impacts the 

region of the Moroccan Atlantic coast from a socially and culturally embedded 

perspective. Surf tourism development is a complex and contested process, as surf 

destinations like Morocco are more than just physical locations; “they are constructed 

through individual and collective experiences, which imbue them with meaning. 

Shaped by the local surf culture and community, these places become potent symbols 

of identity and belonging and meaningful surfing places” (Reis et al., 2025, p. 83). Surf 

tourism involves a wide range of actors such as surf business operators, local 

communities, and tourists. These actors often have different views of surf tourism’s 

economic, socio-cultural and environmental impacts. Capturing these multiple 

perspectives requires an approach that acknowledges subjectivity, context, the socially 

constructed nature of local tourism impacts and constructed realities (Reis et al., 2025). 

For this reason, this research will be conducted with a constructivist research 

philosophy in line with Guba & Lincoln (1994), based on the assumption that the 

impacts of surf tourism are not objectively given but are shaped through social 

interactions and contextual factors. Instead of assuming a single, measurable reality, 

the research underlines that meanings attached to surf tourism development are co-

constructed by different stakeholders. 

From an ontological perspective, the research aligns with relativism, which implies that 

multiple realities coexist and that these realities are shaped by individual socio-cultural 

and institutional contexts (Waters & Mehay, 2010). In the context of surf tourism in 

Morocco, tourism stakeholders can perceive tourism development and its 

consequences in different ways. Whereas a surf camp operator might see the rise of 

surf tourism as positive, local surfers might see it in a more negative light. These 

diverse realities are not treated as contradictions, but as valuable insights into how surf 

tourism is understood and experienced within a specific context. 

Epistemologically, the study follows an interpretivist philosophy, emphasising that 

reality is socially constructed, as different people in various cultural contexts make 

different meanings. Because a specific destination is being researched, cultural 

dynamics play an important role in the research process. Knowledge is generated 

through interaction between the researcher and participants and through the 

interpretation of qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2023). Qualitative questionnaires 
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with surf tourism stakeholders, combined with an analysis of media content and social 

media narratives will be used to uncover how surf tourism impacts are perceived in the 

region.  

In line with this research philosophy, the study will adopt a mainly qualitative approach. 

While some quantitative methods like visitor statistics will be used to show the 

economic context of tourism in Morocco, the analysis in this thesis will explore how 

different stakeholders define and experience surf tourism impacts within their specific 

local contexts, in line with a constructivist paradigm. 

The philosophical stance of this thesis accordingly also supports the methodological 

structure. By adopting a qualitative stakeholder approach, the study remains flexible 

and responsive to emerging themes in the questionnaires, enabling the researcher to 

explore patterns and meanings across stakeholder perspectives instead of just testing 

single hypotheses. The goal of the qualitative study design is to “empower individuals 

to share their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often 

exist between a researcher and the participants in a study“ (Creswell, 2013, p. 48). By 

including the perspectives and interpretations of various stakeholders impacted by surf 

tourism, the study aims to explore not a single truth, but to get a better understanding 

of how the community and region gets impacted.  

A constructivist perspective is well suited to this study because it allows an in-depth 

understanding of how surf tourism development is shaped through socially constructed 

meanings and interactions. As surf tourism impacts are experienced and interpreted 

differently, a constructivist approach acknowledges the existence of multiple, context-

dependent realities. As emphasized by Guba and Lincoln (1994), constructivist 

research is especially appropriate for examining place-based phenomena in which 

knowledge is co-produced through interaction between the researcher and 

participants. Consequently, constructivism provides a philosophical foundation for a 

flexible, stakeholder-oriented analysis of the economic, socio-cultural and 

environmental impacts of surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast. 

 

4.2 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in a constructivist paradigm, 

assuming that knowledge is produced through social interaction and shaped by 

individuals’ experiences and interpretations. From a constructivist standpoint, realities 

are not fixed but are understood as being constructed through the meanings that 
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people assign to their experiences, in line with the multiple stakeholder- approach this 

thesis is taking (Creswell, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

Consistent with the constructivist perspective, this research acknowledges that 

different actors involved in tourism development interpret and evaluate impacts based 

on their own experiences and interests. Stakeholders develop their own 

understandings of tourism development and its consequences. These understandings 

are shaped through ongoing interaction and exchange between actors, meaning that 

perceptions of tourism impacts are constructed within specific social contexts. By 

engaging directly with stakeholders and analysing qualitative data, this approach 

allows the research to capture these diverse interpretations and better reflect the 

complexity of tourism dynamics at the destination level (Bruning et al., 1995; Pressley 

et al., 1992). 

The research design serves as the structural foundation of this study. It provides the 

overall framework guiding the research and is intended to explore the impacts of surf 

tourism on the Moroccan Atlantic coast. By structuring the research process, the 

design supports an examination of the perspectives of different stakeholders and how 

these perspectives contribute to a better understanding of tourism dynamics in the 

region. 

Given the exploratory nature of this study and its focus on understanding diverse 

stakeholder perspectives, an interpretive approach is required. That is why this 

research applies a reflexive thematic analysis, acknowledging the active role of the 

researcher in interpreting how surf tourism impacts are experienced and understood 

across different groups. Reflexive thematic analysis after Braun & Clarke (2019) 

enables the identification of patterns in participants’ experiences and perspectives. 

This method emphasises the active role of the researcher in making sense of the data 

and also acknowledges the importance of reflexivity, meaning that the researcher’s 

own positionality and theoretical assumptions are constantly considered throughout 

the analytical process (Durant et al., 2023). The development of themes are flexible 

and iterative, often evolving throughout the course of the analysis. The themes deriving 

from the data are not established in advance to guide the coding process. Instead, they 

are developed by grouping themes around a shared underlying idea or central 

organising concept, which is interpreted by the researcher from the data (Byrne, 2021).  

By adopting this approach, the study moves away from the assumption that tourism 

impacts can be objectively identified and instead recognises that they are interpreted 
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and constructed differently by various actors. Reflexive thematic analysis therefore 

provides a suitable framework to capture these multiple perspectives and to 

understand how meanings around surf tourism impacts are shaped in specific social 

and contextual settings. Although this study references tourism numbers and economic 

indicators to provide context, the primary focus remains on understanding 

stakeholders’ experiences and perceptions. 

The research design for this study is qualitative in nature, using qualitative 

questionnaires and the analysis of secondary materials to explore the complex 

dynamics of surf tourism development. Qualitative research is commonly used in 

tourism studies to derive meaning from participants’ narratives and to understand their 

subjective realities (Buda et al., 2017; Vaz et al., 2025; Ritchie et. al 1994). In line with 

this exploratory focus, the analysis follows a hermeneutic approach, which focuses on 

the interpretation of meanings in the data (Boerboom, 2017). A central idea of 

hermeneutic analysis is the movement between individual statements and the wider 

context in which they are situated. This process, often referred to as the hermeneutic 

circle, means that single observations are interpreted in light of the overall setting, as 

the understanding of the context is refined through these individual insights 

(Bhattacherjee, 2012). Rather than aiming to generate themes only in an inductive 

way, the analysis is guided by an ongoing interaction between existing materials from 

the literature / theoretical concepts and the empirical material. This allows the findings 

to be understood within their broader context while still remaining grounded in the 

perspectives and experiences of the participants.  

Data was collected using qualitative questionnaires, which allowed for the systematic 

capture of participants’ experiences and perceptions, in a flexible but structured 

manner, providing insights into stakeholder views and maintaining comparability 

across respondents. In addition, secondary data from diverse sources, including media 

articles, travel blogs, surf camp websites, documentaries as well as previous interviews 

were analysed to understand how surf tourism and its impacts are represented publicly 

and perceived by external audiences and the local community. Together, these 

methods support a comprehensive understanding of surf tourism dynamics. 

In summary, this study uses a qualitative, constructivist research design aimed at 

capturing the complex impacts of surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast. By 

combining qualitative questionnaires with the analysis of secondary data from media 

sources, the research explores how different stakeholders perceive the environmental, 
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sociocultural, and economic consequences of surf tourism on the region in a 

systematic way. Guided by a relativist and interpretivist perspective, the analysis 

follows a hermeneutic approach. This means that the interpretation moves back and 

forth between individual statements and the context of the research, helping to 

understand meanings in relation to the wider context and improving that understanding 

through the data itself. The analysis is informed by an ongoing interaction between 

theoretical concepts and empirical material. This approach keeps the findings 

grounded in participants’ perspectives and places them within more extensive debates 

on surf tourism and destination development, which supports a more context-sensitive 

understanding of the dynamics shaping the region. 
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5. Data Collection 
Following a constructivist research philosophy, this study uses a qualitative data 

collection strategy designed to capture the perspectives and experiences of multiple 

stakeholders involved in surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast. 

Generally, the data collection process was divided in three parts reflecting the three 

perspectives this thesis wants to explore: the local stakeholders, the tourists, and the 

media perspective. For these three groups, different methods of research were used 

to gather data based on the differing nature of the stakeholders and the access to data. 

The first group analyzed were the local stakeholders. The primary step in engaging 

with local stakeholders was to identify the relevant actors in the surf tourism context 

along the Moroccan Atlantic coast. Drawing on previous studies in surf tourism 

conducting research with stakeholders (e.g., Towner, 2015, 2017; Ponting & O’Brien, 

2013), the key stakeholders were defined as surf operators (camps, schools & hostels), 

local surfers, and community residents directly affected by tourism. Stakeholder 

identification combined desk research and mapping of surf-related businesses and 

community networks.  This approach produced a targeted list of participants, who were 

then invited via Email and Instagram to take part in qualitative questionnaires and 

interviews. The main focus within this group was on local surf businesses, which were 

approached to participate in the questionnaires. Next to the questionnaires, secondary 

data was collected from existing sources including previous interviews, media articles, 

documentaries, and blogs. For the qualitative questionnaire, questions were structured 

to explore how surf tourism is experienced and perceived in the region. It focused on 

capturing insights into the economic, sociocultural, and environmental impacts of 

tourism, as well as the opportunities and challenges associated with further 

development. The questions were designed after the systematic literature review and 

a general familiarisation with the area and its imposed problems to target the questions 

in a focused way to which knowledge should be generated from this data.  

For the second group of the media sources, the aim was to capture how surf tourism 

and its impacts are represented and communicated in public media. This included a 

range of sources like travel and surf blogs, surf camp websites, news articles, and 

articles that discuss the Moroccan Atlantic coast as a surf destination. Media sources 

were identified through systematic online searches, looking for relevant sources 

discussing the surf development in the region. These materials were collected and 

analysed to examine how surf tourism is presented in public discourse, complementing 
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the perspectives gathered from local stakeholders. 

For the final stakeholder group, the tourists, a separate questionnaire was developed 

to capture how visitors experience and perceive surf tourism in the region. Instead of 

asking tourists to assess tourism impacts directly, the questionnaire examines how the 

destination is experienced from their perspective. These insights can serve as indirect 

indicators of the environmental, sociocultural, and economic dynamics in the 

destination. In line with the constructivist and interpretive approach of this study, 

tourists’ responses are understood as subjective interpretations of the destination, 

reflecting how tourism development is encountered from a demand-side perspective. 

The questionnaire was designed based on initial insights from local stakeholders, so 

that key emerging themes could be explored through the perspectives of visitors.  

It is important to note that the number of respondents for both local stakeholders and 

tourists are relatively limited. While this reflects the practical challenges of reaching 

participants in the field, the sample still offers valuable qualitative insights into 

stakeholder perspectives and visitor experiences. In line with the interpretive research 

approach, the data is not intended to be statistically representative, but meant to 

capture indicative patterns and perceptions that help to understand surf tourism 

development in the specific context of the Moroccan Atlantic coast. Furthermore, as 

the questionnaires have open-ended questions, a smaller amount of participants 

already give deep insights into the dynamics of the stakeholders. 

The collected data was analysed using a qualitative, interpretive approach informed by 

Social Representations Theory. The analysis focused on identifying how different 

groups communicate their understanding of surf tourism and its impacts. Instead of 

only examining what participants said, attention was also given to how these 

perceptions were expressed by the participants, showing recurring themes of the data 

and the way how of tourism development is framed. This is done by including direct 

quotes from the questionnaires and interpreting the context of the participants. 

Individual statements were interpreted in relation to the context of surf tourism 

development in the region, enabling a movement between specific observations and 

the overall understanding of the case. This approach helped the identification of shared 

meanings within each group, highlighting differences between local stakeholders and 

tourists. Media sources were analysed in a similar way as representations of dominant 

narratives by using a selection of online media that could be compared with the 

perspectives expressed by other actors. 
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To provide a clear overview of the empirical basis of this study, Figure 6 summarises 

the different types of data collected across the three perspectives. The study draws on 

qualitative questionnaires with local stakeholders and tourists, as well as a range of 

secondary media sources. For local stakeholders, fully open-ended questions were 

used to allow participants to express their views in their own terms and to capture 

detailed insights into their experiences with surf tourism. The tourist questionnaire 

combined open-ended questions with selected multiple-choice items to provide 

contextual information about participants. The questions are shown in Appendix A and 

B. 

The media sources were selected to capture how surf tourism and its impacts are 

represented and framed in public discourse. These were collected through systematic 

online research, using targeted keywords related to surf tourism in Morocco (e.g. 

“Taghazout”, “Imsouane”, combined with “tourism impacts”). Relevant sources were 

selected based on their relevance to the research topic. Together, these different data 

sources provide a multi-perspective understanding of surf tourism development in the 

region. 

Data Source Method Participants /  

Material 

Purpose 

Local 

Stakeholders 

Qualitative 

questionnaires 

(open-ended) 

Surf Camps, Surf 

Hostels and Surf 

Houses, local surfers, 

residents 

Capture in-depth 

perceptions of tourism 

impacts 

Tourists Qualitative 

questionnaires 

(mixed-method) 

Tourists who have 

visited the region for 

surfing 

Capture in-depth 

perceptions of tourism 

impacts 

Media 

sources 

Systematic 

online research 

 

Travel blogs, surf 

camp websites, social 

media, online articles, 

magazines 

Analyse public 

representations and 

narratives of surf 

tourism 

Figure 6: Data sources 
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6. Study Case  

6.1 Characterization of the destination 

The study area is located along the Atlantic coastline of southwestern Morocco in the 

Souss-Massa region, centered around the city of Agadir and the nearby coastal 

villages of Taghazout and Tamraght. This stretch of coastline combines beach and surf 

tourism with cultural and natural attractions. Agadir is the main urban centre of the 

region and Morocco’s leading seaside resort destination. Located on the Atlantic 

Ocean at the foothills of the Atlas Mountains, the city offers a mild climate and more 

than 300 days of sunshine per year, making it an attractive year-round destination for 

international visitors. The high season for tourism in this area is October to March. The 

city features a 10-kilometre beachfront promenade, extensive tourism infrastructure, 

hotels, restaurants, and markets such as the large Souk El Had, which together form 

the basis of a well-developed tourism economy (VisitMorocco, 2026).  

Approximately 20 kilometres north of Agadir lies Taghazout, a small coastal village that 

has become internationally recognised as Morocco’s surf capital. Historically a Berber 

fishing village, Taghazout has undergone major transformation as tourism expanded 

along the coastline. Today, the village attracts surfers and lifestyle tourists due to its 

relaxed atmosphere, beachfront cafés, as well as numerous surf hostels and camps. 

Despite recent development and the construction of new resorts and boutique hotels, 

according to media, Taghazout still retains elements of its traditional character and 

village identity (Gross, 2025).  

The surrounding coastline between Agadir and Taghazout is characterised by long 

sandy beaches, rocky headlands, and a series of world-class surf breaks. Some point 

breaks in the area can produce rides of several kilometres under optimal conditions. 

The coastal geography is characterised by a diversity of surf breaks within a relatively 

short distance. These range from beginner-friendly beach breaks to challenging point 

breaks suitable for experienced surfers. Well-known spots such as Anchor Point are 

internationally recognised for their long, peeling right-hand waves. Other spots like 

Banana Point and Panorama are often more recommended for beginners and 

intermediates. This variety allows the region to cater to a big spectrum of surf tourists, 

from first-time learners to advanced surfers seeking high-quality wave (El Karafi, 

2024). Beyond its natural assets, Taghazout and neighbouring villages like Tamraght 

combine surf culture with elements of local Berber heritage and traditional fishing 

village identities (Klinge, 2024). The region also offers a diverse tourism landscape. 
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Visitors participate in activities like yoga retreats, desert excursions, camel riding, and 

trips to nearby natural attractions like Paradise Valley. The surrounding landscape 

combines coastal scenery with argan tree forests and the foothills of the Anti-Atlas 

Mountains, giving opportunities for nature-based tourism alongside the beach activities 

(VisitMorocco, 2026). In recent years, tourism development has accelerated along this 

coastline. Large-scale resort projects have introduced new tourism infrastructure like 

luxury hotels as part of Morocco’s tourism development strategies. Next to the large 

projects, smaller-scale surf businesses continue to shape the identity of the destination 

as a global surf tourism hub. The way local traditions and modern tourism development 

come together in the Agadir-Taghazout region makes it an especially relevant case for 

analysing the impacts of surf tourism development (Gross, 2025). 

6.2 Historical Development of Surf Tourism in Morocco 

Surfing in Morocco began in the 1960s, when European and American surfers started 

exploring the African coast. Early visitors travelled in vans and camped near small 

fishing villages in Taghazout Bay, often living among local residents. In the early years, 

tourism remained informal and small-scale, and interaction between visitors and local 

communities was direct and less structured (Esposito, 2017). During the 1970s, 

Moroccan locals increasingly began to surf themselves, marking the beginning of a 

local surf culture. Throughout the 1980s, Morocco’s international reputation as a surf 

destination expanded through word-of-mouth. The 1990s and early 2000s marked a 

turning point. Surf camps and retreats began to appear, and Taghazout became 

synonymous with surf culture in Morocco. At the same time, the Moroccan Royal 

Family incorporated the area into national tourism strategies such as Plan Azur, which 

aimed to expand coastal tourism and create employment opportunities. Investment in 

infrastructure and tourism development has transformed formerly rural landscapes and 

integrated the region more strongly into national and international tourism planning 

(Waverick, 2025a). Parallel to this, a first generation of Moroccan surf entrepreneurs 

came into being. Local surfers established surf shops and schools in Tamraght and 

Taghazout. By the 2000s, the coastline had developed into a dense hub of surf camps 

and tourism businesses. Literature and media articles suggest the growth from only a 

handful of surf schools in the early phases to more than eighty by the 2010s (Esposito, 

2017; Waverick, 2025a). In the 2010s, the Taghazout area strengthened its reputation 

as North Africas’s surf capital, as numbers of international visitors increased and new 

accommodation projects were launched. Local surf schools played a key role in 
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shaping both the surf economy and surf community of the region (Waverick, 2025a). 

New surf destinations along the coast, such as the small fishing town Imsouane, also 

began to gain prominence. Known for its long, mellow waves, the town became 

attractive for longboarders and beginners. Over time, the village transformed from a 

small fishing settlement into a popular surf tourism location with a growing number of 

hostels, restaurants, cafés and surf-related businesses (Easton, 2024). In recent 

years, Moroccan surf tourism has experienced a rapid growth and international 

visibility. Events like the 2024 Taghazout Surf Expo, known as one of the largest surf 

trade shows globally, attracted tens of thousands of visitors and numerous 

international exhibitors, underlining the economic and symbolic importance of the 

sector. The settlement of well-known surf brands and the growing integration of 

Morocco into global surf networks show the increasing professionalisation of the 

industry (El Azhary, 2024). 

Today, the area, especially Taghazout Bay, is more and more characterised by large-

scale tourism development projects. In the last years, the Moroccan state and 

international investors have accelerated the transformation of the coastline through 

resort-style developments aimed at attracting higher-end tourism markets. One of the 

most well-known projects is the Taghazout Bay resort complex, which includes luxury 

accommodations like the Hyatt Regency Taghazout (Hyatt Newsroom, 2021) as well 

as purpose-built tourism infrastructures like the Taghazout Surf Village (Radisson 

Hotel, 2026; Haddad, 2025). These developments are part of national tourism 

strategies designed to position Morocco as a competitive destination for international 

coastal and surf tourism (Roudies, 2013).  

In 2024, the area received international media attention, when by a sudden decision 

of authorities, parts of the earlier mentioned surf town Imsouane were demolished. 

Many houses located in the waterfront were removed as part of what officials described 

as an effort to enforce coastal planning regulations and address illegal construction. 

The demolitions sparked controversy with locals and tourists alike, with critics arguing 

that the measures threatened local livelihoods and reflected tensions between 

grassroots surf tourism and large-scale development models (Lock, 2024). Many 

sources report, that this demolition along with further demolitions in places like Tifnit, 

another surf town a bit up the coast which went through similar demolitions a month 

before, could be part of the outlined ambitious infrastructure and tourism plans for the 

coming years, that are linked to the country’s role as a host of the 2030 FIFA World 
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Cup together with Spain and Portugal (Haddad, 2025). The case of Imsouane will play 

a bigger role in the analysis and discussion of this paper. 

6.3 Governance Structures of Morocco 

Generally, Morocco can be described as a “monarchy with democratic elements” 

(Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, n.d.). At the heart of 

Morocco’s political structure is a constitutional monarchy in which the King acts as 

head of state and has executive authority and elected bodies operate within a 

framework shaped by democratic values. The 2011 Constitution defines a multi-party 

parliamentary system that involves the separation of powers among the executive, 

legislative, and judicial branches, alongside safeguards for individual freedoms. It also 

involves core principles of democracy, forming the basis for a governance model 

intended to be both participatory and inclusive. Alongside these formal institutions, 

political parties, labor unions, and civil society groups play an active role by 

encouraging public participation (Embassy of the Kingdom of Morocco in the United 

States, 2024). Although these institutions exist, the monarchy continued to exercise 

strong, centralized control through a top-down governance approach. Local 

governments operate with a mix of independent, shared, or state-delegated powers, 

delivering them a certain degree of autonomy in shaping local development policies. 

Their role is also shaped by principles of administrative freedom and cooperation, 

which means they can make decisions locally as they work with the state and other 

actors to support balanced regional development (European Committee of the 

Regions, n.d.). The increasing influence of security and intelligence agencies in 

political affairs and in managing dissent has further strengthened authoritarian 

dynamics (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2026). 

At the national level, tourism governance in Morocco is supported by a structured 

system of public institutions and decentralised services responsible for both policy 

development and implementation. The Ministry of Tourism, Handicrafts, Social and 

Solidarity Economy oversees the formulation of tourism policy and strategic planning 

and its decentralised services are responsible for translating national directives into 

action at regional and local levels. These regional services make sure that policies 

approved by central authorities are implemented on the ground, adapting them to the 

specific needs and capacities of each area. Key public bodies involved in this 

governance architecture include the Moroccan National Tourism Office, which is 

tasked with promoting Morocco as a tourist destination domestically and 
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internationally, and the Moroccan Agency for Tourism Development, which leads the 

conceptualisation and execution of tourism development projects. The Agency’s 

mandate includes identifying potential areas for tourism investment, conducting market 

and feasibility studies, facilitating private investment, and supporting public-private 

partnerships to support strategic objectives (OECD, 2024). 

Tourism policy in Morocco is currently guided by the 2023–2026 Roadmap for the 

Tourism Sector, a strategic plan designed to strengthen the sector’s contribution to the 

national economy and promote a resilient, integrated tourism industry. Backed by a 

financial package of MAD 6.1 billion, the Roadmap aims to attract 17.5 million tourists, 

generate MAD 120 billion in foreign currency, and create 200,000 new jobs by 2026. 

This strategy represents a shift from a destination-focused approach toward an 

experience-oriented model, emphasising diversification, quality and sustainability 

across the sector (OECD, 2024). 

The Roadmap is structured around nine thematic and five cross-cutting sectors, 

supported by six strategic levers: expanding air connectivity, enhancing promotion and 

marketing with a focus on digitalisation, diversifying cultural and entertainment 

products, rehabilitating and expanding accommodation options, strengthening human 

capital through training, and reinforcing the Tourism Observatory of Morocco. The nine 

thematic sectors also include “Ocean Waves”, “Beach and Sun”, as well as “Domestic 

Tourism – Coastal”, directly concerning the studied area of this thesis. To oversee 

implementation, a new governance structure has been introduced, including the 

National Interministerial Tourism Commission chaired by the Head of Government, two 

national commissions (Aviation and Supply/Demand Product), and twelve regional 

commissions chaired by the Walis. In addition, central and regional “animation” 

structures and local-level impulse laboratories, provide platforms for public-private 

dialogue and coordination. This governance and policy framework highlights how the 

Moroccan government seeks to guide tourism development, which directly affects 

regional operators and emerging destinations by shaping investment, infrastructure, 

and sustainability priorities. 

This governance framework has the potential to directly shape the development of surf 

destinations and the experiences of local operators and communities in Morocco. By 

directing development priorities, national and regional policies influence how surf 

tourism unfolds. Understanding this institutional context is crucial for examining surf 

tourism impacts, as it situates the experiences of stakeholders within the structures 
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that guide tourism development in Morocco. This can be especially interesting when 

looking at the future development of the region.  
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7. Analysis 
The following analysis will be split into three parts, reflecting the three perspectives this 

thesis will explore. First, media source material will be used as a complementary 

source to provide contextual insights into how surf tourism is represented and 

discussed publicly. Afterwards, the two stakeholder perspectives of the local 

stakeholders and tourists will be discussed.  

In line with the constructivist and interpretivist research design, the analysis uses a 

reflexive thematic approach. Instead of working with predefined categories and fully 

inductive coding, the interpretation is developed through ongoing engagement 

between the empirical material that has been collected and the relevant theoretical 

concepts. Drawing on a hermeneutic perspective, individual statements are interpreted 

in relation to their context, allowing meanings to emerge in the process. 

Social Representations Theory further guides the analysis by focusing on how different 

groups construct and share their understanding of surf tourism and its impacts. This 

makes it possible to explore how local stakeholders and tourists interpret similar 

developments in different ways, based on their experiences and expectations. The 

analysis therefore pays attention not only to what is said, but also to how tourism is 

framed and understood within each group. 

The analysis of local stakeholders and tourists focuses on identifying patterns in how 

surf tourism is experienced and perceived. The media material is examined to 

understand dominant narratives and representations of tourism development. Across 

all materials, themes were developed in a flexible and refined way throughout the 

process as new insights emerged (Byrne, 2021). The different perspectives are 

analysed separately to account for their specific viewpoints and are later brought 

together in the discussion to provide a more comprehensive understanding of surf 

tourism impacts. The resulting subchapters represent themes that were inductively 

derived from the data.  

 

7.1 Contextual Media Representation 

Regional Development & Tourism Growth:  

Across the analysed media sources, a recurring theme is the rapid transformation of 

coastal areas into well-known surf tourism destinations. Media narratives often present 

places like Taghazout and Imsouane as destinations that have undergone major 

change, evolving from small fishing villages into internationally recognised surf hubs. 
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These representations show how surf tourism is presented in media as a process of 

progress and modernisation, shaping how the development of these places is 

understood. This transformation is often presented as a success story of tourism 

growth, with attention given to natural assets and increasing global visibility. For 

example, the French lifestyle magazine le360 highlights the exceptional quality of surf 

conditions, with Taghazout and Imsouane described as “spots d’exception”, 

underlining their attractiveness to an international audience and positioning them within 

a global surf tourism network (Le360, 2025). 

Media representations also point to the expansion of tourism-related infrastructure and 

economic activity in the region. Reports mention the growth of surf schools, camps, 

and related businesses, which are framed as key drivers of local development. As 

noted by the French literary magazine Telquel, the rise of surf tourism has contributed 

to new forms of local entrepreneurship, especially in younger generations, with many 

individuals engaging in surf-related business activities, often because there is “a lack 

of alternatives” in the region (El Azhary, 2024).  

Economic Impacts:  

As already seen in the previous category, media representations frame surf tourism as 

a driver of economic development, with focus on new opportunities for local 

entrepreneurship (El Azhary, 2024). This reflects a dominant representation of tourism 

as beneficial and growth-oriented, where economic development is placed at the 

centre of the narrative. In this context, tourism is often shown as a catalyst for economic 

diversification, moving beyond traditional sectors and creating new income-generating 

activities in coastal communities. 

These narratives are also supported by accounts that emphasise the wider economic 

benefits linked to tourism development. As an article of the surfing medium The Surf 

Biz shows, surf tourism not only supports surf-specific businesses but also creates 

demand for local goods and services, as “surfers need places to eat and sleep… they’ll 

buy local goods and services and they’ll contribute to the local culture” (Ahmad, 2024). 

Such statements support the idea of tourism as more beneficial, extending its positive 

effects across the local economy. This reflects a common media framing of tourism as 

producing multiplier effects that extend across different sectors of the local economy. 

However, alongside these positive representations, some media sources also point to 

economic tensions linked to rapid tourism growth. Rising living costs are a returning 

theme, with reports indicating that increased demand has led to higher prices for 



44 

 

essential goods and housing. As described by the Arab youth Media Mille World: 

“Everything has become expensive - food, rent - locals can’t get a nice apartment for 

a decent price anymore” (Easton, 2024). These accounts introduce a more critical 

representation of tourism, where economic benefits are unevenly distributed and can 

create pressure for local communities.  

In addition, some accounts question the sustainability of current development patterns, 

especially in relation to large-scale tourism infrastructure. Observations tell of low 

occupancy rates in newly built hotels - described by a reddit-user as “massive new 

hotels that were totally empty” (Reddit, 2026). The digital surfing media platform The 

Inertia suggests that the mega-projects could be used as a test-trial for surf tourism: 

“Anecdotal evidence suggests occupancy has been low at the big hotels. It might be a 

test case on whether surfing can be the platform for a wider, mainstream, tourism„ 

(Mondy, 2024). These narratives introduce a more critical perspective, suggesting that 

the rapid expansion of tourism infrastructure may not always match with local realities 

or long-term development needs. Therefore, media portrayals construct surf tourism 

as both an economic opportunity and a source of new challenges. Many dominant 

narratives focus on growth and regional opportunity, whereas more critical voices point 

to rising costs and uncertain investment outcomes.  

Taken together, media portrayals present surf tourism as both an economic opportunity 

and a growing challenge. Economic impacts are framed in different ways across the 

sources. Many accounts describe tourism as a driver of growth and opportunity, while 

others question this view by pointing to inequality and rising costs. Economic impacts 

are therefore not only described but interpreted through ideas about development, 

progress, and fairness, which shape how tourism in the destination is understood. 

Environmental Impacts & Spatial Impacts:  

Media coverage of environmental issues related to surf tourism in Taghazout varies 

between narratives of sustainable tourism initiatives and more cautious reflections on 

environmental pressures created by increasing visitor numbers. Several travel and 

tourism reports present surf tourism in the region as increasingly linked to sustainability 

and environmental awareness. For example, the Taghazout Bay tourism project has 

been promoted as part of Morocco’s tourism strategy focusing on ecological 

responsibility and social integration as mentioned in the Vision 2020, a strategic 

framework launched by the Moroccan government (Roudies, 2013): “Today, more than 

ever, the destination is making sustainability both a raison d'être and a modus 
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operandi. Concerned with the preservation of the environment, the destination has 

organized the optimization of resources, the reduction of energy consumption, and 

compliance with the territories at the very heart of its priorities” (Taghazout Bay, 2026). 

Here, sustainability is linked to concrete policies and projects in the region, 

representing surf tourism as environmentally responsible and forward-looking. 

Through these narratives, sustainability becomes a visible and communicable feature 

of the destination, shaping a positive image of tourism development that matches with 

ideas of ecological awareness and responsible growth. 

In addition to large-scale development strategies, smaller local initiatives also 

contribute to this sustainability narrative. NGOs with the focus on surfing like Surfrider 

Maroc are involved in promoting sustainability and protecting the environment 

(Surfrider Maroc, 2026).  

Many of the local surf camps and hostels value environmental-friendly behaviour as 

well and engage in environmental activities like beach cleanups, waste reduction 

programs or environmental education initiatives aimed at both tourists and local 

communities. This can be seen on many of the websites of local tourism operators:  

“As stakeholders in Imsouane, we are also aware of our role in its tourism development 

and the associated challenges that come with it, such as waste production, wastewater 

management, and the increasing foot traffic at surf spots. We are driven by the dream 

of creating a village that sets a standard for ecological practices“ (Surf & Travel 

Morocco, 2026). 

“At Zen Surf Morocco, we’re deeply committed to reducing our environmental 

footprint and preserving the beauty of the Moroccan coastline that allows us to surf.“ 

(Zensurf, 2026) 

“At Dreamsea, we live, work and play in the ocean, which is why we are proud to be 

the first surf camp to join forces with the Gravity Wave project. Gravity Wave reduces 

plastic waste by removing plastic from the ocean through fishing and transforming it 

into new sustainable goods“ (Dreamsea, 2026). 

These communications strengthen a shared representation of surf tourism as 

environmentally conscious and responsible from the side of the service providers. 

Nevertheless, media reports also acknowledge that environmental challenges remain. 

The growing popularity of the destination has raised concerns about environmental 

pressure and crowded surf breaks, reflecting the tension between tourism growth and 
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environmental protection: “During my visits to Imsouane and Taghazout, I didn’t 

see plastic pollution in the ocean, but it was noticeable at some of the beach parking 

lots. What was more apparent were the crowds in the water, particularly at Imsouane 

in October, where riding the bay’s magical wave became a risky - albeit thrilling - game 

of dodge-the-surf-school-participants.“ (Haddad, 2025); “Marine litter is a major 

problem in southern Morocco, especially on the Atlantic Coast. It is a magnificent but 

fragile region […] With the rise of surf tourism, particularly in Taghazout and Imsouane, 

the quantity of waste generated locally is increasing. The pollution is made worse by 

the towns' lack of waste management and infrastructure.“ (Haddad, 2025). These 

accounts show the representation of surf tourism within ideas of overcrowding and 

environmental stress, showing tensions within the overall narrative. 

Media coverage of surf tourism in Taghazout focuses more and more on sustainability 

and environmental responsibility, pointing to pressure on local ecosystems and a lack 

of adequate environmental infrastructure. This shows that environmental aspects of 

surf tourism are not understood in a single, unified way, but are constructed through 

competing representations. On the one hand, the main representation shows surf 

tourism as generally environmentally conscious in comparison to other forms of mass 

tourism. On the other hand, more critical accounts introduce alternative meanings that 

emphasize environmental stress and the limits of current development practices. 

These contrasting narratives demonstrate how shared understandings of surf tourism 

are shaped through media discourse, where positive and critical interpretations coexist 

and influence how the environmental impacts of tourism are perceived. 

Social Impacts & Cultural Identity:  

Media portrayals of surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast present a complex 

and often ambivalent picture of cultural change. Many sources celebrate the vibrancy 

and intercultural interactions created by surf tourism. For example, Morocco Media 

News describes Taghazout as a place where “barriers dissolve” through shared surfing 

experiences, highlighting how surfers, both local and international, form communities 

of practice and camaraderie on the waves: “The shared pursuit of riding the perfect 

wave unites all. This camaraderie is palpable, with experienced surfers often seen 

offering tips to novices, and cheers rippling along the shore with each successful 

maneuver“ (Acheari, 2023). These narratives construct a representation of surf tourism 

as a space of global connection and shared culture, where differences between groups 

are reduced through common practices like surfing. International surf competitions are 
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depicted as positive developments, drawing professional surfers and more visitors to 

the region (Acheari, 2023). Adding to this, some of the travel features promote the 

region through a hybrid tourism experience that combines surfing with traditional 

Moroccan cultural activities. For example, travel media describe “surf and souk” 

itineraries where visitors surf in the morning and explore traditional markets selling 

Berber textiles and leather goods in the afternoon. This model is often presented as a 

way to combine adventure tourism with cultural immersion and local artisan economies 

(Alao, 2025). Here, local culture is translated into more tangible and consumable 

elements, making it easier to communicate and integrate into tourism narratives. Next 

to this, some media articles suggest surfing as a way to promote tolerance between 

communities: “Surfing, like most sports, is open and welcoming by nature. Surfing will 

undoubtedly promote tolerance of different ways of life. To a young local kid in a small 

town cut off from most of the world, the visiting surfers can be a window into the wider 

world, an introduction to a new language and new culture.” (Ahmad, 2024). This 

reflects the representation of surf tourism as socially beneficial, linking it to ideas like 

exchange and cultural learning. 

Media sources also critically reflect on the challenge of maintaining cultural identity 

during the tourism transformation. The Inertia article on Imsouane expresses concerns 

about the demolition of traditional homes and businesses that historically anchored 

local cultural identity, portraying the town’s heritage as “threatened forever” by 

development pressures. The article also sees the unchecked surfing-led development 

as critical, comparing it to the case of Bali, where similar developments have ocurred. 

Different petitions by locals and tourists underline these concerns, as you can see that 

the local community is struggling under the rapid developments in the destinations 

(Mondy, 2024; Ahmad, 2024). This debate is clearly visible in comparisons between 

destinations. Some media guides show Taghazout as the lively international surf hub 

in the region and smaller villages like Imsouane preserving a more authentic fishing 

village atmosphere and traditional cultural practices. Through these comparisons, 

different meanings are assigned to places, showing how authenticity itself has become 

a key marketing element in surf tourism narratives, yet simultaneously being 

threatened by the very tourism growth that promotes it: “If you’re after a more social 

scene with a mix of international and Moroccan influences, Taghazout’s your spot. But 

if you want a more authentic, tranquil experience with a stronger focus on surfing and 

local culture, Imsouane would be your jam. Taghazout caters to a broader tourist base, 
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while Imsouane keeps it real with a stronger local character.“ (Waverick, 2025b) 

Media reports also reflect the ongoing challenges of localism and social hierarchies in 

surf spaces. For example, a surf blog warns that “Anchor Point is easily Taghazout’s 

most revered wave. But it’s not for everyone. It’s a more technical wave, and already 

very overcrowded. So it’s best left to advanced surfers who have their wits about them 

and can deal with a little localism” (Daytrips, 2024). This indicates that surf spaces are 

not only physical but also socially structured, with implicit rules and power relations 

that shape interactions between locals and tourists. It also shows a contrast to other 

representations of Taghazout and the region as a surf paradise with empty lineups.  

Similar discussions are being made in a media article on previous research on the 

cultural impacts of surf tourism on the region. In the humanitarian magazine Brot für 

die Welt, based on field research in the area, it is argued that tourists do not typically 

engage much with the local culture and “Surfers come to surf; the rest remains 

an exotic backdrop for their surf adventures“ (Klinge, 2024). Local culture is reduced 

to a background element, reflecting a representation where cultural experiences are 

simplified and commodified. As Klinge argues, “Most interactions remain economically 

motivated as for locals, interactions with guests are opportunities to earn money” 

(Klinge 2024), reflecting the transactional nature of many encounters. Similarly, the 

questioned tourists themselves report receiving a “tailored impression” of Moroccan 

culture, interacting mostly with those adapted to the expectations of Western visitors: 

“I'm not sure if I'm getting a deep insight into Moroccan culture, at all” (Klinge, 2024). 

This is reflected in everyday practices like dining choices, where tourists often avoid 

traditional Moroccan restaurants and instead visit Western-oriented restaurants, 

leaving much of the authentic local culinary culture unexperienced. This shows that 

media portrayals construct surf tourism as both a space of cultural exchange and a 

source of cultural tension. Sociocultural impacts are not fixed, but are shaped through 

shared meanings, where ideas of openness and exchange exist alongside more critical 

views of cultural loss, commodification, and unequal interactions. 

 

7.2 Tourists 
For the first stakeholder group, the tourists, a qualitative online questionnaire was used 

to explore how visitors experience surf tourism in the region. In line with the interpretive 

approach of this study, the responses are understood as subjective accounts that 

provide insight into how tourism development is encountered from a demand-side 
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perspective. Although tourists do not necessarily assess impacts, their experiences 

and impressions can be interpreted as indirect indicators of economic, sociocultural, 

and environmental dynamics in the destination. In total, a number of 13 respondents 

have participated in the questionnaire. These respondents are situated in the age 

group of 20-40 years old, mirroring the general demographic of surf tourism (Grand 

View Research, 2025). The length of stay of the visitors also includes a big range, from 

tourists visiting the region for only a week to long-time visitors, who stayed in the region 

for a longer time, up to 3 months. Thus, the respondents cover a wide range of lengths 

of stay. 

Most of the respondents have visited the main destinations, which are being analyzed 

in this thesis, namely Taghazout, Tamraght, and Imsouane (see Figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7: Visited Destinations (Google Forms) 

 
Around 54% of the respondents visited one of the destinations within the last year (see 

Figure 8). 
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Figure 8: Length of Stay (Google Forms) 

In the following, the experiences and perspectives of the respondents will be divided 

into different categories that reflect the general themes of the analysis:  

Drivers of Surf Tourism Demand:  

Tourist responses show that surfing is the central motivation for visiting the region, 

often combined with other experiential factors. Several respondents explicitly mention 

surfing as the main reason for their trip, as others describe a combination of “surfing, 

relaxation, the culture, food, local people, and the region” or refer to “surfing, culture, 

and adventure”. Besides, affordability and accessibility are repeatedly mentioned. One 

respondent noted that Morocco was attractive because it was “more affordable than 

other surfing destinations,” while another explained that the trip was motivated by 

“apparently great waves (which was heavily promoted on Instagram and YouTube)”. 

Across the data, every respondent stated that Morocco was cheaper than other surfing 

destinations, especially in Europe, showing that affordability is a big pull factor for the 

region.  

In addition, the destination is valued for its atmosphere and social environment. 

Tourists highlight the culture of surfing as well as the welcoming nature of the local 

community, noting that “the locals are very welcoming and they make you feel at 

home.” Additionally, tourists value “the simplicity, relaxed atmosphere, and openness”, 

with one visitor comparing the destination to Morocco’s capital, noting “everything is 

less busy (than Marrakech, for example)”. In terms of first impressions, many visitors 

describe positive experiences related to social atmosphere and hospitality. Visitors 

mention that “it was so easy to meet new people,” and “the locals are very welcome, 

and they make you feel at home.” These accounts contribute to a shared 
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representation of the destination as open and socially engaging. 

These responses suggest that the main attractiveness of the region lies in the surf 

conditions as well as the affordability and social openness of the region. The findings 

show that visitors mainly perceive the region as a surf destination defined by good 

waves, affordability, and a relaxed, social atmosphere. Though individual experiences 

differ, a common image of the destination as welcoming and accessible appears 

throughout the responses. 

Perceived Sociocultural Environment:  

Visitor perceptions of the sociocultural environment are diverse and sometimes 

contradictory. A big part of the respondents describe the region as a mix of traditional 

and international influences. For example, one visitor noted that it feels like “a good 

mix,” as another described it as “50/50 […] traditional atmosphere but also fancy places 

with Bali-style cafes.” This suggests that visitors perceive the destination as more 

hybrid, combining local culture with global tourism influences, accounted through by 

surf tourism and the global surf culture. 

Some respondents also describe the more international character of surf hubs such as 

Taghazout, describing them as “very international” or “more international than the rest 

of Morocco.” One respondent also notes that, especially in the surf hubs like Taghazout 

and Imsouane, the culture is more international and that the more you go to the south, 

the more traditional the towns become. This is mirrored by another respondent, stating 

that “at the surf club, of course, it’s more international, and the same goes for the 

beaches. In town[s] and on trips, you can also get a feel for the traditional side of things 

and mingle with the locals.” This represents surf tourism as the main driver of the 

internationalization of the region and reflects a spatial differentiation of culture, where 

internationalization is concentrated in tourism hotspots, as elements of traditional 

culture remain accessible in other spatial contexts. Others point out a certain 

separation between locals and tourists, with one visitor saying that it feels like “two 

separate communities that don’t interact outside of business.” This indicates that 

interactions can often be limited and shaped by tourism-related exchanges instead of 

deeper social integration.  

More critical perspectives are also reflected in the data, especially in relation to cultural 

differences and social norms. Some visitors describe the destination as “very touristy,” 

and others express discomfort, for example stating that they “could never feel at home 

since every local thinks I have money to spare.” In the data, one particularly detailed 
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response by a long-term visitor of the destination highlights issues related to gender 

and safety, showing how personal experiences can strongly influence perceptions of 

the destination. In this response, Morocco is depicted as “a Muslim country where 

women are treated and viewed as non-equals and as being below men”, showing 

clashes of the local culture with international values. Other problems mentioned in the 

response include “the rip-offs from locals, the yelling, and that women don't enjoy the 

same rights and treatment as men there”. These accounts challenge more positive and 

simplified images, demonstrating how different representations can exist alongside 

each other and how local culture can differ from international values.  

Still, positive accounts remain the dominant interpretation in the data, especially in 

relation to hospitality and openness. Many visitors highlight the friendliness of locals 

and the relaxed atmosphere, underpinning a shared image of the destination as 

welcoming and socially engaging.  

Concluding, these findings about the sociocultural environment of the destination show 

that visitors construct a mixed but still mostly positive social representation of the 

sociocultural environment. On the one hand, a dominant understanding presents the 

region as welcoming and culturally rich, often framed as a unique mix of traditional and 

international influences. On the other hand, more critical experiences introduce 

different interpretations related to cultural distance and inequality between locals and 

tourists. This shows how different meanings coexist with the respondents, depending 

on the visitors' perceptions of the destination and their individual experience. These 

representations might also differ according to the length of stay in the destination, as 

responses of longer-term tourists tend to reflect more on the negative aspects of the 

destination. Here, the dynamic and contested nature of social representations is 

shown, as multiple meanings coexist alongside each other.  
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Spatial Pressure and Use of Surf Spaces: 

 

Figure 9: Spatial Pressure on Surfspots (Google Forms) 

Regarding spatial pressures in the destination, most of the respondents report few 

direct problems when going surfing. Many respondents state that they rarely encounter 

any troubles and have not experienced “any problems or issues from external sources 

when surfing.” These perceptions can also be linked to adaptive behavior, as one 

respondent states that he actively manages crowding by avoiding busy areas. He 

explains that they try to “escape the most crowded surf spots,” showing that Morocco 

offers a big coastline with many surf spots to explore. 

Still, some respondents see challenges related to overcrowding at the surf spots, 

especially in popular areas. One respondent mentions “several minor injuries due to 

crowds,” and another describes the line-up as “too busy with surf schools which makes 

it dangerous.” These experiences make the effects of tourism growth visible and 

tangible, here in the water, where different user groups compete for space. 

More critical accounts also point to issues of “localism” and conflict. One visitor reports 

“very heavy localism… nonstop yelling and shouting in the water,” describing the 

experience as stressful rather than enjoyable. Others refer more generally to “a lot of 

people around”. These contrasting experiences show that whereas most visitors 

maintain a positive image of the destination, others can challenge it based on negative 

encounters. This reflects the coexistence of more dominant, positive representations 

of surfing as a relaxed activity and more critical ones shaped by overcrowding and 

social tensions. 

Perceived Environmental Conditions: 

When asked about environmental conditions in the destination, in form of the 
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cleanliness of the region, visitor perceptions of environmental conditions are mixed. 

Some respondents describe the beaches as generally clean. Others make distinctions 

between locations, mentioning that “Taghazout beaches are clean, in Tamraght you 

have trash… and less clean beaches.” This indicates that environmental conditions are 

not perceived the same but vary depending on place and individual experience.  

Furthermore, several visitors point to visible environmental problems related to waste. 

One respondent says that “there was some trash on the beach and lying around in 

town,” and another describes the situation more critically, stating that “people there 

don’t care about keeping things clean.” In these cases, environmental issues are made 

visible through signs such as litter or polluted areas, which shape how visitors interpret 

the condition of the destination. However, these perceptions are not consistent across 

all respondents. Some visitors indicate that environmental conditions are acceptable 

overall or only problematic in certain areas or periods. This again shows that 

environmental impacts are understood differently depending on personal expectations 

and experiences.  

Perceptions of Needs for Future Development:  

When reflecting on the future of the destination, visitors express a range of concerns 

and expectations, which reveal how they make sense of tourism development. A 

central theme is the desire to maintain the current atmosphere and avoid 

overdevelopment. In many responses, this is being linked to the construction of large 

hotel complexes, which are perceived as a visible symbol of change. For example, one 

respondent remarks: “I don’t like the development of destroying all the local surf shops 

and restaurants to build huge hotel resorts, there are already more than enough big 

hotels and it’s destroying the surf town vibe for sure.” A similar concern is expressed 

by another visitor, who says: “Although developing tourism infrastructure is vital for the 

region’s growth, maintaining local traditions should remain a priority. The cultural 

identity of Morocco’s surf spots is what makes each location distinctive and meaningful 

for visitors.” These statements show how visitors objectify (over-)development through 

concrete images such as “huge hotel resorts” or the loss of “local surf shops”. This 

reflects a shared understanding among visitors that links development with potential 

negative consequences, especially for the “surf town vibe” they value. 

Environmental issues are also mentioned, with visitors calling for “less trash,” “better 

environmental protection,” and improved waste management. These concerns are 

often connected to direct observations, such as litter on beaches or in towns, which 
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again make environmental challenges visible in everyday experiences. In addition, 

visitors highlight the need for better organisation and infrastructure, including “more 

safety at surf spots,” and clearer regulation of surf schools. Some respondents also 

point to more systemic social and economic issues like rising prices and the impact of 

tourism on local communities. One visitor suggests the need for “clear laws to protect 

locals from economic harm,” indicating an awareness of issues like gentrification and 

unequal benefits from tourism. This shows that visitors are not only passive consumers 

but they also reflect on the consequences of tourism development for local populations. 

Still, more critical voices mention issues like safety or negative interactions with locals, 

showing that not all visitors are satisfied with current conditions. 

Overall, these responses show that visitors share a relatively consistent representation 

of future development, where maintaining authenticity and promoting better 

organisation are seen as key priorities. Meanwhile, this representation remains 

somewhat simplified, as complex structural processes are often reduced to visible 

elements such as hotels, waste, or crowding, which shape how visitors understand and 

evaluate the future of the destination. 

 

7.3 Local Stakeholders 
For the local stakeholders, a total amount of 5 stakeholders have been interviewed 

with the help of another qualitative online questionnaire. These include one surf camp 

and one surf hostel in the town of Tamraght, two surf camps from Taghazout and one 

surf camp from Imsouane, covering the three main surf destinations of the region. To 

adhere to anonymity, the stakeholders get cited without name. These stakeholders get 

accompanied by secondary data in the form of direct quotes of a documentary, that 

will be outlined in this chapter, to include some local voices not working in the tourism 

industry. 

Regional Development:  

When asked about how the region changed since surf tourism became more popular, 

the local stakeholders emphasised the significant transformation of the region. Across 

responses, the region is described as having changed fundamentally over the last two 

decades, with one stakeholder describing a shift “completely, by 180°,” saying that it is 

“not recognizable anymore compared to the early 2000s.” (Surfcamp 2) This 

transformation is linked to the transition from traditional livelihoods towards a tourism-

based economy. As one respondent remarks, the region has evolved “from a rather 
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poor fishermen village to really successful businesses with modern infrastructure,” 

(Surfcamp 2), as another highlights that “the whole economy of the area depends on 

tourism and fishing” (Surfhostel 1). Local Stakeholders also point to the 

internationalisation and rapid growth of the destination. Taghazout, for example, is 

described as having been “transformed from a small fishing village into a popular 

international surf destination.” (Surfcamp 3). This growth is also associated with 

increasing pressure on the area as shown by one respondent from Imsouane: “It 

became more popular, busier and a lot of constructions happening, also the vibe 

changed, not a hippie village anymore” (Surfcamp 4).  

As seen in this data, local stakeholders construct tourism as a driver of regional change 

and transformation. The repeated description of the region as not recognizable 

anymore can be seen as an objectification of change, where abstract processes of 

development are turned into concrete images of transformation. 

Economic Impacts/ Benefits: 

A clear pattern in the data is that surf tourism has brought substantial economic 

benefits to the region, in terms of employment and business development. Many 

respondents stress the creation of “more jobs for locals” (Surfcamp 1) and “hundreds 

of job opportunities” (Surfhostel 1), alongside the development of new businesses. This 

has contributed to economic growth, with many workplaces and opportunities for local 

residents (Surfcamp 2). Surf tourism is thus perceived as a key driver of the local 

economy, with some stakeholders feeling that “the vast majority of local families are 

benefitting from surfing tourism” (Surfcamp 1). In addition, it has encouraged 

entrepreneurship, as many people want to open their own business and are attracted 

to the area by these opportunities (Surfcamp 2). These statements reflect a social 

representation of surf tourism as an economic opportunity, where tourism is 

understood as beneficial and necessary for regional development. This representation 

appears to be shared across stakeholders and is repeatedly reinforced through the 

discourse.  

However, when asked about the rising of prices and rents, stakeholders also point to 

the economic challenges. Respondents stress that “rent has increased a lot” 

(Surfcamp 1) and that the region has become “much more expensive than other 

villages around” because of tourism growth (Surfcamp 2). This increase in costs is 

often described as disproportionate to income levels, as wages have not increased as 

much, creating a gap between salaries and expenses (Surfcamp 1). In some cases, 
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rent prices are described as comparable to European levels, making it “very hard now 

for an employee with a Moroccan salary to rent an apartment” (Surfhostel 1). As a 

result, some workers are forced to live outside the main tourism areas and commute 

for work (Surfcamp 2). These rising costs are linked to structural issues like the lack of 

regulation, with one stakeholder pointing to “missing price limits” (Surfcamp 2). 

Housing pressures are especially evident, as property owners often prioritise short-

term tourist rentals over long-term local tenants, making it difficult for local staff to find 

accommodation (Surfcamp 4). Similarly, increases in food and daily expenses 

contribute to the perception that “everyday life has become more expensive” 

(Surfcamp 3). Here, more critical presentations of the tourism growth are shown, 

showing tensions within the dominant narrative of tourism as only beneficial. These 

opinions challenge this representation by pointing to unequal distribution of benefits 

and economic pressure on local populations. 

As you can see, local stakeholders tend to perceive the economic impacts of surf 

tourism in a more positive light. The sector is seen as an important force in regional 

development, creating jobs and opening new business opportunities in the area. 

Whereas challenges like rising living costs and unequal distribution of benefits are 

acknowledged, these are generally framed as side effects of growth that don’t outweigh 

the advantages. This suggests, that the central core of the social representation of surf 

tourism among local stakeholders is anchored in economic benefits and development, 

but negative aspects remain that do not fundamentally challenge the overall positive 

view.  

Sociocultural Impacts/Benefits: 

Local stakeholders highlight a range of sociocultural changes associated with the 

growth of surf tourism, with some stakeholders seeing more change than others.  

A key theme is the increasing internationalisation of the region and its influence on 

everyday life. Several stakeholders describe how surf tourism has created a more 

globally connected environment, with one respondent stating that “the whole culture is 

circling around surf” and referring to the “creation of this international zone in Morocco 

where everyone can just recharge mentally” (Surfhostel 1). Likewise, it is observed that 

“the village became more international, which changed the local lifestyle and culture” 

(Surfcamp 3). This transformation is also reflected in changing consumption patterns, 

as one stakeholder points out a “very big variety of food / restaurants especially in 

Tamraght, which has been brought to Morocco by not-Moroccans,” alongside a 
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growing awareness for healthy food and fashion (Surfcamp 2). This is less seen as a 

negative impact, but more as a positive development, as the respondent claims that 

“Locals also are very open-minded to new concepts, new food, new fashion, etc...” 

(Surfcamp 2). The internationalisation is further reflected in everyday practices, like the 

growing use of English (Surfhostel 1). In contrast, one respondent is more critical or 

sceptical about the depth of these changes, remarking that the people’s lifestyles have 

changed “not much, [as] Moroccan minds are hard to change” (Surfcamp 1), hinting 

that deeper cultural values may remain more stable. These descriptions show how 

stakeholders construct a shared understanding of the region as an “international surf 

space”. The data shows that stakeholders construct a shared understanding of an 

internationalisation of the region. Through concepts like the changing of the 

gastronomy and language of the region, the ongoing globalisation of the destination is 

reflected.  

In addition, stakeholders point to the role of surf tourism in supporting intercultural 

exchange. Some respondents highlight its positive effects, describing how tourism 

“encourages cultural exchange” (Surfcamp 3) and contributes to a more open-minded 

population, as “locals of this region are more open to the idea of differences and other 

cultures” (Surfhostel 1). This is also seen as a positive chance for the youth of the 

region, as one respondent argues: “the youths of Morocco really need that, a sense of 

the world coming to you instead of you looking [for] it.” (Surfhostel 1). This is mirrored 

by another respondent, saying: “Surfing has become more popular and gets children 

to surf from very small already, so there are a lot of young professional and motivated 

surfers who want to make their living one day with their hobby (teaching or competing, 

or opening surf shops or surf camps etc.)“ (Surfcamp 2). These narratives anchor surf 

tourism in ideas of openness and cultural exchange, especially for the youth, showing 

a positive representation in the community of tourism as socially beneficial.  

Others frame this exposure differently, pointing to asymmetries in the interactions, for 

example through the observation that foreigners want to stay in the area and the locals 

have the wish to go to Europe (Surfhostel 1). These differing interpretations are also 

reflected in a 2024 documentary on Imsouane by the European public service 

television channel ARTE, which brings together local voices and demonstrates more 

critical perspectives on the sociocultural impacts of surf tourism. A resident of the town 

describes a growing sense of displacement and loss of local identity, stating that “we 

feel like a Western enclave where tourists are in charge; they are at home here,” also 
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criticising that “everything that made up the village community is currently being 

destroyed” and that the village’s original character “has been reduced to something 

else” (ARTE Tracks, 2025). A local surfer from Imsouane, Hamza “Skululu”, points to 

changes within surf culture itself, arguing that “Social Media surfers” are entering the 

destination and that “surfing doesn’t have the same value as for us,” reflecting 

concerns about shifting meanings and practices. He also highlights inequalities in 

access to economic opportunities, as he claims that “tourists have taken the jobs [as 

surf teachers] and we Moroccans leave empty handed,” pointing to perceived 

unfairness in the local labour market (ARTE Tracks, 2025). However, not all voices are 

critical, as a local photographer, Youssef Boudlal, talks about the inevitability of 

development, arguing that “you can’t stop the progress” and supporting tourism growth 

in the region (ARTE Tracks, 2025). These more critical views show that tourism 

development can be understood in different ways, as residents in Imsouane often see 

it through the stronger impacts it has on their everyday lives. This indicates that 

different social groups construct competing meanings of tourism development, shaped 

by their experiences and positions within the system.  

Alongside these dynamics, stakeholders highlight some increasing tensions in the 

social environment. Tourism is described as attracting not only international visitors 

but also domestic tourists especially in the high season, which poses crowding 

problems at the beaches (Surfcamp 2). This growing crowding also contributes to 

tensions in surf spaces. The problem of “localism” is also mentioned, with one 

respondent noting that it “has always been present since the years 2000s, especially 

at Anchor Point” (Surfcamp 1), reflecting that such dynamics are not entirely new but 

have intensified with tourism growth. However, interpretations of localism differ. One 

respondent argues, that locals are generally open and that normally there is an 

etiquette of giving tourists priority, when they are surfing with a surf school. However, 

localism might arise if “locals feel that there are tourists who don't respect them or don't 

care about rules, or the ones who come to surf on their own but want to surf above 

their level without taking a lesson. But for example, with a hard board that doesn't fit 

their level or a spot that doesn't fit their level, [it can] even impact other's safety. In 

those cases, it happens that such tourists will be even banned from surfing at a certain 

spot or worst case everywhere along the coast. Apart from that, most of the Moroccans 

are very open minded and they would even in many cases share their waves“ 

(Surfcamp 2). Therefore, although tourists are generally accepted in the water, 
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localism might arise if the tourists behave in a disrespectful way towards other surfers 

or locals.  

Others, however, reveal stronger tensions and contradictions in relation to ownership 

and access. For instance, younger locals may feel “entitled to benefit from what’s 

happening in a place that in their perspective belongs to them” (Surfcamp 4).  But 

stakeholders also point out the paradox that “you can’t benefit from tourism and at the 

same time want to protect your break” (Surfcamp 4). In addition, conflicts are not only 

observed between locals and tourists but also in local communities, for example 

“between the Moroccans from the north who work in Imsouane and the locals who are 

born and raised there” (Surfcamp 4) showing that localism might not only be limited to 

tourists, but is a commonly seen phenomenon in surfing, even within local contexts. 

These dynamics can be understood as part of the social construction of surf spaces, 

where norms and hierarchies, here in the water, are constantly negotiated and 

reproduced through interaction between locals and tourists.  

Finally, stakeholders point to regional shifts in local identity and lifestyle. Surf tourism 

has led to bigger involvement in tourism-related activities, with locals “learning surfing, 

working in surf-related jobs, and focusing more on tourism as a career” (Surfcamp 3), 

while also contributing to a lifestyle that is described as “more international and 

relaxed” (Surfcamp 3). These changes raise concerns about cultural transformation, 

as tourism development is seen to be changing the village’s traditional character 

(Surfcamp 3). 

Overall, the findings indicate that local stakeholders see surf tourism as having strongly 

shaped the sociocultural dynamics of the region, especially through growing 

international influences and changing ways of life. Many stakeholders underline 

positive developments, including a more open atmosphere and new opportunities for 

younger generations. Others point to growing tensions linked to problems like crowding 

and changing cultural identities. Thus, surf tourism is understood by the local 

stakeholders as a process that creates opportunities for the local community and 

integrates the region in an international community of surfing. The development can 

lead to contextual challenges, which in the opinion of the stakeholders get justified by 

bad behaviour of tourists or unavoidable problems, that can be seen globally. This 

coexistence of positive and critical meanings shows that the social representations are 

not fixed, but dynamic and often contradictory, allowing stakeholders to make sense of 

complex and changing realities. These contradicting opinions might be dependent on 



61 

 

the position of the stakeholder in the community and the location they are situated in. 

Environmental / Spatial Changes:  

Stakeholders describe a range of spatial and environmental changes associated with 

the growth of surf tourism, indicating improvements in infrastructure and increasing 

pressures on coastal spaces. A key theme is the expansion of tourism-related 

infrastructure, with stakeholders showing the development of better infrastructures like 

parking spaces or shops (Surfcamp 1) and an increasing number of restaurants, shops 

and facilities at the beaches (Surfcamp 2). These developments are seen in a positive 

light, as they improve accessibility and services and contribute to the transformation of 

the coastal landscape. Next to this, beaches are described as becoming more “bustling 

and lively, with more surfers, surf schools, and activities” and having improved facilities 

for visitors (Surfcamp 3). 

Stakeholders also stress that formal management of beaches has not equally evolved 

alongside tourism growth. As one respondent notes, there are “no changes, in how the 

beach is managed, there are just way more people in the water” (Surfcamp 1), implying 

that increased use has not been matched by corresponding governance structures. 

This is especially visible in the growing pressure on surf spaces, where “the amount of 

surf camps and surf schools […] make the spots too crowdy” (Surfcamp 2), even 

though the coastline offers a large number of surf breaks. Seasonal dynamics further 

intensify this issue, with crowding increasing during certain periods despite being 

considered off-season for tourism. These responds show, that environmental changes 

are interpreted through shared representations of development and environmental 

responsibility. Infrastructure improvements are often anchored in ideas of progress, 

while issues such as crowding and waste are objectified through everyday experiences 

like “too many people in the water”. 

Environmental challenges are also shown in the answers of the respondents. Several 

stakeholders point to garbage problems and a general lack of environmental 

awareness, observing that “Moroccans are not very conscious about their environment 

and about sustainability” (Surfcamp 2). However, perceptions of environmental 

conditions vary, as some respondents indicate that the beaches are clean during the 

main surf season, saying that the international tourists take better care of the beach 

and pollution is more visible during periods of domestic tourism (Surfcamp 4). These 

statements reflect how environmental issues are shown through cultural explanations, 

where responsibility is assigned to certain social groups. This demonstrates how 
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stakeholders make sense of environmental problems by linking them to familiar ideas 

about behaviour and awareness, often of other Moroccan residents. 

In addition to waste management, infrastructure limitations are identified as a key 

issue. A local resident in Imsouane states, that although improvements have been 

made in some areas, including investments in wastewater systems that have 

“drastically improved” water quality in places like Imsouane (Lock, 2024), other 

stakeholders highlight ongoing challenges. According to the local stakeholders, surf 

tourism has led to a spatial transformation and infrastructure development at the coast, 

improving facilities and accessibility. However, these developments are accompanied 

by increasing pressures on coastal environments, indicating an ongoing tension 

between tourism growth and the capacity of local systems to manage its environmental 

and spatial impacts effectively. 

Governance & Tourism Management:  

Stakeholders express mixed and often contrasting views on how surf tourism is 

currently managed in the region, pointing to a lack of consistent regulation and 

coordination. Several respondents criticise the existing governance structures, 

describing tourism management as fragmented and ineffective. For example, one 

stakeholder argues that tourism is managed ineffectively, mentioning that surf camp 

owners often operate individually or even illegally, and fail to collaborate towards 

shared goals like preserving the destination (Surfcamp 1). Another respondent 

describes the situation as “random at the moment,” with “many illegal sites,” although 

it is acknowledged that authorities are attempting to improve regulation (Surfhostel 1). 

This perception of weak governance is especially strong in Imsouane, where tourism 

development is described as “random” and “chaotic,” leaving room for external 

investors to take advantage of the situation (Surfcamp 4). 

Other stakeholders offer a more balanced or positive assessment. One respondent 

remarks that “tourism in general is managed good,” but it still requires stronger 

regulation (Surfcamp 2). Another stakeholder comments that surf tourism in Taghazout 

is generally well managed, with growing infrastructure and services supporting both 

visitors and local employment, also attempting to balance development with preserving 

the village’s character (Surfcamp 3). These differing perspectives suggest that 

governance is uneven across locations and stakeholder positions, with some 

experiencing effective management and others perceiving regulatory gaps. In addition, 

the differing perceptions reflect how governance itself becomes a socially constructed 
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object, where stakeholders interpret regulation through their own experiences. The 

lack of coordination is often objectified as “random” or “chaotic”, showing the 

governance failures in local tourism development. 

An especially relevant example of governance challenges is the demolition of tourism-

related structures in Imsouane in early 2024. This event has sparked a big debate 

nationally and internationally with different opinions on both sides. One local resident 

states, that “Hundreds of families have lost their homes. 28 years in this beautiful 

village, today I feel the wind of change and started crying when I heard the machines 

starting up.” (Lock, 2024); and “What’s happening now is: there’s a new development 

and planning for Imsouane and most of the authenticity and beautiful old charms of the 

town is going to be destroyed.” (Lock, 2024), showing the displacements of residents 

and the threat of losing authenticity through the construction works and demolition. On 

the other side, another resident of Imsouane welcomes the demolition, as “all those 

houses were built on land that doesn’t belong to them” and “they knew it was 

temporary” (Lock, 2024). Another local surfer sees the building of opinions dependent 

on the situation of the residents, saying “Some locals are excited for the change but 

they seem to generally be the people who have not been affected” (Lock, 2024). This 

case illustrates the complexity of tourism governance in the region, as it is evolving, 

but still remains inconsistent and contested, with significant differences in how 

stakeholders perceive its effectiveness and fairness. It is seen, that different groups in 

the population construct opposing interpretations of the same event, reflecting 

underlying power relations and unequal impacts of tourism development. 

Outlooks in the future:  

Local stakeholders identify a range of future risks and necessary improvements related 

to the continued growth of surf tourism. A central concern is the lack of regulation and 

professional standards within the surf tourism sector. One stakeholder stresses that 

“uncontrolled surf teaching from unqualified instructors” is leading to “more people in 

the water and more accidents,” stating that there should be more control over 

unlicensed surf businesses. He also stressed, that the industry now needs to become 

“more mature, more legal, pay taxes, have insurances, and work in a professional 

manner” (Surfcamp 1). Furthermore, issues such as “missing certification or 

knowledge of surf instructors” and the use of “bad or old material” are identified as 

safety risks for tourists (Surfamp 2). These concerns are also revealed with 

observations of “missing overview for bookers” and insufficient information about 
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quality and safety standards, including food hygiene problems, that are common in the 

area (Surfcamp 2).  

Linked to this problem is the issue of overcrowding and uncoordinated growth. 

Stakeholders point to overcrowded spots and an oversupply of surf camps and 

services, which not only complicates decision-making for visitors but also contributes 

to pressure on local resources (Surfcamp 2). This is reinforced by another respondent 

who frames these developments as part of a recurring pattern seen in other surf 

destinations, noting that “it’s a story that repeats itself, anywhere in the world” 

(Surfhostel 1), implying that the region may be following similar trajectories as other 

overdeveloped surf destinations. In addition, stakeholders identify more socio-

economic and environmental risks associated with future development. These include 

rising living costs for residents, crowded beaches and surf spots, and the danger of 

“overdevelopment that could harm the village’s charm and environment” (Surfcamp 3). 

These concerns point to the tension between continued economic growth and the 

preservation of the destination’s character and authenticity. 

Looking forward, several stakeholders emphasize the need for more strategic and 

balanced planning. This includes spreading surf tourism development beyond the 

Taghazout area to reduce regional pressure, as well as improving education and 

employment opportunities for local populations (Surfcamp 2). Environmental 

awareness is also identified as a key area for improvement in relation to waste 

management and the need to “create a general mindset of protecting nature more”, 

especially in the local population and domestic tourists (Surfcamp 2). Generally, 

stakeholders agree that a balanced planning can help maximize opportunities and 

minimize the risks of tourism, underlining the importance of coordinated and 

sustainable development approaches for the future of surf tourism in the region. This 

is a more normative representation of surf tourism, where sustainability and long-term 

planning become central elements in how stakeholders imagine and negotiate the 

future of tourism development. 

 
 

 

 

 



 

Impact 

Dimension 

Media Representation Local Stakeholders Tourists 

Economic 

Impacts 

• Surf tourism framed as driver of 

growth, entrepreneurship, and 

regional development 

• Some critical mentions of rising 

costs and uncertain 

investments 

• Benefits of job creation & 

business opportunities 

• Rising rents and cost of living 

seen as side effects 

• Affordability as a key attraction 

• Awareness of rising prices and 

unequal benefits in some 

responses 

Sociocultural 

Impacts 

• Tourism represented as 

cultural exchange and driver of 

the global surf culture 

• Concerns about loss of 

authenticity and 

commodification 

• Internationalisation and 

cultural exchange seen as 

positive 

• Some tensions concerning 

localism, identity change & 

inequality 

• Mixed perceptions 

• “Good mix” of traditional and 

international culture 

• Mostly positive experiences with 

the culture (e.g. hospitality) 

• Still some critical views (cultural 

distance, gender issues & 

superficial interactions) 

Environmental 

Impacts 

• Sustainability of surf tourism 

and the region often 

emphasised in media 

• Concerns about waste, 

overcrowding & infrastructure 

limits 

• Infrastructure improvements 

acknowledged 

• Increasing pressure on 

beaches and waste issues 

• Lack of environmental 

awareness of governments 

• Concerns about dirty beaches 

and visible trash in the towns 

• Environmental quality varies by 

location and experience 



 

 
 
 

Spatial Impacts • Growth of infrastructure and 

surf tourism hubs 

• Crowding in the water 

highlighted 

• More facilities and accessibility 

noted 

• Overcrowding in surf spots 

mentioned, especially 

dangerous with unlicensed 

surf schools 

• Limited management 

structures for the increase of 

visitors 

• Crowds at the beaches and in 

the water mostly manageable 

• Some responses include 

concerns about crowding and 

localism in popular surf spots  

Governance & 

Management 

• Limited direct focus on the 

governance in the region  

• Some critiques of large-scale 

development and planning 

• Seen as inconsistent, “chaotic” 

or improving depending on 

location 

• Lack of regulation in the surf 

sector 

• Demand for better organisation 

in terms of safety, infrastructure 

and the regulation of surf schools 

Future Outlook • Tensions between continued 

growth and sustainability 

• Need for regulation, balanced 

development, and 

professionalisation of the 

tourism sector 

• Desire to preserve local culture 

and niche tourism status 

• Concerns about 

overdevelopment and 

environmental issues 
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8. Discussion 
After outlining the main findings of this thesis, the discussion will interpret the findings 

in relation to the existing literature on surf tourism and destination development.  

 
Surf Tourism as a driver of (uneven) development 

The findings confirm that surf tourism has become an important driver of economic 

activity along the Moroccan Atlantic coast. Consistent with the analysed literature on 

tourism development, the expansion of surf-related businesses shows how tourism can 

stimulate local economies and generate new livelihood opportunities. In this sense, 

surf tourism functions as a mechanism of regional development, creating links across 

sectors and integrating the destination into global tourism flows. However, the findings 

also reveal that this development is neither uniform nor universally beneficial. Whereas 

actors value the development of the region in general, as most people are work in the 

tourism industry and therefore experience economic gains, this development brings 

problems like rising living costs and growing uncertainty. Some actors who are more 

heavily involved in the tourism business profit more off the development than others. 

This uneven distribution of benefits reflects patterns identified in previous research, 

where tourism-driven growth can reproduce or even intensify existing inequalities 

(Elgin & Elveren, 2024; Román et al., 2022). These effects can be understood as part 

of the structure of tourism development itself. The increasing orientation towards 

international markets and the commodification of local resources can contribute to a 

situation in which value is not evenly retained in the destination (Buckley, 2002). In this 

regard, surf tourism in Morocco reflects general dynamics of global tourism 

development, where local development is tied to international dynamics. The 

increasing orientation towards international visitors contributes to economic growth but 

also creates dependencies on external demand. 

From the perspective of the Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC), these dynamics point 

towards a stage of accelerated growth in which economic expansion is accompanied 

by structural tensions. According to Richard Butler (1980), destinations move from the 

early exploration and involvement stage, characterized by small-scale tourism, into the 

development phase, where tourism grows rapidly and becomes more integrated into 

global markets with expanding infrastructure and rising visitor numbers. The findings 

propose that surf tourism along the Moroccan Atlantic coast is situated within this 

transition towards early consolidation. This is reflected in the rapid increase in visitor 
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numbers, the expansion of tourism infrastructure, and the growing presence of 

formalized tourism enterprises.  

However, the application of the TALC in this context should be seen as a guiding 

framework rather than a fixed or linear model. As argued in the literature, tourism 

development does not always follow defined stages, especially in emerging 

destinations shaped by external investment and global tourism dynamics (Butler, 1980; 

Sharpley, 2014). In the Moroccan case, elements of different stages coexist, as small-

scale, locally embedded tourism practices continue alongside the commercialization of 

the destination. This shows, that development is uneven across space and 

stakeholders, with some actors and locations experiencing more advanced stages than 

others. 

The economic dimension of the destination shows the dual nature of tourism 

development: it generates opportunities but produces structural inequalities. This 

supports the view that tourism should be understood not only as an economic activity, 

but as a complex development process with uneven outcomes. 

Transformations of Space, Culture, and Social Relations 

Beyond its economic implications, surf tourism in Morocco contributes to tangible 

transformations in how space is used and valued. As seen in the data, a shift of surf 

tourism from a niche activity towards characteristics more associated with mass 

tourism is experienced. In the literature, surf tourism has traditionally been described 

as an alternative form of tourism, characterized by small-scale travel, independent 

surfers, and a strong subcultural identity connected to nature and local communities 

(Buckley, 2002; Orams & Towner, 2013). However, the findings suggest that this 

character is changing in the Moroccan context. The growing popularity and 

accessibility of the destination have led to a diversification of visitor profiles. Instead of 

being dominated by experienced surfers searching for uncrowded waves, the region 

now attracts a larger range of tourists, including casual surfers and lifestyle-oriented 

visitors. This reflects the typology proposed by Orams & Towner (2013), where hard-

core surfers are often accompanied by recreational and casual surf tourists. This 

diversification is linked to the commercialization of the destination. Surf camps, 

schools, and packaged experiences make surfing more accessible, but also contribute 

to the standardization of the experience. What was once a more individual and 

exploratory activity becomes more structured and market-oriented. These 

developments can be understood as part of the evolution of surf destinations described 
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in the literature. As highlighted by Nazlı & Musal (2018), increasing crowding in 

established surf regions has pushed surfers to seek new and less crowded locations, 

leading to the global spread of surf tourism. The Moroccan Atlantic coast reflects this 

process, as destinations like Taghazout, Tamraght, and Imsouane have crystallized as 

attractive alternatives to other established surf destinations. The findings show that 

Morocco is now undergoing similar development patterns as other surfing destinations. 

This expansion is shaped by external influences, as the arrival of international 

influences like surf brands and surf competitions contribute to shaping the destination.  

Coastal areas that were previously shaped by fishing practices and local livelihoods 

are now reshaped as tourism spaces, oriented towards the expectations and practices 

of international visitors. This transformation is not only physical but also symbolic, as 

places acquire new meanings within global surf imaginaries. This is also being 

reflected in the literature (Hall & Lew, 2009): as argued by Anderson (2022), surf 

destinations are socially constructed through shared practices and experiences, which 

is reflected in the Moroccan case where local spaces are more and more defined 

through surf culture. 

The findings reveal that this process is a naturally double-edged sword. On one side, 

bringing local communities into global surf culture can open the door to cultural 

exchange, and new ways of shaping identity. For example, in the younger generations 

in Morocco, surfing is associated with new aspirations and potential opportunities. As 

suggested in the literature, surf tourism can therefore play a role in shaping identity 

and creating new forms of belonging (Beaumont & Brown, 2016; Valencia, 2023; 

Johnson, 2021). In this sense, tourism can act as a catalyst for social change and 

blending of cultures.  

The results also indicate that surf tourism can lead to sociocultural tensions. One of 

the most prominent issues identified by both local stakeholders and tourists is the 

development of conflicts between local surfers and visiting tourists. As surf spots 

become more crowded by surfers of all levels as well as numerous surf schools, 

competition for limited wave resources intensifies, leading to the development of 

localism. This phenomenon is also mentioned in the literature and is understood as a 

response to perceived threats to local access and identity (Olive, 2019; Doering, 2018). 

The findings support this interpretation and expands on this by showing that these 

tensions are intensified by the diversification of surf tourists and the growing presence 

of surf schools, which increase pressure on already limited resources. 
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In some cases, these dynamics can be interpreted through the lens of neo-colonialism, 

as suggested in the literature on surf tourism. The influence of external actors and the 

surf culture contributes to the reshaping of local spaces according to global tourism 

demands (Ponting, 2005). Practices like adapting local culture to tourist expectations 

can lead to the marginalization of local meanings and traditions. As reflected in all 

sources of the analysis, the area around the main surf destinations now shapes itself 

around the global surf culture and therefore changes the cultural foundation of the 

region. As traditional elements remain, a general shift in the character of the region to 

a more international image can be seen from the stakeholders’ perspectives. However, 

the analysis also shows that these processes are not linear, but involve elements of 

adaptation and negotiation, as local actors and tourists actively engage with and 

reinterpret surf culture within their own context, creating a local culture connected with 

the global surf culture. 

Such dynamics resonate with existing research on surf tourism, which highlights the 

importance of identity in shaping interactions between local and visiting surfers 

(Ramkissoon, 2023). The findings extend this understanding by showing that conflicts 

like this are an integral part of the processes of tourism development. In addition, the 

transformation of local culture raises questions about authenticity and commodification 

of culture. As surf destinations like Morocco are started to be marketed and consumed 

as lifestyle products, elements of local culture may be adapted to fit tourist 

expectations. This process can lead to the selective representation of cultural 

practices, reinforcing certain images and marginalizing others.  

Environmental Contradictions of Surf Tourism 

A central theme derived from the findings is the contradiction between the 

environmental values associated with surf tourism and the ecological pressures 

generated by tourism development. Surfing is often framed as an activity that supports 

a deep connection to nature, and many participants express strong environmental 

awareness (Hill & Abotts, 2009). This framing is reflected in discourses in the media 

that position Moroccan surf tourism as a sustainable or low-impact form of travel. This 

is also visible in the analysed material coming from surf businesses themselves, 

advertising their places as “sustainable” or “environmental friendly”, using sustainability 

as a marketing tool (Surf & Travel Morocco, 2026; Zensurf, 2026; Dreamsea, 2026). 

While such perceptions are present in the analyzed data, they coexist with evidence of 

increasing environmental pressures. The expansion of tourism infrastructure and the 
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intensification of coastal use contribute to challenges like waste buildup and ecosystem 

degradation. These issues can be seen in contexts where infrastructure and regulatory 

frameworks are not fully equipped to manage rapid growth. This tension can be 

understood as a manifestation of a general paradox within tourism: the very attributes 

that make the destinations attractive in the eye of the visitors, such as natural beauty 

and environmental integrity, are simultaneously put at risk by their commodification 

and consumption (Hall & Lew, 2009). In the case of surf tourism, this paradox is further 

intensified by the reliance on specific environmental conditions of wave quality and 

coastal ecosystems, which are very sensitive to change. Like the data shows, tourists 

visit Morocco because of factors like the uncrowded waves and traditional culture. As 

more and more visitors explore the destination, these attraction points could be at risk. 

The findings further imply that environmental awareness alone is insufficient to 

guarantee sustainable outcomes. As individual attitudes and community initiatives may 

contribute to conservation efforts, they operate in a larger system characterized by 

growth-oriented development and increasing resource use. As a result, the 

environmental impacts of surf tourism cannot be fully understood without considering 

the structural and institutional contexts in which it is situated. This implies that 

sustainability depends less on tourism labels and more on management practices. 

Governance in Surf Tourism 

An important dimension that materializes from the findings is the role of power and 

governance in shaping surf tourism development. In the Moroccan context, tourism 

development is influenced by top-down governance structures and national 

development strategies, that aim at positioning the country as one of the top 

international tourism destinations. These strategies support infrastructure 

development and economic growth but may also prioritize large-scale investment and 

external interests over local needs. This dynamic becomes visible in the case of 

Imsouane, which represents an important example of top-down governance and 

impacts of tourism in this study. In Imsouane, recent demolition measures and 

restructuring efforts due to bigger tourism plans of the government have had immediate 

impacts on local livelihoods. These developments show how decisions taken at higher 

governance levels can reshape local tourism economies and social structures. For 

many local actors, this has created a sense of uncertainty and limited control over the 

future of the destination, showing the imbalance between local dependency on tourism 

and their limited influence in decision-making processes. The events in Imsouane hint 
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at tensions between informal, local tourism practices and more formalised, state-driven 

development strategies. The destination, which developed organically through surf 

tourism, is now being restructured in line with national tourism objectives and large-

scale construction works, as seen in Taghazout Bay. This shift raises important 

questions about whose vision of development is being implemented and how local 

interests can be integrated in the process. These dynamics reflect arguments in 

tourism literature that emphasize the role of power relations in shaping development 

outcomes (Jamal & Stronza, 2009). The ability to influence decisions about tourism 

development is not evenly distributed, and local communities clearly have limited 

opportunities to participate in planning processes. The case of Imsouane displays how 

this imbalance can materialize in concrete interventions that directly affect local 

populations. 

Therefore, the findings show that the impacts observed in this study are not only the 

result of tourism itself, but also of how it is governed and managed. The case of 

Imsouane underlines the importance of more inclusive and context-sensitive 

governance approaches that balance national development objectives with the needs 

and perspectives of local communities. 

Future Outlooks 

Looking into the future, it is likely that surf tourism in Morocco will continue to develop 

and evolve, bringing new opportunities and challenges. The region has already 

become an established surf destination and is positioned for continued tourism growth. 

This means, that tourism businesses in the area will keep on growing in the near future, 

supported by both the tourism strategies of the Moroccan state as well as media 

attention. Judging from the theoretical framework of the TALC, the destination does 

not yet appear to have reached its peak stage of development in the classic tourism 

trajectory, making it probable that tourism growth will continue in the coming years. 

The next phase on the TALC would be the phase of stagnation, meaning that the 

destination would either rejuvenate or decline in the future. As the data shows that 

many stakeholders are often questioning how future development should take place, 

the next phase of tourism in the region may be shaped less by whether growth 

continues, and more by debates over the direction and quality of that growth, which 

will influence if the destination will rejuvenate or decline.  

Another central theme in the findings was the tension between continued expansion 

and long-term sustainability. This may indicate that the region is entering a more 
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mature stage of development, where the negative side effects of growth become more 

visible. If these issues are not addressed, there is a risk that the same development 

which made the destination successful could weaken its attractiveness for both 

residents and visitors, as seen in some of the answers of respondents. The responses 

also point out that future outcomes will depend on whether governance structures can 

manage growth effectively. As tourism becomes more established, requirements 

regarding infrastructure and environmental management, as well as coordination 

between actors will increase. Future success of the destination may therefore depend 

on whether governance structures can keep up with tourism growth and manage 

development in a more strategic way.  

As seen in the analysis, future development is likely to keep involving tension between 

commercial expansion and preserving destination identity. Stakeholders and visitors 

do not necessarily want unlimited expansion or a full shift towards mainstream tourism 

models. Instead, the findings indicate that both tourists and local stakeholders prefer a 

form of development that keeps elements of local identity and the community 

atmosphere. Still, as visitor profiles of the region change, tourism in the region might 

start to cater to more luxurious types of tourists, based on the large-scale luxury 

accommodations being built at the moment. This means that future development in the 

region would involve ongoing negotiation between commercial growth and the 

preservation of place identity. 

The findings of this thesis point towards a future in which surf tourism in Morocco is 

expected to keep growing, but in a more contested and complex environment. 

Stakeholders seem to welcome the benefits of tourism but also call for better 

management and protection of the qualities that make the destination unique. The 

future of the region will therefore depend on whether growth can be guided in a way 

that remains economically beneficial but still socially and environmentally sustainable. 

Constructing Tourism Realities: Perception and Representation 

The findings reveal clear differences in how surf tourism is perceived and evaluated 

across stakeholders, which can be linked to their roles, experiences, and degree of 

involvement within tourism. 

These differences can be understood through Social Representations Theory, which 

argues that groups develop shared meanings in order to make sense of common 

phenomena. In the context of surf tourism, this means that the same developments will 

be understood in contrasting ways by different actors. 
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By local stakeholders, surf tourism is interpreted both as a source of livelihood and a 

source of pressure linked to rising costs and change of everyday life. Visitors 

understand the destination more through their leisure experiences, focusing on the 

atmosphere and surf conditions of the destination. Media narratives often frame the 

region through images of freedom and lifestyle. Each perspective highlights certain 

dimensions of tourism while downplaying others. Thus, the findings show that there is 

no single reality of surf tourism development, but multiple coexisting realities shaped 

by the stakeholders’ position and lived experience.  

This multiplicity underlines the importance of adopting a multi-perspective approach 

when analysing tourism impacts. Understanding how different actors construct tourism 

realities is important for interpreting development outcomes in changing destinations. 

Contribution to existing literature 

This study contributes to the existing literature on the underexplored area of surf 

tourism and destination development by providing an empirically grounded and holistic 

analysis of surf tourism impacts in an emerging destination in the Global South. 

Previous research has often focused on specific dimensions of impacts or destinations 

in more established surf destinations. In comparison, this study brings all impact 

dimensions together and examines them in an integrated method in the region of the 

Moroccan coast. Considering all three dimensions together makes a more 

comprehensive understanding possible, that considers the synergies and broader 

dynamics of how tourism develops and affects the destination. This allows for a more 

extensive understanding of how surf tourism unfolds in practice. 

The findings also engage with and challenge dominant assumptions in existing surf 

tourism research. In much of the literature, surf tourism has been framed as a niche or 

alternative form of tourism associated with sustainability and authenticity (Buckley, 

2002; Orams & Towner, 2013). This study supports studies that argue how such forms 

of tourism can evolve towards more mainstream and commercialized structures. In the 

Moroccan case, this can be seen in the changing character of the tourism hubs, where 

traditional village environments have gotten reshaped by tourism-oriented 

development. This is especially visible in the growth of more upscale cafés, 

international restaurants, boutique accommodation, yoga studios, and lifestyle-

oriented businesses catering to foreign visitors. Next to this, the increase in the 

numbers of luxury hotels and the rising cost of living indicates a shift from the small-

scale surf scene, that was present before the 2010s to the more commercial tourism 



75 

 

economy that can be seen today. This highlights the hybrid nature of surf tourism 

development, where different forms of tourism operate simultaneously in the same 

destination. Showing this, the study supports and further develops arguments that surf 

tourism must be understood as part of global tourism systems and not as an isolated 

niche phenomenon. Still, respondents in the analysis argued, that some of the local 

practices and Berber elements are still getting preserved. This shows that (surf-) 

tourism development still remains less linear and specific to its location instead of 

resulting in a fully homogenised destination landscape. 

Another key contribution lies in the application of Social Representations Theory to the 

analysis of surf tourism impacts. Most of the existing surf tourism literature has focused 

on identifying economic, sociocultural, or environmental impacts, but fewer studies 

have examined how these impacts are differently understood and constructed by 

various stakeholder groups. By including multiple stakeholder perspectives and a 

complementary media perspective, the study demonstrates how surf tourism realities 

are constructed differently depending on positionality and lived experience, adding an 

important layer to existing impact-based approaches in the surf tourism literature. 

In conclusion, the study contributes to a more complex and comprehensive 

understanding of surf tourism by bringing together literature on development theory 

and stakeholder perspectives. It underlines the importance of analysing tourism in a 

holistic way and highlights the need to move beyond simplified categorizations in order 

to capture the complexity and evolving nature of surf tourism systems. 
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9. Conclusion, Limitations and Implications 

9.1 Conclusion 

This thesis set out to analyse how surf tourism impacts along the Moroccan Atlantic 

coast are perceived by different stakeholder groups and represented in media 

discourse. The findings show that these impacts are understood differently depending 

on the stakeholders’ relationship to tourism and their level of involvement in the 

destination. Local stakeholders associate surf tourism with economic opportunities and 

increased international visibility, while also expressing concerns about rising living 

costs and growing pressure on local infrastructure and communities. Tourists tend to 

focus on their positive experiences but still acknowledge cultural and environmental 

problems linked to tourism growth. Media representations add to these perceptions by 

promoting narratives of growth, sustainability and attractiveness, with more critical 

sources highlighting tensions between continued growth and sustainability.  

The findings demonstrate that surf tourism in destinations like Taghazout, Tamraght, 

and Imsouane cannot be understood as only positive or negative. Surf tourism creates 

economic opportunities for the local population, yet these gains are unevenly 

distributed. Rising living costs and increasing economic dependence reveal clear 

social inequalities. Surf tourism is also changing local spaces, culture, and social 

relationships. It encourages cultural exchange and new opportunities but can also 

create problems like crowding and commercialization of the destination, as it shifts 

from a niche activity towards more mainstream tourism. The study also points out a 

gap between the environmental values linked to surf culture and the realities of tourism 

growth. Achieving sustainability depends not only on individual awareness but also on 

governance and infrastructure. The case of Imsouane shows how political decisions 

shape development, revealing the role of power and governance in tourism processes. 

Based on these findings, more inclusive and context-sensitive approaches to tourism 

development should be considered, which better account for local perspectives and 

long-term sustainability. Balancing economic growth with social fairness and 

environmental protection remains a central challenge. Stronger governance structures 

and improved infrastructure could help address some of these issues and make sure 

local communities are involved in decisions. This could contribute to more balanced 

and sustainable development outcomes. 

This thesis offers new insights into surf tourism by offering a holistic and multi-

perspective analysis of its impacts in a developing destination. By bringing together 
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economic, sociocultural, and environmental dimensions and combining stakeholder 

perceptions with media representations, the study shows how surf tourism is shaped 

by broader development dynamics and uneven power relations. In doing so, the 

research deepens understandings of surf tourism in the global south and addresses 

existing gaps in the literature by linking local experiences with global tourism 

processes. Cases like the Moroccan Atlantic coast illustrate how rapidly expanding surf 

destinations in the Global South are shaped by global tourism markets and uneven 

development. 

9.2 Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

When reflecting on the data collection process, several limitations of this research 

become visible. The study is influenced by certain limits that shape both the scope of 

the analysis and the interpretation of the findings. Acknowledging these factors is 

essential in order to situate the results and assess their applicability. By addressing 

these limitations, this study aims to provide a transparent overview of its boundaries 

and support a more critical and contextualized understanding of the conclusions 

drawn. 

First, the study is based on a qualitative research design, which allows for an in-depth 

understanding of stakeholder perspectives but is limited in terms of generalizability. 

The findings reflect the views and experiences of specific actors in the selected 

destinations and may not be representative of all stakeholders or other surf tourism 

contexts. This is also limited by the smaller scope of the research, as mentioned in the 

data collection part. In addition, the focus on the three destinations Taghazout, 

Tamraght, and Imsouane, means that the results are context-specific and shaped by 

local conditions, which may differ in other regions along the coast. 

Second, the study captures surf tourism development in Morocco at one point in time. 

As tourism is a dynamic process, the identified impacts and stakeholder perceptions 

could change as the destination develops. As Morocco is shaped by ongoing 

investments and increasing visitor numbers may swiftly change local dynamics in the 

near future, this is a very relevant limitation. 

Third, the research relies on subjective perceptions of stakeholders, which is valuable 

for understanding tourism realities, but will also be influenced by personal experiences 

and biases. Although this is consistent with the study’s conceptual approach, it also 

means that the findings represent constructed interpretations rather than objective 

measurements of tourism impacts. 
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Despite these limitations, the study offers several implications for future research. 

Given the dynamic nature of surf tourism development, longitudal studies could provide 

valuable insights into how impacts and stakeholder perceptions evolve over time. 

Future research could further expand on the scope of the analysis by including 

additional institutional stakeholder groups, like local governments or the Ministry of 

Tourism policymakers to gain a more comprehensive understanding of governance 

processes and power relations. This integration was in the plans of this thesis but was 

not possible due to the lack of feedback by the contacted institutions.  

Comparative studies across different surf destinations, both within Morocco and 

internationally, could also help to identify common patterns and context-specific 

differences in surf tourism development. This would contribute to a better 

understanding of how global surf tourism dynamics are adapted in different local 

settings. Finally, future research could focus more specifically on individual dimensions 

of surf tourism, such as the role of governance and planning in shaping tourism 

outcomes, which appeared as a key area for future investigation in this thesis.  
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A: Survey Questions (Local Stakeholders) 

 
1. What’s the name of your business? 

2. In your view, how has the region changed since surf tourism became more 

popular? 

→ General opinion on the tourism development in the region 

3. What do you see as the main benefits of surf tourism in the area? 

→ Positive Impacts of tourism development 

4. Have you noticed any changes in costs (e.g., rent, wages, supplies) related to 

the increase in tourism? 

→ Local economic effects 

5. How has surf tourism affected local people and everyday life in the area?  

 → Sociocultural impacts on the community 

6. Have you noticed any changes in  people’s lifestyles, goals, or attitudes 

because of surfing and surf tourism? 

→ Influence of surf culture on the community 

7. Have there been any tensions or conflicts related to surf tourism that you 

noticed? (e.g. localism in the water) 

→ Social challenges and conflicts with tourists 

8. Have you noticed changes at the beaches since tourism has grown? 

→ Spatial use and environmental impacts 

9. How well do you think surf tourism is currently managed in this region?  

 → Governance and management effectiveness 

10. From your perspective, what are the main opportunities and risks of further 

surf tourism development in this region? 

→ Future development of the region 
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Appendix B: Survey Questions (Tourists) 

 
1. Which of the following places have you visited in Morocco for surfing? 
→ Spatial context of tourist experience 

2. When did you most recently visit the region?   
→ How recent was the last trip of the person? 

3. What made you choose this destination?  (surfing, culture, adventure, 
relaxation, etc.)  
→ travel motivations and expectations / drivers of surf tourism demand 
 
4. What did you enjoy most about the local surf community and tourism 
environment?  
→ positive perceptions of the destination 
 
5. How busy did the surf spots and beaches feel during your visit?  
→ pressure on local resources and spaces 
 
6. Did you encounter any problems or complications while surfing? 
→ challenges and negative impacts on the experience 

7. How did you perceive the cleanliness of the beaches and town? 
→ environmental impacts of tourism 

8. How would you describe the cultural atmosphere of the destination? Did it feel 
more traditional or international? 
→ sociocultural impacts and authenticity of the destination 
 
9. Did the destination feel affordable compared to other surf destinations you 
have visited? 
→ price dynamics and affordability for tourists 

10. What do you think should be improved for the future of the destination? 
→ perceived needs for future development 
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Appendix C: Generative Use of AI 
During the writing of this thesis, several AI-based tools were used to support parts of 

the writing and organizational process. Their use was limited to technical and linguistic 

assistance and did not involve the generation of academic content, empirical findings, 

or analytical interpretations. 

For linguistic support like improving clarity, rewriting phrases and overall readability of 

the thesis, AI was used. Grammarly was used to check grammar and spelling. 

ChatGPT was used to support a better wording, improve sentence flow, and proofread 

sections of the text. This helped to make sure that the writing style was in line with 

academic standards without changing the intended meaning of the content. 

AI tools were also used during the early stages of the project for brainstorming ideas 

and structuring the thesis.  

However, all theoretical frameworks and interpretations of the data were developed 

independently with the help of the academic literature. Any suggestions generated 

through AI tools were carefully reviewed and, where relevant, verified using academic 

literature and other reliable sources. During the analysis part of the thesis, AI was used 

for ideas for potential interview or survey candidates and for the analysis of the data in 

the sense of identifying themes. Furthermore, AI tools were used to synthesize certain 

parts of the text to avoid repetition. 

All in all, AI tools were used only as supportive aids in the writing and organizational 

process. They were not used to generate original content or findings, but more to 

support idea generation and writing flow. All arguments and interpretations presented 

in this thesis are the original work of the author. 
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