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Operation of a cultural process within a 
geographic environment

CHAPTER

3
NCEA Level 3 Geography material in this chapter helps to meet the requirements for 
Achievement Standard 91427 (Geography 3.2) ‘Demonstrate understanding of how a 
cultural process shapes geographic environment(s)’, through understanding of the aspects:
•  how a cultural process operates through people’s movements and their activities and 

how this produces spatial differences and changes over time
•  how a cultural process is a continuous agent of change for both natural and cultural 

environments.

Choice of a cultural process and geographic 
environment(s)
You are required to study one cultural process and how it operates in one or more 
geographic environments. The geographic environment(s) you choose must have been 
shaped/influenced significantly by the cultural process.
A cultural process relates to any process that is caused by people and their activities. 
Examples of cultural processes are:
• tourism development   • migration   • urbanisation.
Choice of the case study environment is crucial. The case study environment should 
include a variety of features and characteristics/elements involved in your chosen cultural 
process and the case study environment needs to have been influenced by your chosen 
cultural process; you must be able to see evidence of the cultural process.
A simple way of looking at AS 91427 (Geography 3.2) is to look at how a single 
geographic environment has been shaped/influenced through a cultural process. Choose 
an environment that has unique features and characteristics due to a particular process.

The case study examples used for AS 91427 (Geography 3.2) in this book are:
‘Tourism development in Hawaii’ and ‘Tourism development in Rotorua’.

Key skills required in AS 91427 (Geography 3.2) are:
• annotating maps and/or diagrams effectively
• writing clear and concise answers
• explaining the cultural process, i.e. giving reasons for different aspects of the process
• integrating case study evidence to support ideas
• analysing key geographic concepts in relation to different topics

  
Hawaii Rotorua
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Key geographic concepts used in AS 91427 (Geography 3.2)
Key geographic concepts used throughout AS 91427 (Geography 3.2) are as follows.
• Processes – a sequence of actions, natural and/or cultural, that shape and change 

environments, places and societies.
• Interaction – involves elements of an environment affecting each other and being 

linked together. Interaction incorporates movement, flows, connections, links and 
interrelationships. Landscapes are the visible outcome of interactions. Interaction can 
bring about environmental change.

• Change – involves any alteration to the natural or cultural environment. Change can 
be spatial and/or temporal. Change is a normal process in both natural and cultural 
environments. It occurs at varying rates, at different times and in different places. 
Some changes are predictable, recurrent or cyclic, while others are unpredictable or 
erratic. Change can bring about further change.

• Environment – may be natural and/or cultural. Geographic environments have 
particular characteristics and features which can be the result of natural and/or 
cultural processes. The particular characteristics of an environment may be similar to 
and/or different from another.

Cultural processes
A cultural process is defined as a sequence of actions made by people and their activities 
that shape and change environments, places and societies.

Within a cultural process, there is a great deal of interaction within and between different 
characteristics/elements of the environment; this interaction develops as a series of steps 
and creates the process.

Elements of a cultural process are the smaller parts that interact with one another and 
contribute to change or progression of the cultural process in different places or time.

Elements of a cultural process can be:
• natural – characteristics of an environment not involving people (e.g. a beach 

discovered as a natural attraction) or events that do not involve people causing change 
(e.g. a volcanic eruption damaging an environment, a beach, a river)

• social – people involved in the cultural process (e.g. tourists, local residents)
• political – the governing bodies regulating the cultural process and/or environment
• technological – new inventions, experiments leading to change in the cultural process
• economic – the money required to develop the cultural process.
It is important to recognise the specific aspects of the elements and use case study 
information to provide evidence of the cultural process operating within your chosen 
environment.
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Activity 3A: Elements/characteristics of a cultural environment Ans p.193

1. Define the concept environment.
2. Every environment in which a cultural process operates has distinctive elements.
  For your chosen cultural process, describe all of the specific elements that are 

unique to that cultural process and the environment in which the cultural process 
operates.

3. Study the photographs following that demonstrate different environments and 
provide evidence from the photographs of examples of different elements.

 Figures 1 and 2 – elements along the Thames River, London, England:

  

  Figure 1 Figure 2
 Figures 3 and 4 – elements within the Hong Kong urban environment:

  

  Figure 3 Figure 4

Operation of a cultural process
Every cultural process within a geographic environment can be broken down into inputs, 
processes and outputs.
• Inputs are the elements required for the chosen process to occur.
• Processes are the actions, how the elements interact with one another and how the 

cultural process operates through a series of stages.
• Outputs are the outcomes of the processes/actions – in terms of AS 91427 (Geography 

3.2), outputs refers to the spatial and temporal variations the operation of the cultural 
process (processes/actions) create and the impacts of the cultural process on people 
and the environment.
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Spatial and temporal variations in the geographic 
environment(s)
Spatial variations occur within the operation of a cultural process and spatial patterns 
can be created as an outcome of the cultural process. When looking at how and where 
a cultural process is operating, you should be able to map what elements of the cultural 
process are significant to particular locations and annotate the map with any patterns 
that you can identify within the elements of the cultural process. The cultural process 
may be operating at a large scale in one area and at a much smaller scale in a different 
area – this may result in more elements of the cultural process in one place and a 
pattern developing, e.g. a linear pattern of hotels along a main road or small clusters of 
backpackers hostels on the periphery of the environment.

Temporal variations are shown in how the cultural process has changed over time. 
The interaction of the elements does not operate in the same way within different time 
periods. The cultural process may be operating at a faster rate at some times and slower 
during other times; it is important to recognise that processes do not operate consistently 
throughout time, and change is inevitable. Change is caused by different factors, such as 
historical, social, economic, political, technological and/or environmental factors.

You must be able to explain reasons for these variations by explaining why the cultural 
process is operating differently in different places and/or different times within the 
environment.

Impacts on peoples and the environment(s)
Every process is going to have an impact on people and the environment. Impacts can be 
categorised into:
• place – social, cultural, economic and political impacts
• environment – natural and cultural impacts.
It is important to look into both positive and negative impacts and to look at how all 
of the impacts have affected the way the cultural process operates and recognise any 
changes within the cultural process.

Activity 3B: Impacts on people and the environment Ans p.193

Using the photographs in Activity 3A question 3. (see page 29), describe the impacts 
on people and the environment as a result of the interaction of the elements you have 
identified.

The following chapters analyse the cultural process of tourism development. The ideas 
in the following chapters can be applied to any cultural process, as the structure of the 
operation of a process through interaction of elements and the outcomes of the interaction 
is applicable to all cultural processes studied in AS 91427 (Geography 3.2).

The Activities in the following chapters can be applied to any cultural process studied and 
any case study environment.

Tourism as a cultural process

CHAPTER

4
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Tourism as a cultural process

CHAPTER

4
NCEA Level 3 Geography material in this chapter helps to meet the requirements for 
Achievement Standard 91427 (Geography 3.2) ‘Demonstrate understanding of how a 
cultural process shapes geographic environment(s)’, through understanding of the aspects 
of the cultural process of tourism:
•  how tourism creates variations (spatial and/or temporal) in the geographic 

environment(s)
• how tourism has impacted on people and the environment(s).

Introduction
In this chapter, each of the aspects of AS 91427 (Geography 3.2) will be covered in detail, 
by looking at the aspects through the key geographic concepts relevant to AS 91427 
(Geography 3.2).

You will study how the cultural process of tourism operates through the interaction of 
elements and how this creates spatial and temporal variations and how the process of 
tourism has impacts on people and environments.

Choice of a case study environment
You are required to choose a geographic environment that includes features and 
characteristics of one or more areas where the cultural process of tourism development 
operates. Examples are:
• Hawaii
• the Gold Coast
• Bali
• Rotorua
• Queenstown.

Characteristics of a tourist environment
Characteristics of a tourist environment can be natural and cultural, and must define that 
environment.

Tourism characteristics include:
• attractions – natural and/or cultural
• transport
• information services
• accommodation
• restaurants
• retail
• tourists – domestic and/or international.

Government grounds, Rotorua
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The characteristics of a tourist environment will take on their own unique appearance, 
depending on the actual destination (environment). Tourist environments (like other 
geographic environments) are constantly changing – this is because of the nature of the 
characteristics and how they change over time due to intervening factors. Each tourist 
environment will have been shaped overtime by the process of tourism development.

It is important to gather specific information about your chosen tourist environment, and 
you must be able to analyse how the characteristics of the environment interact within the 
cultural process and how spatial and temporal variations develop within them to change 
the environment.

Activity 4A: Characteristics of environments Ans p.193

If you are studying tourism as your cultural process, brainstorm all the characteristics 
you can think of when you think about tourist destinations.

If you are not studying tourism as your cultural process, brainstorm all the 
characteristics you can think of when you think about your cultural process.

Processes
Tourism development is a cultural process as it is a sequence of actions caused by people 
and involves the changing of cultural environments over time as a result of the interaction 
between different elements and other factors involved in tourism. Over time and space, 
this cultural process shapes both natural and cultural environments into a tourist 
environment.

A process includes inputs and outputs.

Tourism

Inputs

(Elements (characteristics) 
involved in operation of the 
process)

Processes

(Actions/interactions 
that occur within the 
environment over time and 
space)

Outputs

(Outcomes of the 
interaction of elements over 
time and space)

• Attractions (and 
operators)

• Facilities
• Tourists
• Regulators

• Cumulative causation
• Agglomeration
• Development of 

attractions/facilities

• New attractions
• Increase in tourists
• Pollution
• Room cap
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Elements of the process of tourism development
Elements are necessary for a cultural process to operate; these elements interact with one 
another, and this is the operation of the process. A cultural process can operate differently 
in different places or at different times due to variations within the interactions.

Tourists, attractions, facilities and regulators all interact with one another to allow 
a cultural process to operate. In all tourist environments, the process of tourism 
development operates due to the interaction of the characteristics that are unique to that 
environment.

Attractions
Attractions are the reason that tourists visit a place. They can be categorised as:
• primary attractions – the main reason that people visit a destination
• secondary attractions – have been established to make the most of tourists who are 

already at the destination; they are developed after the primary attraction.
Attractions can be natural and/or cultural.
• Natural attractions – beaches, islands, mountains, caves, etc.
• Cultural attractions – built landmarks (buildings, bridges, etc.), theme parks, shopping 

malls, historic towns, vineyards, etc.
Many cultural attractions are based around the natural environment, such as different 
adventure activities (bungy jumping, jet boating) – they all require specific characteristics 
of the natural environment to be successful.
• Fixed attractions are situated where they are due to the natural environment and/or an 

historic connection – the site is a significant part of the attraction itself.
• Footloose attractions can be located anywhere; their main attributes are cultural, and 

therefore they do not have a great attachment to the natural environment.
To increase tourist numbers, attractions can be enhanced to become even more appealing 
to tourists or to encourage diversification in types of tourist.

Tourists
Tourists can be categorised, as all tourists are not the same. Tourist destinations must be 
very aware of the different needs of tourists to encourage first-time visitors and ensure 
repeat visitors.

Tourists can be either domestic tourists (travelling around their own country) or 
international tourists (those have travelled to a different country to where they live).

Plog’s model
Stanley Plog categorises tourists based on their psychographic profile (their personal 
preferences); Plog’s model is influenced by tourists’ desire to travel, frequency of travel, 
type of travel and destination of choice.

Plog’s model categorises tourists into adventurous, allocentric tourists and more relaxed, 
psychocentric tourists who prefer familiar surroundings.

The following table summarises some of the key attributes of different types of tourist. 
A challenge for tourist destinations is catering to the demands of as many tourists as 
possible.
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Psychocentric Near- 
psychocentric

Mid-centric Near-allocentric Allocentric

Take tours Share much in 
common with 
psychocentrics

Go to new 
places

Share much in 
common with 
allocentrics

Experience 
different cultures

Pre-plan trip Visit well-
known 
destinations

Prefer to visit 
museums and 
go shopping

Special interest 
tourists, e.g. 
sports tourists

Little pre-
planning

Prefer short 
breaks

Travel to 
amusement 
parks

Eat different 
foods

See travel as a 
challenge

Visit few sites, 
but spend more 
time at them

Prefer shopping Travel for 
acceptance – as 
everyone else is 
travelling

Language(s) 
spoken at 
destination 
not important

A chance to try 
a new lifestyle

More 
adventurous 
activities; 
challenge 
themselves

Visit well-
known and safe 
destinations

Visit little-known 
or out-of-the-
way destinations

Psychocentric

Near 
Psychocentric

Near 
Allocentric

Allocentric

Mid-centric

Number 
of tourists

Plog’s model

Facilities and infrastructure
Facilities and infrastructure as tourist elements consist of retail, accommodation, 
transport and services. All of these necessities of a traveller are covered in a mature 
tourist destination, a destination that has progressed through more actions/sequences of 
the cultural process (see Butler’s tourism life cycle model, page 38). Facilities develop 
based on tourists’ needs and the regulators of the environment.

Retail consists of stand-alone shops or shopping centres/malls that provide tourists with 
everything they require. Retail can be looked at in terms of whom the stores are catering 
to – e.g. families or backpackers?

Accommodation in a tourist environment is one of the most important elements. It is 
important to look at different types of accommodation in the environment and why they 
have been developed – for which type of tourist? Accommodation can be categorised as 
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backpackers/hostels (low-cost), motels (mid-cost), hotels and resorts (high-cost); each is 
preferred by different tourists for budget reasons and also because of the different facilities 
each provides.
• Backpackers/hostels – the most popular accommodation choice for independent 

travellers (FITs) and/or those on a limited budget. Most hostels have the choice of 
shared or private accommodation, with either en-suite or shared bathroom facilities. 
Hostels have great kitchens with full facilities perfect for preparing meals. Most hostels 
have communal lounges, outdoor areas and TV rooms – great for travellers who like 
relaxing and meeting fellow travellers.

• Motels are a mid-cost accommodation popular in New Zealand. Motels offer the 
convenience of a room to suit family needs with a kitchen and bathroom facilities. 
Motels normally provide free car parks, as many travellers who stay in motels drive to 
them as they enjoy the flexibility of having a car.

• Hotels/resorts are more suited to travellers who do not require kitchen facilities and 
are more likely to eat out in restaurants (most hotels have a restaurant and room 
service). Hotels provide a room with an en-suite bathroom, tea- and coffee-making 
facilities and a mini-bar of drinks and snacks requiring extra payment. Hotels often 
have luxury facilities such as swimming pools, fitness centres, restaurants, bars, room 
service, business centres, etc.

Oahu, Hawaii

Regulators
Regulators control tourism through public and private control mechanisms. Governments 
normally have a stake in the control of tourism, as it can be a huge income earner for 
them. Regulators also have a stake in the management of the environment. Private 
organisations also act to control the flow of money and keep the cultural process 
operating in a sustainable manner.

Tourist destinations require a wide variety of attractions to cater to the demands of a wide 
variety of tourists. The types of attraction a destination offers determine the different types 
of tourist who visit; there are then flow-on effects relating to the need for different types of 
facility. All of these elements require regulation to ensure stability in the cultural process 
– this is, in essence, the operation of the process of tourism development (as seen in the 
interaction model that follows (see page 37)).
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Activity 4B: Elements of tourism Ans p.193

1. Name the key elements in a tourist environment or the environment of your chosen 
cultural process.

2. Describe the significance of each element in tourism or your chosen cultural 
process.

3. Describe the specific tourism elements in the two different tourist environments 
shown in the following photographs.

Figure 1

Figure 2
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ANSWERS

Achievement Standard 91427 (Geography 3.2)

Activity 3A:  Elements/characteristics of a cultural environment (page 29)

1. Following comes from the Geography Teaching and Learning Guidelines (MOE 
document).

  Environments may be natural and/or cultural. They have particular characteristics 
which can be the result of natural and/or cultural processes. The particular 
characteristics of an environment may be similar to and/or different from another.

2. No answer provided.
3. Figure 1 and 2 – infrastructure: transport buildings; river, tourist attractions.
 Figure 3 – harbour, commercial and residential buildings.
 Figure 4 – urban park, recreational area, people, footpaths.

Activity 3B: Impacts on people and the environment (page 30)
The urban environment has been changed significantly in both London and Hong Kong 
– established, built-up/commercial environments are now evident. These will be putting 
pressure on the natural environment due an increase in population and tourists, therefore 
increasing air, water and land pollution.

Activity 4A: Characteristics of environments (page 32)
Examples for a tourist cultural environment
Natural elements – beach (for swimming, snorkelling, surfing, relaxing), river (for rafting, 
fishing), mountains (for skiing, hiking), forests (for tramping, mountain biking).
Social elements – tourists, local residents, tourism owner/operators, workers.
Political elements – regulators, e.g. governments (national and/or local).
Technological elements – transport (aeroplanes, trains, cars, boats), infrastructure.
Economic elements – infrastructure (allows the environment to grow), hotels, services.
Examples for an urban environment
Natural elements – harbours, mountains, beaches, rivers, parks.
Social elements – residents, migrants.
Political elements – local government, national government, influence from other 
countries’ governments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
Technological elements – transport (aeroplanes, trains, cars, boats), infrastructure.
Economic elements – commercial, industrial, political, trade, infrastructure.

Activity 4B: Elements of tourism (page 36)
1. Tourists, attractions, facilities, regulators.
2. Tourists are the ‘who’ of the cultural process; without tourists, the process of 

tourism would not operate. Tourists are central to the cultural process and cause the 
development of the process through the tourists’ interaction with the other elements.
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 Attractions are necessary as they offer the tourists something to visit – they are the key 
reason that tourists visit a destination; without attractions, there would be many fewer 
tourists.

  Facilities are also necessary as they offer the tourists somewhere to stay, a means of 
travelling to attractions; they also offer tourists the everyday necessities.

  Regulators keep control of the cultural process, they are essential to ensuring that 
the impact on the natural and cultural environments is minimal and that the tourism 
process contributes positively to the economy and society.

3. Figure 1: A natural environment with little developed infrastructure is encouraging 
allocentric tourists who enjoy a sense of danger.

 Figure 2: A very developed infrastructure that provides psychocentric tourists with the 
relaxation and organisation they demand.

Activity 4C: Interaction of elements (page 37)
Tourists interact with attractions and facilities in the cultural process as tourists demand 
different attractions and facilities depending on the type of tourist they are, and the 
attractions and facilities meet the demand of the different tourists.
For example, a psychocentric tourist would demand hotel chains they are familiar with 
and attractions that allow them to relax and are not too energetic.
An allocentric tourist would demand something ‘different from home’ (they would prefer 
to hire a car and move about the tourist destination), so attractions outside the core area 
need to be available for them.

Activity 4D: Temporal variations (page 40)
1. Tourist environments develop over time due to changes in the operation of the cultural 

process. Significant changes are seen in any tourist environment from the exploration 
stage of Butler’s tourism life cycle model through development stages (whereby a 
destination would see a significant increase in tourists and attractions and facilities) 
through to the stagnation stage. Upon reaching the stagnation stage, the environment 
will be in need of rejuvenation to ensure tourists continue to visit.

2. Tourist environments see many different changes due to different factors that may have 
an impact on them over time. Social factors are significant, as the changing nature of 
tourists can cause distinct changes in the attractions and facilities required – therefore 
causing an increase in the cultural process through the development stage.

  Technological factors can cause significant change, as they allow more tourists to 
access an environment and thus attractions and facilities are rejuvenated as a result of 
tourists’ demands in the latter stages of the cultural process.
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