
Abstract

This paper critically examines the evolution, structural challenges, and emerging opportunities within 
India’s tourism policy landscape. While tourism is a crucial driver of India’s economy—contributing 
signi�icantly to GDP and employment—the sector’s growth is often constrained by persistent systemic 
barriers. Through a comprehensive review of historical policy shifts and current industry dynamics, 
the study identi�ies major challenges, including infrastructure de�icits, safety concerns, uneven 
regional development, skill shortages, and environmental degradation. Concurrently, it highlights 
transformative opportunities driven by rising domestic travel, the booming wellness and spiritual 
tourism markets, eco-tourism, and digital integration. The paper concludes by proposing holistic policy 
directions that emphasize sustainable practices, public-private partnerships for infrastructure, targeted 
skill development, and robust governance. Ultimately, it argues that for India to realize its ambitious 
goal of becoming a USD 3 trillion tourism economy by 2047, policy implementation must be inclusive, 
technologically advanced, and strictly aligned with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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(2014) and PRASHAD (2015), which focused on 
thematic and pilgrimage tourism.
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed sectoral vul-
nerabilities, as foreign arrivals collapsed by over 
75% in 2020 (UNWTO, 2021). In response, the 
National Tourism Policy (2022) set ambitious 
goals: making India a USD 3 trillion tourism 
economy by 2047, with 200 million jobs and 100 
million international arrivals.
Despite these aspirations, challenges persist—in-
frastructure de�icits, skill shortages, safety con-
cerns, and environmental stress. Yet opportuni-
ties are equally signi�icant, from the global rise 
of wellness and adventure tourism to the surge 
in domestic travel. This paper explores how In-
dia can navigate these challenges and leverage 

Introduction

Tourism is a vital driver of India’s economy, 
contributing about 5.8% to GDP and support-
ing 39 million jobs in 2023 (WTTC, 2023). Be-
yond economic gains, it strengthens cultural 
diplomacy and fosters regional development. 
India’s diverse geography and heritage make 
it uniquely positioned, yet policy evolution has 
been uneven.
The post-Independence period saw slow growth 
due to weak infrastructure and limited promo-
tion. With economic liberalization in the 1990s, 
tourism became integral to the service economy. 
Landmark initiatives included the Incredible 
India campaign (2002), which rebranded India 
globally, and schemes like Swadesh Darshan 
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opportunities to align tourism growth with sus-
tainability and the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).
Research methodology

This study adopts a descriptive and analytical re-
search design to evaluate the historical evolution, 
current challenges, and emerging opportunities 
within India’s tourism policy landscape. Relying 
entirely on secondary data, the research synthe-
sizes insights from a diverse range of published 
materials, including government frameworks 
(such as the National Tourism Policy 2022), 
international institutional reports from organi-
zations like the WTTC and UNWTO, and peer-
reviewed academic literature. By employing a 
thematic analysis approach, the collected data is 
systematically categorized into key areas—such 
as structural barriers, socio-economic impacts, 
and future governance directions—enabling a 
comprehensive critique of current policies and 
the formulation of evidence-based recommenda-
tions for sustainable and inclusive sector growth.
Understanding India’s Tourism Policy 
Landscape

Tourism policy in India has evolved through 
distinct phases, in�luenced by shifting economic 
priorities, cultural imperatives, and global devel-
opments. Scholarship in this area highlights how 
the sector has been positioned alternately as a 
cultural ambassador, a service industry, and more 
recently, as a driver of sustainable development.
Historical Policy Evolution: The early decades 
after independence were marked by fragmented 
initiatives and limited state capacity. The Tourism 
Policy of 1982 represented the �irst systematic at-
tempt to integrate tourism into national planning, 
prioritizing infrastructure and promotion (Bha-
tia, 2001). The economic reforms of the 1990s 
brought tourism closer to the services-led growth 
strategy, encouraging private sector participation 
and international investment (Das & Dirienzo, 
2010). The launch of Incredible India (2002) 
is widely regarded as a branding breakthrough 
that reshaped India’s global image (Chakraborty 
& Ghosh, 2017).

Economic Dimensions: Tourism is recognized as 
a major growth engine. Studies reveal its strong 
multiplier effects across allied industries like 
transport, handicrafts, and hospitality (Narayan 
et al., 2021). It also contributes to regional devel-
opment, particularly in underserved areas such 
as the Northeast (World Bank, 2018). However, 
growth has been geographically uneven, concen-
trated in states such as Rajasthan, Kerala, and 
Goa (Banerjee, 2019).
Cultural and Social Contexts: India’s cultural 
heritage and pilgrimage circuits form a central 
pillar of policy. Programs such as the PRASHAD 
Scheme (2015) aim to rejuvenate spiritual sites, 
re�lecting the intersection of tourism and cultur-
al diplomacy (Timothy & Nyaupane, 2009). Yet, 
rapid expansion risks cultural commodi�ication, 
with concerns about authenticity and the impact 
on traditional practices (Kaur & Hall, 2020).
Structural Challenges: Persistent challenges in-
clude infrastructure de�icits, poor sanitation, and 
inadequate connectivity (Roy & Tisdell, 2012). 
Safety and gender-based concerns remain bar-
riers for international arrivals (George & Swamy, 
2017). Environmental pressures, particularly in 
fragile zones such as the Himalayas and coastal 
belts, raise questions about ecological sustain-
ability (Sarma, 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic 
underscored these vulnerabilities, exposing em-
ployment fragility and weak digital integration 
(Kaul, 2021).
Emerging Pathways: Despite these barriers, 
opportunities abound. India’s wellness tradi-
tions, including yoga and Ayurveda, position it 
as a global leader in wellness tourism (Smith 
& Puczkó, 2014). Similarly, adventure and eco-
tourism are expanding rapidly (Srivastava, 2020). 
Domestic tourism, supported by rising middle-
class incomes, is seen as an untapped market of 
enormous scale (Rana, 2021).
Governance and Policy Directions: Effective 
governance remains a central concern. While 
the National Tourism Policy (2022) articulates 
ambitious goals, critics argue that weak institu-
tional mechanisms and inadequate sustainabil-
ity benchmarks may hinder outcomes (Sharma, 
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2023). Comparative studies suggest India lags 
behind countries like Thailand and Malaysia in 
visa liberalization, integrated marketing, and 
regulatory streamlining (UNWTO, 2019).
Key Takeaways: The policy landscape demon-
strates a paradox. India possesses unmatched di-
versity and global appeal, yet systemic barriers 
constrain its potential. Scholarship converges on 
three areas for reform: strengthening infrastruc-
ture and institutional capacity, ensuring equitable 
regional distribution of bene�its, and embedding 
sustainability into policy frameworks. Simulta-
neously, emerging opportunities—wellness, eco, 
and domestic tourism—offer pathways for trans-
formation if leveraged strategically.
Challenges of Tourism Policy in India

Despite India’s immense tourism potential, the 
sector faces deep-rooted structural and policy 
challenges. These constraints not only limit com-
petitiveness in the global market but also hinder 
inclusive and sustainable growth. The following 
sub-sections outline the most pressing issues.
Infrastructure and Connectivity Gaps: Poor 
infrastructure remains the most cited obstacle 
in tourism development. Limited international 
�light connectivity, inadequate domestic air and 
rail services, poor road networks, and insuf�icient 
public transport restrict mobility across tourist 
destinations (Roy & Tisdell, 2012). Accommo-
dation shortages in non-metropolitan areas and 
inadequate facilities such as clean toilets, signage, 
and medical support often deter visitors (Baner-
jee, 2019). Compared with regional competitors 
like Thailand and Malaysia, India lags in provid-
ing seamless travel experiences (UNWTO, 2019).
Safety and Security Concerns: Safety percep-
tions play a crucial role in destination choice. Re-
search indicates that concerns around women’s 
safety, harassment, and petty crime negatively 
in�luence inbound tourism �lows (George & Swa-
my, 2017). India’s global image has at times been 
affected by high-pro�ile incidents of tourist ha-
rassment, undermining policy efforts at branding 
and promotion. Safety also extends to disaster 
management, with destinations like Uttarakhand 

facing recurring risks of �loods and landslides, ex-
posing gaps in crisis preparedness (Sarma, 2022).
Uneven Regional Development: Tourism 
growth in India is geographically skewed. States 
such as Kerala, Rajasthan, Goa, and Tamil Nadu 
dominate, while large parts of the Northeast, cen-
tral India, and tribal belts remain underdeveloped 
(World Bank, 2018). This uneven distribution has 
social and political implications, as communities 
in less-visited regions are deprived of income and 
employment opportunities. Policy mechanisms 
such as the Swadesh Darshan Scheme (2014) 
have aimed to address this imbalance, but weak 
implementation and limited funding have re-
stricted their impact (Sharma, 2023).
Human Resource and Skill De�icits: The tour-
ism and hospitality sector in India suffers from a 
shortage of trained personnel. Many service pro-
viders lack formal training in languages, digital 
tools, or customer service (Narayan et al., 2021). 
This skill gap reduces competitiveness and affects 
visitor satisfaction. Moreover, employment in the 
sector is often informal, seasonal, and poorly paid, 
deterring skilled workers from entering or stay-
ing in the industry (Kaul, 2021).
Environmental and Sustainability Challenges: 
Tourism often exerts pressure on fragile eco-
systems. The Himalayan states face problems 
of over-tourism, waste generation, and defor-
estation, while coastal regions struggle with 
coral degradation, beach erosion, and unregu-
lated construction (Sarma, 2022). Climate change 
compounds these challenges, threatening snow-
based adventure tourism in states like Himachal 
Pradesh and Uttarakhand. Despite policy rec-
ognition of sustainability, enforcement remains 
weak, with economic priorities often overriding 
ecological concerns (Hall, 2011).
Digital and Technological Gaps: Globally, digital 
platforms drive tourism promotion and bookings. 
In India, however, small and medium-sized opera-
tors often lack digital literacy and resources to 
compete on online platforms (Kaul, 2021). While 
the government has introduced e-visa facilities 
and digital campaigns, the overall integration 
of technology—such as AI-driven tourism man-
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agement systems, smart tourism apps, or virtu-
al heritage experiences—remains limited. This 
creates a competitive disadvantage compared 
to countries that have embraced digital tourism 
ecosystems.
Policy Fragmentation and Weak Implemen-
tation: Tourism governance in India is highly 
fragmented, with overlapping roles between 
central, state, and local governments. Coordina-
tion failures often lead to duplication of efforts 
or policy gaps (Hall, 2011). For instance, while 
the National Tourism Policy (2022) lays out am-
bitious goals, scholars argue it lacks clear road-
maps for �inancing, sustainability monitoring, 
and inter-agency coordination (Sharma, 2023). 
Bureaucratic hurdles and delays in clearances for 
infrastructure projects also discourage private 
sector investment.
Broader Implications: In sum, India’s tourism 
sector is constrained by a multi-dimensional set 
of challenges: inadequate infrastructure, safety 
concerns, unequal regional bene�its, skill shortag-
es, ecological risks, digital gaps, and governance 
inef�iciencies. Addressing these barriers requires 
a coordinated, multi-level policy approach that 
balances growth with sustainability, ensures eq-
uitable participation, and leverages digital tools 
to enhance competitiveness.
Opportunities for Tourism Policy in India

While challenges persist, India’s tourism sector 
is also marked by transformative opportunities. 
Shifts in global travel preferences, rising domestic 
demand, and policy innovations present avenues 
to reposition India as a competitive and sustain-
able destination.
Rising Domestic Tourism: India’s large and as-
pirational middle class is driving strong domestic 
demand. With increasing disposable incomes and 
improved transport networks, domestic travel 
now: accounts for nearly 90% of total tourist vis-
its (WTTC, 2023). This presents opportunities to 
develop regional destinations beyond traditional 
hotspots, creating a more inclusive tourism map. 
Initiatives like Dekho Apna Desh (2020) aim to 
encourage citizens to explore lesser-known lo-

cales, boosting local economies (Ministry of Tour-
ism, 2022).
Wellness and Spiritual Tourism: India’s global 
reputation as the birthplace of yoga, meditation, 
and Ayurveda provides a competitive advantage 
in wellness tourism. The global wellness tourism 
market is projected to exceed USD 1 trillion by 
2030 (Global Wellness Institute, 2022), and In-
dia is well-positioned to capture a share of this 
demand. Pilgrimage tourism also remains strong, 
with government programs such as PRASHAD 
(Pilgrimage Rejuvenation and Spiritual Heritage 
Augmentation Drive) enhancing infrastructure at 
major spiritual sites (Kaur & Hall, 2020).
Eco-Tourism and Sustainable Travel: Global 
tourists are increasingly prioritizing eco-friendly 
destinations. India’s biodiversity—ranging from 
Himalayan landscapes to Western Ghats and Sun-
darbans—creates opportunities for eco-tourism 
and conservation-linked travel. National policies 
are beginning to integrate sustainability prin-
ciples, and states like Sikkim and Kerala have 
pioneered eco-friendly tourism models (Sarma, 
2022). These can serve as templates for broader 
replication across India.
Adventure Tourism: Adventure tourism is an 
emerging niche driven by younger demographics 
and international travellers seeking immersive 
experiences. Activities such as trekking, rafting, 
skiing, paragliding, and desert safaris are gain-
ing popularity (Srivastava, 2020). India’s varied 
geography offers opportunities to expand ad-
venture tourism, provided safety and regulatory 
standards are strengthened.
Digital Transformation and Smart Tourism: 
Digitalization offers vast opportunities to mod-
ernize India’s tourism sector. Online booking plat-
forms, e-visa systems, and AI-driven travel tools 
enhance visitor experience and expand market 
reach. Augmented reality (AR) and virtual real-
ity (VR) can be deployed to promote heritage 
sites, while smart tourism apps improve naviga-
tion and visitor services. Investment in digital 
capacity-building for small and medium enter-
prises (SMEs) will be critical to harness these 
opportunities (Kaul, 2021).
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Global Events and MICE Tourism: The rise of 
Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibi-
tions (MICE) tourism presents India with an 
opportunity to attract high-value travellers. The 
successful hosting of events such as the G20 
Summit (2023) has showcased India’s capacity 
for large-scale event management. Expansion of 
convention centres and integrated facilities can 
boost India’s appeal as a global MICE destination 
(Sharma, 2023).
Employment and Skill Development: Tourism 
is highly labour-intensive, offering opportunities 
to generate inclusive employment across rural 
and urban areas. By investing in skill develop-
ment, language training, and hospitality educa-
tion, India can transform its workforce into a 
competitive asset. Programs like the Hunar Se 
Rozgar Tak initiative aim to enhance employabil-
ity, especially among youth and women (Ministry 
of Tourism, 2022).
India is uniquely placed to leverage its cultural 
depth, biodiversity, and demographic strengths 
to rede�ine its tourism policy. Rising domestic 
demand, wellness and eco-tourism, adventure 
experiences, digital integration, and MICE events 
create signi�icant growth prospects. If supported 
by targeted investment and effective governance, 
these opportunities can transform India into a 
globally competitive, inclusive, and sustainable 
tourism hub.

Policy Directions and Recommendations

India’s tourism policy must adopt a holistic ap-
proach that balances economic growth with 
sustainability, inclusivity, and competitiveness. 
Strengthening infrastructure is a central priority, 
requiring improved airports, roads, public trans-
port, and last-mile connectivity through public-
private partnerships (Sharma, 2023). Enhancing 
safety and visitor experience is equally vital, with 
measures such as tourist police, gender-sensitive 
interventions, sanitation facilities, and digital 
grievance platforms (Kaul, 2021). Environmen-
tal sustainability must be embedded in policy, 
with eco-certi�ication of hotels, renewable en-
ergy adoption, regulated carrying capacity, and 

promotion of community-based eco-tourism that 
safeguards biodiversity while supporting local 
livelihoods (Sarma, 2022). Leveraging digital 
transformation offers signi�icant opportuni-
ties—expanding e-visa systems, developing smart 
tourism applications, and using AR/VR to enrich 
heritage experiences—while ensuring that small 
and medium enterprises are digitally equipped to 
bene�it (Ministry of Tourism, 2022). Given tour-
ism’s labor-intensive nature, skill development 
and vocational training must be scaled up, partic-
ularly in hospitality, language, and digital services, 
with special emphasis on empowering youth and 
women (Kaur & Hall, 2020). Addressing region-
al imbalances also requires targeted incentives 
for lesser-known destinations, particularly in 
Northeast India and tribal areas, to reduce the 
overconcentration of visitors in a few states and 
promote equitable development (WTTC, 2023). 
Finally, strengthening governance and coordina-
tion is essential, through enhanced institutional 
capacity, closer central–state collaboration, sim-
pli�ied clearance procedures, and robust monitor-
ing mechanisms. Collectively, these measures can 
transform India’s tourism sector into a resilient, 
globally competitive, and sustainable driver of 
socio-economic development.
Conclusion

India’s tourism policy is at a decisive stage, where 
the sector’s inherent strengths—its cultural her-
itage, biodiversity, and demographic advantag-
es—must be aligned with evolving global travel 
trends and domestic aspirations. Persistent chal-
lenges such as inadequate infrastructure, uneven 
regional growth, safety concerns, and ecological 
risks continue to restrict progress, yet they also 
underscore the urgency of policy innovation and 
effective governance (Kaul, 2021; Sarma, 2022). 
At the same time, emerging opportunities in well-
ness, eco-tourism, adventure travel, and digital 
integration re�lect India’s potential to reposition 
itself as a world-class destination (WTTC, 2023). 
Harnessing these opportunities requires poli-
cies that are not only growth-oriented but also 
rooted in sustainability, inclusivity, and commu-
nity participation. By strengthening infrastruc-
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ture, expanding skill development, and fostering 
public-private partnerships, India can generate 
employment, empower marginalized groups, and 
distribute tourism bene�its more equitably across 
regions (Sharma, 2023). Ultimately, tourism must 
be viewed as more than an economic sector: it is 
also a vehicle for preserving cultural identity, pro-
tecting the environment, and fostering social co-
hesion. If policy implementation is pursued with 
vision and coordination, India’s tourism industry 
can evolve into a globally competitive, resilient, 
and responsible pillar of national development.
References
1. Banerjee, S. (2019). Uneven growth in Indian 

tourism: A regional analysis, Economic & Politi-
cal Weekly, 54(27), pp. 43-50.

2. Bhatia, A.K. (2001). International Tourism: Funda-
mentals and Practices. New Delhi: Sterling Publish-
ers.

3. Chakraborty, D. & Ghosh, A. (2017). Branding 
India: Assessing the Incredible India campaign, 
Journal of Destination Marketing & Management, 
6(3), pp. 221-229.

4. Das, J. & Dirienzo, C. (2010). Tourism competitive-
ness and the role of governance, Journal of Travel 
Research, 50(1), pp. 60-71.

5. George, R. & Swamy, V. (2017). Safety perceptions 
and female tourist �lows in India, Tourism Manage-
ment Perspectives, 24, pp. 211-219.

6. Global Wellness Institute (2022). The Global Well-
ness Tourism Economy. Miami: Global Wellness In-
stitute.

7. Hall, C.M. (2011). Policy learning and policy fail-
ure in sustainable tourism governance, Journal of 
Sustainable Tourism, 19(4-5), pp. 649-671.

8. Kaul, S. (2021). COVID-19 and the resilience of 
Indian tourism, South Asian Journal of Business 
and Management Cases, 10(2), pp. 144-156.

9. Kaur, R. & Hall, M. (2020). Cultural commodi�ica-
tion and spiritual tourism in India, Tourism Rec-
reation Research, 45(2), pp. 129-141.

10. Ministry of Tourism, Government of India (2022). 
National Tourism Policy 2022. New Delhi: Govern-
ment of India.

11. Narayan, P., Pham, T. & Prasad, A. (2021). Tourism 
and inclusive growth: Evidence from India, Tour-
ism Economics, 27(5), pp. 1123-1141.

12. Roy, K. & Tisdell, C. (2012). Economic develop-
ment and tourism in India, Tourism Economics, 
18(6), pp. 1241-1259.

13. Sarma, J. (2022). Ecological challenges of Hima-
layan tourism, Journal of Environmental Manage-
ment, 301, pp. 113-124.

14. Sharma, P. (2023). Evaluating the National Tour-
ism Policy of India (2022), Journal of Policy Studies, 
15(1), pp. 45-61.

15. Singh, S. (2001). Indian tourism: Policy, perfor-
mance and pitfalls. In: Harrison, D. (ed.) Tourism 
and the Less Developed World: Issues and Case 
Studies. Wallingford, UK: CABI Publishing, pp. 137-
149.

16. Smith, M. & Puczkó, L. (2014). Health, Tourism, and 
Hospitality: Spas, Wellness and Medical Travel. Lon-
don: Routledge.

17. Srivastava, R. (2020). Adventure tourism in India: 
Market trends and prospects, Indian Journal of 
Applied Research in Tourism, 9(2), pp. 35- 49.

18. Timothy, D. and Nyaupane, G. (2009). Cultural 
Heritage and Tourism in the Developing World. 
London: Routledge.

19. United Nations World Tourism Organization 
(2019). Tourism Competitiveness in Asia-Paci�ic: 
Benchmarking India. Madrid: UNWTO.

20. United Nations World Tourism Organization 
(2021). Tourism and COVID-19: Unprecedented 
Economic Impacts. Madrid: UNWTO.

21. World Bank (2018). Leveraging Tourism for 
Sustainable Regional Development: India Report. 
Washington, DC: World Bank.

22. World Travel & Tourism Council (2023). Travel 
& Tourism Economic Impact 2023: India. London: 
WTTC.


