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Case # 
 
Title Examining the role of Tourism Social Enterprise Venezia Autentica in responding to 

Overtourism and progressing the Sustainable Development Goals 

 

Abstract  

 

Social entrepreneurs are important stakeholders who respond to government deficiencies, 

and market gaps. They do so with a unique capability to create social value. Social 

entrepreneurs in tourism, play an important role in addressing some of the inimical 

environmental and socio-cultural impacts generated by the sector; as such, their work 

progresses sustainability outcomes as emphasised in the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). The negative impacts generated in tourism are largely due to a 

traditional economic orientation to tourism resulting in carelessness for the environments 

where tourism takes place. The impacts of overtourism are recognized in Venice, Italy due 

to an increase in cruising supporting day trip tourism. As a response to overtourism 

concerns a Venice-based social enterprise Venezia Autentica has proactively responded to 

overtourism and progressed the SDGs.   

 

Subjects  

Tourism social enterprise, Venezia Autentica, United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), critical thinking, dialogical practices, 

 

Duration 

 

An initial lecture on the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the role 

of tourism social entrepreneurs in progressing the goals will set the foundation at the outset 

of the semester. To promote and practice critical thinking through a dialogical method (Shor 

& Freire, 1987) should be introduced and practiced. Ideally this learning activity should take 

place over a few weeks to allow students to adequately appreciate the SDGs as a 

framework, understand some of their critiques, the role and agency of the tourism sector to 

take up the SDGs, and some practical ways social entrepreneurs may be supported to 

progress the SDGs. Specifically, some guiding questions to support the delivery of this 

learning activity include: what are the impacts of overtourism in Venice?; what are the SDGs 

and what are some of the critiques of the SDGs?; what value to social enterprises contribute 

to tourism communities experiencing stress?; and what activities has Venezia Autentica 

initiated and how might these activities mobilize the SDGs?       



 
 

 

Learning objectives  

1. To appreciate the impacts of overtourism on destination communities such as 

Venice. 

2. To critically reflect on the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals framework 

recognising some of the gaps, implicit values, and critiques. 

3. To appreciate the role of tourism social entrepreneurs in mobilising the SDGs. 

4. To identify some of the specific SDGs progressed in the work of Venezia Autentica.  

5. To generate ideas regarding some creative actions that may support social 

entrepreneurs in their activities and responses to the SDGs.  

 

Target Audience  

 

The audience intended for this case study are undergraduate students within an 

introductory level of tourism, or (human) geography studies with a tourism emphasis. The 

case study learning activity could be woven into a course on sustainable/regenerative 

tourism, or intentionally framed as part of a semester-long introductory tourism course. The 

learning activity is proposed for face-to-face implementation; however, may be offered 

virtually. The case study learning activity may be best facilitated following a few 

foundational lectures, mainly on critical thinking, engaging in critical dialogue, a discussion 

on the role of social enterprises and social entrepreneurs in tourism, the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals, the importance of the framework for considering 

sustainable and regenerative futures in tourism, and discussions on their critiques.   

 

Teaching Methods and Equipment  

 

This case study activity may be best facilitated following a few foundational lectures 

providing students with the background on critical thinking and engaging in dialogue. We 

would suggest introducing and modelling Shor and Freire’s (1987) dialogical approach to 

instruction throughout a whole course, foundational lectures on the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals and their critiques, discussions on the challenges faced by 

tourism social entrepreneurs and their enterprises specifically considering contemporary 

disruptions such as COVID-19, the environmental crises etc., and the social impacts 

generated by their work. 

 

Teaching Instructions  

 

Following a lecture on critical thinking the instructor should frame classes following Shor 

and Freire’s (1987) dialogical approach to teaching to encourage student engagement and 

critique of the concepts and framework introduced. Instructors should introduce the 

concept of social entrepreneurs and social enterprises drawing on tourism related examples 



 
 

and discuss their challenges. The SDGs should be introduced with a discussion on their role 

within tourism and reflecting on their critiques. It would be helpful to examine the tourism 

literature eliciting specific SDGs mobilized by tourism social enterprises emphasizing the 

missing link between the articulation of the SDGs and absence of social enterprises and 

social entrepreneurs as stakeholders to progress the goals, before specifically discussing the 

case study on Venezia Autentica. 

 

Case description: Venezia Autentica 

The pandemic has had destructive economic effects on the tourism sector given its 

interference on the ability to support travel; however, the halt in tourism has been signalled 

as an opportunity to readdress issues of overtourism in a post-pandemic world (Rosin & 

Gombault, 2021). Specifically, the pause in tourism presents an opportunity to mobilize local 

social entrepreneurs to develop innovative and sustainable solutions to the challenges 

presented in the tourism sector. Centring and supporting the work of social entrepreneurs 

supports the work of Higgins-Desbiolles et al., (2019) who redefine tourism with an intent to 

focus on the rights of local communities and rebuild the social capacities of tourism. Social 

enterprises are uniquely positioned to confront challenges of overtourism especially in 

recognising and balancing both the importance of tourism and sustainability for the region 

of Venice, Italy.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic offered short-term relief from overwhelming numbers of tourists; 

in a city whose economy is overly reliant on visitors. Venice is home to approximately 55 

000 people and receives over 20 million visitors per year resulting in over 120,000 people 

per day (WTTC, 2022). The fivefold increase of cruise ship tourism has led to Venice being 

recognized as the cruise ship capital of Europe. The rise of cruise ships has supported an 

increased number of day trippers who are more than overnight visitors and residents. Day 

trippers supports a market that spends less time and little money in Venice. Venice 

experienced a steep economic downturn with the onset of the pandemic, losing over a 

billion dollars in revenue (Momigliano, 2021). With approximately half of Venice’s 

population employed in tourism-related businesses (Momigliano, 2021), post-pandemic 

recovery of the city's economy is tethered to how the tourism sector is managed over the 

coming years. Accordingly, it is incumbent to recognise the vital contributions of tourism 

focused social enterprises for the sustainable revitalisation of Venice’s culture, 

environment, and economy, and prepare and anticipate future disruptions.  

 

The following section will undertake an analysis of Venice-based social enterprise Venezia 

Autentica to make a case for the development of social enterprises as a response to 

overtourism in Venice. Venezia Autentica was originally launched as a social campaign in 

2015 but was formally established as an organization in 2017 by co-founders Valeria Duflot 

and Sebastian Fagarazzi. Its co-founders identified that while significant government and 

private sector efforts had been made to maintain Venice’s architectural and artistic assets, 



 
 

little effort had been devoted to ‘saving the Venetians’ and preserving the human aspects of 

Venice (Venezia Autentica, 2022).   

 

Venezia Autentica’s mission is to preserve the culture, history, and environment of Venice, 

by empowering local businesses to combat the negative impacts of overtourism. 

Furthermore, the founders are keenly aware of the role of social enterprise in contributing 

to the progress of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Importantly, 

explicitly recognising the agency of social entrepreneurs in mobilising the SDGs is a gap in 

the articulation of the goals. Failing to recognize the value of social enterprises in advancing 

the goals is a gap because social enterprises work across many of the SDGs. The range of 

services Venezia Autentica offers work towards the progression of advocacy, education, 

empowerment, and the promotion of local businesses. Such work particularly progresses 

SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 11 (Sustainable 

Cities and Communities), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 17 

(Partnerships for the Goals). Moreover, Venezia Autentica seeks to establish tourism 

businesses which operate with a circular economic model promoting holistic sustainable 

growth of authentic Venetian owned businesses (Venezia Autentica, 2022). 

 

Venezia Autentica’s adoption of a circular economic business model ensures profits are 

directed to Venetians remaining within the local economy, rather than leaked out of the 

community to external corporate bodies. Simultaneously, the social enterprise promotes 

businesses which seek to improve the social and environmental health and vitality of the 

city. Venetian businesses which are locally owned and managed and adopt a circular 

economy mindset may sign up to Venezia Autentica’s certification programme connecting 

like-minded local business owners to a community network. Tourists pay to sign up to 

Venezia Autentica and receive discounts and recommendations on participating businesses 

throughout the city (Venezia Autentica, 2022).  

 

Reflecting on the challenges presented by overtourism in Venice, Venezia Autentica has 

produced a range of positive outcomes for the Venetian community. The primary concern of 

Venezia Autentica in its formative years has been to slow the rate of exodus of Venetian 

citizens from the city. The key factor contributing to the mass departure of locals is the 

decrease of purchasing power and increased cost of living for residents mentioned earlier in 

this case. Social enterprises are positioned to challenge such factors through various 

pathways. Primarily, through the promotion and support of locally owned Venetian 

businesses and products ensuring a greater percentage of profits may be retained within 

the city. Additionally, social enterprises promoting tourist engagement with areas and 

businesses which operate outside the conventional tourist thoroughfares, a wider 

distribution of wealth generated by the tourism sector may be facilitated (Venezia 

Autentica, 2022).   

 



 
 

Venezia Autentica may also impact the city's long standing environmental issues. It is widely 

recognized that Venice is on the precipice of environmental disaster, with tourism 

contributing significantly to the rapid decline of its natural environment. Venezia Autentica 

is a signatory to Tourism Declares, an initiative which seeks to unite tourist organizations in 

acknowledging their contributions to ongoing climate emergencies and develop sustainable 

climate action plans to combat this. Such climate advocacy is aligned with SDG 13 Climate 

Action. Using its position as a certification body, Venezia Autentica promotes businesses 

which share this ideology and influence a community-level climate revolution within the 

tourism sector of the city (Venezia Autentica, 2022).  

 

The great power of social enterprises lay in their ability to contribute to capacity and 

network building within local communities. One of the less tangible impacts of overtourism 

is the slow decay of a sense of Venetian culture and identity that has occurred over decades 

of population decline and overreliance on tourism. The decline in cultural preservation has 

led to Venice becoming more of a theme park than an historic and vibrant city. By working 

to slow the rate of Venetian exodus from the city, while simultaneously working to promote 

tourist engagement with authentic Venetian businesses in a more meaningful way, Venezia 

Autentica re-establishes a sense of connection between visitors and their hosts. Such 

connection is vital to removing the inequalities present within current tourism structures 

throughout Venice and allows for stronger participation from local communities within the 

communication and development of the tourism sector (Petroman et al., 2022). This is 

observed in Venezia Autentica’s certification programming for local businesses, which has 

seen over 150 Venetian organizations recognized, and vitally digitized, in a move which 

drastically increases the accessibility and exposure of local businesses to global tourist 

markets, without exploiting or undermining them (Venezia Autentica, 2022).  

 

Ultimately, social enterprises stand to offer unique, pragmatic solutions to overtourism and 

its negative consequences. Tourism social enterprises are inherently enshrined within the 

community and cultural identity of the place that they originate from, offering uniquely 

localized solutions to uniquely local challenges. While Venice and its citizens have suffered 

greatly through COVID-19 and the years leading up to the pandemic, there now stands a 

significant opportunity to revitalize the tourism sector in a way which may meaningfully 

contribute to sustainable development and minimize the impacts of overtourism. An 

approach to tourism which moves beyond pure market-based measures of success, and 

instead takes a holistic view of the sector and its participants is vital to achieving sustainable 

tourism practises (Stoffelen & Ioannides, 2022).  

 

By mobilizing policymakers, social enterprises, and academia, via PATHFINDER’s (2022) 

trilateral model of engagement, holistic, scalable, and sustainable outcomes may be 

achieved. The continuation of unsustainable tourism practices stands as one of the key 

impediments to the progression of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. But 



 
 

by developing an environment in which organizations such as Venezia Autentica can emerge 

and flourish, tourism can become a key sustainable development pathway around the 

world. This is particularly vital regarding the progression of SDGs 8, 11, 12 and 13 which are 

intrinsically linked to decent work, sustainable cities, responsible consumption, and climate 

responses.  

 

Advantages 

As noted in previous scholarship engaging in the circular economy, implementing degrowth 

practices, and progressing the SDGs requires changing the existing ways tourism is being 

practiced (Boluk et al., 2019), and requires substantially changing the tourism sector 

(Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). The case study presented here on Venezia Autentica a 

tourism social enterprise, provides evidence of what may be possible in tourism destination 

communities that have previously experienced the inimical impacts of tourism. Specifically, 

the social enterprise presented in the case study leans into prioritizing locally owned 

tourism businesses and provides an example of how a social enterprise may facilitate 

developing networks of like-minded businesses who may reciprocate supports, progress the 

SDGs and contribute to regenerative practices enhancing the destination community.  

Venezia Autentica presents an example of a social enterprise demonstrating 

leadership in the region of Venice and offers inspiration on the international stage. The 

enterprise serves as an example of a progressive tourism business that clearly considers its 

role in challenging the power agendas of governments and multinational businesses. The 

responsibility demonstrated by the actions and behaviours of the social entrepreneurs 

operating the social enterprise demonstrate their citizenship and ability to act in 

relationship with other local businesses, the community, environment, and resources 

available. In doing so their responsible actions and behaviours contribute to the SDGs. 

Importantly, the case of Venezia Autentica presents what could be possible in tourism and a 

way to disrupt capitalism and specifically business as usual that often drives decision-

making in tourism.            

 

 

Disadvantages 

The contemporary backdrop poses a host of challenges for social entrepreneurs to 

intervene on, ranging from climate justice, equity, ageing populations, Indigenous rights, 

neoliberal ideology, capitalist markets over emphasising production and consumption etc. 

Such an array of issues could possibly overwhelm social entrepreneurs, who may be under 

supported in communities, and receive limited supports from governments. One particular 

concern not currently attended to in the literature are the specific supports required by 

social entrepreneurs to ensure they might be able to sustain the social impacts their work 

contributes to within their communities. Failing to support social entrepreneurs and their 

enterprises could diminish their impact within their communities. Related to the case study 

presented on Venezia Autentica we gain some insight into what is at stake if social 



 
 

enterprises are not supported. Indeed, not disrupting the current ways in which tourism is 

practiced in Venice, could result in the demise of Venice not only as a tourism destination 

but a place for locals to inhabit. Indeed, it is imperative to reflect on the boundaries realized 

in destinations such as Venice that have been overrun by tourism. The suggestion is not to 

cease economic activity as experienced by the tourism sector during the onset of COVID-19 

but rather recognize the impacts of overtourism and consider the opportunities of degrowth 

and the circular economy in business practices by prioritizing the voices of locals and 

ensuring benefits are retained locally.    

 

The issue of overtourism in Venice is similar across many other European cities and fuelled 

by low-cost airlines, attractive cruise ships ports, the economic opportunities realised in 

home sharing, and the growth of day tripping. The latter, day tripping is particularly 

problematic in Venice due to its small size generating limited economic benefit to the city. 

The social enterprise discussed in our case study is responsive to the issue of day tripping 

specifically as they Venezia Autentica curates meaningful localized experiences in the city 

which may hopefully create meaningful opportunities for visitors to stay longer and support 

the local economy. Curating localized experiences may serve to preserve the local culture 

and environment; however, this requires buy-in and support from local governments, 

destination planners and locals. Accordingly, challenging the powerful growth dynamics is 

required; however, is no easy feat, and cannot be done by one entrepreneur or enterprise 

alone.      

  

The absence of explicitly recognizing the agency of social entrepreneurs and their 

enterprises in the articulation of the Sustainable Development Goals is a missed 

opportunity. Social entrepreneurs and their enterprises play a crucial role in collaborating, 

building networks, and planning activities in line with local interests, generating social value. 

In the case of Venezia Autentica, we draw attention to several SDGs the social enterprise 

progresses. Yet, in recognizing the important work of the social entrepreneurs it is 

imperative we understand what challenges they may face to ensure supports are in place to 

ensure they can continue to do important sustainable work. Specifically, understanding 

ways to circumvent some of the challenges social entrepreneurs faced regarding funding 

and/or policy support etc. is needed. Furthermore, more discussions are needed to 

understand if the SDG framework is the best solution for addressing sustainability concerns. 

Currently the SDGs is the only framework of its kind. In dialogue with social entrepreneurs, 

it may be possible to understand what is missing.  

 

Summary (present a summary of the case and conclusions) (300 words) 

 

Following the presentation of this learning activity and case study students will have been 

exposed to the importance of social enterprises in tourism and their role in responding to 

inimical impacts supported by a sector that is primarily focused on profit generation. 



 
 

Students will recognize and appreciate the impacts of overtourism in Venice, and Venezia 

Autentica’s responses in line with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 

Engaging in dialogue regarding the work of Venezia Autentica may allow students to 

understand some of the gaps in the articulation of the SDGs and specifically which SDGs 

Venezia Autentica is progressing. Understanding the role social entrepreneurs may play in 

progressing the SDGs may allow students to recognize additional stakeholders who may 

mobilize the goals, as well as additional ways to support groups and networks to progress 

the goals. As a consequence of engaging in dialogue throughout the term, students will 

likely be more aware of supports that may enable the work of social entrepreneurs and 

their enterprises mobilizing social value creating in destination communities. Lastly, 

understanding the impacts of the social enterprise in Venice discussed in this case study, 

students may be more equipped with understanding how social enterprises may enhance 

communities beyond Venice.     
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