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Since 2020, Japan’s tourism sector has recovered rapidly, with international arrivals reaching 42.7 million in 2025, passing the pre-pandemic peak of 31.9 million in 2019. While showing strong recovery, such improvement in growth raises concerns regarding sustainability, straining on infrastructure, and the growing problem of overtourism in key urban destinations (Japan National Tourism Organization, 2026). Tokyo and Kyoto are the centre to Japan’s tourism economy, combining global urban appeal with cultural heritage. Together, they hold the nation’s international image, attract the most visitors, and drive tourism revenue, reinforcing Japan’s position as a leading global destination. Terry Stevens suggests that tourism is shifting from transactional consumption toward meaningful, immersive experiences relating to local culture and emotional connection (Stevens & Sandry, 2025). In Japan, however, such experiences are increasingly marketed and mass produced, raising the question over whether its global success no longer has authenticity, pushing Japan to be a victim of its own tourism appeal. 
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(High tourist in Kyoto show’s overcrowding) (Inoue, 2023)



Overtourism has created a massive challenge, particularly in Kyoto and Tokyo, where busy tourism flow strains infrastructure, disrupt local communities, and damages cultural authenticity (Lee, 2022). This issue has been worse by digital content through platforms such as Instagram, which promote must see locations and reinforce overtourism. Rather than spreading out tourism in Japan, these platforms push global demand into already popular areas, accelerating the cycle of overcrowding (Bononi, 2025). This means Japan’s carefully built global image, supported by digital media, has not only pushed tourism success but also contributed to the overtourism crisis, this supporting the argument that Japan is increasingly becoming a victim of its own success. 
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(Japan’s Tourist Boom) (Theleaders-Online, 2020)


Japan’s tourism boom has been made by both its disruption and recovery. The Tokyo 2020 Olympics was intended to speed up inbound tourism and global image, but COVID-19 regulations meant the Olympics took place without international watchers, limiting the direct tourism impact (Yu, 2024). However, it majorly increased future travel interest, with millions expressing interest to visit post-pandemic. After border reopening, arrivals went up to 36.9 million in 2024, surpassing pre pandemic levels (Nippon, 2025). While this shows successful recovery, such a fast recovery has increased pressures on key urban destinations, showing both a balance of growth and sustainability issues.
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(Cool Japan Logo) (Lesage, 2022)


Japan’s national branding strategy, Known as the Cool Japan programme, promotes the country’s diverse and creative industries to improve global appeal and attract international visitors (yokogaomag, 2024). While being successful in boosting tourism demand, it has also contributed to overtourism in iconic locations. In response, government have introduced measures to stop overtourism, including visitor limits, behaviour guidelines, and campaigns encouraging regional travel. However, overtourism continues to make challenges, particularly in Kyoto, where residents report disruptions to daily life, overcrowding, and instances of tourist misconduct, including harassment of locals. 
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(Japan’s Geisha Culture) (Japanese Culture: What Is a Geisha? | JTB Meetings & Events, n.d.)

Japan’s global image is made by tradition and modernity, mixing historic temples, geisha culture, and cherry blossoms, new immersive technology, anime, and vibrant urban life in cities like Tokyo and Kyoto (Shafie, 2024). While this improves international appeal, it raises questions of authenticity, as these are often selectively marketed. These as such shape tourist expectations, encouraging visitors to seek idealised, symbolic experiences rather than engage with the full culture Japan has to offer. Meaning Japan risks becoming a staged destination, where authenticity is made to meet global demand rather than reflect cultural reality. Japan has a dual identity, having ancient cultural heritage and futuristic innovation, shaping its global tourism appeal and visitor expectations.

John Urry’s theory of the tourist gaze shows how tourists are guided by socially constructed expectations of what is worth seeing. In Japan, this gaze is increasingly represented by global media and marketing, directing visitors toward symbolic and recognisable attractions rather than exploratory engagement (Urry, 1990). This makes repetitive consumption patterns, where tourists follow established visual and cultural cues. This means that global destinations become organised around meeting these expectations, often prioritising spectacle over substance. Such things contribute to concentrated tourism flows and puts pressure on urban spaces, reinforcing the structural conditions and creating overtourism. In Japan, the tourist gaze directs visitors toward sites such as Kyoto’s temples and Tokyo’s urban landmarks, Creating predictable movement patterns. This concentration limits exploring opportunities, intensifying overcrowding and overtourism pressures.

Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle suggests destinations progress from growth to consolidation and eventually stagnation. In the case of Tokyo and Kyoto, The destination shows evidence of overcrowding, resident dissatisfaction, and declining experience quality showing a transition into the stagnation phase, led by overtourism (Butler, 2025). Rather than continued growth, these cities risk declining appeal as cultural authenticity falls and infrastructure pressure continues. If unmanaged, this stage may lead to decline, where visitor satisfaction decreases and local resistance strengthens. For Japan, this implies an urgent need to rethink tourism strategies, shifting from expansion to regeneration and long-term sustainability to avoid big damage to its tourism system. 

Please See Vide On Japan’s Overtourism Crisis: https://youtu.be/AD2CoW-t9lA?si=UB6m0Ou1n7plim47

Destination marketing plays a large role in shaping how places are seen and consumed, involving promotion to attract visitors and improve global competitiveness (Reinhold et al., 2023). In Japan, this is shown in the branding of cities such as Tokyo and Kyoto, which are marketed as symbols of modern technology and traditional culture. This strategy is displayed through digital platforms, particularly Instagram, Providing light to what can be described as Instagrammable Japan. This refers to the visual content of destinations through highly appealing, shareable images and videos that prioritises iconic and photographable locations (Benton, 2024). Meaning tourist behaviour is shaped by the chase of recognisable images, directing visitors toward Kyoto’s temples, shrines, and geisha districts, as well as Tokyo’s Shibuya Crossing and neon-lit urban landscapes, intensifying crowd concentration and pushing overtourism patterns (Afshardoost & Eshaghi, 2020). 

Influencer culture has become a strong force in creating tourist flows within cities such as Kyoto and Tokyo, where digital creators broadcast highly stylised travel experiences to global audiences. Platforms like Instagram and TikTok add to these representations, making influencers key players in destination marketing (Zhang et al., 2024). Positively, they improve visibility, inspire travel, and add to economic growth by promoting local businesses and attractions. However, this visibility often comes at a cost, as influencers tend to concentrate attention on a narrow set of locations, encouraging imitation and overcrowding. In Kyoto, this has contributed to cultural disruption, while in Tokyo it puts pressure on already dense spaces. This meaning influencer culture not only supports Japan’s tourism success but also pushes demand in ways that contribute to overtourism, suggesting it plays a significant role in Japan’s growing issue of over success (Whitaker, 2019).

Travel apps and booking platforms have created accessibility within Japan’s tourism sector, allowing seamless planning, real time navigation, and instant bookings. Platforms such as Airbnb and Booking.com have expanded hotel options in cities like Tokyo and Kyoto, while navigation tools such as Google Maps allow easy movement between key attractions. These improve convenience and supports Japan’s global tourism competitiveness (Magano & Cunha, 2019). However, these platforms also prioritise highly rated and frequently visited sites, concentrating tourist flows. This raises the question as to what point are such platforms actively driving demand rather than just responding to it. By promoting efficiency, they can reduce travel to a series of limited options, encouraging visual consumption over deeper cultural engagement and limiting opportunities for more meaningful, full immersive experiences that Japan offers. 

In Kyoto, the impacts of overtourism are shown visible in the historic Gion district, a main hub of traditional culture and geisha heritage. Increasing tourist numbers have led to inappropriate tourist behaviour, including harassment of landmarks, intrusive photography, and disregard for locals feelings. In response, authorities have made restrictions, including fines and limited access to private streets, showing growing tensions between preservation and accessibility (Saunders-Wyndham, 2024). While cultural tourism remains important to Kyoto’s global appeal. The strain on residents and local businesses raises concerns about Kyoto’s sustainability, as constant disruption may ruin both authenticity and community support. If these challenges stay relevant, Kyoto may face a future where its global image is heavily damaged, weakening the very experiences that attract tourists and threatening its position as a leading heritage destination.

In Tokyo, overtourism works differently, reflecting a highly urbanised and technological destination. Areas such as Shibuya Crossing and Asakusa, home to the Senso ji Temple, experience a lot of daily overcrowding, with large numbers of tourists moving on limited spaces. While Tokyo’s infrastructure being known for its efficiency has taken on these pressures, the scale of tourist numbers places increasing strain on public transport, public spaces, and local services (Sho Shimoyamada, 2024). Urban tourism in Tokyo is known by its ability to manage and distribute flows more effectively than other heritage cities however, this does not stop underlying challenges. Overcrowding, environmental stress, and the destruction of local experience remain big concerns. Tokyo therefore represents overall efficiently controlled yet mass tourism, where systems fight visible disruption but do not resolve its causes. For the future continued growth risks pushing infrastructure beyond its limits, suggesting that even highly resilient cities must reconsider tourism strategies to balance efficiency with long term sustainability in mind (Australian Institute of International Affairs, 2025). 

Comparing both Kyoto and Tokyo shows two different yet connecting instances of overtourism. Kyoto, as a heritage destination, stays culturally strong but fragile, with its historic districts and traditions highly sensitive to overtourism pressures. The push of tourists in culturally significant areas places strain on both physical spaces and intangible heritage, making it highly vulnerable to disruption. In comparison Tokyo demonstrates a more resilient, infrastructure led approach, where advanced transport systems allow the city to take on large numbers of tourists. However, this efficiency hides underlying issues, as key districts continue to experience environmental stress. While Kyoto visibly struggles with preservation and overtourism, Tokyo faces the risk of normalising excessive tourist volumes through management rather than stopping it. Together, these cases show that overtourism manifests differently across contexts, yet both cities reveal the limitations of current tourism management in sustaining long term success. 

So Is Japan a victim of its own success? Evidence strongly shows that it is. Japan’s massive tourism growth has been made by highly effective destination marketing and global branding attempts, then again this success has also generated overtourism consequences. Through programmes such as Cool Japan and high digital exposure across platforms like Instagram, the country has gained a carefully selected image centred on iconic, visually striking experiences. This selective marketing shows cherry blossoms, historic temples, and neon-lit cityscapes, making a tourist mindset that needs specific, recognisable locations over broader exploration (Vigneault, 2024). Meaning, visitors are drawn directly to areas such as Kyoto and Tokyo, Making more tourist concentration and intensifying overtourism. Rather than spreading demand, Japan’s success has effectively pushed it into a limited number of destinations. Furthermore, this overmarketing has added to demand that exceeds the capacity of local infrastructure and communities. The same strategies that made Japan a leading global destination have directly become part of its current challenges (Duignan et al., 2022). Therefore, Japan’s tourism strategy makes conflict its global appeal makes growth yet also breaks the sustainability and authenticity upon which that appeal needs. 

However, Japan is not solely a victim of its own success rather, the challenges of overtourism reflect failures in tourism management and visitor behaviour. In both Kyoto and Tokyo, the concentration of tourists in key districts shows insufficient regulation and space planning, allowing demand to gather in already crowded areas. More effective tourism strategies and stricter control measures could stop these pressures (European Union , 2024). As well as this tourist behaviour has played a large role in shaping negative perceptions, particularly in Kyoto, where incidents of harassment, disrespect toward culture and overcrowding have damaged the city’s global image. These problems have incentivised restrictive measures, including access limitations and behavioural regulations. This while necessary, can lower visitor spending in local businesses and limit economic benefits for communities. Meaning, residents may experience the burden of tourism without equal gains. From this point of view, overtourism in Japan is not just the result of success, but from a result of rapid growth, inadequate management, and unmanaged visitor conduct. It is the combination of strong destination marketing, digital incentives, and limited government action that has produced the overtourism problem (Mihalic, 2020). 

A Tourism Manifesto For Tokyo and Kyoto Japan 2026
1. Redistribute Tourism Beyond Core Cities
2. Regulate Digital Platforms 
3. Use Technology to Enhance Experience
4. Shift from Quantity to Quality

This manifesto for 21st century tourism in Japan argues that Tourism in Japan must change to push meaningful engagement, sustainability, and the wellbeing of both infrastructure and the local community, instead of continuing to focus on growth alone. As problems intensify in Tokyo and Kyoto, it is known that current tourism management is unsustainable. A recommendation is the urgent spreading of tourism beyond the urban cities toward regional towns and lesser known heritage destinations. By changing the tourism distribution of visitors, Japan can combat congestion, protect cultural sites, and improve local economies that are often looked over (Milano et al., 2019). Promoting regional tourism not only improves visitor experience through more authentic and less crowded areas but also supports long-term sustainability across the national tourism in Japan. Without this strategic management, Japan risks being overwhelmed by overtourism, failing from its own success, and ruining the very qualities that attract visitors in the first place (Das et al., 2023).

A further recommendation within this manifesto is the regulation and important collaboration with digital platforms, Mainly Instagram and TikTok. While these platforms are crucial to Japan’s global visibility, their algorithms often push concentration by repeatedly promoting already crowded destinations. To combat this, Japan must work alongside platform providers and content creators to diversify digital images, shifting focus away from overcrowded hotspots toward selling everyday life, regional diversity, and lesser-known destinations. By changing what is seen and shared, tourism demand can be more evenly distributed, reducing pressure on key urban areas. This approach is essential, as digital media increasingly decides travel behaviour and expectations (Hassan & Sharma, 2021). Without intervention, algorithm-driven posts will continue to add to overtourism. Therefore, regulating digital promotion is not optional, but a need in ensuring a more balanced, sustainable, and bright future for Japan’s tourism industry.

A further recommendation is to use technology not as a replacement, but as a tool to improve tourism experiences. Japan can attract visitors through immersive technology such as AI and VR, offering deeper engagement with culture and heritage before and during travel. Importantly, this technology should be designed to support, rather than substitute, real human interaction. In line with Terry Stevens, digital tools should facilitate connection between visitors, places, and communities, improving understanding and participation (Stevens & Sandry, 2025). When applied effectively, immersive technology can deepen cultural understanding, manage visitor flows, and create more meaningful, memorable experiences that move beyond passive consumption toward genuine engagement (Liang et al., 2025).

A final recommendation is a shift from prioritising visitor numbers to improving the quality of tourism experiences. Rather than measuring success through numbers alone, Japan should focus on visitor spending, satisfaction, and the amount of engagement. By analysing spending numbers and the experiences tourists post through reviews and digital content, important insights can be gained into what visitors truly value. This data can inform more targeted, better-quality offerings that encourage longer stays and meaningful interaction with local culture. Emphasising quality over quantity not only stops pressure on overcrowded destinations but also supports sustainable economic growth and improved experiences for both visitors and the community (World Tourism Organization UNWTO, 2016). 

In conclusion, Japan’s tourism success has brought both global recognition and many challenges, particularly in cities such as Tokyo and Kyoto. While effective marketing and digital exposure have made growth, they have also intensified overtourism and strained local communities. Japan is a victim of its own success, where demand now is past sustainable limits. Tourism must evolve beyond growing numbers and more toward a balanced approach. Shifting toward a sustainable, human-focused, experience management strategy is important to protect cultural image, support communities, and make sure that Japan’s global appeal can be maintained.
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