
 

 

 

 

 

 

Rev. Gest. Soc. Ambient. | Miami | v.18.n.12 | p.1-20 | e010164 | 2024. 

 

1 

RGSA – Revista de Gestão Social e Ambiental 

ISSN: 1981-982X 
Submission date: 08/19/2024 

Acceptance date: 10/21/2024 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.24857/rgsa.v18n12-005 
Organization: Interinstitutional Scientific Committee 

Chief Editor: Ana Carolina Messias de Souza Ferreira da Costa 

Assessment: Double Blind Review pelo SEER/OJS 
 

EXPLORATORY METHODOLOGY FOR SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT IN 

TOURIST DESTINATION PLANNING 

 

 

Maria Carmen Pardo-López1 

Mónica Cecilia Cortés García2 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

Objective: The study aims to identify effective planning tools for sustainable tourism destination development, 

creating a framework that helps planners produce robust, sustainable plans aligned with international standards. 

This framework bridges the gap between sustainability management and planning, ensuring that tourism plans 

truly reflect their sustainability goals through actionable content. 

 

Theoretical Framework: The study draws on established sustainability certifications like Biosphere, Green 

Destinations, and toolkits such as the European Tourism Indicators for Sustainability (ETIS). The Global 

Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) Criteria (2013) serves as the core benchmark for evaluating tourism plans. 

 

Method: The theoretical approach involved three steps: (1) Confirming the initial hypothesis through literature 

review, revealing the lack of a formal methodology for sustainable tourism planning. (2) Selecting the GSTC 

Criteria as the most suitable global system due to their alignment with the SDGs, broad applicability, and 

credibility. (3) Adapting GSTC management indicators into planning monitoring indicators for effective 

evaluation. 

 

Results and Discussion: The study highlights the absence of clear guidelines for creating actionable sustainable 

tourism plans. The proposed framework provides tools for destinations to assess the true sustainability of their 

plans, with a call for further research to validate the framework in different contexts. 

 

Research Implications: The study offers two practical applications: 1. Verifying the sustainability of tourism 

planning documents, and 2. Guiding the creation of plans to ensure sustainability, avoiding shifting these concerns 

to management. 

 

Originality/Value: This study fills a critical gap in sustainable tourism planning by providing a methodology that 

ensures planning documents meet sustainability standards, offering a fresh contribution to the field. 

 

Keywords: Tourism Sustainability, Tourism Planning, Sustainability Indicators, Sustainable Development, GSTC 

Criteria. 

 

 

METODOLOGIA EXPLORATÓRIA PARA A AVALIAÇÃO DA SUSTENTABILIDADE NO 

PLANEAMENTO DE DESTINOS TURÍSTICOS 

 

RESUMO 

 

Objetivo: O estudo visa identificar ferramentas para o desenvolvimento de documentos de planeamento turísticos 

sustentáveis, criando uma metodologia para que ajude os planeadores a produzir planos robustos e sustentáveis, 

em conformidade com as normas internacionais. Este trabalho preenche a lacuna entre a gestão e o planeamento 

da sustentabilidade, assegurando que os planos de turismo refletem verdadeiramente os seus objetivos de 

sustentabilidade. 
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Referencial Teórico: O estudo baseia-se em certificações de sustentabilidade estabelecidas, como a Biosphere e 

a Green Destinations, e em conjuntos de ferramentas como os Indicadores de Sustentabilidade do Turismo Europeu 

(ETIS) e os Critérios do Conselho Global de Turismo Sustentável (GSTC) (2013). 

 

Método: A abordagem teórica envolveu três etapas: (1) Confirmação da hipótese inicial através da revisão da 

literatura, revelando a falta de uma metodologia formal para o planeamento do turismo sustentável. (2) Seleção 

dos Critérios GSTC como o sistema global mais adequado devido ao seu alinhamento com os ODS, ampla 

aplicabilidade e credibilidade. (3) Adaptar os indicadores de gestão GSTC em indicadores de monitorização do 

planeamento para uma avaliação eficaz. 

 

Resultados e Discussão: O estudo oferece duas aplicações práticas: 1. Verificar a sustentabilidade dos 

documentos de planeamento turístico e 2. Orientar a criação de planos para garantir a sustentabilidade, evitando 

transferir estas preocupações para a gestão. 

  

Implicações da Pesquisa: Este estudo preenche uma lacuna crítica no planeamento do turismo sustentável, 

oferecendo uma nova contribuição para o campo 

 

Palavras-chave: Sustentabilidade do Turismo, Planeamento do Turismo, Indicadores de Sustentabilidade, 

Desenvolvimento Sustentável, Critérios GSTC. 

 

 

METODOLOGÍA EXPLORATORIA PARA LA EVALUACIÓN DE LA SOSTENIBILIDAD EN LA 

PLANIFICACIÓN DE DESTINOS TURÍSTICOS 

 

RESUMEN 

 

Objetivo: El estudio pretende identificar herramientas para la elaboración de documentos de planificación turística 

sostenible, creando una metodología que ayude a los planificadores a producir planes sólidos y sostenibles. Este 

trabajo tiende un puente entre la gestión y la planificación, garantizando que los planes turísticos reflejen realmente 

ya sus objetivos de sostenibilidad. 

 

Marco teórico: El estudio se basa en certificaciones de sostenibilidad , como Biosphere y Green Destinations, en 

conjuntos de herramientas como los Indicadores Europeos de Sostenibilidad Turística (ETIS) y los Criterios del 

Consejo Global de Turismo Sostenible (GSTC) (2013). 

 

Método: El planteamiento teórico consta de tres etapas: (1) Confirmación de la hipótesis inicial a través de la 

revisión bibliográfica, revelando la falta de una metodología formal para la planificación del turismo sostenible. 

(2) Selección de los Criterios del GSTC como el sistema global más adecuado debido a su alineación con los ODS, 

amplia aplicabilidad y credibilidad. (3) Adaptación de los indicadores de gestión del GSTC a indicadores de 

seguimiento de la planificación para una evaluación eficaz. 

 

Resultados y discusión: El estudio destaca la ausencia de directrices claras para crear planes de turismo sostenible 

viables. El marco propuesto proporciona herramientas para que los destinos evalúen la verdadera sostenibilidad 

de sus planes, y hace un llamamiento a que se realicen más investigaciones para validar el marco en diferentes 

contextos. 

 

Implicaciones de la investigación: El estudio ofrece dos aplicaciones prácticas: 1. Verificar la sostenibilidad de 

los documentos de planificación turística y 2. Orientar la creación de planes para garantizar la sostenibilidad, 

evitando trasladar estas preocupaciones a la gestión. 

 

Originalidad/valor: Este estudio llena un vacío crítico en la planificación del turismo sostenible al proporcionar 

una metodología que garantiza que los documentos de planificación cumplan con los estándares de sostenibilidad, 

ofreciendo una nueva contribución al campo. 

 

Palabras clave: Sostenibilidad Turística, Planificación Turística, Indicadores de Sostenibilidad, Desarrollo 

Sostenible, Criterios GSTC. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent years, many destinations—across various scales, such as municipalities, 

regions, and nations—and organizations, including destination management organizations 

(DMOs) and destination management companies (DMCs), have attempted to develop 

sustainable tourism planning documents (Ramos et al., 2021; SNAC, 2016; Belo Horizonte, 

2012; Alcaldía de Medellín, 2018). However, there is no consensus on the minimum standards 

that a planning document must meet to be truly sustainable. The lack of standardized guidelines 

and verification processes often leaves the effectiveness and sustainability of proposed actions 

uncertain. This absence of a well-defined methodology for drafting and implementing 

sustainable tourism planning documents represents a significant gap that this study aims to 

address, thus highlighting the originality of this work. 

Meanwhile, numerous certifications have emerged to help destinations achieve a 

sustainable tourism label (e.g., Biosphere, Green Destinations—Costa, Rodrigues & Gomes, 

2019). From a management perspective, tourism destinations can pursue sustainability through 

various means, such as certifications (Biosphere, EarthCheck), guidelines (e.g., GSTC 

indicators), and toolkits (e.g., ETIS). While these approaches provide a solid foundation for 

achieving long-term sustainability by shaping strategies, there has been little focus on 

developing planning indicators for drafting essential documents tailored to the desired tourism 

development in each case. 

This paper first discusses the theoretical framework underpinning the study, followed 

by the proposed methodology. It then elaborates on the method itself and concludes with tables 

of potential criteria for the sustainable planning of tourist destinations. 

 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

The need for integrating sustainability into tourism planning has been a consistent theme 

in the literature over the last 25 years (Manning et al., 2000; Padin, 2012; Queiroz & Rastrollo-

Horrillo, 2015; Morpeth & Yan, 2015; Diaz & Rodríguez, 2016; González-Reverté, 2019; 

Sharma, 2019; Štreimikienė et al., 2020; Santos, Veiga & Aguas, 2022). However, a practical 

and straightforward methodology for planning does not yet exist—only methodologies for 

destination management. 

Sustainable tourism destinations require improved planning processes that account for 

environmental sensitivities and local values, resulting in plans that respect key considerations 
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and accommodate various carrying capacities (Manning et al, 2000).  

As sustainable tourism planning aims to achieve economic growth, social equity, and 

environmental stability while balancing environmental, economic, and cultural aspects (Padin, 

2012), it must integrate these dimensions to ensure long-term sustainability in destinations. 

Hypothetically, effective sustainable tourism planning would lead to truly sustainable tourism 

destinations. Key factors include balancing environmental, economic, and cultural 

development, to ensure economic growth and social equity. 

As stated by Soteriou & Coccossis (2010), tourism organizations face challenges in 

incorporating sustainability into strategic planning, hindered by internal and external 

constraints. While destination management can advance towards sustainability through several 

alternatives such as the various certifications (e.g., Biosphere, Green Destination) (Costa, 

Rodrigues & Gomes, 2019) and toolkits (e.g., ETIS – European Tourism Indicators for 

Sustainability at EU level) (Navarro et al, 2020), or guidelines from different national or 

international organizations, sustainable tourism planning still faces significant challenges. 

Internal organizational barriers and external factors limit strategic planning's potential to 

contribute substantially to sustainability. 

Sustainable tourism research has evolved towards studying change, social and cultural 

aspects, and responsible governance models. However, further progress requires globally 

recognized measurement indicators and policy frameworks as highlighted by Alonso-Muñoz et 

al. (2022). A decade earlier, Lozano-Oyola et al. (2012) developed an indicator system for 

evaluating sustainable tourism at cultural destinations, providing guidelines for applying these 

tools in tourism planning and aiding in the formulation of action plans, short-term strategies, 

and benchmarking practices. This remains the only instance identified in literature where 

indicators have been applied specifically to tourism planning (but only for cultural 

destinations). Even this example serves more as a proposal for sustainable tourism indicators 

necessary to objectively measure sustainability levels rather than as actionable criteria for 

drafting tourism planning documents. 

In this context, the GSTC engages in initiatives that encourage planning but do not 

necessarily serve as a universal tool for destinations to develop their sustainability plans 

according to GSTC criteria. The first example is the "Guidelines for National Government 

Authorities to Apply the GSTC Framework to Public Policy for Tourism Development & 

Promotion." Through this, the GSTC supports public sector authorities in creating broadly 

applicable policies and institutional frameworks that ensure sustainability in tourism and 

destination management. However, as previously mentioned, this approach is not entirely 
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accessible or universal. To access the full range of GSTC resources, an organization must first 

become a GSTC member and publicly commit to improving sustainable tourism policies and 

practices according to international standards. Additionally, they need to work with the GSTC 

to develop a customized plan (GSTC, n.d.). 

The second example is the "Japan Sustainable Tourism Standard for Destinations 

(JSTS-D)," which is based on the GSTC Criteria for Destinations. It was developed by the Japan 

Tourism Agency (JTA), under the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, in 

2019. The JSTS-D includes 47 criteria with Japan-specific features. This effort is limited, as it 

is specifically designed for destinations within Japan (GSTC, 2021). 

The literature clearly demonstrates that developing sustainable tourism policies and 

performing adequate destination management is critical for tourism destination success, 

impacting tourists' experiences, purchasing behavior, and loyalty (Santos, Veiga, Santos & 

Águas, 2022). 

Finally, according to UN Tourism, sustainability indicators are quantitative tools 

designed to facilitate information analysis and assessment, thereby enabling managers to make 

informed decisions (UN Tourism, 1995). Thus, it is evident from the literature that a similar 

system -a composite of indicators- is needed to propose a sustainable planning methodology for 

tourist destinations. 

 

3 METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter outlines the research methodology adopted for this study, which is 

structured as a theoretical essay. The methodology comprises three key steps (see Figure 1), 

each designed to build a robust framework for sustainable tourism planning: 

 

a) confirmation of the Initial Hypothesis: The first step was to confirm the initial 

hypothesis through a literature analysis. This step involved reviewing existing literature 

to establish the absence of a formal methodology that assures sustainable tourism 

planning; 

b) identification of the most suitable existing tool to base the indicator battery and do the 

conversion: The second step was to identify the most suitable global system to serve as 

the basis for this exercise. The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) Criteria 

were chosen due to their strong alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals 
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(SDGs), broad applicability to various destination types, public and free accessibility, 

non-commercial interests, and role as an accrediting entity for certifying organizations; 

c) conversion of GSTC Management Indicators into Planning Monitoring Indicators: The 

third step involved converting the GSTC management indicators into planning 

monitoring indicators. This conversion ensures that the indicators can be effectively 

used to monitor and evaluate the progress and impact of sustainable tourism planning 

effort (see in chapter 4 criteria followed to identify these as the best basis to follow). 

 

Figure 1 

Research Methodology for effective evaluation of sustainable tourism planning. 

 
 

The purpose of this document is to create a framework that enables tourism planners to 

develop robust sustainable planning documents, adhering to these recognized international 

standards. This framework aims to provide a clear and structured approach, ensuring that 

planning documents are both actionable and effective in promoting sustainable tourism. 

 

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

This chapter presents the findings of the study, focusing on the development of a 

methodological proposal for sustainable tourism destination planning. The proposal is based on 

the identification and conversion of management indicators, specifically those developed by the 

Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC), into planning indicators.  
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4.1 IDENTIFICATION OF THE MOST SUITABLE BASIS FOR CONVERSION 

 

This first section outlines the selection of the GSTC Criteria as the most suitable basis 

for this conversion. The criteria were chosen due to their strong alignment with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), broad applicability to various types of destinations, public 

accessibility, non-commercial interests, and their role as an accrediting entity. This selection 

ensures that the indicators used for planning not only promote sustainable tourism but also 

contribute to wider global sustainability objectives. 

a) alignment with sustainable development goals (SDGs): The GSTC Criteria are strongly 

aligned with the SDGs, ensuring that sustainable tourism practices contribute to broader 

global sustainability objectives, such as those found in Biosphere and Green 

Destinations; 

b) broad applicability: The GSTC Criteria are applicable to various types of destinations, 

whether urban, rural, coastal, or otherwise, making them highly versatile; 

c) public and free accessibility: These criteria are publicly available and free to access, 

promoting transparency and encouraging widespread adoption; 

d) non-commercial interests: The GSTC operates without commercial interests, focusing 

solely on promoting and implementing sustainable tourism practices; 

e) role as an accrediting entity: The GSTC functions as an accrediting entity for certifying 

organizations, ensuring that certified entities meet high standards of sustainability. 

The transformation of the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) Criteria for 

destination management into indicators for destination planning has resulted in the creation of 

four blocks of evidence. These blocks cover: 

a) destination management: Indicators focusing on the effective management and 

governance of the destination; 

b) economic dimension of tourism sustainability: Indicators addressing the economic 

impacts and benefits of tourism, ensuring economic viability and equitable distribution 

of gains; 

c) environmental dimension of tourism sustainability: Indicators related to the 

environmental impacts of tourism, emphasizing the protection and sustainable use of 

natural resources; 

d) socio-cultural dimension of tourism sustainability: Indicators that consider the social 

and cultural impacts of tourism, promoting the preservation of cultural heritage and the 

well-being of local communities. 
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These four blocks comprise a total of 112 indicators, which serve two main purposes: 

a) monitoring sustainability in planning documents: These indicators assess the 

sustainability of existing tourism planning documents, ensuring they meet the required 

sustainability criteria; 

b) toolkit for developing planning documents with sustainability: The indicators also guide 

the creation of new sustainable tourism planning documents, providing a comprehensive 

toolkit for embedding sustainability into the planning process. 

By offering a dual-purpose tool for monitoring and creating sustainable plans, this 

methodological proposal addresses the practical needs of tourism planners while promoting 

long-term sustainability at the destination level. 

 

4.2 CONVERSION OF GSTC MANAGEMENT CRITERIA INTO A PLANNING AND 

VERIFICATION CHECKLIST 

 

This phase involves converting the established management criteria into a practical 

checklist for both planning and verification purposes. The checklist serves as a tool to ensure 

that all essential criteria are consistently applied throughout the project lifecycle, providing a 

clear framework for assessing progress and compliance with the objectives of the planning 

documents. 

As there is no existing methodology for sustainable planning tools for tourist 

destinations, nor for the conversion of management indicators into planning criteria, this phase 

has been supported by two elements: 1, the curriculum of both authors in the planning of tourist 

destinations, both at municipal, regional and transnational levels, and this experience has been 

the solid basis for the screening of valid indicators and their conversion. Secondly, informal 

discussions have been generated with professionals in the sector (mostly consultants) to ensure 

the applicability of the indicators. 

This section develops the methodological proposal based on the conversion of 

sustainability indicators for tourism destination management, as developed by the GSTC. The 

choice of using GSTC indicators is justified by the criteria explained in the previous section. 

The work involved analyzing each criterion and the proposed management indicators. 

Some of these indicators are suitable for planning, while others are not, which is why the 

numbers may not match. Additionally, there are criteria that may not have been addressed in 

the planning document but are already being measured or acted upon by the destination. In such 
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cases, this should not be viewed as a penalty. Therefore, many indicators are phrased as: "Does 

the document have, or does the destination already have...?". 

 

Figure 2 

Proposal of Conversion of GSTC Management Criteria into a Planning and Verification 

Checklist for Section A: Sustainable Management. 
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Figure 3 

Proposal of Conversion of GSTC Management Criteria into a Planning and Verification 

Checklist for Section B: Socio-economic sustainability. 
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Figure 4 

Proposal of Conversion of GSTC Management Criteria into a Planning and Verification 

Checklist for Section C: Cultural sustainability. 
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Figure 5 

Proposal of Conversion of GSTC Management Criteria into a Planning and Verification 

Checklist for Section D: Cultural sustainability. 
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Note: Criteria not included in the checklist. 

In some cases, there are criteria that cannot be reconverted because they do not make sense in the context of 

destination tourism planning, generally related to the existence of legislation, as shown in the following table. 
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Figure 6 

Criteria not included in the Proposal. 

 
 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

 

Sustainable tourism planning is a multifaceted approach that requires the effective use 

of indicators, management of carrying capacities, and understanding of tourist perceptions. 

Balancing economic, social, and environmental goals is essential for the long-term success of 

tourism destinations, but until nowadays, certifications have been the way followed to walk 

forward sustainable destinations. 

As pointed out by Padin (2012), sustainable tourism planning ensures efficiency, social 

equity and environmental preservation, in a word, tourism sustainability; or, in the words of 

Simão & Partidario (2012), tourism planning contributes to sustainable development if it has 

been sustainably conceived. Also Dwyer & Edwards (2010) insisted on this need, but curiously, 

during the decade after this research, the literature hasn't worked planning but certification. This 

paper builds on this evidence and demonstrates that it is far more essential to plan for 

sustainability than to ex-post correct destination management.  
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Since this has been a theoretical and conceptual work, its primary limitation lies in 

verifying its validity. This verification is only possible through practical application by 

evaluating existing planning documents—an endeavor in which the authors are already 

engaged. Upon successful validation, this study will have valuable practical implications, 

serving both as a guide for sustainable tourism planning and as a toolkit for monitoring the 

sustainability of planning documents. 

In a future work, by applying the developed framework to real-world scenarios, the 

authors aim to demonstrate its effectiveness and practicality. This process will not only test the 

robustness of the proposed indicators but also refine them based on empirical findings. 

Ultimately, the validated framework will provide tourism planners with a reliable method to 

ensure that their planning documents are both sustainable and actionable, fostering more 

sustainable tourism practices globally. 
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