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Abstract: Performance evaluations are a critical tool in promoting the sustainability of tourist
destinations. The literature shows a lack of consensus on basic terminology and definitions of
destination performance. While research focuses on business efficiency, areas such as development
effectiveness, social equality, and environmental integrity are still not well understood, even though
these are salient elements of sustainable development. This paper provides a framework for
evaluating destination performance under the 4E rubric of economy, efficiency, effectiveness,
and environmental quality, which reflects a more holistic and effective destination performance.
The information entropy weight method and a multi-factor comprehensive evaluation model are
developed and applied to an international destination, Zhangjiajie, China, which was selected as a
case study to test the framework developed. Results show that the economy, efficiency, effectiveness,
and environmental quality aspects should be considered when evaluating tourism development
performance. The empirical analysis shows that based on these criteria, Zhangjiajie’s destination
performance improved measurably during the test period from 2005 to 2009. The results indicate that
significant events, natural disasters, and financial crises influence performance most.

Keywords: destination performance; performance evaluation; influential factor analysis; 4E framework;
Zhangjiajie; China

1. Introduction

Tourism has grown quickly over the last few decades, providing an economic boom for many
regions. With competition between destinations rising sharply, evaluating destination performance
has become a crucial topic in destination management [1–3]. To understand better how to
improve a destination’s competitive advantage, scholars have undertaken destination competitiveness
studies [3,4], with competitiveness being related, but not equal to, destination performance.
Most competitiveness studies emphasize simple economic variables [1,2,5,6]; few have considered
environmental quality (ecological or social value) in value-added considerations, even though these are
clearly an important part of sustainable destination development. The economic benefits of tourism are
obvious, and have long received priority attention from governments and the industry. Consequently,
performance evaluations in destination management have often been substituted with simple economic
indicators in marketing-oriented development models. These indicators, such as revenue, foreign
exchange earnings, inbound international arrivals, domestic tourism income, and numbers of domestic
stays, are frequently used in destination performance evaluations. A direct consequence of this has
been a simplistic and one-sided understanding of real destination performance, which is not conducive
to deeper systematic analyses or true indicators of holistic and sustainable performance.

In light of this situation, this paper develops an analytic formula that extends traditional measures
of performance to include critical measures of sustainability, including environmental and social
benefits, in destination performance assessments. It uses other factors besides those related to
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competitiveness that are commonly written about in tourism studies. Further, the paper uses this 4E
framework to analyze tourist destination performance (TDP) and its most influential factors. The model
is then applied to Zhangjiajie, China, to test the evaluation framework and index system, and measure
the performance of this destination in the test period from 2005 to 2009.

2. Literature Review

Although it is difficult to define the concept of “performance” and the different ways to measure
it [7], competitiveness and economic efficiency alone cannot define performance [8]. Tourist destination
performance (TDP) should be a more comprehensive concept, referring not only to economic growth
and production, but also the maturity of tourism market development, efficiency, improvement of
quality, and social and environmental improvements through tourism. This understanding derives
from sustainable development research.

Sustainable development has become a hot topic in development research since the late 1980s [9],
which has also been discussed in tourism research. The problem of negative environmental impact
in destination is a trigger to take sustainable development as a guideline to tourism development.
However, what is sustainability of tourism development still has been debated in different voices [9–13],
and several scholars have tried to explore the differences between sustainability, sustainable tourism,
and sustainable development, to make the definition of sustainable tourism clearer [10,14]. Saarinen
(2006) indicates that there are three traditions in different understandings, which are referred to
as resource-, activity-, and community-based sustainability [15]. Although it is hard to reach an
agreement in definition, as a guideline, the solution and philosophy for addressing the problems
of negative impacts and maintaining its long-term viability have been confirmed internationally.
Sustainable tourism development is also being regarded as a solution to protect the environmental
resources, respect the local culture and social development, and ensure long-term economic gain at an
international level [16]. Sustainable tourism development has been applied in destination management
research in recent years, especially in nature-based tourism destination [17–20]. Nature-based tourism
incorporates the enjoyment of wildlife or undeveloped natural areas. Due to tourists’ need for
natural experience and the essence of nature-based tourism, improving the sustainability is of crucial
importance to destination management. Accordingly, studies on approaches to promote sustainability
and how to evaluate sustainability have become more and more obvious in nature-based destination
management [17–20]. Eco-efficiency of land use and tourists’ perception of environment value and
responsible behavior are regarded as important factors to promote destination sustainability [17,18].
Furthermore, a composite evaluation index is a necessary construction to monitor the development
state [17,21]. Some scholar takes the sustainability as the main factor of destination competitiveness [22].
The research of sustainable tourism development has provided some implications to the study of
destination performance.

The concept of sustainable tourism maintains that tourism development should not focus
only on the speed, scale, and economic output of tourism, but also on its greater public good,
such as environmental protection and social development [23,24]. This is referred to as the “triple
bottom line” approach to sustainable tourism [25–27], which views destination success as being
far beyond solely economic measures. In addition to ongoing attention to the results of balance,
there should be more focus on the process of coordination and community development. In recent
years, how tourism destinations should perform, and how TDP should be evaluated objectively,
have become deeply contemplated questions throughout the world. The scientific evaluation of
TDP favors a comprehensive mastery of development performance indicators, correcting deviations
from traditional performance, strengthening industry management, avoiding blind promotion and
inefficient development, protecting natural and cultural resources, improving management efficiency,
achieving social equity, and ultimately, promoting sustainable tourism development [28].
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2.1. Tourist Destination Performance

Most tourism performance studies focus on the hotel sector [29–35], largely ignoring the
interdependent nature of tourism [36]. Yidirim (2006) offers a tourism value chain performance
measurement framework to understand the different sectors of tourism [35]. Kozak (2002) measured
destination performance by comparing Spain and Turkey, and was one of the first to use the term
“destination performance” [36]. Today, research on TDP has increased substantially, and is especially
rich in the following areas: tourism enterprises [31–34,37–40], hotels industry [29–34], partnerships [41],
research performance in tourism and hospitality [42], marketing [43,44], environmental performance in
the lodging sector [45–47], public transport destination satisfaction [48,49], assessing destination
performance [50–54], sustainable performance indicators of tourism development policies [55],
website information, and destination brand quality [56]. These studies illustrate the diversity of
performance research. However, investigations of TDP and its evaluation indices more broadly,
have not been done in depth. More attention has been paid to economic indicators in service
production, while the use of quantitative tools, such as data envelopment analysis (DEA) [51],
a Bayesian approach [50], and mean-variance space [53], which provide only economic efficiency
evaluations of destination performance, while ignoring the crucial elements of social development and
environmental improvement.

Conceptual Foundations of Destination Performance

Although the concept of performance has been discussed in management studies since the early
1980s, there is no agreement about its basic definition. Effectiveness seems to be the best expression of
performance in organizational and strategic management [57]. While prescriptions for improving and
managing TDP are widely available, the academic community has been preoccupied with discussions
and debates about issues of definition [49–53]. Most studies use production efficiency as a proxy
meaning for performance by equating the destination with a firm for the purpose of measuring
competitiveness [51,58]. However, production efficiency is just one aspect of performance in market
competition, and derives from an economic development perspective. Research on TDP in this
way is, therefore, incomplete. TDP analyses should not only consider business management or
customer demands. Destination development no longer refers only to industrial or economic growth.
Instead, the contribution of tourism development to added public value and social capital has become
increasingly important in mitigating conflicts between residents and tourists.

Thus, TDP assessments would benefit by adopting more from a public administration perspective
on performance. This is reflected in Hatry’s (1999) study, where performance is defined in terms of the
outcomes and outputs that follow from a public production process [59]. Outcomes are the result of
activities that convert inputs to outputs, which reflects the characteristics of process in performance
measurement. In Chinese, performance, which is also regarded as accomplishment, work efficiency,
and achievement, reflects the accomplishments of organizations or individuals engaging in certain
activities. Different actors define performance differently, without invalidating its conceptual definition
in term of output and outcome [60].

According to the performance literature, there are three main areas of public administration
management. The first is behavioral performance [61], which refers to the observed action or behavior
related to organizational goals. The second is results performance, which emphasizes the record of
achievement or outcome of work or other activity [62]. Finally, integrated performance [63] indicates
that both behavior processes and activity outcomes should be measured. The latter is generally most
recognized [64], but both provide a way of understanding TDP.

From the perspective of public administration, this paper regards tourism destinations as a
public commodity with public value. Destination development is a results-oriented, continuous
implementation process. Thus, tourism performance evaluation ought to pay increasing attention to
the results of development, focusing on the development process and considering the relationship of
input–output ratios, and costs and benefits. A comprehensive and objective performance evaluation
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should consider both inputs and outputs. It should focus not only on quantifiable economic growth and
improving industrial efficiency, but also recognize the importance of the effectiveness of investments,
enhancing social benefits and environmental protection [4,65]. As well, destination performance
should not be confined only to tourism, but should also focus on public programs that benefit residents
and community development more generally. As the general definition of performance as outputs
and outcomes of public services does not show what these outputs and outcomes should be [66],
this paper defines TDP as the contribution of the economic, industrial, social, and environmental
aspects generated by tourism activities and processes within a destination during a certain period of
time, including economic growth, improved industrial productivity, environmental protection, and the
enhancement of social justice.

2.2. Constructing the TDP Evaluation Framework

Different from the typical management of private firms, TDP should be more holistic and
comprehensive in its approach from the perspective of sustainability. In the academic literature, TDP
is often found in the work associated with competitiveness and indices of success. Most studies and
early models of destination success and competitiveness focused on economic outputs, and many in
contemporary research continue to focus overwhelmingly on economic indicators. Since the turn of the
new millennium, however, many scholars have begun including other factors of success that are geared
more toward the principles of sustainability. Dwyer, Livaic, and Mellor (2003) developed a model of
destination competitiveness based on certain elements of supply and demand [67]. What makes a
destination competitive, according to their model, are the destination’s inherited resources (natural and
cultural), created resources (shopping, recreational opportunities, and events), and supporting factors
and resources, which include infrastructure, service quality, accessibility, and connections to the market.
Destination success is also determined by situational conditions (e.g., political stability, laws, policies,
technology, security, etc.), destination management (e.g., destination management organizations,
destination marketing plans, human resource management, environmental management, etc.),
and demand conditions (e.g., visitors’ awareness, perceptions, and preferences) [67]. Hassan (2000)
took destination success a step further and developed a framework that emphasized more the
destination environment as a critical factor of destination competitiveness [68], this being determined
by the destination’s commitment to the principles of sustainability. Ritchie and Crouch’s (2003)
now well-known model of destination competitiveness embraces sustainability wholeheartedly [69],
encompassing comparative advantages of places as regards their endowments/resources, and how
those are deployed. In their model, this is couched within the broad global macro-environment, as well
as the local tourism micro-environment, where they suggest the best chances and most achievable
factors of success can be found, implemented, and measured in the micro-environmental elements of
the destination.

According to the definition and review outlined above, the pursuit of tourism development should
focus more on environmental and social harmony—critical factors of sustainability. It is therefore
important to construct suitable evaluation frameworks carefully. Within the public management
literature as noted earlier in the paper, economy, efficiency, and effectiveness (the 3 Es) have been
generally discussed and accepted for measuring performance, notwithstanding the more recent
tourism-specific efforts to measure destination competitiveness and success. Economy refers to the
minimum degree of input cost or economic growth; efficiency refers to the ratio of input and output;
and effectiveness stands for the contribution of output to achieve organizational goals. A fourth E,
however, has been identified as being another critical element of understanding performance from
an “equity” perspective that includes progress in human social development and environmental
sustainability, which have been emphasized more in recent years [65,68–70]. All of these fit the
definition of tourism destination performance very well.

In light of these issues, and based on a thorough review of the extant literature, this article
develops a mathematical formula-based 4E evaluation framework to measure TDP, that is unlike the
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competitiveness models noted earlier, but with some common elements. Compared to the traditional
economics-oriented evaluation system, the 4E model considers efficiency (production process) and
effectiveness (the results), as well as environmental equity (social and ecological environments).
Therefore, it is key in evaluating the real performance of destination development comprehensively,
and scientifically better than the single dimension of economics.

According to the 4E framework presented here, and the connotation of performance,
the fundamental principles of selecting the evaluation indicator of TDP are as follows:

(1) Economy refers to the extent of tourism’s contribution to regional economic development, mainly
through fiscal growth. Based on the literature, tourism’s share of GDP and the average annual
growth rate of tourism output were selected as main indicators.

(2) Efficiency refers to the ratio between the inputs and outputs of tourism development [71,72].
Considering the main stakeholders of tourism supply, such as travel agencies, hotels,
and employees, this article builds an efficiency evaluation index based upon input and
output. On the input side, the traditional investment indicators, namely financial, material,
and human resources, according to the degree of association between the elements and tourism
development—the performance input index of tourism development will be determined as the
number of tourist attractions, travel agencies, hotels, and employees in the tertiary industrial
sector [51]. On the output side, tourism revenue and number of visitors are used as the most
important measurement indexes. Thus, combining the four input elements (i.e., the numbers
of tourist attractions, travel agencies, hotels, and employees) with the two output elements
(i.e., tourism revenue and the number of visitors), the following efficiency indexes were derived:
the average number of visitors in a tourist zone, the annual number of visitors per travel agency,
the annual number of guests per hotel, and the annual per capita output of tertiary industry
employees (the annual tourism revenue divided by annual numbers of tourism practitioners).

(3) Effectiveness is a quality dimension that primarily measures the outcomes achieved in relation to
destination development goals [71], namely performance results, which also means the outcomes
result from tourism development, directly. This is reflected in the TDP evaluation as the quality of
the tourist experience, and the efficiency of the industry’s scale of growth. The principal indicators
selected are the number of travel agencies, the number of star hotels that are certificated by an
authorized organization, the number of attractions, the number of complaints, and the average
length of stay.

(4) Equity (social and ecological) refers to the public welfare that tourism brings to destination
communities, and measures whether residents benefit from tourism development [70,71,73],
as reflected in public facilities and services, ecological quality, and other aspects. This study
does not treat environment as a single dimension of performance, which does not suggest
that it is unimportant. In fact, environmental performance is becoming increasingly important
in destination development [74], which can be translated into a competitive advantage for a
destination. To represent this category, the following five indicators were selected for the purposes
of this study: number of employees, developed infrastructure as measured by per capita extent
of urban paved roads, air quality, the auditory environment or lack of sound pollution, sewage
treatment levels, and per capita urban green space.

In summary, the evaluation framework and index system of TDP are shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Evaluation framework and index system of tourism destination performance.

3. Methods

To achieve the aims and objectives of this study, information entropy weight and weighted
comprehensive evaluation were applied.

3.1. Data Normalization and Index Weigh

3.1.1. Data Standardization

To eliminate the differences between evaluation unit and dimension, and to improve data
comparability, indicator data were normalized with the range standardized method. Since the
constructed 4-E evaluation system has positive and negative indicators, it is, therefore, calculated as
follows [75,76]:  X′ij =

Xij−Xmin
Xmax−Xmin

(1a)

X′ij =
Xmax−Xij

Xmax−Xmin
(1b)

i = 1, 2, ...m; j = 1, 2, ...n;

(1)

X′ij is the standardized value of the j-th evaluation index of the i-th evaluation object; Xij is the
pre-treatment value of index j; Xmax is the j-th maximum value for the pre-treatment evaluation of
the i-th evaluation object, Xmin is the j-th minimum value for the pre-treatment evaluation of the i-th
evaluation object. For positive indicators (mainly relevant to Formula (1a)), the greater the value,
the better the index. For negative indicators (mainly relevant to Formula (1b)), the lower the value,
the better the indicators.

3.1.2. Index Weight Calculated by Information Entropy Weight (IEW)

The information entropy weight (IEW) method is one of the two types of weight calculation
methods, and is based on statistical properties and measurement data. It is referred to as the objective
weight [1]. In this paper, the information entropy weight is calculated primarily as follows [75,76]:
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1© calculating pij, namely the index value weight of the i-th evaluated object among the j-th
evaluation index

pij =
X′i j

m
∑

i=1
X′i j

(2)

X′ij is the standardized value of the j-th evaluation index of the i-th evaluation object.

2© calculating the entropy of the i-th evaluation index

hj = −
1

ln m

m

∑
i=1

pij ln pij (3)

hj is the entropy, when 0 ≤ hj ≤ 1, pij = 0, pij ln pij = 0.
3© calculating the coefficient of variation of the j-th evaluation index.

For the j-th index, the smaller the hj, the greater the variability index value; the larger the hj,
the smaller the degree of variation. The variation coefficient is

gj = 1− hj (4)

4© calculating the weight of the j-th index.

wj =
gj

n
∑

i=1
gj

(5)

when 0 ≤ wj ≤ 1,
n
∑

i=1
wj = 1.

According to the above formulae, the index weights can be obtained; the specific results are
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Weight calculated by information entropy weight (IEW).

Goal Layer Criteria Layer Index Layer Effect Weight

Performance
of tourism
destination

Economy (E1) Tourism revenue share of GDP (%) + 0.0409
Average annual growth rate of tourism output (%) + 0.0920

Efficiency (E2)

Average number of visitors in tourist zone (per/km2) + 0.0828
Annual number of visitors per travel agency (ten thousand
Yuan/unit) + 0.0394

Annual visitors of unit star hotel beds (person/bed) + 0.0568
GDP per capita of tertiary industry employees (Yuan/person) + 0.0482

Effectiveness (E3)

Number of travel agencies (unit) + 0.0340
Number of star hotels (unit) + 0.0690
Number of tertiary industry employees (person) + 0.0528
Number of scenic spots above Class 2A (unit) + 0.0413
Number of complaints (piece) - 0.0400
Average stay (day) + 0.1970

Environment (E4)

Urban paved roads per capita (m2) + 0.0466
Air quality (%) + 0.0325
Urban regional environmental sound level assessment (dB) - 0.0620
Sewage treatment rate (%) + 0.0334
Urban public green space per capita (m2) + 0.0309
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3.2. Constructing the Evaluation Method

After determining the evaluation criteria for each individual index through weighted
comprehensive evaluation, this paper constructs its tourism development performance evaluation
model specifically as follows:

Pi =
n

∑
j=1

X′ijWj (6)

Here, X′ij is the standardized value of the j-th evaluation index of the i-th object, Wj is the weight
of the j-th index, and Pi is the comprehensive performance value of the i-th object.

3.3. Establishing the Evaluation Level

According to the comprehensive evaluation value range, the ranking standards of tourism
development performance evaluation results were determined. In accordance with the concept
of equalization, the qualitative evaluation result was divided into four levels—“excellent”, “good”,
“fair”, and “poor”, respectively, in order to distinguish different performance levels and judge the
development state. An average law was taken to keep each grade having an equal value range. Thus,
we divided the value 0–1 into four equal intervals: 0.76 to 1, 0.51 to 0.75, 0.26 to 0.50, and 0 to 0.25,
accordingly, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Domain of performance evaluation grade.

Evaluation Grade Domain

0–0.25 0.26–0.50 0.51–0.75 0.76–1
Poor fair good excellent

4. Empirical Test Study

4.1. Study Area

Zhangjiajie is located in northwestern Hunan Province, China. It includes two municipal districts,
Yongding and Wulingyuan, and two counties, Cili and Sangzhi, with a total area of 9518 square
kilometers and a 2015 population of 1.7 million, comprised largely of the Bai ethnic group and a Tuija
minority. Zhangjiajie is one of the most important international nature-based destinations in China.
In September 1982, Zhangjiajie became China’s first national forest park. In August 1988, Wulingyuan
was included in the second round of national key scenic locales, and in 1992, Wulingyuan was added
to UNESCO’s World Heritage List as a natural heritage site. Over the past thirty years, Zhangjiajie
has attracted many domestic and foreign tourists with its unique quartz-sandstone peaked landforms,
and other natural environmental resources. Since 2005, the number of tourists has shown steady
growth, increasing from 14,533,600 visitors in 2005 to 19,284,200 in 2009. In December 2010, Zhangjiajie
was identified in the first group of China Tourism Comprehensive Reform Pilot cities, increasing
the need for the region to improve its TDP. Zhangjiajie has a tourism-led economy, with the ratio of
tourism to GDP reaching 76.10% in 2015 (Figure 2). Because of its strategic position and distinctive
destination in regional tourism development in Hunan province and in China, and its requirement
to enhance destination management, Zhangjiajie has been chosen as a study case for this research.
The period from 2005 to 2009 was selected as the tested timeframe, owing to the unique patterns in its
tourism development (see Figure 2).
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4.2. Data Sources

This study uses secondary evaluation index data for Zhangjiajie (based on annual figures) during
2005–2009. Data were received from the Zhangjiajie Statistical Information Network about tourism
income, GDP, numbers of visitors in the core area (Wulingyuan), number of travel agencies, star hotels,
and hotel beds, number of higher than 2A-level scenic attractions, grade of air quality, degree of urban
environmental evaluation, and the rate of sewage treatment. Data on the number of employees in
the tertiary sector, output value of the services sector, and the per capita coverage of urban roads
and public green space derived from the China City Yearbook (2006–2010). Data on the Wulingyuan
scenic area were acquired from the China Urban Construction Statistical Yearbook (2006–2010). Finally,
information about tourists’ complaints and average lengths of stay were acquired from the staff of the
Zhangjiajie Tourism Bureau.

4.3. Data Analysis

By inputting the data in the evaluation model, we were able to identify the performance evaluation
results of Zhangjiajie from 2005 to 2009 (Tables 3 and 4).

Table 3. Performance evaluation results.

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Evaluation value 0.1609 0.3313 0.4294 0.3629 0.5857
Grade poor fair fair fair good

Table 4. Performance evaluation results of each 4E dimension.

Dimensions/Years 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

E1 0.0380 0.0538 0.0418 0.0000 0.1006
E2 0.0258 0.1012 0.1952 0.0577 0.1072
E3 0.0528 0.1192 0.1070 0.1306 0.1768
E4 0.0444 0.0572 0.0857 0.1746 0.2011

Based on the assessment of variables, the overall performance of Zhangjiajie’s tourism
development increased annually (aside from the 2008 dip) from 2005′s “poor” rating (performance
value 0.1609), up to the 2006, 2007, and 2008 “fair” ratings (performance values were 0.3313, 0.4294,
and 0.3629, respectively), while in 2009, the performance value was 0.5857, achieving a “good” measure.
The reason for the unanticipated sudden decline in performance in 2008, which can be seen as the
point of change in performance, will be examined later. For the specific value of the performance
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level, the two extreme values appeared in 2005 and 2009. The 2005 performance value (p = 0.1609)
was the lowest in the entire study period, while the 2009 performance levels improved significantly
(p = 0.5857), becoming the highest value in the entire study period. Comparing the extreme values of
performance in 2005 and 2009, the analysis found that Zhangjiajie’s performance improved by nearly
264 percent over the four-year period, indicating remarkable results.

4.4. Influential Factors

Understanding the influential factors of TDP is fundamental for making improvements. From the
developmental perspective of tourism performance, the mutation value and the extreme value are
extremely critical to overall performance. Therefore, as it will be more representative to analyze the
influential factors of performance from those two values, we selected 2005, 2008, and 2009 as samples,
because their performance values can be characterized as either mutations or extreme values.

4.4.1. Analyzing the Influential Factors of Changing Performance Value

Evaluating the above results, 2008 was a major point of change in the development of Zhangjiajie’s
tourism performance; the main reason for the changes are as follows.

In 2008, Zhangjiajie’s tourism performance declined substantially. This was attributable to a
debilitating snowstorm, a powerful earthquake, the Beijing Olympics, the international financial crisis,
and other momentous events. The snow disaster and the Wenchuan earthquake had significant impacts
on domestic tourism. With an overarching sense of national mourning and a major focus on relief
efforts, the Chinese national travel psyche was affected, and both domestic and inbound tourism
declined significantly. Affected by the financial crisis, China’s overall economic situation was poor.
The consumer price index remained high, resulting in declining consumer spending, and tourism
spending power and revenues declined. Simultaneously, the Olympics attracted a global gaze focused
on Beijing, which relegated Zhangjiajie and other destinations to secondary importance, by diverting
much of the market away from these locales to the capital.

Data show that the number of consumers at Zhangjiajie’s attractions, travel agencies, and star
hotels, as well as the output of employees in the tertiary industry, declined to different degrees.
Therefore, the efficiency index E2 declined (Table 4). During the Olympics, large flows of tourists to
Beijing and Hainan resulted in relative reductions in the market share for other provinces. Zhangjiajie’s
summer tourist peak did not achieve desired levels. Based on relevant data projections, Zhangjiajie’s
tourism revenue to GDP fell from 60.30% in 2007, to 45.38% in 2008; the annual average growth rate of
tourism output also dropped from 14.95% to −8.5%, the first negative measure. Overall, therefore,
the economic indicators in E1 declined. Meanwhile, a new holiday system was introduced in 2008,
which shortened the May Day holiday, leaving only the National Day as a longer holiday period.
To some extent, these changes affected the Zhangjiajie tourism market. Thus, the two indexes E1
(economy) and E2 (efficiency) both declined (Table 4), leading to the overall decline in performance of
Zhangjiajie’s tourism development.

4.4.2. The Influential Factors of Performance Extreme Value

The results show that 2005 and 2009 provided the extremes in Zhangjiajie’s TDP. In 2005,
Zhangjiajie’s tourism performance was low, owing to a decline in the construction of public facilities
in the main tourist area, low per capita road surface of only 8.46 square meters, insufficient attention to
protecting the environment, and a low air quality rate of 84.9%. Moreover, per capita urban green space
was only 3.94 square meters, only half the size of that in 2009, and the sewage treatment rate index was
at an especially low level of only 4.6%. In 2006, the Zhangjiajie government proposed eight programs
to develop ecological security and ecological tourism. Before this, the negative environmental effects
wrought by tourism were not a salient concern in Zhangjiajie. Consequently, the E4 (equity) index
was low overall (Table 4). Conversely, hospitality facilities were fewer, the number of employees in
tourism was small, there were many problems with tours offered, and travel was generally in a state
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of disorder, resulting in lower demand and higher numbers of complaints. As a result, both the E2
(efficiency) index and the E3 (effectiveness) index were low (Table 4). Meanwhile, due to the slowing of
tourism development, growth was insignificant, there were many problems in tourism development,
and tourism-based income was relatively low; the E1 (economy) indicators in Zhangjiajie’s tourism
performance were low in general (Table 4).

In 2009, China’s economy was gradually recovering from the 2008 financial crisis. According to
statistics, China’s GDP growth in 2009 was 8.7%. China’s first, second, third, and fourth quarterly GDP
growth was 6.2%, 7.9%, 9.1%, and 10.7%, respectively, showing improvements in economic growth.
With this national growth, tourism enjoyed good market prospects. During this time, Zhangjiajie
planned many marketing programs and events, such as “International Country Music Week” and
others. Regarding the internal and external effects, Zhangjiajie’s tourism boomed in 2009; tourism’s
proportion of the GDP accounted for 49.34%, with an average annual growth rate of tourism output
of 220.01%, compared to 45.83% and −8.5%, respectively, in 2008. Clearly, the value of the economic
indexes had risen sharply.

In the same year, the provincial government held meetings with leading tourism industry groups,
to study the accelerated development and expansion of the pillar industries in Hunan’s tourism strategy
implementation outline, and introduce several tourism support policies. With the government’s
support, the development of Zhangjiajie’s tourism flourished. Public facilities and public services
increased; the quantity of star hotels, number of employees in the tertiary sector, and the quantity
of higher than 2A-level attractions all experienced significant growth compared to the previous year.
Likewise, the per capita extent of urban roads, the excellent or good rate of air quality, the rate of sewage
treatment, and the spread of per capita public green space also improved. Against the background of
steady national economic growth, through a variety of marketing programs and government support,
the 4E evaluation indicators reflect the steady growth of Zhangjiajie tourism.

5. Discussion

It should be noted that TDP evaluation and management are becoming increasingly important
both in private sector business management and in public administration. It not only concerns
competitiveness in marketing, but also relates to the sustainable development of the region. Tourism
destination performance research has attracted much attention in recent years. Nevertheless, the basic
concept and suitable evaluation frameworks are still not widely discussed within a clear public value
orientation. Most researchers pay too much attention to the dimensions of efficiency and economy to
enhance the competitiveness of hotels or businesses, while few consider the public value (triple bottom
line) in destination performance. We acknowledge that performance is hard to define in totality, and its
measurement is a highly dynamic endeavor that involves constant change, uncertainty, ambiguity,
and negotiation [77]. However, these difficulties should not hamper efforts to address this meaningful
topic in tourist destination management. As part of the growing sustainability paradigm [15,21],
sustainable tourism is a major focus in tourism development research. However, existing research
shows that sustainability is a complex concept, which requires more comprehensive analysis [10],
and the measurement of sustainability is still far behind. Thus, more exploration of measurement
on sustainable tourism development needs to be implemented, and this paper is a trial. For the
nature-based tourism destination, what attracts tourists most is the enjoyment from the interaction
with the natural environment and culture, which makes the concept of sustainability a little bit
clearer. To protect the environmental and ecological resource, local culture, improving the quality
of development and enhancing the public welfare are necessary objectives in nature-based tourism
sustainable management [70,71,73,74]. Tourism destination developers should care not only about
the economic value of tourism, but also the public good and the ecological environment. The holistic
dimensions of economy, efficiency, effectiveness and environmental quality reflect the public value
orientation in assessing TDP. This study helps close this gap by defining tourism destination
performance more holistically, with more social and environmental indicators, and constructing
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an evaluation framework based upon the contents of the extant literature and elements of public
administration performance. The influential factors analysis, which is based on the data used in a
calculated model, should be carried out to explore the reasons in depth, and provide more suggestions
for destination sustainable management.

The case study leaves room for improvement; additional reflection and empirical work remain
crucial to the development of this matter. This study aims to provide evidence regarding performance
evaluation and management in Zhangjiajie, China, as an emerging tourist destination. To achieve
further progress in TDP research, more work is needed by scholars and practitioners in this field.

6. Conclusions

This paper focuses on tourism destination performance from a multi-interface perspective.
The study analyzes the concept of tourist destination performance using a 4E evaluation framework,
into destination performance management, which includes economic, efficiency, effectiveness,
and equity (social and ecological), and emphasizes a higher public value than traditional performance
studies. An evaluation index was devised, and an information entropy weight (IEW) analysis was
done to evaluate TDP fully and objectively.

To test the model, an empirical assessment was carried out with data from Zhangjiajie, China,
with a test period of 2005–2009. The results show that performance values from 2005 to 2009 were 0.1609,
0.3313, 0.4294, 0.3629, and 0.5857, respectively, of which the maximum performance value was 0.5857 in
2009 (a good level), and the minimum performance value was 0.1609 in 2005 (a poor level). Overall,
Zhangjiajie’s tourism development performance showed sustained improvement. Secondly, there was
a notable upward trend in the performance value of Zhangjiajie’s tourism development from 2005–2009,
reflecting good momentum. In 2008, the declining development performance was influenced by natural
disasters, financial crises, and other major national and global events. By comparison, the evaluation
result was consistent with the actual situation, thereby showing that the proposed method was
operational and scientific. Third, analyzing the factors in TDP from the perspective of extreme value
and mutation value, referring to the data used in the model, can help recognize the key factors for
a given time period, and offer a new framework for analyzing the performance of triple bottom
line-based tourism development. The performance value was low in 2005, due to the presence of many
problems in the process of tourism development. The performance value declined in 2008, influenced
by a devastating snowstorm, major earthquake, the international financial crisis, and the impact of the
Olympic Games and other major events. In 2009, however, with national economic growth and the
government’s scenic attractions administration having implemented many measures, the development
of regional tourism in Zhangjiajie recovered rapidly, demonstrating better performance.

Measuring the performance of tourist destinations is an urgent and meaningful work for
sustainable development. In most research on destination management, economic indexes are still
used overwhelmingly to evaluate performance and success. Unfortunately, this mainstream approach
ignores other important variables, such as the community’s quality of life and environmental quality.
Researchers need to shift away from individualism and a strict market-orientation, to emphasis a
more holistic and sustainable triple bottom line approach that addresses socioeconomic well-being
and environmental quality [26]. This paper moves the destination evaluation measures closer in this
direction by developing a 4E measurement framework.

Although the results derived from the performance evaluation framework and method provided
here were fairly clear and straightforward, it should be noted that TDP is a complicated concept,
and there are many other variables that could be considered to complete the evaluation framework
if indexes and data were available. Moreover, another limitation of this study is the use of a single
case study. More comparative studies, with other destinations and in an international perspective,
should be carried out to test and improve the model provided here, in future research. Clearly, truly
sustainable tourism development must consider more than just economics. It must also consider the
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broader social and ecological environments, in order to be considered successful and to achieve high
levels of holistic performance.
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