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Abstract: Nowadays, following the increased interest and need for the issue of sustainability, tourist
destinations are called upon to promote sustainable tourism development through the implemen-
tation of investments and initiatives. Despite the investments by the destinations, how are these
perceived by tourists and residents? Based on this, this paper aims to assess the perception of sustain-
able investments in a coastal area located in Tuscany, through the administration of a questionnaire
among 750 people, including both tourists and house owners. The study adopted statistical logit
and probit models to detect the perception of sustainable initiatives in relation to beach satisfaction.
Moreover, this research developed a model for understanding if there are substantial differences in
perception between Italian and foreign beach users and at the same time between residents/house
owners and tourists. The findings reveal that those who perceive investments in sustainability are
more than satisfied with beach and facilities. The model shows that foreigners and residents/house
owners perceive sustainable investments implemented in the destination more than tourists and Ital-
ian respondents. This research can provide support to local operators and policymakers in defining
the destination image in relation to sustainability.

Keywords: beach tourism satisfaction; destination management; perception of sustainable initiatives;
tourists and residents

1. Introduction

Tourism is an important economic driver for the Mediterranean region, which is one
of the main tourist destinations in the world [1]. Beach tourism is the most popular type
of tourism in the Mediterranean [2], representing a growing business and predominant
source of revenue, growth and jobs [3,4]. Tourist arrivals represent almost one-third of all
worldwide arrivals [1]. This remarkable growth is in danger of being jeopardized by several
factors, such as severe anthropic impacts and environmental risks, tourism pressure on
territories, worsening conditions of seawater and overexploitation of the environment [5].
For decades, destinations in the Mediterranean have supported the model based on “sun,
sea and sand” factors; however, the need to preserve natural and cultural resources and
improve the competitiveness of destinations has led to adopting sustainable development
strategies [6,7].

Tourism offers are based on natural, environmental and historical resources used
to create experiences and services requested by tourists [8]. Considering the continuous
expansion that has occurred in the tourism sector, it is advisable that tourism activities
conceive the destination’s resources as limited. For this reason, sustainability, understood
as the capacity to conserve resources by protecting and improving opportunities for the
future [9,10], has become a focus of academic, policymakers’ and local operators’ attention.

Tourist destinations play a key role in adopting and promoting sustainable tourism
with the aim of reducing tourism impacts on the environment. Given the growing atten-
tion of tourists toward sustainability [11], and considering the role it plays in national
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and international policies [5,12], sustainability becomes a strategic tool for destination
promotion.

Empirical and theoretical studies have outlined users’ perceptions of sustainable
beach management [13,14] and the role played by certification programs in destination
management [15]. However, there is limited research on users’ perception in relation to
sustainable initiatives adopted by coastal destinations.

Based on this, this study aims to analyze the perception of sustainable initiatives
undertaken in marine tourism destinations in relation to beach satisfaction and the sociode-
mographic characteristics of respondents. This research focused on analyzing tourism
sustainability in coastal destinations considering tourists’ and residents’ perspectives to de-
tect how the sustainability promoted by territories is perceived. Furthermore, this research
explored if a positive relationship exists between tourist satisfaction and its perception of
sustainable investments adopted by the destination. Data were collected through a survey
in the coastal destination of Versilia, located in the Tuscany Region of Italy. A statistical
model has been applied to explore the relationship among the sustainable initiatives, beach
satisfaction and sociodemographic characteristics of respondents.

2. Research Background

Beach tourism in Mediterranean destinations is characterized by a strong seasonality,
mainly related to climatic factors, such as temperature, sunshine hours and the absence
of rain [16]. On the other hand, the Mediterranean area is per se characterized by a high
population density, intense maritime traffic and a high request of water for different
uses (urban, industrial, agricultural) during the touristic season. In addition, the strong
presence of tourists concentrated during summer months leads to the overcrowding of
destinations and beaches, contributing to the exploitation of already-scarce resources [17].
Ongoing climatic changes are leading to a further increase of tourists, and the limited
extension of the Mediterranean area, at the interface between African desert areas and
central European temperate regions, makes it more prone to the dramatic worsening of the
summer climate, with higher temperatures, longer dry periods and the increasing risk of
wildfires. According to Alves et al. [3], the high number of people on beaches during the
high season is problematic and causes unpleasant consequences, such as an inadequate
number of beach facilities and the accumulation of litter.

Nowadays, the behavior of tourists is changing, tending to be more responsible [18,19].
Sustainability is a factor considered by tourists in their destination choice, and for this
reason, it is crucial to adopt sustainable strategies and communicate them to consumers [20].
Understanding how the tourism offer is designed and how a destination is perceived
can play an important role for destinations, as communication and the perception of a
destination image influence tourist behavior and destination success [21]. The literature
has developed the concept of destination image to analyze the psychological forces that
motivate the traveler and influence destination choice since the mid-1960s. Researchers
have examined the concept and developed several definitions [22–25]. However, image is
usually defined as the sum of beliefs, ideas and impressions that a person has on a tourist
destination [22,26–29]. There is consensus about the fact that the image of a destination
includes three components: cognitive (beliefs and knowledge of the physical attributes
of the destination), affective (emotions and feelings that a place evokes in tourists) and
conative (behavioral intentions, influenced by cognitive and affective components) [27,30].

At the end of the 1990s, the concept of destination branding was introduced, and
its academic interest had significantly grown since 2009. Ruiz-Real et al. [31], in a recent
study, provided state-of-the-art review on destination branding as an important element
regarding destination positioning . They highlighted the importance of planning a strategy
on medium and long term destination branding, focusing on an authentic and experiential
tourism offer which differentiates it from other destinations, allowing it to reach high
customer-based brand equity.
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Some authors have investigated the perception and satisfaction of beaches to provide
useful information to support public and private sustainable beach management. Some
studies have highlighted that despite the great efforts made by destinations to improve
sustainable strategies, in some cases, these are not correctly perceived by tourists and
residents [13]. The Blue Flag, which is one of the most recognized ecolabels for beaches,
marinas and sustainable boating tourism operators in the world, represents one example of
poor perception by users [2] and, in some cases, poor promotion in terms of brand image by
municipalities and operators [15]. In fact, it is not enough to only adopt sustainable policies,
and it is necessary to develop strategies that increase the awareness and responsibility of
tourists and residents [32].

Dodds [33] highlighted the need to involve different stakeholders for the success of
sustainable tourism policy implementation. A destination image unanimously shared
by the stakeholders helps produce more competitive planning and communication [34].
Previous research on destination sustainability [35,36] highlighted that the perception of
sustainable economic, social, cultural and environmental dimensions plays an important
role for residents, which, in turn, impacts their perceived quality of life [37].

3. Research Method and Data Collection

This study adopts a quantitative approach to allow a deep investigation on sustainable
initiatives adopted by institutions and how they are perceived by users. In order to achieve
this aim, a survey was carried out on tourists and local residents in the Versilia area (Italy).

Versilia stretches along the Northern Tuscan coast, overlooking the Mediterranean
Sea for over 20 kilometers, and includes 4 homogeneous municipalities (Camaiore, Forte
dei Marmi, Pietrasanta and Viareggio). This area was chosen due to its involvement as a
test site in the project “Models of Integrated Tourism in the Mediterranean - MITOMED+”
(Interreg Mediterranean Programme). More precisely, Versilia was involved in Pilot Action
1, which included the observation and monitoring of tourism data indicators to measure the
sustainability of tourism in several European Maritime & Coastal tourism destinations [38].

Given its proximity to big cities and densely populated areas of central-northern Italy
and the presence of long beaches, Versilia developed as a marine resort since the beginning
of the 20th century. In the sixties and seventies of the same century, reflecting the popularity
of real estate investments, Versilia saw the growth of second homes, often rented to other
visitors when not occupied by the owners. As in many other Mediterranean areas, the
construction of hotels and second homes was often encouraged by the local administration
as a motor for the local economy [39] and caused environmental problems and landscape
modification, as evidenced elsewhere [40], in a time when environmental consciousness
was still scarce.

According to Amelung and Viner [16], the Mediterranean tourism sector is character-
ized by a strong difference in occupancy rates between winter and summer, generating
seasonality in destinations located along the coast. In Versilia, the highest occupancy rate
is recorded in the peak season, with large differences in occupancy rates between winter
and summer (Figure 1).
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According to the official data of the Tuscany Region statistical office [41], the average
length of tourists staying in the destination was about 4 days in 2018. The number of
overnight stays in commercial and noncommercial accommodation for 2018 was 2,549,693,
and the number of tourist arrivals was 630,381. In 2018, 57.5% of tourist arrivals and 56.2%
of overnight stays were related to Italian nationals (domestic tourism). The occupancy rate
in 2018 was 23.5%. The lowest occupancy rate was in January (2.4%) and the highest in
August (60.7%) and July (56.5%).

The survey carried out in Versilia was created in the framework of the MITOMED+
project and took into consideration literature [13,42,43] and the questionnaire “Visitor
Survey” suggested by the “European Tourism Indicators System, 2016” [44]. The question-
naire was administered with the aim of investigating aspects of coastal destinations, with
particular reference to sustainability and the level of beach satisfaction. For this reason,
the survey comprised the following sections: (i) the first part for the collection of general
information about the respondents; (ii) the second part to detect the general level of tourists’
destination perceptions; (iii) the third part to assess the level of beach satisfaction. The
questions were of the closed-ended type with the possibility to mark one or more answers.
A Likert-type scale from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied) was used for each of
the items related to detecting destination and beach satisfaction.

The questionnaires were administered in July and August, 2018, both in Italian and
English, by trained interviewers. A total of 750 questionnaires were collected. The face-to-
face survey allowed us to contextualize the aim of the questionnaire and, at the same time,
this method allowed us to collect questionnaires without missing data or response bias.
Data were calculated using R software.

This research comprised three main stages: (i) analysis of respondents’ profile and
characteristics; (ii) analysis of beach satisfaction level; (iii) analysis, through logit and
probit models [45], of the perception of sustainable initiatives invested in the destination in
relation to beach satisfaction and social variables.

4. Results and Discussion

The first step of the study focused on the analysis of the sociodemographic character-
istics of beach users. Table 1 reports the absolute and relative frequencies of responses with
regard to gender, age group, country of residents and type of user.

The sample interviewed comprised 44.4% of females and 55.6% of males. Most of
the respondents were aged between 25 and 34 years (26%), followed by 23.9% from the
15–24 age group. The majority of the sample (69.5%) were Italian respondents. In total,
19.6% of the respondents were Europeans (EU) who came mainly from France (9.2%),
the Netherlands (4.4%) and Belgium (2%). As for non-EU tourists, for Extra EU (10.9%),
the most representative markets are those from Albania (3.1%), Switzerland (2.8%) and
China (2.7%).
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Table 1. Characteristics of the sample.

Response No. of Responses %

Gender
(N = 750)

Men 417 55.6
Women 333 44.4

Age Group
(N = 750)

15–24 179 23.9
25–34 195 26
35–44 77 10.3
45–54 90 12
55–64 117 15.6
>65 92 12.3

Country of
Residence
(N = 750)

Italy 521 69.5
EU 1 147 19.6

Extra EU 81 10.9

Type of user
(N = 750)

Local resident 3 0.4
House owner 227 30.3

Tourist 378 50.4
Weekend tourist 90 12

Excursionist 52 6.9
1 The 27 member countries of the EU [46].

The most common type of interviewee could be classified as a tourist (50.4%), which is
a person with an overnight stay [47], followed by a house owner (30.3%). Only 0.4% of re-
spondents were local residents and 6.9% daily excursionists. In total, 45.2% of respondents
were in the Versilia area with their family and 44% with a group of friends. The length of
stay reported is five nights (24.7%), followed by a longer stay of >7 nights (21.7%). This
result is in line with the statistical data of the Tuscany Region, in which the average length
of stay in July was five days and in August was six days.

The second phase of the research focused on the understanding of beach satisfaction
by respondents. The constant monitoring of tourists’ satisfaction represents one of the most
important indicators of a destination’s success [14,48]. Figure 2 shows a heatmap of the
beach users’ response frequency for the items of the analysis.

Items included in the questionnaire to detect beach satisfaction have been categorized
into three main homogenous variables, defined as: (i) satisfaction with the beach and
facilities; (ii) satisfaction with beach activities; (iii) satisfaction with beach employees.

Satisfaction with the beach and facilities was used to detect visitor satisfaction with the
beach, which included equipment availability, beach orderliness, toilet cleanliness, beach
cleanliness, beach comfort, sea cleanliness, beach condition for people with disabilities,
waste recycling bins, nature, environmental concern, dog access and food. The reliability
coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) was 0.717. Figure 3 shows the level of satisfaction and
dissatisfaction from survey responses to questions on the beach and facilities. Five items
(out of 12) show a high level of satisfaction (more than 70% satisfied). More than 80% of
respondents were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied when questioned on dog access and
beach conditions for people with special needs. The lowest values reflected dissatisfaction
with sea cleanliness (89%). This result aligns with those reported in the study conducted
by Marin et al. [13] in six coastal municipalities in the neighbor Liguria Region (Italy), in
which the uncleanliness of the sea was considered as a disturbance factor by interviewees.
Despite the high percentage of dissatisfied respondents with sea cleanliness, 72.9% of those
were satisfied with beach cleanliness, as a factor on which beach operators have stricter
control. Furthermore, it emerged that 61.8% of those dissatisfied with sea cleanliness had
already previously visited Versilia, giving evidence to the fact that different factors impact
the choice to visit a destination.
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Satisfaction with beach activities included: sports activities, entertainment, children’s
activities and the quality of beach activities. The reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha)
was 0.686. Figure 4 shows a low percentage of dissatisfaction with beach activities. Re-
spondents were on average satisfied with the activities offered on the beach, except 74% of
respondents, who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with children’s activity availability.
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Satisfaction with beach employees included items such as beach employees’ ability in
problem-solving skills, kindness, patience, hospitality, communication skills, destination
offer knowledge, beach offers’ knowledge and foreign language knowledge. The reliability
coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) was 0.880. Figure 5 shows a high level of satisfaction
with beach employees. Foreign language knowledge was the only item representing
80% of respondents who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, with 13% of respondents
dissatisfied. The result of those who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied is in line with the
percentage of Italian respondents, which is around 70%, who, therefore, provided a neutral
evaluation, as they most likely did not interact in a foreign language with the beach staff.
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Beach facilities, beach activities and beach employees are the three main categories
analyzed to monitor the satisfaction level of beaches in Versilia. Many destinations use the
indicator related to user satisfaction for planning tourism destination management [14].
For our analysis, we identified three categories, including several items that contribute to
the definition of the coastal tourist offer. For this reason, we include beach categories in
the statistical model estimated to explore the relationship between these and sustainable
initiatives made in Versilia.

Logit and probit models were adopted, in the third step of the study, to understand the
perception of investments on sustainable initiatives by understanding the variance exam-
ined through respondents’ characteristics and beach satisfaction (Table 2). The dependent
variable of the model is related to a specific question on the sustainable initiatives: “Do you
think that the sustainable initiatives are sufficiently invested in?”. Here, the possible answer
was yes (Code: 1) or no (Code: 0). The independent variables of the model suggested
are related to: (i) sociodemographic characteristics, such as country (Italian or foreign),
gender (male or female), type of user (resident/house owner or tourist), age and type of
traveler (family, group of friends, partner, alone); (ii) beach satisfaction categories, such as
satisfaction with beach and facilities, satisfaction with beach activities and satisfaction with
beach employees.

Table 2. Perception of sustainable initiatives: logit and probit models.

Dependent Variable: Sustainability Initiatives Are Sufficiently Invested

Logit Probit
(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Beach and Facilities 7.021 ***
(0.536)

7.390 ***
(0.572)

7.170 ***
(0.579)

3.833 ***
(0.267)

4.020 ***
(0.284)

3.902 ***
(0.290)

Beach activities −2.321 ***
(0.294)

−2.298 ***
(0.295)

−2.028 ***
(0.327)

−1.220 ***
(0.156)

−1.214 ***
(0.157)

−1.073 ***
(0.176)

Beach employee −1.014 ***
(0.249)

−0.949 ***
(0.255)

−1.050 ***
(0.264)

−0.453 ***
(0.135)

−0.427 ***
(0.138)

−0.514 ***
(0.143)

Italian −0.867 ***
(0.261)

−0.985 ***
(0.271)

−1.157 ***
(0.300)

−0.534 ***
(0.145)

−0.593 ***
(0.150)

−0.675 ***
(0.167)

Female −0.426 ***
(0.228)

−0.330
(0.233)

−0.308
(0.237)

−0.181
(0.125)

−0.126
(0.127)

0.111
(0.130)

Resident/House owner 1.067 ***
(0.281)

1.286 ***
(0.294)

1.196 ***
(0.304)

0.541 ***
(0.153)

0.687 ***
(0.161)

0.611 ***
(0.167)

Type of traveler:

Family 0.753
(0.799)

0.421
(0.806)

0.381
(0.477)

0.212
(0.481)

Group of friends 1.554 *
(0.800)

1.415 *
(0.813)

0.844 *
(0.477)

0.725
(0.483)

Partner 1.548 *
(1.052)

1.315
(0.925)

0.787
(0.531)

0.595
(0.541)

Alone 2.160 **
(1.052)

1.938 *
(1.080)

1.235 **
(0.615)

1.066 *
(0.631)

Age effect No No Yes No No Yes
Difference in the predicted
probability of Italian and
foreign respondents (%)

−15.25% −24.14% - −17.12% −23.30% -

Difference in the predicted
probability of resident/house

owner and tourist
respondents (%)

+17.76% +30.90% - +17.30% +26.86 -

Constant −10.651 ***
(1.524)

−13.365 ***
(1.861)

−12.244 ***
(1.907)

−6.311 ***
(0.836)

−7.686 ***
(1.027)

−6.944 ***
(1.054)

Observations 750 750 750 750 750 750
Log-likelihood −269.373 −262.123 −258.186 −274.592 −267.036 −261.777
Akaike Inf. Crit.

Pseudo R2
552.747

0.44
546.245

0.46
548.371

0.47
563.184

0.43
556.072

0.45
555.553

0.46

Note: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. The change in the predicted probability was calculated for a hypothetical respondent whose regressor
values are the mean or mode for the dummy variables.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 332 9 of 12

The gender variable was found to have no significant effect on the model, which is in
line with the findings of Dodds and Holmes [49]. The nationality (Italian or foreign), type
of user and type of travelers had a significant effect.

Foreigners seem to be more sensitive than Italian respondents to investments in
sustainability. According to the model, being a foreigner increases the probability of
answering positively to the question about initiatives on sustainability by 24.14%. This is
contrary to the findings of Bernini et al. [50], who found no significant differences between
Italian and foreign tourists about this topic. Other authors have observed a clear difference
between international tourists, choosing their destination on the basis of environmental
quality and cultural value, and domestic tourists, driven mainly by beach length [51] or
social interactions and recreation [52].

Residents and house owners perceive sustainable investments implemented in the
destination more than tourists. According to the model, being a resident and a house
owner increases the probability of answering positively to the question about sustainable
initiatives investments by 30.90%. In line with previous studies [53,54], this finding could
reflect that people who are more attached to their territory tend to positively perceive
investments in the destination and pay more attention to the environment. More precisely,
in this case, residents and house owners living and knowing the destination perceive
investments more than tourists who “live” in the destination only for a short period. The
attachment to the destination by a second homeowner has been evidenced by several
authors: the decision to buy or build a second home comes after a long frequentation,
as a tourist seeks a closer relationship with one specific place [55] and a second home-
owners visit their second homes regularly [56]. The vacation residence can be seen as the
expression of a longing for roots and identity in a place [57], and owners have been shown
to have social relationships with other owners, returning tourists and local residents. These
relationships, that build a common gaze toward local problems, are substantially lacking
for occasional tourists [57]. These data are partially confirmed also by the knowledge of
the Blue Flag mark for beaches. In 2018, despite that each municipality of our analysis had
beaches certified as Blue Flag, only 30% of tourists claimed to be aware of the certification.
At the same time, only 1% of tourists interviewed stated that the Blue Flag certification
influenced the destination choice. These results align with previous studies reporting a
lack of knowledge and perception of Blue Flag certification [2].

Furthermore, the model shows that those who travel alone are more sensitive to
sustainable investments than those who travel with family, partners or a group of friends.
On the one hand, this result could be related to the fact that traveling in groups is correlated
to the reason for travel choice. For example, we can assume that those who travel in groups
are more attentive to entertainment and less to sustainability. On the other hand, in a
previous study, Arana and León [58] showed that traveling in groups increases the level
of CO2 emissions compared to those traveling alone, upholding the evident gap between
personal and group decisions.

Results of the prediction model show differences between the three variables related
to the satisfaction of “beach and facilities,” “beach activities” and “beach employees.”

Satisfaction with “beach and facilities” has a significant positive effect, predicting that
respondents assess that sustainable initiatives have been made in the destination. More
precisely, the findings show that the more satisfied the respondents are, the more it is
possible that they answer “yes” to questions regarding investments in sustainability. This
prediction remains valid even considering sociodemographic components.

Instead, the more satisfied the respondents are with “beach activities” and “beach em-
ployees,” the more it is possible that they answer “no” to questions regarding sustainable
investment. The perception of satisfaction to activities (such as sports activities, enter-
tainment, children activity and beach activity quality) and employees (such as kindness,
patience, hospitality, communication skills, problem-solving skills, destination offer knowl-
edge, beach offer knowledge and foreign language knowledge) are inversely correlated
with the perception of how much destination has invested in sustainability initiatives.
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The findings reveal that those who perceive sustainable investments are more satisfied
with the “beach and facilities” (such as equipment availability, toilet cleanliness, beach
cleanliness, beach comfort, beach conditions for people with disabilities, waste recycling
bins). Dodds and Holmes [49], in their study, confirmed that satisfaction with the beach
and facilities are the strongest predictors of beachgoer satisfaction.

5. Conclusions

In recent years, destinations have paid increasing attention to sustainability initiatives,
according to the growing tourist interest in sustainable holiday experiences. Previous stud-
ies showed that despite positive attitudes toward sustainable tourism, only few tourists
choose to buy sustainable products/services [59]. This study aims to contribute to the
research on the perception of sustainability initiatives in coastal areas by helping to clar-
ify whether, and in what way, users really perceive the efforts made by destinations to
implement and develop sustainable strategies. The research analyzed the perception of
Italians and foreigners but also considered separately the point of view of residents/house
owners and tourists with the aim of understanding the role that house owners play in the
perception of sustainability, which impacts their quality of life.

The results of the research could provide support to policymakers and local operators
in decisions relating to communication and defining destination image, with particular
reference to the issue of sustainability, offering additional information with respect to
official statistical data. The study shows that there is a correlation between satisfaction
with beach facilities and the perception that sustainable investments have been made in
the destination. For a destination that wants to make investments in sustainability and at
the same time promote them toward tourists, the high attention gained by investments
oriented to beach facilities should be considered.

Future research is needed to overcome the limitations of this study, and only the
comparison of Versilia with other coastal destinations could allow verifying the possibility
of generalizing our results, not only in Italy but also abroad, to clarify how beach users’
perception in relation to sustainable initiatives changes from county to country. One
limitation of the study is represented by the variables included in the questionnaire. It
included social variables such as gender, country of residence, type of user or type of
traveler, but it did not include, for example, socioeconomic variables, such as level of
education or employment. These variables would allow us to analyze more in depth the
influence of environmental awareness of beach users.

Moreover, it would be interesting to analyze the online communications used to
transmit sustainable initiatives set up in Versilia by operators and institutions. Official
destination websites are the main channels communicating sustainability issues to con-
sumers [60]. For this reason, the image of the sustainable destination communicated
through websites can influence tourists’ behavior, making them also more aware of sus-
tainable initiatives and strategies adopted by destinations. This would further allow us to
verify more in detail if policymakers and local operators’ efforts are correctly perceived by
tourists and residents.
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