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Abstract: This paper aims to present the evolution and change in content in tourism, over time, as
well as the emergence of different sustainable tourism concepts (ST). For this purpose, a comparative
Automated Content Analysis (ACA) is herein applied to scientific articles published between 1990,
when the first article in this field was published in the Web of Science, and the end of 2020. The
results show some overlaps between the concepts that have emerged over the periods. According to
the analysis results, it can be concluded that the theme focuses on business model changes, adoption
of organizational processes related to the provision of mitigation measures, implementation of
cleaner and smarter technologies, the importance of cultural heritage for sustainable tourism product
concepts, rural development, green investment, sustainable standards and sustainable reporting.

Keywords: sustainable hospitality; sustainable tourism; holistic sustainability; ESG (Environmental,
Social and Governance); automated content analysis

1. Introduction

The concept of sustainable tourism development (STD) has emerged due the intent
to decrease the consequences of mass tourism in the last forty years. The first important
document to present sustainable tourism (ST) is the Rio+20 Outcome document [1]. The
document states that “the only correct way to develop society is to alleviate poverty, strive
for a society of social justice and conserve natural resources” [2]. Therefore, it can be
concluded that ST provides guidelines for developing tourism in environmental, social,
economic, and climate-sensitive planning or management [3]. However, based on a litera-
ture review, we can assess that the authors define sustainable tourism differently in their
works. In terms of content, the concept is divided into uncovering natural sustainability [4],
which leads to the emergence of the terms ST [5], eco-tourism [6,7] and green tourism [8],
and the emergence of social sustainability, within which the terms responsible tourism and
ST appear [9].

It is also necessary to mention the role of innovative technologies for ST. Innovative
technologies in ST impact organizational efficiency, productivity, and environmental sus-
tainability [10]. The development of technologies also contributes to the development
of society. The importance of residents for ST is also natural as the main initiative and
action must come from them. Likewise, managers must be equipped with practical tools
and mechanisms to make the best possible decision in line with the destination’s ST and
enterprises. However, even with the risk of negative consequences resulting from the
application of new technologies, we see their potential to eliminate threats to sustainable
environmental development. In this article, the authors present the evolution phases of ST
by analyzing research articles published from 1990 to 2020. Since there are many papers, it
is necessary to apply an alternative analytical approach that will enable us to categorize
the data effectively and successfully. The categorization process enables researchers to
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explain the research phenomenon appropriately and clearly. Furthermore, the authors used
automated content analysis to determine major themes and concepts of interest throughout
their historical emergence [11], rendering a comprehensive analysis of the development of
the field of sustainable tourism.

The study thus goes beyond the Rasoolimanesh et al. [12] article’s content, which
focuses only on a systematic review of sustainable tourism indicators concerning Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). It also goes beyond the Streimikiene et al. [13] article’s
content which is limited to sustainable tourism development and competitiveness. The
article authored by León-Gómez et al. [14] is based on a bibliometric analysis of sustainable
tourism development and economic growth studies. The article differs significantly from
the existing study both at the methodological and content level–the focus in this paper
being on articles concerning the impact of sustainable tourism on economic growth. Mean-
while, Xu et al. [15] try to identify new methodological areas of application to sustainable
tourism studies for both quantitative and qualitative methods. The review methods are
focused on big data.

The paper structure includes the following sections: introduction, followed by research
method, including data collection, literature selection, data analysis and ACA findings.
The paper ends with a discussion of the findings and conclusions, including a comparative
analysis of the results, research limitations, and future research suggestions.

2. Research Design
2.1. Data Selection

A systematic review of the literature was conducted using the Boolean operator (AND):
sustainable tourism *, development, tourism *, sustainability and tourism *, sustainable
tourism. In addition, the authors used the online Web of Science (WOS) database: Social
Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), and Arts and Humanities Citation Index (A & HCI), to
search for scientific journal articles published in the English language.

The article uses the ACA to assess the evolution of knowledge on sustainable tourism
and discover previously unexplained knowledge gaps [16]. Figure 1 shows the number
of publications classified as ST available in the WOS from 1990 to 2020. The stacked bars
indicate the total number of published articles. A total of five thousand three hundred
eighteen articles published in 390 peer-reviewed journals were identified in the WOS.
The literature review is prepared according to the Prisma 2020 technique. The process is
presented in Figure 2.

Figure 1. The number of papers (Y-axis) classified under ST by the WOS database available each year from 1990 to 2020
(X-axis). Source: Authors’ research.
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Figure 2. Prisma 2020 flow diagram (* WOS database).

After a manual review of titles, abstracts, and keywords, 238 irrelevant articles were
excluded. The reason for rejection was discrepancies in the content. In most cases, the con-
tent was not related to the tourism industry or was not related to the tourism sustainability
theme. Finally, article data (title, abstract, keywords) were exported as PDF files from the
WOS for further analysis. Figure 2 shows the phases of the literature mapping process
used. Thus, of the 5080 articles published in 372 journals, the ACA was implemented.

Among the leading scientific journals that have published research on ST between
1990 and 2020 are Sustainability (896 papers), Journal of Sustainable Tourism (633 papers),
Tourism Management (239 papers), Journal of Cleaner Production (126 papers), Current Issues
in Tourism (113 papers), Annals of Tourism Research (110 papers), Journal of Coastal Research
(88 papers), Ocean Coastal Management (87 papers), Tourism Geographies (72 papers) and the
Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism Research (71 papers).

2.2. Automated Content Analysis

For textual analysis, we used ACA that was performed with Leximancer 5.0. Authors
performed ACA (text analysis) with the program using a Bayesian learning algorithm,
which allows the decomposition of larger parts of the text into a conceivable number of
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specific topics in the selected text (terms) [17]. Leximancer created a concept folder based
on the relationships between the two topics and terms based on a topics and terms search.

ACA uses a set of algorithms based on probability models to analyze content. The
probability models are divided into different parts. Thus, they are distinguished by “topic
models” or “concept mapping models” [17]. The goal of the algorithms is to detect opaque
thematic compositions in the literature. The thematic composition describes the main
topic of the literature collection and shows the frequency of their occurrence and their
interrelationships. Algorithms of identifying a theme and classifying the literature based
on themes serve as a guide for classification [18]. The concept of the ACA seeding process
has a significant impact on the research outcome, as it contains two key features that
contribute significantly to the applicability of the method in reviewing and synthesizing
large amounts of text. For example, ACA can process large amounts of text faster than
manual methods of literature synthesis. Another feature of ACA that contributes to its
usefulness and significantly affects the study’s outcome is excluding unintentional human
bias, which significantly impacts the results of the study itself. In manual classification,
people are exposed to various influences (external environmental disturbances, fatigue,
personal biases) that they are unaware of and cannot even report [17]. The most important
ability of the ACA is to mitigate all these external subjective influences.

Therefore, ACA develops its concept of categories from textual data, using strategies
based on the “grounded theory” of mutual information, and plans data collection and
analysis using an iterative process of pop-ups [17]. Of course, ACA is not entirely free of
subjectivity as it requires human input (e.g., manual seeding concepts).

The authors’ main considerations contribute to the applicability of ACA. First, the
authors interpret the results of ACA based on their own experience and evaluation of the
article’s analysis. Second, the authors must place the summarized literature itself in the
context of tourism sustainability development.

2.3. Results and Thematic Concerns in Scientific Journal Articles

By analyzing the titles, abstracts, and keywords of 5080 papers published in 372 journals,
45 concepts and four themes were identified. They are presented in Table 1. The themes
identified in the analysis are “development”, “management”, “change”, and “tourists”.
Figure 3 presents a concept map based on themes (coloured circles) and concepts that
form a single theme (text within themes in black font). The importance of the topics is
represented in colours such as by heatmap (the lighter the colour of the topic, the more
often it is found in the analyzed text) and size (the larger the topic, the more concepts it
contains) [19].

Table 2 presents the results of “more quantitative analysis in ranked bar chart format
of the most central concepts with a particular category–defined via a measure of the
combination of their strength and frequency characteristics. Prominence is given by the
joint probability/product of marginal probabilities; for example, given the attributes a and
category c, prominence is equal to (the co-occurrence count for a and c)/(total number of
context blocks in data set)/(occurrence of a/number of context blocks) × (occurrence of
c/number of context blocks)” [20].

Table 1. Themes and concepts in the journals in the years from 1990 to 2020.

Theme Hits Concepts

Development 14,100
development, tourism, sustainable, local, economic,

community, social, environment, rural, cultural, heritage,
residents, framework, strategies, process, economy, experience

Management 7257 management, resources, protected, natural, region,
conservation, planning, coastal, eco-tourism, people, marine, project

Change 4763 change, climate, services, ecological, system,
ecosystem, human, changes, water, quality

Tourists 4606 tourists, growth, urban, countries, energy, food
Source: Authors’ research.
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Table 2. Ranked concepts for categories overview.

(a)

Concept Rel. Freq. (%) Strength (%) Prominence

coastal 18 9 4

conservation 16 7 3.7

protected 16 6 3

management 20 5 2.8

planning 11 5 2.7

resources 15 5 2.6

local 20 4 2.5

community 16 4 2.4

tourism 72 3 1.7

economic 13 3 1.5

(b)

Concept Rel. Freq. (%) Strength (%) Prominence

conservation 6 23 1.3

protected 6 20 1.1

resources 7 20 1.1

region 6 20 1.1

management 7 17 1

local 8 16 0.9

economic 7 16 0.9

community 6 15 0.9

tourism 33 14 0.8

sustainable 6 10 0.6

(c)

Concept Rel. Freq. (%) Strength (%) Prominence

conservation 4 29 1

change 4 25 0.9

community 5 22 0.8

management 6 22 0.8

local 6 21 0.8

social 5 21 0.8

tourism 31 21 0.7

economic 6 20 0.7

resources 4 20 0.7

sustainable 7 20 0.7

(d)

Concept Rel. Freq. (%) Strength (%) Prominence

growth 6 68 1.3

sustainable 13 67 1.3

social 8 63 1.2

rural 6 61 1.2
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Table 2. Cont.

(d)

Concept Rel. Freq. (%) Strength (%) Prominence

tourism 49 61 1.2

economic 9 59 1.2

community 7 57 1.1

local 9 56 1.1
(a) Category: 1990–2000. Authors source. (b) Category: 2001–2010. (c) Category: 2011–2015. (d) Category:
2016–2020.

Figure 3. Timeline of the development and importance of sustainable tourism from 1990 to 2020 (n = 5.080).

3. Discussion
3.1. Evolution of Sustainable Tourism Development between 1990–2000

Papers published between 1990 and 2000 deal with environmental protection, eco-
tourism and sustainable tourism development. In 1992, at a conference in Rio de Janeiro,
Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and the Statement
of Principles for the Sustainable Management of Forests were adopted. Agenda 21 has
influenced the emergence of the development of sustainable tourism worldwide [21].

3.1.1. Action Management for Eco and Green Tourism

Concepts of eco-tourism (theme management) and green tourism are concerned with
the establishment and management of appropriate strategies/action plans for eco-tourism,
green tourism and sustainable tourism development, not only to improve the local economy.
including in many underdeveloped areas, but also to mitigate conflicts among the locals
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and achieve the goal of biodiversity conservation [22,23]. During the period 1990–2000,
eco-tourism became a sustainable alternative to mass tourism in protected areas (national
parks) and provided benefits to local communities that bear the highest opportunity costs
of conservation. Thus, the concept of “ethnic tourism” evolved. The authors, mainly from
developing countries, point out the unequal distribution of employment and revenue in
tourism, as park managers favour external operators over local people. They also note
that eco-tourism has not yet established itself in the national park peripheral areas [24]. It
is also important to point out the awareness regarding African countries of the need to
regulate wildlife hunting and establish a model for an optimal revenue/payment system
that benefits the local population and the wildlife conservation program. At the same time,
it is necessary to introduce other non-consumptive forms of nature-based tourism, such as
bird watching and photographic tourism [25].

Eco-tourism has emerged as a form of future tourism. The importance of social
policies for decommodification that are accessible to all and that prioritize social goals
and human rights, such as the right to work or a decent standard of living, over economic
values and goals has also come to the fore. The distinction between commodification and
decommodification can also be applied to eco-tourism development. Commodification
processes occur when the outcome is defined as the economic value of a product. The
problem of eco-tourism’s focus on commodifying nature in search of global profit and
the tourist dollar in capitalist economies is salient. The negative impact of such a path
on host communities requires decoding policies for sustainable eco-tourism. Rather than
looking almost exclusively at industry profit, eco-tourism must add social value to the local
environment and economy [26].

Tourism approaches that make this possible include those that take into due account
ethnic communities, the quality of tourism interactions with local communities and na-
ture, an ethic that cares about protecting the natural environment, and a willingness to
understand the consequences of human actions in the natural environment for the local
economy [27].

Therefore, it is important to adopt innovative processes and business models and to
develop resilience toward change and global (local) host communities. It is also important
to develop criteria for a possible match between avoiding the consequences of globalization
on tourism and the preservation of tradition, cultural identity and heritage (destination
culture) in the eco-tourism industry [28,29].

The main problem of sustainable local eco-tourism industries is that global processes
can come into play. Solutions for local eco-tourism development should also be incorpo-
rated into policies for more informal practices, such as government regulation and industry
self-regulation through greater adherence to codes of ethics and certain restrictions on
tourism capacity at host sites [26,30]. However, care should be taken not to over-apply
strict sustainability criteria which is problematic as such development practices can create
spillover effects that hinder sustainable tourism whether regarding concentrated, dispersed
or low activity. Their limited value justifies tourism-focused development policies (the-
matic development) in achieving strong sustainability goals at broader sectoral levels.
Accordingly, it is argued that in addressing these issues, policy should focus on enabling
coordinated strategic planning interventions rather than relying on market-based tools and
processes [31]. The question of whether eco-tourism is sustainable has also come to the
fore [32].

At this point, it is necessary to ask whether tourism contributes to sustainable develop-
ment and, if so, how. First, it is necessary to separate the meaning of tourism’s contribution
to sustainable development from sustainable tourism, as the development approach in a
particular sector may overlook important links to other sectors [7]. Secondly, if tourism con-
tributes to sustainable development, its economic performance, ecological sensitivity and
cultural appropriateness must be ensured. On the other hand, eco-tourism has emerged
as sustainable tourism [33]. It should be emphasized that when interpreting sustainable
tourism and the impact of tourism on sustainability, attention must be paid to possible
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terminological ambiguities. In the late 20th century, it was assumed that eco-tourism
would challenge destinations for economic, environmental, and cultural reasons, even in
its purest form. It is a particularly true assumption in cases where destinations compete for
limited resources and displace existing purposes and users. It should be emphasized that
sustainable tourism and eco-tourism are not synonymous, as certain forms of eco-tourism
may not be sustainable. If eco-tourism contributes to sustainable development, it must be
carefully planned and managed [7].

Regarding the connections between tourism and environmental protection (theme
management), it should be noted that the articles in this period focused on marine and
coastal management. In these articles, the authors explore and present approaches to ocean
governance in which the development and implementation of regional ocean plans play an
important role [34,35]. These projects are “based on large marine ecosystems designed to
integrate sectoral commercial interests and conservation objectives” [36]. With the devel-
opment of regional marine plans, detailed policies also need to regulate different marine
uses and impacts and marine regions. These policies address various policy instruments
and their potential roles in the management and use of marine resources. For example,
the so-called incentive instruments include financial and economic instruments, legal and
regulatory instruments, education, co-management, voluntary approaches, community-
based mechanisms and research. The purposse of these potential management tools are the
following: to ensure water quality of rivers, estuaries and oceans; help create conditions for
sustainable fisheries; ensure sustainable marine tourism and recreation; manage conflicts
between users and stakeholders; ensure environmentally friendly maritime transport as
well as and oil and gas exploration and mining [35,37]. In addition, research into the
importance of renewable energy in the context of sustainable destination development has
also come to the fore [38].

3.1.2. The Role of Supply and Value Chains of Tourism Enterprises

Policies and guidelines for managing supply and consumption play an important role
in tourism and sustainable development. For example, enterprises must consider environ-
mental aspects when carrying out their activities and not harm the operating environment.
Therefore, in the context of sustainable development of destinations, it is necessary to
focus on the role of enterprises in the tourism industry and focus on the management and
control of supply (demand) and demand (consumption) policies [39]. Based on the guide-
lines, the regulator can make recommendations to improve the implementation of tourism
services. The regulator achieves this by carefully reviewing business and environmental
measurements and training tourism staff to manage destinations in line with the concept of
sustainable development and raising consumer awareness of the importance of and oppor-
tunities for sustainable behaviour [40]. Tourism enterprises need to consider supply and
demand in the context of their activities. Based on the analyses, this will provide them with
the necessary information about business shortcomings that will enable them to eliminate
unsustainable business processes in the future. All actors operating within the value and
supply chain of the organization and destination are important for sustainable tourism
development. Therefore, it is necessary to manage supply chains and destinations on the
one hand, and on the other hand, to take care of consumer education through methods that
allow tourism to be aligned with sustainable development. Enterprises must control the
entire supply chain and ensure that all members strive for sustainable tourism [40,41].

3.2. Evolution of Sustainable Tourism Development between 2001–2010

Agenda 21 was strongly reaffirmed during this period in the Program for the Further
Implementation of Agenda 21 and the commitments made to Rio Principles at the World
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2002 [42].
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3.2.1. Sustainable Tourism Development Policies and Their Impact on the Rural Environment

The articles on sustainable tourism development (theme development) focused on
developing sustainable tourism policies that would encourage new business forms, in-
crease employment and support landscape conservation. Thus, the European Charter
was adopted for Sustainable Tourism in protected areas. The Charter provides a reference
methodology for local development and involves local stakeholders in defining sustainable
policies. It has been shown that in many cases, integrated sustainability indicators are
developed through a participatory process. These indicators include indicators suitable to
measure and assess the evolution of development policies over time, integrate sustainabil-
ity to reduce negative environmental impacts and promote the preservation of local and
traditional values [43].

To develop sustainable tourism, it is also important to focus on integrating cultural
heritage into tourism products. Articles dealing with this topic come from the resource-
based view theory, in which cultural heritage is understood as an important resource for
destinations seeking sustainable positioning [44]. However, the difficulty of transforming
heritage from an asset into a resource often stems from the lack of convergence between
institutions responsible for heritage conservation and tourism. Therefore, it is necessary
to establish coordination based on a three-phase process. Such coordination addresses
management paradoxes essential for a joint effort to preserve cultural heritage and develop
tourism [45].

Also, in this period, there are projects of conversion to renewable energies (theme
management) to improve the environmental conditions of the tourist destination (e.g.,
reduction of pollution), which will have a positive impact on the sustainable development
of the destination and improve the living conditions of the locals [46].

Thus, the Sustainable Development Guidelines (theme development) for 2001 to
2020 exhorts that the guideline for tourism development must include economic growth
and become a tool for improving the quality of life and employment, especially in rural
areas [47,48]. Therefore, it is necessary to promote innovation and quality standards, focus
on sustainable responsibility, develop skills, promote sustainable and viable products and
use tourism to promote social inclusion, territory and politics [49].

3.2.2. Environmental Protection

An important part of the research in environmental protection (theme management)
was marine and coastal management. The articles point to the importance of incentives for
poverty alleviation and empowerment, including education and employment, for a large
segment of the coastal population. Employment opportunities lie in marine and coastal
resources and services [50]. There needs to be the political will to fund and prioritize
projects based on relevant international conventions, particularly UNCLOS with the exclu-
sive economic zone, Common Human Heritage and other provisions, Agenda 21, UNCED
and the oceanic goals WSSD 2002 [51]. Programs must ensure that the overexploitation,
depletion and degradation of resources, habitats and coastal ecosystems, global change and
economic transformation, and the social situation of poverty, employment and inequality
are addressed. Coastal populations’ socio-economic and human security needs must be
met to adequately manage and protect natural resources, including ecosystems and their
services, habitats, and biodiversity. One way to achieve this goal is to represent and grow
about 50% of the world’s population, fight poverty, and cope with insecurity and changing
employment, environmental and sustainability conditions through appropriate coastal
and marine resources management. It includes providing education and knowledge about
these resources and their proper use. These include energy, water, food, transportation and
trade, communications, coastal development, tourism, nautical, recreation and ecosystem
services, and the need for proper management [52,53].

In the context of environmental protection, the authors also stress the need to protect
mountains and establish sustainable mountain tourism because, in mountainous areas,
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human survival is closely linked to ecosystems. Therefore, it is necessary to ensure proper
coexistence between locals and stakeholders [54,55].

3.2.3. Problematics of Mass Tourism

One of the consequences of mass tourism mentioned in studies is the construction of
airport infrastructure (thematic development) to meet the increasing demand for tourism
and air travel in general. This leads to problems in ensuring sustainable development. To
ensure sustainability in the aviation sector, an alternative to the traditional airport landing
fee pricing structure would need to be found that reflects the real costs (both financial and
environmental) that aviation imposes on others [56,57].

With the accelerated development of mass tourism, tourism development (theme
development) between 1990 and 2010 became the backbone of developing economies
in many developing countries (South America, Africa, and Asia). Its proponents argue
that it contributes to sustainable development, poverty reduction and integration into
a globalized economy [58]. However, scholars and activists began to draw attention to
ecological degradation, profit skimming, distorted cultural patterns, rising land values, and
prostitution associated with tourism. In addition, it is pointed out that tourism perpetuates
existing inequalities, fiscal problems, and social tensions [59,60]. In the context of tourism
development in developing countries, it has been noted that there are cases of devaluation
and marginalization of workers and sexualization of their labour [61]. At best, most
people are pushed to facilitate low-paying jobs in the formal sector, unemployment or
fleeting activities in the informal sector that involve commodifying sexuality and affective
relationships [62].

3.3. Evolution of Sustainable Tourism Development between 2011–2015

Articles published between 2011 and 2015 are characterized by focusing on tourism
as a major user of the environment as well as its role in contributing indirectly to environ-
mental degradation. This is mainly due to the increase in tourist travel, which harms the
environment and reduces the possibilities of sustainable tourism development in the long
term. If we want to reverse the negative trends in the impact of tourism on the environment,
we need to promote activities and services that have a low impact on the environment [63].
It is necessary to focus on eco-tourism, the development of tourism in rural environments,
including promoting agrotourism and wine tourism, tourism in protected areas, cultural
tourism and adventure tourism [64]. It is also necessary to raise the awareness of tourists
and ensure that they change their behaviour and find satisfaction in sustainable forms of
tourist services and products offered.

The results of global studies have shown that tourist understanding of and receptive-
ness toward sustainable forms of travel is sufficient. However, the supply of such services
was still modest during this period due to tourists not being aware of such a supply and the
insufficient fulfilment of the requirements by the users of such tourist services, especially
in terms of behaviour [65].

3.3.1. Sustainable Tourism Practices for the Protection of the Natural Environment

After 2011 eco-tourism became important because of its impact on environmental
protection (theme change). If we wish to achieve sustainable eco-tourism development,
it is necessary to achieve the right combination of economic prosperity and ecological
protection and social benefits. Therefore, in eco-tourism development processes, it is
necessary to coordinate interests between the main stakeholders (government, tourism
enterprises and tourists), significantly impacting the decisions taken and the satisfaction
itself. Only mutually coordinated stakeholders will significantly impact sustainable eco-
tourism development, which will trigger new styles of economic development related
to sustainable eco-tourism and the environmental protection system using measurement
approaches [66]. Such examples are visible in the context of trails where people both
recreate and observe nature and wildlife. However, few studies have combined ecological
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and cultural attributes to assess the eco-tourism potential of trails in terms of recreation
planning. Seasonality has also been neglected in tourism research. In order to spread
tourists throughout the year and mitigate the negative impacts of mass tourism events,
hiking areas have begun to adopt an integrated framework for assessing the eco-tourism
potential of trails that takes into account species, habitats, landscape values and local
heritage while taking into account seasonal differences [67].

In the context of sustainable development and environmental protection (theme
change), it is necessary to mention lakes as one of the world’s most popular tourist desti-
nations. Climate change greatly impacts the characteristics of lakes as a tourism market
because the climate is an important source of lakes and coastal tourism. Therefore, it
is necessary to anticipate the possible impacts of global climate change on lakes, as it is
emphasized that the impact of climate change on tourism will mainly affect coastal and
mountain areas [68]

With the rapid development of tourism resources and the tourism industry, there has
been a conflict between economic growth and the ecological environment (theme change).
In the context of the harmonious development of the ecological environment, it is also
necessary to find the right paradigm for tourism’s economic development. The paradigm
must be substantially calibrated to protect the sustainable use of eco-tourism resources,
focusing on the energy self-sufficiency of tourist facilities (introduction of solar panels, heat
pumps) and emphasizing the constant development of various stakeholders who must be
aware of the need for environmental balance [69].

3.3.2. Management of Protected Areas

Sustainable tourism has emerged as the dominant paradigm for managing visitor
use in protected areas. An important consequence of this approach is that protected area
managers (nature and landscape parks) focus on important issues for the development and
protection of protected areas. For example, after 2010, the European Union focused on a
landscape approach (such as the European Landscape Convention [ELC]). These strate-
gies seek sustainable landscape conservation and often identify tourism as an important
development strategy (theme development).

3.3.3. Maritime and Coastal Cultural Landscape

The articles also dealt with the maritime and coastal cultural landscape. Research
has focused on both the land and the sea as well as below sea level. These areas represent
an important part of human cultural resources in coastal areas (topic change). In the
past, integrated coastal zone management (ICZM) has indeed theoretically addressed the
importance of cultural ecosystems. However, cultural resources have been more or less
ignored in integrated coastal management plans. The consequences of neglecting cultural
resources can be seen in the loss of cultural identity associated with certain habitats.
Environmentally, there is a loss of development opportunities in tourism, recreation and
education, and a decline in local knowledge of ecology, skills and technologies related
to habitat management. This is leading to the loss of opportunities related to social and
cultural capital. In the context of both the documents and the case studies, it is clear that
no adequate definition and evaluation of coastal heritage has been made. However, it is
also necessary to point out that such coastal cultural heritage is not considered a resource
with great benefits for development and people [70].

3.3.4. Rural Tourism Development

In rural tourism development (theme development), the development strategy of
some rural areas has come to the fore. The landscape has become the central attraction
for visitors. In rural areas, tourists are attracted by different vegetation and colours and
architectural heritage, which prove to be key elements of the tourist experience, but which
are followed by a complex group of mostly non-visual stimuli, including sounds, smells,
tastes, human contacts, nature, in its broadest sense, and the past [71]. If regions are to
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become a centre of tourist interest, landscape development actors must work at all levels to
achieve a comprehensive integration of tourism and landscape management in terms of
marketing, product development and nature conservation. In their research, the authors
noted the differences between visitor groups, suggesting that different visitor groups
require different approaches [72,73].

In the context of managing rural tourism development, stakeholders face several
challenges, such as managing factions and enclaves within the community, catering for
new entrants in terms of risks and vulnerabilities, ensuring long-term commitment of
leaders, creating continuity from one leader to the next, and coordinating joint management
across many governmental and non-governmental organizations. Research shows that each
leader uses a different approach, including professional, shared/authentic, and authentic
leadership [74]. For rural tourism operators, the success of connecting and networking
social capital within the state is important, regardless of their management approach.
The external connection between residents allows for the joint promotion and design of
tourism development and enables an approach to develop a thematic village concept.
However, it should be noted that the social orientation and inward-looking perspective
of community tourism may hinder the effective adaptation of local resources to market
needs, thus preventing sustainable growth of community-based rural tourism [75]. In the
development of rural tourism, agricultural heritage has become increasingly popular as
a tourist destination. However, the arrival of large numbers of tourists poses significant
challenges to these fragile ecosystems. In particular, water resources are under extreme
pressure. Therefore, before promoting sustainable tourism, an assessment of the water
footprint of tourism is proposed [76].

3.3.5. Climate Change and Coastal Development

Climate change and coastal development (theme change) are affecting coastal erosion,
leading to a deterioration in the quality of beaches and thus a decline in the attractiveness
of coastal areas, which in turn leads to a deterioration in economic impact [77]. Social
responses to these problems have resulted in hard/soft engineering methods to mitigate
erosion and provide quality rewards that support the value of recreational beaches [78].
Management approaches have demonstrated the ineffectiveness of strict measures to stop
erosion and its negative impact on the quality of the environment. Such management
approaches have been used as an emergency response to problems and have not been based
on sufficient knowledge of the potential consequences. In contrast, successful experiences
with soft methods have allowed the natural conditions of beaches to be maintained and the
quality of tourism to be improved. Awards for the quality of beaches have made it possible
to meet the needs of tourists and promote a good image of beaches [79].

3.3.6. Social Impacts Management for Tourism Organizations

Due to the numerous unsustainable practices of the tourism industry, it is necessary
to examine the possibility of establishing measures in real environments based on the
criticisms made in the theoretical discussions. Therefore, it is necessary for business
strategies of tourism enterprises and destinations to include the management of social
impacts in the context of tourism. in the [80]. In developing research methods, social
management systems, environmental innovations and initial actions, a pragmatic approach
is required, based on actual operational constraints and existing systems in the tourism
industry. For example, hotels usually introduce innovations in their operations that are
important for protecting the environment. However, soft measures in human resource
management are also important, including managerial salaries based on environmental
performance, employee satisfaction, environmental accounting and education. Managers
must be aware of the importance of using environmental management systems and linking
them to introducing innovations that reduce operating costs [81].

Nevertheless, it is also important that hotel categorization (stars) is linked to innova-
tive solutions that provide a higher quality level of hotel infrastructure and help hotels



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12829 13 of 21

achieve high employee awareness by introducing wastewater treatment, noise reduction,
soundproofing and improved visual impact [78]. In contrast, the role of information
sources in interpreting innovation uptake varies according to the technical complexity of
the innovation [82].

3.3.7. Emergence of a New Form of Sustainable Tourism

In the 21st century, a new form of sustainable tourism has emerged named slow
tourism (theme development). The definition of slow tourism states that it is a form of
sustainable tourism that emphasizes the importance of tourism campaigns based on a slow
and restful orientation to achieve life values and improve wellbeing. However, despite
sufficient theoretical foundations, soft tourism faces challenges in practice. For this reason,
it would be necessary to prepare training for both managers and consumers and create an
economic value chain that allows for the formation of industry alliances. Thus, in theory, a
slow tourism architecture has already been developed to promote slow tourism [83].

Issues of sustainable tourism in the context of global urban development (thematic
change) have also come to the fore. Unlike in the past, city governments can now integrate
sustainable tourism development measures into urban development projects. However,
the municipality must consider environmental issues and the global dimension of the
proposed measures. Technological development has enabled stakeholders to solve socio-
urban problems and social demands by transforming cities into tourist destinations [84].

3.4. Evolution of Sustainable Tourism Development between 2016–2020

In the last research category, covering sustainable tourism development from 2016 to
2020, we focus on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, published by the United
Nations in 2015. The agenda calls for the implementation of 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). In terms of content, the agenda regulates and links the three dimensions
of sustainable development—economic, social and environmental—and requires that all
countries in the world prepare Sustainable Development Goals and implement them by
2030 [85]. From this point of view, it has also become important for the further development
of tourism (theme tourism), the lead stream sector in many developing countries, through
which all three themes can be efficiently achieved [86,87].

3.4.1. Cultural Heritage Tourism

There is also a need to address architectural heritage, especially tourist heritage
destroyed during urban renewal, especially in developing and underdeveloped countries
where stakeholders have no interest in protecting cultural heritage. Cultural Heritage
Tourism (CHT) has become an important part of the tourism industry. Therefore, it is
important to assess the sustainability of CHT objectives for tourism development. Most
existing studies have examined the desired sustainability of eco-tourism, considering three
stakeholders: Resource management, tourism and the local community [88–91]. However,
it should not be forgotten that it is important for tourism businesses to be involved in
CHT-related studies for destination sustainability [92].

3.4.2. Disruptive Innovations in the Tourism Industry

To further tourism development (theme tourism), it is important to emphasize the
quality of tourism services, disruptive innovations in the tourism sector, and sustainable
development. All these factors directly support SDG-8 (i.e., decent work and economic
growth), SDG-9 (i.e., industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG-12 (i.e., responsible
consumption and production) and SDG-13 (i.e., climate change) [93]. The agenda program
promotes the further development of sustainable tourism, drawing attention to the need to
monitor the use of natural resources and encourage efforts to maintain and create jobs for
members of local communities while promoting local culture, services and products and
the sustainable use of marine resources, to maximize economic benefits for small develop-
ing islands, developing countries and underdeveloped countries [94]. Thus, community
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member support has become one of the key factors for the sustainable tourism industry’s
success in all areas, including rural areas [95]. The continuous development of the com-
munity must be balanced across all dimensions of sustainable development. This can be
achieved through an innovative approach to developing social entrepreneurship in tourism,
providing local communities with new jobs and opportunities for young people to stay in
rural areas and contribute their knowledge and ideas to further community development.

3.4.3. The Role of Social Innovations and Digitalization in Tourism Industry Transformation

In the last 30 years, mass tourism has led to economic problems and socio-cultural in-
stability in tourist destinations, which is reflected in the increasing exodus of residents from
tourist destinations due to the oversaturation of day tourists in well-known tourist destina-
tions, which could be solved not only by introducing higher tourist taxes and limiting air
and sea traffic but also by the digital transformation of tourism and other services. Social
entrepreneurship can help develop sustainable, innovative (technological) approaches
that help reduce human emissions and thus increase community development [96]. It
is identified that state-of-art information and communication technologies play a crucial
role when it comes to the revival of the (sustainable) tourism sector in the post-COVID-19
era, especially data mining [97,98], virtual reality [99], augmented reality [100] and Inter-
net of Things (IoT) [101]. Data mining aims to discover useful patterns and knowledge
from enormous data about events of importance, users, and their interactions with others
and the environment. Typical scenarios include tourist segmentation based on clustering,
tourist number prediction relying on regression, excursion and services cross-selling based
on association rule mining and booking cancellation prediction leveraging classification
methods [97,98].

Social innovation can play an important role in enabling resilient tourism in the post-
COVID-19 era [102,103], as COVID-19 is expected to influence the decline of mass tourism
and accelerate demand for individual travel and sustainable tourism options [104]. Seeking
social contact with locals will come to the fore, and visitors will no longer be satisfied with
visibly staged and artificial representations of local cultures [105]. The demand for locally
grown food (and drinks) is also expected to increase. There will be a need to offer safe and
high-quality food and bring more creativity to gastronomy based on local characteristics
but in line with current trends). Small businesses, with a high concentration in in rural areas,
are important to developing sustainable and recreational tourism. Successful environments
have created partnerships and established a sustainable tourism discourse through linkages
that increase social capital. Local development agencies were established in Europe and
elsewhere (e.g., Japan) in the late 20th century to connect local communities in order to
constructively integrate social capital and obtain funding for local business projects. This
led to the emergence of locally-oriented sustainable tourism services [106].

Studies are skeptical about the development of social contact in tourism and emphasize
the need to develop concepts of social contact to understand the relationship between
tourists and locals and to develop approaches that help develop respect and maintain
relationships between tourists and locals [107,108]. A systemic resilience approach has
been put forth to increase the number of actors involved in efforts to maintain and develop
sustainable approaches to the destination. In the context of community governance, it is
necessary to develop relationships between stakeholders based on mutual respect and
equality, as this is the only way to formulate and decide on strategies for the further social
development of the community. Systemic resilience also enables the creation of elements
of social capital that are essential for successful joint management of natural resources
(cooperation, transparency, reciprocity and effective communication) [11].

4. Conclusions
4.1. Research Summary

This paper aims to construct and analyze mixed-methods research on sustainable
tourism using the ACA. The results show some overlaps between the concepts that have
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emerged over time. From the analysis results, it can be concluded that the topic focuses on
changes in business models, adoption of organizational processes related to climate change
mitigation delivery, adoption of clean and smart technologies, the importance of cultural
heritage for sustainable tourism product concepts, rural development, green investment,
sustainable standards and sustainable reporting.

4.2. Theoretical Implications

An important step towards sustainable development in the tourism industry was
taken in 1992 at the United Nations Conference on environment and development in Rio
de Janeiro. Since this conference, ST has been considered one of the most important global
economic, social, and environmental development issues. ST comes to the fore when it
focuses on a specific sector or parameters within the tourism and hospitality industry.
Parameters include socio-economic impacts and measures to protect and preserve natural
and cultural heritage, the supply of natural resources such as water and energy, and the
concept of developing tourism policies in harmony with the environment and people.

Another important step towards further socio-economic and environmental develop-
ment, which also plays an important role in promoting sustainable tourism, is the 2030
Agenda for ST, adopted in 2015 in the United Nations. It focuses on the 17 ST Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) that businesses must incorporate into their criteria to ensure
sustainable operations.

For many countries, especially underdeveloped and developing countries, tourism
is the main economic sector that provides economic growth. In these countries, tourism
and hospitality are important economic units for local employment and for maintaining
and improving living standards. However, due to poorer environmental standards, these
countries are more exposed to the negative impacts of tourism, such as increased pollution
and direct pollution (e.g., direct discharge of sewage into the sea, destruction of the natural
environment due to overcrowding of tourists, and pollution from increased air and other
traffic emissions). All this leads to the need for people who decide on the development
of individual regions or countries to make their decisions following the 2030 Agenda,
preserve tourism businesses and services, and promote sustainable development. Tourism
has become the largest service industry in the world. The number of tourists is constantly
increasing, which means that the impact and pressure on the environment are increasing.
In response to mass tourism, new concepts and types of tourism have emerged, and several
tourism strategies and policies have been developed that promote sustainable principles
and allow for personalized tourism products and authentic destinations as added value.

It should be noted that economic performance is often mentioned in the literature as
one of the important factors for sustainable behaviour. In our opinion, this is becoming an
increasingly important issue for the further development of tourism destinations. Therefore,
it will be necessary to conduct thorough long-term research among stakeholders to explore
the relationship between commercial success and ensuring and sustaining benefits for the
local community.

Tourism is the industry that has been hit first and fastest by the coronavirus epidemic.
The health crisis has resulted in global revenue from international tourism falling by about
63 per cent year-on-year in 2020, amounting to around US$538 billion. In 2019, global
inbound tourism revenue peaked at about US$ 1.47 trillion [109]. Although a lightning
recovery is expected, things will never be the same again. Therefore, it will be necessary
to “reset” what has been achieved and develop new strategies corresponding to the new
social manners.

Tourists become more discerning consumers, aware of the real seriousness of the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and possibly other future pandemics, socio-
economic factors and environmental impacts [110]. As a result, the practice of socio-
cognitive mindfulness is coming to the fore in tourism, drawing attention to the importance
of human existence and the search for solutions to deal with the problems of modern life
based on experience [111]. In Western societies, mindfulness is already considered a major
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driving force in lifestyle change, which can be seen in increasingly conscious consumers
and producers of products and service providers increasingly based on mindfulness [112].

Therefore, in tourism, the vision of the Western economy is expected to be one of
vigilance, and tourism development policymakers (from state to local levels, both in the
profit and non-profit sectors and in public administration) are expected to direct the further
development of the tourism sector towards long-term sustainability and promote the
creation of more compassionate urban and rural tourism [111]. Vigilance in tourism is
recognizable for its positive impact on tourist wellbeing and transformative effects on the
tourism experience [113,114] and its potential impact on a sustainable touristic sector plan
and employee performance [115].

4.3. Managerial Implications

An important issue for destination owners, investors and managers, hotel and service
businesses, and tourism policymakers at local and national levels is how to promote
tourism in the post-Covid period by supporting the adoption of sustainable and resilient
tourism approaches. In the European Union, for example, Member States can accelerate
the digital transformation of the tourism industry under the Recovery Plan and encourage
the emergence of projects to adapt city centres to greener and greener centres with limited
vehicular access so become oriented towards well-being. In the tourism industry, for cost-
efficient operations, it will be necessary to introduce digitalization as well as restructuring
and optimizing operations. In doing so, it will be necessary to focus on the retreat of old,
unsustainable and environmentally controversial hotel complexes and infrastructures in
tourist destinations, especially because sustainable hotel projects in urban and rural areas
reduce costs for the owner.

Sustainability is not just about appealing to consumers—it also directly benefits hotels
in the long run. The main focus of sustainability projects is to increase efficiency, which
often aims to save energy and resources, use free renewable resources and minimize
waste. Reducing operating costs and waste can lead to massive, lasting savings for a
hotel if implemented correctly and consistently. Although the initial capital cost of some
of these projects can be expensive, the savings they bring will offset the expense over
time—something as simple as an energy management system can reduce energy costs by
28%. In addition, there is an increasing number of government-backed, low-cost finance
options that can help with retrofits and sustainable investments, so you do not always have
to shy away from the initial cost.

Individual tourism prospers from the boutique, small and independent hotels and
camps that are locally-owned and staffed, and that also allow tourists to become directly
acquainted with the local tradition and culture. Sustainability is not just about eco-friendly
hotel amenities; it is about creating a sustainability hub within your area by using local
goods and products, local materials and food sources, and more. A strong sustainability
ethos can strengthen community relations, boost staff morale and increase employee
retention. These may be intangible, but they carry much value.

4.4. Knowledge Gaps and Research Opportunities

The COVID-19 pandemic requires the tourism industry to transform traditional, unsus-
tainable business models into sustainable, resilience-oriented business models. Strategists
need to devise new concepts to transform the existing tourism infrastructure, built for mass
tourism, into a sustainable, ecological and socially innovative tourism ecosystem. It is
about more individual, safe and destination-friendly, natural and cultural features of the
content of tourism experiences that tourists are willing to pay for.

Therefore, the tourism sector can be expected to be restructured, optimized and
digitized in the post-19th century period. For instance, virtual reality (VR), which provides
a fully immersive interactive experience within virtual 3D worlds, can be explored in the
context of tourism. In this environment, the user can explore the surroundings and interact
with 3D objects.
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Furthermore, different responses can be generated as an outcome of this interaction,
such as animation, text visualization, voice and multimedia playback. Therefore, this
technology is highly relevant for tourism, enabling novel usage scenarios, such as virtual
tours, museums and destination exploration [102]. Additionally, augmented reality (AR)
allows the overlay of animated 3D objects and multimedia content on realistic images
coming from the camera stream. This way, many interesting use cases in the tourism
sector become possible, such as 3D historical reconstruction enabling to relive the past at
historical locations, self-guided sightseeing and exploration [103], which are especially
important under new circumstances [116] for post-COVID tourism [104]. Finally, the IoT
refers to the network of small, low-power devices ranging from affordable credit card-sized
microcomputers to sensors and smart tags. Apart from tourist experience enhancement, IoT
is crucial for tourism in the post-COVID era, as these affordable systems are responsible for
tasks that aim to reduce this spread of the disease, such as mask detection, contact tracing,
and air quality control [117]. Moreover, assistive robots based on affordable IoT devices
can be used for different purposes, such as surveillance of monuments and museums or
interaction with tourists [118].

Based on the analysis of the current issues, the following research questions can be
proposed as suggestions for future research.

The central question is: What changes in the development of sustainable tourism are
most likely to occur after the COVID-19 crisis? The second question concerns whether a
destination has the knowledge to move from mass tourism to individual tourism, where
the central theme of tourism services and products is focused on the integration of natural
and cultural heritage to enable added value to the destination’s rural ecosystem. Finally,
the third question focuses on the role of new technologies for more sustainable tourism
and raises the question of how guests will adopt these technologies.

4.5. Study Limitations

The first limitation of the study is the selection of WOS journals as the primary research
source. However, this limitation can be overcome by including other documents such as
books and conference papers and using the Scopus database as the primary source. The
second limitation is that only English language papers were included, and the third is
thematic. Finally, the fourth limitation arises from the use of ACA, which has advantages
over manual data analysis, but this is a review study rather than primary research.
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97. Petrović, N.; Roblek, V.; Papachashvili, N. Decision support based on data mining for post COVID-19 tourism industry.
In Proceedings of the XV International SAUM Conference, Niš, Serbia, 9–10 September 2021.

98. Peterlin, J.; Meško, M.; Dimovski, V.; Roblek, V. Automated content analysis: The review of the big data systemic discourse in
tourism and hospitality. Syst. Res. Behav. Sci. 2021, 38, 377–385. [CrossRef]

99. Beck, J.; Rainoldi, M.; Egger, R. Virtual reality in tourism: A state-of-the-art review. Tour. Rev. 2019, 74, 586–612. [CrossRef]
100. Cranmer, E.E.; Dieck, M.C.T.; Fountoulaki, P. Exploring the value of augmented reality for tourism. Tour. Manag. Perspect. 2020,

35, 100672. [CrossRef]
101. Wang, W.; Kumar, N.; Chen, J.; Gong, Z.; Kong, X.; Wei, W.; Gao, H. Realizing the Potential of Internet of Things for Smart

Tourism with 5G and AI. IEEE Netw. 2020, 34, 295–301. [CrossRef]
102. Gupta, S.; Kumar, V.; Karam, E. New-age technologies-driven social innovation: What, how, where, and why? Ind. Mark. Manag.

2020, 89, 499–516. [CrossRef]
103. Carvajal, D.A.L.; Morita, M.M.; Bilmes, G.M. Virtual museums. Captured reality and 3D modeling. J. Cult. Herit. 2020, 45,

234–239. [CrossRef]
104. Higgins-Desbiolles, F. The “war over tourism”: Challenges to sustainable tourism in the tourism academy after COVID-19.

J. Sustain. Tour. 2020, 29, 551–569. [CrossRef]
105. Romagosa, F. The COVID-19 crisis: Opportunities for sustainable and proximity tourism. Tour. Geogr. 2020, 22, 690–694.

[CrossRef]
106. Cunha, C.; Kastenholz, E.; Carneiro, M.J. Entrepreneurs in rural tourism: Do lifestyle motivations contribute to management

practices that enhance sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems? J. Hosp. Tour. Manag. 2020, 44, 215–226. [CrossRef]
107. Richards, G. Designing creative places: The role of creative tourism. Ann. Tour. Res. 2020, 85, 102922. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2013.11.008
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ocecoaman.2015.08.013
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.11.010
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2013.02.001
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eiar.2015.07.002
http://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2015.1062016
http://doi.org/10.5367/te.2014.0440
http://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2011.610112
http://doi.org/10.1080/21568316.2014.960596
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://doi.org/10.1080/13504509.2019.1692316
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2018.03.012
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.culher.2017.02.004
http://doi.org/10.1080/14766825.2019.1668002
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2018.1527340
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2015.1044992
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2020.102978
http://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1811291
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.isprsjprs.2018.01.001
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhtm.2018.09.001
http://doi.org/10.1002/sres.2790
http://doi.org/10.1108/TR-03-2017-0049
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2020.100672
http://doi.org/10.1109/MNET.011.2000250
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2019.09.009
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.culher.2020.04.013
http://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1803334
http://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2020.1763447
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhtm.2020.06.007
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2020.102922


Sustainability 2021, 13, 12829 21 of 21

108. Roxas, F.M.Y.; Rivera, J.P.R.; Gutierrez, E.L.M. Mapping stakeholders’ roles in governing sustainable tourism destinations. J. Hosp.
Tour. Manag. 2020, 45, 387–398. [CrossRef]

109. Statista. International Tourism Receipts Worldwide from 2006 to 2020. Available online: https://www.statista.com/statistics/27
3123/total-international-tourism-receipts/ (accessed on 19 September 2021).

110. Kaushal, V.; Srivastava, S. Hospitality and tourism industry amid COVID-19 pandemic: Perspectives on challenges and learnings
from India. Int. J. Hosp. Manag. 2021, 92, 102707. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

111. Pearce, P.L. Tourists’ perception of time: Directions for design. Ann. Tour. Res. 2020, 83, 102932. [CrossRef]
112. Sheth, J.N.; Sethia, N.K.; Srinivas, S. Mindful consumption: A customer-centric approach to sustainability. J. Acad. Mark. Sci. 2011,

39, 21–39. [CrossRef]
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