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Abstract

:

The research aimed to explore whether ecolabels could be used as innovation tools to achieve sustainable tourism development (STD) at the level of a tourist destination. The paper used results obtained by a questionnaire survey among destination management organizations (DMOs) in cities and municipalities to investigate how much ecolabels are used at the level of tourist destinations in a case study of the Republic of Croatia (in 2017 and 2021). DMOs were chosen as the subject of research due to their crucial role in the development of tourist destinations. The findings from the linear research indicate that DMOs in Croatia still do not recognize the importance and role of implementation of tourist ecolabels as an innovation tool in achieving sustainable tourism development at the destination level. The paper provides new theoretical insights into the application of ecolabels at the level of cities and municipalities as tourist destinations. Thus, it could induce future research by scholars in this field because an analysis of academic literature indicates that there is a lack of such research. Moreover, the results given by this research could provide a basis for DMOs to start to think in a different way about the application of ecolabels at the level of a tourist destination.
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1. Introduction


The international tourism market is unpredictable and depends on many factors, and changes are often impossible to predict. However, in 2019, 1.47 billion international tourist arrivals were recorded globally and the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has almost entirely stopped travel in the international tourism market, beginning in 2020 [1]. Various unpredicted situations from the past show that the tourism market recovers rapidly, whether those be a natural disaster, financial crisis, infectious disease, or similar external impacts on tourism [2,3]. Therefore, based on those past situations, it is expected that the tourism market is going to recover fast after the crisis, which started at the beginning of 2020.



Thus, after each such crisis, tourist trends change. Tourist destinations should work on their ability to respond to new conditions and requirements once international tourism trends fully recover again. Long-term planning of tourism development on the principles of sustainability can provide such an opportunity. Sustainable development (SD) provides a high-quality experience for tourists and at the same time brings positive economic effects, raises the quality of life for the local population, and preserves the quality of the environment in the destination [4]. Over the years, the concept of SD has been increasingly implemented in tourism businesses. Moreover, SD is the only way that tourist destinations can be developed in the long term. In 2015, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) in their document “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” introduced a list of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), wherein goal 12.3 emphasizes the importance of sustainable tourism development (STD) and innovations are highlighted as an important tool in that process [5,6]. Implementing innovations means the application of new ideas and methods [7]. According to UNWTO innovation in tourism considers “collaborative action between governments, academia, corporations, micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and start-ups, investors, supporting business partners (accelerators, incubators, etc.) and connecting all stakeholders to collaboration opportunities and prioritizing capacity building in tourism and technology” [8]. Innovations can be an additional driver of business in tourism [9]. In this process, the implementation of various ecolabels in the tourism industry can play an important role as they at the same time promote sustainability and encourage the application of innovations in environmental management without compromizing consumer freedom of choice [10,11,12,13]. The implementation of ecolabels in tourism has been going on for almost 35 years [14]. In most cases, their application in tourism practice requires a change in business practices, which often includes the application of innovations in energy use, waste management, water management, etc. [9,15,16]. Therefore, although ecolabels are not an innovation by themselves, their application can be considered an innovative tool. In particular, they can be considered at the level of tourist destinations, which are extremely difficult to manage in terms of development due to their characteristics. UNWTO defines destination management as “the coordinated management of all the elements that make up a tourism destination (attractions, amenities, access, marketing and pricing)” [17].



Destination management organizations (DMOs) need to implement destination management by leading, directing, and coordinating the work of all stakeholders at the level of the tourist destination [18]. Although DMOs usually undertake typical marketing activities, their activities are much broader, and they have become a leading subject in tourist destination planning and management [18,19,20]. The UNWTO emphasizes that DMOs play an important role in the development of every tourist destination [18]. So, DMOs should have a crucial role in the process of implementation of ecolabels at the level of the tourist destination to ensure long-term SD.



The research aimed to explore whether ecolabels can be used as an innovation tool to achieve sustainable tourism development at the tourist destination level. To achieve the aim of the paper, two types of research were conducted. In the first phase, this study contributes to the knowledge of existing scientific literature work. In this part, the research was conducted by the method of biometric analysis of scientific articles published on the Web of Science and Scopus databases to collect and study the relevant scientific literature. Published articles that related to ecolabels and innovations in tourism in the period from 1950 to the end of 2020 were researched with an emphasis on those adopted for tourist destinations. There is growing scientific research in the field the ecolabels and innovations in tourism. However, there are only a few published scientific papers in the field of ecolabels and innovations at the level of tourist destinations. This research aims to fill this gap.



In the second phase, this study investigates the attitude of DMOs in Croatia toward the implementation of the ecolabels as an innovative tool in the process of SD at the level of a tourist destination. Primary research was conducted by application of the survey method, using the linear method. For this purpose, a survey questionnaire was created for local Croatian tourists’ boards (TBs) which have the role of destination management organizations (DMOs) in Croatia since May 2019 [21]. This research was conducted to determine how many DMOs use ecolabels as a tool in their STD. In this paper, the results of the survey of 2017 and 2021 were compared to determine whether there is a change in DMO attitudes in the application of ecolabels at the destination level.



Based on this, the following hypotheses are set in the paper:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

The field of application of ecolabels at the level of tourist destinations is poorly researched among scholars;





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

DMOs in Croatia use ecolabels only for promotional purposes;





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

DMOs in Croatia do not recognize ecolabels as a tool of sustainable development at the level of a tourist destination.





The results show that DMOs in Croatia consider the application of ecolabels as an effective tool that can improve their competitive position in the tourism market, can provide better promotion, and could attract more tourists to their destination. However, DMOs in Croatia still do not recognize ecolabels as an innovation tool that will increase and accelerate the SD of destinations.



The paper begins with the theoretical background, which gives insights into sustainable tourism development and the role of ecolabels as a tool by which it can be achieved. The introduction is followed by a literature review, research methodology, results, discussion, and implication and conclusion.




2. Literature Review


The tourism market has recorded a significant increase in the number of international tourist arrivals since the middle of the 20th century, making it one of the fastest-growing economic sectors [1]. However, in addition to numerous positive effects, the spontaneous and unplanned development of tourism can also have numerous negative effects on a tourist destination [4]. To maximize the positive ones and avoid the negative ones, it is extremely important to find ways to achieve long term STD. Thus, according to UNWTO, “sustainable tourism development (STD) meets the needs of present tourists and host regions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future and it is envisaged as leading to management of all resources in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, and biological diversity and life support systems” [22].



STD should be implemented in planning, and in this process, raising the awareness of all stakeholders in tourism is vital [23]. In recent years, the level of environmental awareness has increased, so the demand for environmentally friendly products increased in the last two decades and has thus become one of the important determinants in purchasing decisions [24,25,26]. Those tourists who are aware of global environmental problems are interested in green products and want to travel responsibly [27,28]. Greening businesses in tourism are not only important to attract tourists, but could also be one of the good ways to preserve tourism resources and achieve STD. A green business means a business that leads to general well-being and social equality and at the same time reduces environmental risks and environmental degradation [29]. In tourism, a green business means applying innovations to improve the management of energy sources, water usage, and waste management while using local labour and local products [29] or as a business that protects and maintains environmental quality [30]. Successful green strategies successfully balance the needs of all stakeholders in tourism—the government, the tourism industry, local government and community, and tourists [31,32]. In theory, green products should provide consumers with relevant environmental information when purchasing products and services [16]. Therefore, various forms of certificates and ecolabels have emerged in tourism that encourage businesses in the tourism industry to raise the standard of green business, which involves the implementation of innovations in doing business [33,34,35].



“An ecolabel is an official symbol signifying that a product has been designed to do less harm to the environment than similar products without this designation” [36]. The main task of tourist ecolabels is to encourage care for the environment, the tourism industry, and tourists [16]. Ecolabels are intended for tourists who are aware of environmental problems by providing them with relevant information and should facilitate the decision of tourists when making their decision to travel to a tourist destination [10,37].



The first ecolabel was the Blue Angel program organized by the German government in 1977 [38]. In tourism, the first ecolabel was the Blue Flag, which was established in France in 1985 by the non-profit Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE) to encourage local authorities to provide tourists with clean and safe beaches and marinas [38]. Since then, and especially since the beginning of the 21st century, the number of ecolabels and certificates for the field of tourism has increased significantly [10,12,15,39,40]. In 2019, 203 ecolabels existed in the international tourism market, where 15% of them were mono-focused (focused on a single area within the tourism market, for example, solely only for hotels or tour operators) and the others were poli-focused (those concerning which one certificate applied to more than one area, for example, one certificate covers hotels, activities, conferences, and destinations) [10]. The same research showed that 37% of all ecolabels in the international tourism market are associated with accommodation, 15% of them cover the field of tourist agencies or tour operators, 14% of them restaurants, and 12% are associated with tourist destinations [10].



2.1. Ecolabels for Tourist Destinations


An increase in the number of ecolabels and certificates in tourism practice has also led to increased scholarship interest in this research area [10]. A bibliometric analysis of published scientific articles in the Web of Science and Scopus databases for the period from 1950 to the end of 2020 was conducted, with emphasis on ecolabels covering the field of tourist destinations [31,32,33]. These databases were chosen because they are databases that are the largest independent publishers of scientific papers in the field of social sciences. The research was conducted on 19 March 2021. In the first step, in searching the databases of the scientific literature, the keywords “ecolabel * AND tourism” were used. A search set up in this way made it possible for words that had “ecolabel” or “ecolabelling” in their roots to be included in the search. In the next step, keywords “ecolabel* AND destination*” were used. While in the last step (advanced search) article topics, titles, abstracts, and keywords were added to the research.



The results show that from 1950 to the end of 2020, a total of 91 papers in the field of ecolabels in tourism were published in a total of 55 different scientific journals (Figure 1). The time distribution shows that the first paper in the field of ecolabels in tourism was published in 2001. Until the end of 2010, only 24 papers or 26 per cent of the total number of papers were published. In the next decade, 67 articles were published in total, an increase of 74 percent. A significant increase in published articles was recorded in 2019, when as many as 13 and in 2020 12 articles in the field of ecolabels in tourism were published. That shows that in just two years (in 2019 and 2020) almost one third (27 per cent) of the total published articles from 2001 to the end of 2020 were published.



For the field of ecolabels in the tourism sector, the highest number of scientific articles were published in the Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 12 of them. Then followed seven published papers in the journal Sustainability and five papers each in the Journal of Ecotourism, Tourism Management and Coastal Management. Thus, 24 papers or 37 per cent of all published papers in this field were published in these five scientific journals.



However, only 24 scientific papers were published in the period from 1950 until the end of 2020 in the area “ecolabels * AND destination”. That is a total of 26 per cent of published papers related to the field of tourism and the use of ecolabels. In the field of ecolabels and destinations, the first paper was published in 2002. By 2010 only another seven papers had been published. By 2015, only four more papers were published. In the period from 2015 to the end of 2020, another nine papers were published, which represents 37.5 per cent of the total published papers. The increased number of scientific articles in the field of ecolabels in tourist destinations shows that this area within tourism is increasingly coming into the focus of scholars, as Table 1 shows.



Table 1 shows that the 24 published papers in the field of ecolabels and tourist destinations were published in 15 different scientific journals. In only four of them, more than one paper was published. Thus, six papers or 25 per cent of all published papers in the field of ecolabels and tourist destinations were published in the Journal of Sustainable Tourism. In the journal Ocean and Coastal Management, three papers were published and two each in the journals Sustainability and Journal of Ecotourism. Thus, a total of 13 papers were published in these four scientific journals or as much as 53 per cent of the total published papers in the field of ecolabels in tourist destinations. Of all published papers in the field of ecolabels and destination, seven papers or 29 per cent deal with general topics (Lesar, L., Weaver, D., Gardiner, S., 2020 [41]; Lesar, L., Weaver, D., Gardiner, S., 2020 [54]; Grapentin, S., Ayikoru, M., 2019 [50]; Bučar, K., VanRheenen, D., Hendija, Z., 2019 [10]; Park, E., Boo, S., 2010 [44]; Kozak, M., Nield, K., 2004 [46]; Buckley, R., 2002 [63]). A total of five papers or 21 per cent of them deal with the Blue Flag certificate, which is also the oldest ecolabel in the field of tourism (Fraguell, R.M., Marti, C., Pinto, J., Coenders, G., 2016 [43]; Merino, F., Prats, M.A., 2020 [47]; Zielenski, S., Botorelo, C.M., 2019 [48]; Klein, L., Dodds, R., 2018 [55]; Pencarelli, T., Splendiani, S., Fraboni, C., 2016 [58]; Capacci, S., Scorcu, A.E., Vici, L., 2015 [59]). However, only six articles in their research connect ecolabels and environmental management (Fraguell, R.M., Marti, C., Pinto, J., Coenders, G., 2016 [43]; Park, E., Boo, S., 2010 [44]; Merino, F., Prats, M.A., 2020 [47]; Duglio, S., Beltramo, R.,2016 [51]; Klein, L., Dodds, R., 2018 [55]; Arenado Rodriguez, R., Garcia Lopez, A., Jimenez Caballero, J.L., 2017 [56]). These results imply that scholars still to a great extent do not recognize ecolabels as a tool that can induce STD at the level of tourist destinations.




2.2. Ecolabels as Innovations in Tourism


In the last step of the bibliometric analysis, a search of scientific papers in the WoS database and Scopus focused on the implementation of innovation in tourism was conducted. In this research step, the keywords “innovation* AND tourism*” were used. The bibliometric analysis showed that for the period from 1950 until the end of 2020 there was 5898 published scientific paper in the field of innovation and tourism. The first scientific paper in this field was published in 1969. Analysis showed that in this field since 1988 more than 10 papers were published annually. In the period after 2005, more than 100 papers were published annually. The year that had the most published papers focusing on innovation and tourism was 2020—679 altogether. The journal that published the most papers was Sustainability—195 of them. The International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management published 152 papers; in the International Journal of Hospitality Management 143 were published and the journal Tourism Management published 135 scientific papers.



Then, in the bibliometric analysis, keywords “innovation* AND tourist destination*” were used. The research showed that 940 papers were published in the WoS database and Scopus. The first paper was published in 1998 and since 2008 more than 10 papers have been published annually in this field. The year that saw the largest number of papers published in this field was 2019—150 of them. The journal that published the most papers was Sustainability, 57 of them, followed by Tourism Management, 37, Current Issues in Tourism, 33, and the Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 31.



In the end, in this final step of bibliometric analysis, in the WoS Core Collection database and Scopus search the keywords “innovation* ecolabel* AND tourism*” were used. Analysis showed that only two scientific papers were published which covered the fields innovation, ecolabels, and tourism (Table 2).



However, only a few published scientific papers in their focus of research address innovation, ecolabels, and tourism. The paper published by Baird, T., Hall, C.M., and Castka, P. (2018) in the journal Sustainability explored the sustainable production of wine through the implementation of new technologies and innovations and raised some sustainability issues in the process of developing rural tourism [64]. In the paper published in the Journal of Evolutionary Economics, authors Blanco, E. and Lozano, J. (2015) focused their research on businesses that decide on their environmental strategy and the paper emphasized that in this process the application of ecolabels plays an important role [65].



The search showed that there was only one published report in the field “innovation* ecolabel* AND tourist destination*”. In 2018, the European Commission and European Parliament released a report that emphasizes that there are a large number of certificates and ecolabels in the European tourism market; the report analyses the possibility of introducing a single EU certification system and introducing only one European tourism label which then should improve tourist offers at the level of a tourist destination [66].



The number of published articles that cover the implementation of innovation, ecolabels, and tourism is extremely small considering the number of published papers in the fields of innovation and tourism. Moreover, the number of published scientific papers covering the fields of ecolabels and innovations in tourism is certainly too small given the fact that the application of ecolabels in tourism practice is becoming increasingly important. The use of ecolabels in tourism is equally important for tourists who are increasingly deciding on their travel destination based on the implementation of ecolabels. However, it is also important on the side of the tourist offer to implement the ecolabels to improve their business as much as possible. The tourist offers, by applying ecolabels, in practice encourage the application of innovations and thus make the organization’s business sustainable in the economic, environmental, and socio-cultural direction. Therefore, scholars should focus their research more on the application of ecolabels and innovations in tourism and on that way to help tourism groups implement them as quickly and easily as possible.





3. Methodology


3.1. Study Area


For case analysis of the use of ecolabels at the level of tourist destinations, the Republic of Croatia was chosen. Croatia is a middle-size southern European country. Tourism significantly contributes to the GDP of Croatia and is one of the strategic determinants of the economic development of the country [32,67]. In the last 60 years, tourist demand in Croatia increased from 3.68 million total tourist overnights in 1954 to 92.2 million in 2019 [68]. That year—2019—was the last year before the COVID-19 pandemic crisis that caused a decline in the tourism sector in Croatia and worldwide. Thus, according to the Croatian National Bank, EUR 8.6 billion in revenue from foreign tourism was generated in Croatia in 2019, bringing tourism to a share of 19 per cent of Croatia’s GDP [69]. At the same time, almost 90% of tourist overnights take place in only four summer months and almost as much tourist movement takes place in the coastal tourist region, which makes up about 30% of Croatia’s territory [70,71]. This type of tourism is so-called mass tourism and in some tourist destinations, “over-tourism” [72]. This form of tourism could often have negative impacts on the environment. Therefore, it is becoming increasingly clear that the attractiveness of a tourist destination directly depends on the preservation of the environment and it is necessary to integrate the principles of sustainable tourism development into tourist destination development plans [67]. The application of ecolabels at the level of destinations, considering better environmental management, could also contribute to a better organization of tourism and minimize the negative effects of tourism in a tourist destination.




3.2. Research Methodology


The second part of the research gives results obtained from a survey among destination management organizations (DMOs) in Croatia. The survey was conducted to determine the attitudes of DMOs towards the application of ecolabel certificates in their tourist destination. The first survey was conducted from 11.4.2017 until 5.5.2017 and the second survey was conducted in the period from 20.3.2021 to 31.3.2021. Both surveys were conducted among local DMOs in cities and municipalities in Croatia anonymously online via the Google format form.



In the period from 2017 until 2021, the number of local DMOs did not change. However, in a 2017 study, 120 of the total local DMOs were selected by random sampling. Since we obtained interesting results from that first study, it was repeated in 2021 for all local DMOs in Croatia. In 2017, 22.5 per cent of DMOs responded to the survey, while in 2021 the survey questionnaire was sent to 259 local DMOs and 21.6 per cent of them responded to it. In Croatia, local DMOs are at the level of tourist destinations including cities and municipalities [21]. The surveys conducted in 2017 and 2021 show that an almost equal share of DMOs in Croatia responded to the survey. This indicates that small numbers of DMOs in Croatia consider this topic important, regardless of whether they use ecolabels in their destination or not. The demographic characteristics of the respondents did not change much in the observed period because persons employed by DMOs in Croatia by law can remain in that position for a longer period [21].



Linear research was conducted to determine changes in the attitudes of DMOs towards the application of ecolabels and could provide insight into the change in attitudes of the target group within 4 years [73]. Thus, both questionnaires had the same 10 questions related to the attitude of the DMO towards the application of ecolabels in their tourist destination. The questionnaire was structured in two parts. In the first part, there were questions related to whether DMOs are currently using or planning to use ecolabels in the future. Respondents were able to mark one of the answers offered to these questions. In that part, there was also the question of how DMOs promote ecolabels, if they use them. On that question, respondents could mark multiple responses. At the end of the first part of the questionnaire, there was a question related to what could motivate their DMO to introduce environmental certificates in their destination. On that question a five-point Likert-type scale was used (from “1 = not affect at all” to “5 = affect a lot”) to investigate attitudes of DMOs related to each statement and they had the opportunity to mark multiple reasons as important. The second part contained questions related to the socio-demographic characteristics of the representatives who filled out the questionnaire on behalf of the DMO. The survey of 2021 had only one additional question and referred to the intention to use ecolabels at the level of tourist destinations in the post-COVID-19 pandemic phase. This form of linear research is increasingly used in tourism and mostly is used to determine changes in the attitudes of tourists in the observed period [73,74,75,76]. Based on those studies, and due to the numerous positive characteristics, which offer longitudinal research in this case, it was used to determine whether there are changes in the attitudes of DMOs in the application of ecolabels at the level of a tourist destination [77].





4. Results


4.1. Usage of Ecolabels in Tourist Destinations in Croatia


In the analysis of the obtained data, the method of analysis via Windows Excel was used. The research showed that the number of DMOs in Croatia using ecolabels in their business decreased by 7.4 per cent in 2021 compared to 2017 (Table 3). As the main reason for not introducing ecolabels, DMOs in 2021 pointed out the complicated process of obtaining ecolabels in 40.5 per cent of cases and the high cost of obtaining ecolabels in 32.7 per cent of cases. However, in the 2017 survey, 37.8 per cent of respondents who did not use ecolabels at the time when the research was conducted planned to introduce them in the future, while in the survey in 2021, 50 per cent of DMOs planned to do that as well (Table 4). Nevertheless, DMOs stated that in the future they plan to use ecolabels in the development of their tourist destinations, although the survey in 2021 was conducted at the beginning of the year, at a time when most international tourist travels were completely stopped due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, a large number of ecolabels are awarded only for one year, with a fee being paid each year. It is, therefore, possible that DMOs have given up on getting ecolabels for 2020 due to an almost complete discontinuation of tourist travel in the international tourism market that year.



Furthermore, this survey showed that DMOs in Croatia have not significantly changed their attitude towards the use of ecolabels in practice in the last four years, though the latest trends in the tourism market show that the number of ecolabels in tourism practice around the world recently increased significantly, and that SD of destinations visited by tourists is increasingly important in their travel decision-making process as well [10,78]. Those trends have also been followed by an increasing number of published scientific articles by scholars in this field of research (Table 1).



Surveys conducted in 2017 and 2021 show that the structure of ecolabels used by tourist destinations in Croatia has not changed significantly. The research showed that those DMOs that used ecolabels in 2017 did in 93% of cases in 2021 as well. The ISO 14,001 environmental management system is not used by any destination. The most represented ecolabel is Blue Flag, although the share of its use decreased by 16 per cent in 2021 compared to 2017. Almost a third of destinations use the EDEN ecolabel, and other ecolabels such as Green Destinations, Superbrands, and NATURA 2000 are used by almost a third of respondents, which are broadly targeted ecolabels and thus more recognizable to tourists.




4.2. Reasons for Using Tourist Ecolabels in Destinations by Croatian DMOs


One of the goals of the conducted survey in 2021 was to find out what could encourage DMOs to use ecolabels in the future. For that purpose, the question was asked, “what can be the main reasons to encourage DMOs to greater implementation of ecolabels in the future?” Here, a five-point Likert-type scale was used and DMOs had the opportunity to mark multiple reasons as important.



Local DMOs in Croatia indicate, as the main reason, the possibility of “destination image improvement”, in 68 per cent of cases, and another 25 per cent of DMOs consider that as the reason that will moderate effects on their decisions in the future (Figure 2). Therefore, 93 per cent of DMOs consider the image of their destination as the most important reason which will encourage them in the implementation of ecolabels in their destination. The image of the tourist destination is created as a consequence of tourists’ experiences, expectations, and personal beliefs concerning the destination that they visit [79,80]. In 67 per cent of cases, DMOs singled out “better destination promotion” as a factor that will significantly affect their decision and 23 per cent as a factor that will have a moderate effect on the implementation of ecolabels in their destination.



Surveys in 2017 and 2021 did not show a significant change in the way ecolabels are promoted at the tourist destination level in Croatia (Figure 3). Promotion of ecolabels still puts emphasis on the official DMO website, where a 2017 survey showed how DMOs used it in 100 per cent of cases and it decreased to 91 per cent in 2021. Promotion through social media slightly increases from 73 per cent in 2017 up to 81 per cent in 2021. In 72 per cent in 2017 and 71 per cent of cases, DMOs used brochures, posters, and promotional flyers as a tool for promotion ecolabels that are applied to their destination. Those kinds of promotional methods are aimed at tourists who are already in the destination, and they cannot serve to attract them. However, those ways of promotion are quite practical because they appeal to tourists who are already in a tourist destination.




4.3. The Intention of the Croatian DMOs to Use the Tourist Labels in the Future


The last question for DMOs in 2021 considered the expected use of ecolabels in the post-COVID-19 phase, “Do you think that after the COVID crisis in the tourism market it will be important to use eco-labels/certificates for tourists to come to a tourist destination?” More than 53 per cent of the surveyed DMOs in Croatia believed that after the end of the COVID-19 pandemic the usage of ecolabels is going to be important to significantly attract tourists to the destination. A total of 43 per cent of them were not sure whether ecolabels are going to be important or not in the post-COVID-19 pandemic phase. As some of the main reasons, DMOs pointed out that “ecolabels or certificates in some way guarantee a safe stay and care for the health and the environment”, “the time we live and the time ahead will significantly influence the thinking of tourists when deciding which destination to travel to”, “tourists will look more for destinations that are not only safe but also environmentally friendly”, “guests will strive for destinations that care about their environment, which offer alternative modes of transport, domestic products, raise the quality of service. Ecolabels/certificates are certainly one of the ways that will provide information to the guest.” Although the number of DMOs in Croatia who are using ecolabels did not significantly increase in 2021 compared to 2017 (Table 2), research has shown that DMOs recognize that a future certification will be an important factor for tourists in choosing a destination. However, DMOs still do not see opportunities to implement ecolabels as a management tool.





5. Discussion and Implications


5.1. Implications for DMOs


The tourism SD implies more efficient management of all resources in tourism and at the same time harmonization of the needs of all stakeholders in tourism [81]. However, planning tourism development is not easy because each tourist destination is specific in its natural and social characteristics, so it is not possible simply to apply the planning process of one tourist destination to another one [29]. Moreover, tourism development planning in the destination is a complex process since a large number of stakeholders participate in the development at the level of the tourist destination. A stakeholder is considered as an individual or group that has an interest or ability to influence a processor that can positively or negatively affect or is affected by the operation [82,83]. In tourism, the stakeholders on the demand side are tourists, while on the service provider side they are those who are directly or indirectly involved in the public sector, local government, entrepreneurs in tourism (transport, catering, travel, retail, food producers, food industry, construction), and all other related sectors such as NGOs, cultural organizations, local population, etc. [35,82,84,85,86,87,88]. Cooperation between all stakeholders in tourism is important to maximize the positive effects of tourism and minimize the negative ones, thus ensuring sustainable destination development [89,90]. Regardless of whether they participate directly or indirectly in tourism development, each stakeholder has an important role in the development of tourism and should take their part of the responsibility for their action [91]. Moreover, they should work in the direction of the common interest of SD of the tourist destination.



Thus, their work needs to be coordinated, and in most cases in the world, this task is entrusted to DMOs [18]. DMOs should harmonize the interests of different stakeholders to achieve optimal economic effects and long-term development, respecting economic, environmental, and socio-cultural principles of sustainability.



At the same time, tourists are more and more specific in their requirements [92,93,94]. About 66% of consumers want to have a positive impact on the environment during their daily activities [95]. Moreover, tourists behave in an increasingly responsible way during their travels and support efforts that bring about positive changes in the environment [93]. Thus, 87% of tourists in 2018 stated that they want their tourist travels to contribute to sustainability [96]. The ecolabelling focuses on identifying practices that promote sustainability in their business and that can help create an image of sustainability that will attract the category of tourists who care about it [46,97]. Those destinations that are developing on the principles of sustainability can expect tourists from Europe to respond positively to these changes [92]. Therefore, DMOs should develop the ability to adapt quickly to changes in the tourism market [19]. In addition, the experience of individual destinations has shown that the proper application of ecolabels can become a good tool for achieving SD [98]. To be successful, DMOs should develop their strategies by integrating activities of implementing new technologies and innovative practices by following trends in the tourist market [19]. The application of innovations in business has multiple benefits. Besides having many positive impacts on tourism businesses, it also can have some positive consequences for the environment and the local community [99]. Ecolabels are not new in themselves because they have been present in the tourism market for the last 35 years. However, the idea that ecolabels, in addition to indicating the ecological preservation of the tourist destination, can also encourage numerous innovations at the destination level is a new way of considering the use of ecolabels. In addition, ecolabels can be a good tool that will make the application of innovations visible to tourists at the destination level and could improve the image of the tourist destination as well [100]. Properly targeted promotion can attract more tourists for whom their trip must encourage STD in the destination. In addition, there are growing expectations that their behavior during their travel to the destination can help contribute to the SD of tourist destinations [92,101]. The satisfaction of tourist needs is considered one of the most important factors (variables) in achieving a successful STD [9,102]. Thus, tourists whose travels are motivated by ecological sustainability will, if their expectations are met, more often show their loyalty to these tourist destinations [10,24]. Therefore, DMOs should choose the method of promotion very carefully and in a targeted manner [100]. In the future, DMOs could provide visibility of ecolabels through QR codes, which would represent an innovative improvement of the tourist offer of destinations according to the model that is already successfully applied in some smart cities in the world. The OECD defines smart cities as “initiatives or approaches that effectively leverage digitalization to boost citizen well-being and deliver more efficient, sustainable and inclusive urban services and environments as part of a collaborative, multi-stakeholder process” [103]. Smart cities can offer an opportunity to develop space on the principles of sustainability, and to enable this it is necessary to develop strategies that will simultaneously encourage the application of innovation and the involvement of various stakeholders in the process [104]. The development of smart cities can encourage more efficient sharing of information, and digital innovations and also could encourage and improve the circular economy, the organization of traffic, and energy delivery; generally, it can provide better organization of life and better communication between public and private stakeholders [100]. However, Croatia is a country with a small population, so there are not many large cities and there are no cities that are in the global ranking of smart cities [68,105]. Even so, the size of settlements should not be an obstacle for smaller ones to take some innovative solutions offered by smart cities. Thus, in Croatia, about 40 cities from 128 use some of the solutions that are applied in smart cities [106,107]. The city of Šibenik is one of the good examples in Croatia of a city that uses QR codes for tourist purposes to provide tourists with easier access to information [108]. Such innovative solutions can be applied regardless of the size of the tourist destination and whether DMOs want to get closer to tourists’ ecolabels for a tourist attraction or an entire tourist destination. In this way, the application of innovations in tourism could improve the tourist offer and the business of tourism stakeholders, and also provide better living conditions for the local population.




5.2. Framework for Implementation Ecolabels at the Level of Tourist Destination


After the COVID-19 crisis, in addition to health security, certification and accreditation programs will play an important role in the development of the tourism sector [103]. The application of certificates and ecolabels could encourage and accelerate the application of innovations in tourism businesses in their efforts to achieve long-term SD. This process should be supported by international organizations and state and local governments. At the international level, UNWTO emphasizes that sustainable tourism development is possible to reach if all relevant stakeholders are properly informed but that should be followed by “strong political leadership to ensure wide participation and consensus building” [109]. However, to provide these conditions and make this possible, at the state level conditions need to be created.



In the case of the Republic of Croatia, the government of 2019 brought in a new law that authorizes DMOs to design and implement sustainable development at the destination level. However, this law concerning the tourism practices of DMOs did not come to life in practice, although tasks and goals are clearly defined. Therefore, the government should make additional efforts. As a first step, it should adopt the strategy of tourism development because the last one expired in 2020. The new strategy for the sustainable development of tourism in Croatia is in the process of adoption and it should be accepted and published by the end of 2022 for a period of 7 years. In this new strategy, DMOs should have clear guidelines for their actions. At the same time, the state government should implement and encourage the education of staff in DMOs so that they can implement these guidelines. In addition, in Croatia, the government should consolidate DMOs because the current system in which there are so many DMOs in a small area limits and disables their action.



By adopting the development strategy of tourism, the government should also encourage the implementation of innovations in the whole tourism sector and not only in the hospitality sector. Unlike tourist destinations, hotels are a leader in the application of innovations in the tourism sector because there are positive effects of ecolabels through the application of innovations in waste, water, and energy management [13,15]. Benefits from the implementation of innovations in the whole tourism sector at the tourist destination level would not only bring positive effects for the tourism industry, but also for the local community. Ecolabels could become one such instrument. Through the implementation of innovations at the destination level, they would increase the living standards of the local population by (i) creating new jobs, (ii) preserving the environment (by implementing new technologies for waste, water, and energy management), (iii) building new infrastructure (sewage infrastructure, water supply, windmills, etc.).





6. Conclusions


Changes in the international tourism market often happen unpredictably, which is confirmed by recent unpredicted cases, such as the economic crisis of 2009 and also the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020. Such situations indicate the need that tourist destinations in some way should be prepared in advance for unpredicted disturbances in the tourist market. That means that tourist destinations should plan their development in a way that is going to make them prepared for the changes in the international tourism market that follow in the future. In this process, DMOs should play a crucial role. DMOs should carefully plan tourism development in destinations to create a basis for long-term STD.



The Croatian economy is highly dependent on the tourism industry. Therefore, it is extremely important to develop awareness among all stakeholders about the importance of STDs. Hence, it would be good to educate all stakeholders about the benefits of implementing ecolabels in their business which could be a significant tool not only in achieving sustainable business but also in that way to reach sustainable development at the destination level.



The research of scientific articles conducted in this paper shows that the ecolabels for tourist destinations are poorly researched by scholars and even weaker is the research concerning their role as an innovative tool for improving the quality of tourist offers in tourist destinations. Thus, this research confirmed H1. The survey conducted among DMOs in the Republic of Croatia in this paper shows how DMOs in Croatia are still not fully aware of the opportunities that the application of ecolabels at the destination level could provide. The positive promotion of their destination DMOs is seen as the biggest benefit of the implementation of ecolabels. However, most DMOs in Croatia recognize the need to implement ecolabels, which confirmed H2. Thus, it would be good that DMOs not implement ecolabels solely to achieve a positive image of their tourist destination and also that they recognize them as an opportunity to apply eco-friendly and green strategies at the destination level. DMOs do not recognize ecolabels as an innovation tool for sustainable development at the destination level, which confirmed H3.



The main goal of implementing ecolabels on the level of tourist destination should be the achievement of STD. That would imply the implementation of modern technological solutions and various innovations in destination management (such as better energy, water, and waste management, QR codes, etc.). By applying innovations in destination management, the negative impacts of mass tourism could be minimized or eliminated, and at the same time could significantly raise the quality of tourist offers at the tourist destination level.



This study presents a review of academic literature in the field of ecolabels and innovations in tourism. The paper provides new theoretical insights into the application of ecolabels at the level of a tourist destination. It could be a good start for scholars and practitioners and help to stimulate further interest. Moreover, the following results are given by this research: (i) it could provide a basis for the DMOs to start to think in a different way about the application of ecolabels at the level of a tourist destination; (ii) and it could encourage DMOs to re-evaluate their development plans in which they include ecolabels as an innovative development sustainable tool.



The survey conducted in 2017 did not include all local DMOs from Croatia. The longitudinal research was conducted in the first half of 2021 during the new circumstances caused by the pandemic crisis that started in 2020 when the international tourism market was still uncertain when tourist travel would begin to normalize. In addition, a large number of ecolabels for the destination level are allocated for one year; it would be good to research whether DMO attitudes change after the end of the COVID-19 pandemic. Future research should be expanded to include more questions to gain better insight into the attitudes of DMOs. At the same time, a more detailed statistical analysis should be performed to obtain a correlation between individual responses. Moreover, the research was conducted among local DMOs in Croatia; therefore, it would be good to explore the point of view of other southern European Mediterranean tourist countries which are developing a similar tourism product based on “3S” tourism. Such research could provide the opportunity to compare the ways in which DMOs working in cities and municipalities operate in different countries. At the same time, such research could provide an insight into how effective the applications of ecolabels really are at the level of tourist destinations.
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Figure 1. Progression of the number of articles analyzing ecolabels in tourism and separately ecolabels for tourist destinations published from 2001 until the end of 2020. 
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Figure 2. The share of the main reasons that will encourage DMOs in Croatia to greater implementation of ecolabels in the future (according to research in 2021). 
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Figure 3. The way in which DMOs in Croatia promote and highlight ecolabels in 2017 and 2021 (%). 
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Table 1. Summary of articles analyzing ecolabels for tourist destinations from 1950 until the end of 2020.






Table 1. Summary of articles analyzing ecolabels for tourist destinations from 1950 until the end of 2020.





	
Journal

	
Number of Papers, Authors and Year of Publishing

	
Title of Article






	
Journal of Sustainable Tourism

	
1. Lesar, L., Weaver, D., Gardiner, S. (2020) [41]

	
1. Beyond certification: an empirically

expanded quality control tool ‘multi verse’ for sustainable tourism




	
2. Cerqua, A. (2017) [42]

	
2. The signalling effect of ecolabels in modern coastal tourism




	
3. Fraguell, R.M., Marti, C., Pinto, J., Coenders, G. (2016) [43]

	
3. After over 25 years of accrediting beaches, has Blue Flag contributed to sustainable management?




	
4. Park, E., Boo, S. (2010) [44]

	
4. An assessment of convention tourism’s potential contribution to environmentally sustainable growth




	
5. Fairweather, J.R., Maslin, C., Simmons, D.G. (2005) [45]

	
5. Environmental values and response to ecolabels among international visitors to New Zealand




	
6. Kozak, M., Nield, K. (2004) [46]

	
6. The role of quality and ecolabelling systems in destination benchmarking




	
Ocean and Coastal Management

	
1. Merino, F., Prats, M.A. (2020) [47]

	
1. Sustainable beach management and promotion of the local tourist industry: Can Blue Flags be a good driver of this balance?




	
2. Zielenski, S., Botorelo, C.M., (2019) [48]

	
2. Myths, misconceptions and the true value of Blue Flag




	
3. de-Miguel-Molina, B., de-Miguel-Molina, M., Rumiche-Sosa, M.E. (2014) [49]

	
3. Luxury sustainable tourism in Small Island Developing States surrounded by coral reefs




	
Sustainability

	
1. Grapentin, S., Ayikoru, M. (2019) [50]



	
1. Destination Assessment and Certification: Challenges and Opportunities




	
2. Duglio, S., Beltramo, R. (2016) [51]

	
2. Environmental Management and Sustainable Labels in the Ski Industry: A Critical Review




	
Journal of Ecotourism

	
1. Lai, P.-H., Shafer, S. (2005) [52]

	
1. Marketing ecotourism through the internet: An evaluation of selected ecolodges in Latin America and the Caribbean




	
2. Wearing, S., Cynn, S., Ponting, J., McDonald, M. (2002) [53]

	
2. Converting environmental concern into ecotourism purchases: A qualitative evaluation of international backpackers in Australia




	
Journal of Travel Research

	
1. Lesar, L., Weaver, D., Gardiner, S. (2020) [54]

	
1. From Spectrum to Multiverse: A New Perspective on the Diversity of Quality Control Tools for Sustainable Tourism Theory and Practice




	
Tourism

	
1. Bučar, K., VanRheenen, D., Hendija, Z. (2019) [10]

	
1. Ecolabelling in tourism: The disconnect between theory and practice




	
Tourism Recreation Research

	
1. Klein, L., Dodds, R. (2018) [55]

	
1. Blue Flag beach certification: an environmental management tool or tourism promotional tool?




	
Cuadernos de Tourismo

	
1. Arenado, R.; López, A.G.; Caballero, J.L.; Arenado-Rodríguez, R. (2017) [56]

	
1. Has implementation an ecolabel increased sustainable tourism in Barcelona?




	
Tourism Review International

	
1. Slabbert, L., Du Preez, E.A. (2017) [57]

	
1. Trail accreditation as a mechanism to enhance hikers’ confidence during decision-making




	
Anatolia

	
1. Pencarelli, T., Splendiani, S., Fraboni, C. (2016) [58]

	
1. Enhancement of the “Blue Flag” Eco-label in Italy: an empirical analysis




	
Tourism Management

	
1. Capacci, S., Scorcu, A.E., Vici, L. (2015) [59]

	
1. Seaside tourism and ecolabels; The economic impact of Blue Flag




	
Journal of Social Ecology and Sustainable Development

	
1. Ottenbacher, M.C., Schwebler, S., Metzler, D., Harrington, R.J. (2015) [60]

	
1. Sustainability criteria for tourism attractions: A case study of Germany




	
Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism

	
1. Puhakka, R. (2011) [61]

	
1. Environmental concern and responsibility among nature tourists in Oulanka PAN Park, Finland




	
Nordia Geographical Publications

	
1. Puhakka, R. (2010) [62]

	
1. Nature tourists’ concern for the environment and response to ecolabels in Oulanka National Park




	
Annals of Tourism Research

	
1. Buckley, R. (2002) [63]

	
1. Tourism ecolabels
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Table 2. Summary of published articles analyzing innovation, ecolabels, and tourism until the end of 2020.
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	Journal
	Authors and Year of Publishing
	Title of Article





	Sustainability
	Baird, T.; Hall, C.M.; Castka, P. (2018) [64]
	New Zealand Winegrowers Attitudes and Behaviors towards Wine Tourism and Sustainable Winegrowing



	Journal of Evolutionary Economics
	Blanco, E.; Lozano, J. (2015) [65]
	Ecolabels, uncertified abatement, and the sustainability of natural resources: an evolutionary approach
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Table 3. The share of tourist destinations in Croatia that used ecolabels in 2017 and 2021, and their intention to use ecolabels in future.
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	Share Of Tourist Destinations

Using Ecolabels

in Current Year
	Share of Tourist Destinations

Planning to Apply Ecolabels

in the Future





	2017
	40.7%
	37.8%



	2021
	33.3%
	50.0%
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Table 4. Demographic characteristics of respondent DMOs.
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Year

	
Gender in %

	
Education in %

	
Age in %




	
Male

	
Female

	
High School

	
Bachelor’s Degree

	
Mr.sc./PhD.

	
−30

	
31–50

	
Over 51






	
2017

	
18

	
82

	
44

	
51

	
1

	
9

	
32

	
59




	
2021

	
17

	
83

	
46

	
53

	
1

	
6

	
32

	
62
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