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Abstract: Several challenges regarding the European tourism industry were recently identified
at EU level which the experts of the European Commission tried to meet, thus formulating
several priorities within the newest Tourism Action Framework: Stimulate long-term
competitiveness in the European tourism sector, promote the development of sustainable and
high-quality tourism, and consolidate the image and promotion of European tourist
destinations. Due to the new generational context, information and communications
technology ICT and innovation became keywords within the most recent European Tourism
Policy. Considering the symbiotic relationship that exists at the European tourism level
between sustainable development, innovative ICT solutions, and long-term competitiveness,
the decision-makers in European destinations should focus on identifying innovative ways
to implement the new Tourism Action Framework adopted by the European Commission,
through ICT applications, in order to support long-term competitiveness achievement. Two
such authentic proposals are formulated within the present discussion paper: the creation of a
decision support system for the management of sustainable European destinations and the
development of a trip-planner for quality-sensitive tourists based on an umbrella European
certification/labeling system for tourism quality. There is still a fertile field in these areas
and, therefore, more innovative ICT tools to support the long-term competitiveness of
European tourist destinations can be developed.
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1. Introduction

The concept of “tourist destination” is a complex one, all tourist destinations actually being amalgams
of products, services, and experiences, with many different stakeholders involved. Buhalis formulated
the following definition of the tourist destination: “a defined geographical region which is understood
by its visitors as a unique entity, with a political and legislative framework for tourism marketing and
planning” [1]. According to Ritchie and Crouch, “the tourist destination is the fundamental unit on which
all the many complex dimensions of tourism are based” [2]. For the first time, in 1979, tourism as
a phenomenon has been officially defined through the notion of “tourist destination” by the British
Tourism Society [3]. If during the 1990s few authors were writing about concepts like place/tourist
destination branding, place/tourist destination marketing, or place/tourist destination management, after
2000, all these concepts started to bloom and nowadays there is truly fertile scientific literature in the
field of tourist destination management and marketing [1,4,5]. This process of conceptual development
took place due to a real need: For tourist destinations, being unique places with particular characteristics
and specific needs, the traditional marketing and management approach was no longer enough to cover
and treat all aspects related to such complex structures. Therefore, the process of strategic planning of
tourist destinations always involves several dimensions and stakeholders. Managing tourist destinations
means creating and developing places which satisfy the real needs of consumers/tourists, where the local
population and businesses prosper, and where there is a proper balance between the impact of tourism
(costs) and all the benefits it brings. In this context, developing tourism in a sustainable way appears to
be the most appropriate solution for the management of tourist destinations [6].

If “tourist destination” is considered a complex concept, the “competitiveness of tourist destinations”
is an even more complex one. As Pike suggested, the battle for gaining competitive advantage is no
longer a battle of products and services, but a battle of the tourists’ perceptions; therefore, it is a battle
that takes place inside the tourists’ mind [7]. From the beginning of the 1980s, tourism competitiveness
started to be defined through two central concepts: profitability and sustainability. Therefore, one of the
simplest definitions of tourist destination competitiveness has been formulated by Buhalis [1] as being
the “long term success” of a tourism area. A successful destination is the tourism area which continuously
attracts the desired tourists through quality and unique experiences and which continuously develops,
ensuring benefits for all the stakeholders, for the entire local community, and for the place itself (resource
preservation). The process of continuous development should follow the sustainable way in order to
provide long-term success. This approach has been recently highlighted by the World Economic Forum,
which, since 2007, has been releasing the Tourism and Travel Competitiveness Index, one of the most
detailed and comprehensive studies regarding the tourism performances of world countries as
macro-tourist destinations [8]. In the 2015 report, the experts from the World Economic Forum stated
that the aim of the Competitiveness Index is “to provide a comprehensive strategic tool for measuring
the set of factors and policies that enable the sustainable development of the Travel & Tourism sector,
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which in turn, contributes to the development and competitiveness of a country” [8]. In order to emphasize
the relationship between sustainability and competitiveness, it was recently declared that a destination
which does not develop in a sustainable way cannot be a competitive destination [2].

However, competitive advantage can only be obtained through a strategic planning approach [3].
Usually, Destination Management Organizations (DMOs) are responsible for strategically planning the
development of tourist areas, but if no DMO exists, local authorities become the decision-makers. Within
the process of strategically planning the way a tourist destination gains competitive advantage,
evaluation plays a crucial role; the entire process is based on the correct, sincere, and comprehensive
evaluation of the destination. After that, strategies can be formulated and action frameworks can be built
and implemented periodically.

Also, in the same context, the correct evaluation of the external environment (social, political,
economic and technological) is of vital importance and the focus always should be on
consumers/tourists. For example, we are currently witnessing a major generational shift, with Generation
Y entering on the scene [9-11]. The new generation of tourists and tourism employees is very different
from the previous ones and the main generational gap is related to technology; starting with Generation
Y, we are talking about “digital natives” [11] and “tech-savvy” people. Technology is vital for new
generations. In such a generational context, decision-makers in tourism destinations have to make
constant and good use of new technologies in order to keep the destinations attractive and to gain a
competitive advantage [9]. Destinations also live in this new social context, with new generations of
consumers who are “digital natives” and “tech-savvy”. Destinations have to be attractive for these new
generations of consumers, they need to convince these new consumers to come and live the tourist
experience they offer; therefore, tourist destinations have to “speak” the same language as their potential
consumers, being forced to adapt to the profile of this new consumer. Information and communications
technology ICT and innovation are a must in current society and, for these reasons, in order to be
competitive, tourist destinations have to adhere to the set of values that characterize the new generations
of consumers.

In the context presented above, the current paper discusses the efforts made by the decision-makers
of Europe, as a macro-tourist destination, in order to keep European destinations competitive in this new
social, political, economic and technological environment. The most recent Tourism Policy adopted by
the European Commission in 2010 includes several actions which aim to support European tourist
destinations in gaining competitive advantage through sustainable development and best use of ICT.
Several ideas included within the Tourism Policy were connected and integrated into two authentic and
concrete proposals formulated in the present paper, demonstrating how this new Tourism Action
Framework adopted by the European Commission provides real support for the enhancement of the
competitiveness of European destinations, through making best use of innovative ICT tools.

Taking into consideration the above-mentioned definitions of the “tourist destination”, Europe can be
considered a specific tourist destination, along with all the places/regions included in it. Europe, as
a macro-tourist destination, is managed by the European Commission through tourism policies and
specific programs and actions. The European Commission is the main decision-maker for Europe.
Regarding the management of the composing European destinations, there is a joint management effort
because, in order to properly implement the measures adopted by the European Commission, the national
and/or local stakeholders need to be actively involved.
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Developing European tourism in a sustainable way has always been a major concern for the European
Commission and, within this context, the sustainable development of tourist destinations has become a
focal matter. The reason why efforts have been made at the European level in order to help tourist
destinations develop in a sustainable way is related to a key finding of the Commission’s experts: the
fact that unsustainable tourism patterns can be changed only by following two directions, the consumer
behavior direction, and the production of tourism direction, which includes both tourism enterprises and
destinations [6]. Because many efforts have been made at the European Union (EU) level for the
sustainable development of tourism enterprises, and their impact was not the expected one, the European
Commission understood that focusing on tourist destinations might be a more constructive approach.
In recent years, the sustainable development of tourist destinations has become a central interest at
the EU level.

In 2003, the Commission also stated its intention to “fully exploit the potential for better use of
information and communication technologies (ICT)” in order to support European tourism development
in a sustainable way [6] (p. 17). ICT are important tools for the promotion and distribution of tourist
destinations and the experts of the European Commission proved to totally commit to this statement
within the most recently adopted tourism policies. The Internet empowered both tourists and
destinations. Tourists gained a significant “power of search and choice” and tourist destinations gained
access to the global market and the power to “enhance the quality of the tourist experience” [2] (p. 6).
However, these technologies can also become supporting tools for the development of European tourist
destinations, helping them to gain a competitive advantage. At the European level, the concept of
competitiveness, when it comes to tourist destinations, is based on the sustainable development of the
tourism industry and the high quality of the tourism experience. The European competitive destination
can therefore be defined mainly as the destination which develops in a sustainable way and offers
high-quality experiences to tourists. These two important sources for the competitive advantage of
European destinations need to be addressed from the ICT perspective, because “taking advantage of new
technologies and the Internet can also enable destinations to enhance their competitiveness” [1] (p. 22).
This perspective is embraced by the experts of the European Commission within the newest Action
Framework for European tourism adopted in 2010.

2. A New Action Framework for European Tourism

In 2009, eight key megatrends were identified as strongly affecting the European tourism industry,
including access to information, sustainability, and experience economy [12]. In order to remain
competitive, Europe needs to find ways to face the challenges determined by these megatrends and:

e make the tourism industry part of the knowledge economy;
e develop EU tourism in a sustainable manner;
e better position the EU as the number one provider of authentic and quality tourist experiences.

The most recent European Tourism Policy, communicated by the European Commission in 2010,
takes into consideration all these above-mentioned factors. The architecture of the policy is based on
four priorities, all related to better promoting European tourism [6]. For each priority, several specific
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actions are proposed. Only actions of direct interest for the topic of the present paper will be shortly
mentioned below.

The first priority within the policy is to stimulate competitiveness in the European tourism sector.
Due to the fact that a close relationship has been identified between innovation and competitiveness,
several concrete actions have been proposed in order to reach the goal of developing innovation in the
European tourism industry. Action no. 3 is related to the creation and launching of an “ICT and tourism
platform for stakeholders to facilitate the adaptation of the tourism sector and its businesses to market
developments in new information technologies and improve their competitiveness by making the
maximum use of possible synergies between the two sectors” [6] (p. 8). In order to encourage the
extension of the tourism season, action no. 7 proposes to “develop a voluntary online information
exchange mechanism to improve the coordination of school holidays in the Member States, without
prejudice to their cultural traditions” [6] (p. 9). With the main aim of consolidating the socioeconomic
knowledge base for tourism, the Commission intends to create a “virtual tourism observatory to support
and coordinate research activities by the various national research institutes (research institutes,
universities, public and private monitoring units, regional and national authorities and national tourism
offices)” [6] (p. 10).

The second priority within the policy is to promote the development of sustainable, responsible and
high-quality tourism. Action no. 11 presents the intention of the European Commission to develop a
genuine set of indicators for evaluating the sustainability performances of European tourist destinations,
followed by the creation of a label for promoting European sustainable destinations. Action no. 13
declares the intention of the Commission to develop a European “High Quality” label [6] (p. 11). Even
if the two above-mentioned actions have no ICT elements, they have been noted within this paper
because several proposals will be presented in the following section that introduce an ICT component.

The third priority within the policy is to consolidate the image and profile of Europe as a collection
of sustainable and high-quality destinations. Action no. 19 states that efforts need to be made to promote
the European tourism web-platform [13] “in order to increase the attractiveness of Europe as a collection
of sustainable and high-quality tourist destinations, particularly among emerging countries” [6] (p. 10).

The fourth priority within the policy is to maximize the potential of EU financial policies and
instruments for developing tourism but, unfortunately, it only expresses the intention of the European
Commission to support innovative initiatives in the future, with no specific action or instrument.

Taking into consideration the above-mentioned priorities and selected actions which have been included
within the most recent European Tourism Policy, adopted in 2010 by the European Commission, the
present paper focuses on demonstrating how these ideas, formulated by European experts, can be
implemented at the destination level in order to enhance competitiveness.

3. ICT Tools for Competitive European Tourist Destinations

Tourist destination competitiveness was defined in the tourism literature as “its ability to increase
tourism expenditure, to increasingly attract visitors while providing them with satisfying, memorable
experiences, and to do so in a profitable way, while enhancing the well-being of destination residents
and preserving the natural capital of the destination for future generations” [2] (p. 2).
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As Ritchie and Crouch stated, tourist destination competitiveness is a multidimensional concept, including
economic competitiveness, political competitiveness, sociocultural competitiveness, environmental
competitiveness, and technological competitiveness [2]. As a consequence, in order to gain a competitive
advantage, tourist destinations need to harmoniously combine all the above-mentioned dimensions
of competitiveness.

The two great sources for competitive advantage identified by the European Commission within its
most recent Tourism Policy are: sustainability and high quality. However, due to the large access to
information and to the new generational context with more and more consumers who are “digital natives”
and “tech-savvy”, European decision-makers also need to find ways to “make the tourism industry part
of the knowledge economy”, as stated in the previous section. In such a context, several initiatives and
projects which genuinely combine ICT and sustainability or high-quality promotion have been proposed
and even totally or partially implemented at the EU level. Also, further possibilities for innovation can
be identified and formulated in these areas.

One of the first projects that combined ICT and the promotion of European tourist destinations was
the creation of the web platform VisitEurope [13] in 2006, where all European tourist destinations are
being promoted. In 2009, the web platform was improved and, in 2011, its Chinese version was launched.
Also, the Virtual Tourism Observatory (VTO) website [14] and the Calypso web platform [15] have
become functional. Several projects were co-financed by the European Commission, such as
KNOWNET or FAST LANE [16]. All the above-mentioned projects mainly aim to promote and inform.

The TOURISMIink Project is a very important initiative funded by the European Commission.
with its main target “to increase the competitiveness of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) across
Europe in today’s digital marketplace” [17]. The project is not completely finished, but the
TOURISMlIink platform was developed to offer three main elements: “a central reservation system
(CRS) that centralizes all products and destinations into one database; a property management system
(PMS); and channel management, allowing immediate and automatic integration and adaptation of all
data” [17]. The TOURISMlIink Project represents the implementation of action no. 3 from the newest
European Tourism Policy, as it was cited above. The TOURISMIink Project is the perfect demonstration
of how business intelligence and innovation can be used to offer real support to tourist destinations and
businesses in order to enhance their competitive advantage. The entire project is based on the European
principles of sustainable development, transforming the participating destinations and businesses into
real partners.

Acknowledging the fact that tourism management is considered the key to gain and maintain
competitive advantage [2], we affirm that more tools to support the management of tourist destinations
should be encouraged, funded, and implemented at the EU level in order to help European tourist
destinations gain a competitive advantage, following the successful example of the TOURISMlIink web
platform. Two such proposals will be introduced in the following paragraphs. Both proposals combine
the concepts of competitiveness and ICT, being concrete examples of how innovative business intelligence
tools can be developed in order to contribute to the performance management at the destination level,
enhancing the competitiveness of European destinations. Also, both proposals are placed within the new
generational context. The new generation of “digital natives” is entering the tourism market as well as
the workforce. Tourists, employees, and managers need technology because it is a vital part of their
lives. They make decisions based on and using new technologies and they completely understand the
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benefits of using innovative ICT tools. Therefore, both proposals respect this trend, which was also
reinforced within the new Tourism Action Framework formulated in 2010 by the experts of the
European Commission. Due to this new social context, innovation and new technologies became vital
elements in order to gain a competitive advantage in tourism, as mentioned within the most recent
European Tourism Policy [6].

3.1. Development of a Decision Support System for Managing European Tourist Destinations in a

Sustainable Way

One of the priority areas identified by the experts of the European Commission in 2000 was to create
tools for the benchmarking of European destinations in order to help them improve the quality of tourism.
Also, for the first time, the need to create business intelligence tools like Destination Management
Systems in order to integrate information and communication technologies in the tourism sector at the
European destination level was mentioned [18] (p. 27). In 2001, the Commission stated the necessity to
conceive and disseminate authentic tools and assessment methods for monitoring and benchmarking
European tourist destinations [ 18] (p. 18). In 2013, the European Commission successfully implemented
action no. 11 from the newest European Tourism Policy and delivered a genuine set of 67 indicators for
the evaluation and benchmarking of sustainable European tourist destinations called the ETIS system
(European Tourism Indicators System for Sustainable Destinations). As we have already proposed in
a recent article [19], an innovative decision support system for tourist destinations management can be
developed based on the ETIS indicators.

In 2014, based on the proposal presented above, the DIMAST Pilot Project (Destination Intelligent
Management for Sustainable Tourism) [20] received financial support from the EU Structural Funds
Program by the Executive Unit for Financing Higher Education, Research Development and Innovation
in Romania. It is a collaborative applied research project, based on a consortium of seven partners
(a university, a national research institute, a destination management organization, a non-governmental
organization (NGO) for sustainable development, two tourism and hospitality enterprises, and a software
firm), which is currently entering in its second phase, as shown in Figure 1. The DIMAST Project focuses
on the design and development of an original and innovative technical process for implementing the
European Tourism Indicators System for Sustainable Destinations (ETIS), through a group decision
support system (GDSS). The project focuses on the county of Brasov, which is a top all-year-round
destination in Romania. Due to the pronounced heterogeneous character of this tourist destination, the
DIMAST project aims to create a flexible business intelligence solution that is highly adaptable to other
European destinations willing to implement the ETIS System using ICT and develop in a sustainable
way. One of its final goals is to create an innovative ICT tool which directly and actively supports the
participatory management of sustainable tourism development at the destination level and is capable of
offering real support to the achievement of long-term competitiveness for European destinations.
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Figure 1. The three main phases of the DIMAST Project.

A tourist destination cannot gain competitive advantage by accident [3]; it is the result of a constant
planning process. It was demonstrated that enterprises that use planning procedures have significantly
higher performances compared to businesses that do not [3]. In such a context, more and more business
intelligence solutions have been developed in order to support the planning process of enterprises, most
of them being decision support systems (DSS). Due to the infinite possibilities of conceiving such
systems, no broad and exact definition for a DSS can be formulated [21]. Nevertheless, taking into
consideration the practical aims of a DSS, it can be concisely defined as an interactive software-type
product that aims to assist the decision-makers within an organization to solve problems and/or take the
best decisions in a given context through data interpretation and correlations [22]. An innovative
computerized decision-making support system should support the decision-making process and not
generate automated decisions [23]. The above-presented discussion perfectly fits the tourist destination
management sector, too, but, as Buhalis and Costa [24] recently noticed, there are only a few projects
approaching this issue and they are considered highly innovative; most decision-makers at the
destination level do not know about the possibility of using such business intelligence tools in order to
increase the competitiveness level of destinations. It has been recently stated that DSS systems can play
a fundamental part within the decision-making process of tourist destinations, significantly contributing
to formulating policies and strategies, to destination development, and to the implication of all the
stakeholders [24]. As we have mentioned above, the European Commission has been supporting this
perspective since 2000 [18]. Analyzing the recent tourism literature, a small number of studies which
treat the idea of designing decision support systems for tourist destinations management was identified;
some of these are just theoretical articles proposing the development of such systems [22,25] and only a
few take into account the need for sustainability within European tourism destinations [26-30].
Nevertheless, most of these projects that have been implemented at the European level are not functional
any longer. A successful and still-functional project is the TourMIS Platform [31,32], co-financed by
the Austrian government, offering a decisional support system for tourist destination marketing. This
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system has been put together by the Modul University specialists in Vienna and was conceived to
regroup different tourism stakeholders within a web platform upheld by a database, being one of the
strengths of TourMIS through its user-friendly access. The platform not only addresses to tourist
destinations’ decision-makers, it also creates reports and useful information for a number of other
organizations as well. The system also offers benchmarking features for tourist destinations willing to
compare their performances. However, TourMIS does not clearly aim toward a sustainable development
of tourism and this is the most significant difference in comparison with the DIMAST Project.

The DIMAST Project [20] is based on the ETIS tool created by the experts of the European
Commission as a support tool for European tourist destinations willing to develop in a sustainable way
and, accordingly, achieve a long-term competitive advantage. It is the first implementation project that
includes the ICT component, aimed at transforming the ETIS tool into a more practical, useful and
easy-to-implement instrument for European destinations interested in following the sustainable way,
according to the European Union’s principles. The innovative DIMAST DSS will be built on: (1) a
database (primary and secondary data), mainly conceived of the selected ETIS indicators, (2) a
specialized knowledgebase in the field of sustainable tourism strategies, (3) a model and algorithm base
used for data processing, and (4) a geographic information sub-system (GIS) for the creation of thematic
maps based on key indicators included in the project. The DIMAST system functionality will be tested
through an integrated web platform. Being designed as a collaborative DSS (GDSS), the DIMAST
Project includes several categories of users: the main user is the Destination Management Organization
(DMO) and there are also three additional categories of (1) tourism and hospitality enterprises;
(2) research organizations; and (3) other entities that might be interested in sustainable development.
The basic architecture of the DIMAST GDSS is presented in Figure 2 below.
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Figure 2. DIMAST DSS basic architecture.
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The main objective of the DIMAST Project is to create an innovative ICT tool which can bring a real
and useful contribution to the sustainable development of European destinations. If correctly implemented
by several European destinations, it can develop into a European benchmarking tool for sustainable
destinations [33,34]. By all means, the ultimate aim of the DIMAST DSS is to help European tourist
destinations gain a long-term competitive advantage.

The proposal presented above, using the case study of the DIMAST Project, provides a concrete
example of how the new Tourism Action Framework, proposed by the European Commission in 2010,
can contribute to raising the competitiveness of European destinations through ICT innovative tools.
The ETIS System of Indicators has been created based on this new Tourism Action Framework as
an important management instrument for the decision-makers in European destinations who are willing
to develop their destinations in a sustainable and, thus, competitive way. Including the technological
dimension and creating a business intelligence instrument based on ETIS can provide significantly
higher visibility and attractiveness for the ETIS tool and, therefore, exponential long-term benefits for
European destinations. Using specialized software with a user-friendly interface which also offers
strategic decision support is definitely much more attractive for decision-makers at the destination level
who are willing to implement ETIS or who only want to manage their destinations toward gaining a
long-term competitive advantage.

This proposal is directly addressed to decision-makers at destinations. The importance of conceiving
such innovative business intelligence tools to support the management of tourist destinations has been
acknowledged by the European Commission since 2000 in the context of a changing social, political,
economic, and technical environment. These solutions proved to be beneficial for businesses and, at the
same time, the new generations of employees and managers who have vital needs regarding the use of
new technologies [11]. In such a context, proposing, designing and implementing innovative ICT
solutions for the people who work and will work in destination management teams, such as the DIMAST
Project, is the natural way of supporting the long-term competitiveness of European destinations. The
proposal presented above also has an important asset—the European added value—due to the fact that
it is based on ETIS, which is a European product issued by the European Commission within the process
of implementing the new Tourism Action Framework.

3.2. Development of a Decision Support System Based on an Umbrella European Certification/Labeling
System for Tourism Quality

In 2007, the European Parliament addressed the invitation to Member States and European tourism
and hospitality enterprises to set up quality management schemes [35]. Nowadays, there are many tourism
quality-labeling and standardization schemes which coexist at the European level, both private and
public, local and national; however, as noticed by European experts [36,37], they lack consistency “when
compared in respect of their sectorial scope, geographical coverage, governance, assessment”.

The existing market is highly fragmented and the European added value cannot be found in any of
these existing schemes. In such a context, the new Tourism Action Framework adopted by the European
Commission in 2010 introduced the proposal to develop a European Tourism Quality Label, as mentioned
above in this discussion paper. As noticed in this policy document, progress has been made in the
direction of developing a European “Qualité¢ Tourisme” brand, in order to “increase consumer security
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and confidence in tourism products and reward rigorous efforts by tourism professionals whose aim is
quality of tourism service for customer satisfaction” [6] (p. 10). After the launching of the new Tourism
Action Framework by the European Commission, an important study has been conducted on the
estimated impacts, possible options, and legal instruments of the umbrella European tourism label for
quality schemes [37]. In 2014, the European Commission conceived a formal legal proposal for a Council
Recommendation on European Tourism Quality Principles [36]. The document explains in detail the
necessity to introduce a set of common Tourism Quality Principles at the European level and proposes
a minimal set of such principles “applicable to tourism services offered in the Union directly to
consumers and (which) are recommended to be followed by public and private organizations providing
services in the field of tourism” [36]. The formulation of a set of European Tourism Quality Principles
was a necessary step on the way to adopting an umbrella European Quality Tourism Label in the
future. The creation of such an instrument would help “quality-sensitive consumers to make better
informed choices” [36], would support and reward the efforts of tourism and hospitality enterprises
regarding the provision of higher and higher qualities of their products and services, and would also
contribute to image and brand improvement of European destinations and, therefore, support their
long-term competitiveness.

Within this context, we suggest that an innovative decision support system (DSS) for tourists willing
to visit Europe can be developed based on a genuine umbrella “Qualité Tourisme” certification/labeling
system adopted at the European level.

As we have already proposed in a recent article, several ICT innovative tools can be developed at the
destination level in order to provide support for tourists who want to make responsible choices for their
vacations [38]. The demand of planning tools for tourists was determined by the need of gaining more
time for the vacation. In order to plan a vacation, tourists usually have to spend their time collecting
information about the desired destination and the points of attraction they are going to visit. As a result,
establishing the desired route at a destination is a time-consuming task for tourists [39] and ideas for
addressing this problem arose. It has been stated that “web based decision support applications are
excellent aids for tourists who want real support for tourist planning problems” [40]. This so-called
“touristic trip planning problem” [41] has been addressed in the last decade by several authors in
scientific research papers [40-50], proposing the creation of decision support systems for tourists,
both web-based and mobile, generally called “trip planners”. These instruments mainly serve to tailor
a trip according to the specific needs and interests of a tourist/group of tourists and usually produce
trip plans or trip maps. It has been said that these recent developments revolutionized tourism [40].
However, taking into consideration the recent research findings regarding the way of thinking and the
real needs of current consumers [9-11], such trip planners, mainly conceived for mobile devices, are
tailored for the profile of the consumer who belongs to the new generation of “digital natives” and
“tech-savvy” people.

In the context presented above, the proposal formulated within this section is highly innovative.
Exactly like the first proposal, presented in the previous section of this discussion paper, a DSS for
tourists based on an umbrella European certification/labeling system for tourism quality represents a
concrete example of how the new Tourism Action Framework adopted by the European Commission
can be implemented. Even if such a DSS is mainly conceived for tourists, offering real support for the
“quality-sensitive” tourists, it also contributes to raising the competitiveness of tourist destinations
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willing to implement this kind of ICT instrument, as stated before. However, important steps need to be
taken at the European level before such an approach can be transformed into reality. First of all,
significant efforts have to be made in order to create the umbrella European certification/labeling system,
“Qualité Tourisme”. Developing a European trip planner based on “Qualité Tourisme” would definitely
provide higher visibility and attractiveness for such a European umbrella certification/labeling system,
making it easier to implement.

Both proposals presented above need to be developed and properly implemented in European destinations
by specific stakeholders in order to bring a real contribution to the long-term competitiveness of the local
area where their importance is acknowledged. As a result, the problem of understanding and assuming
roles and responsibilities regarding the implementation of the Tourism Action Framework at the
destination level needs further clarification.

3.3. Roles and Responsibilities Regarding the Competitiveness of European Tourist Destinations

As mentioned above, the concept of “tourist destination” is a complex one; the tourist destination is
both tangible and intangible, it is a place situated in a specific area, with specific physical and geographical
coordinates, but also an intangible socio-cultural entity, mainly represented by the people, traditions,
lifestyle, culture, and social interactions within it [51]. At the same time, the tourist destination is an
image and an experience which exists in the consumers’ minds and souls. Everything a tourist destination
represents can be integrated within a unique brand. New important concepts appeared in the tourism
literature in this context, such as a destination’s personality, spirit or profile [34,52,53]. Taking into
consideration all these aspects, tourist destinations are specific entities with specific needs which are not
very easy to manage. In order to properly manage a tourist destination, the responsible stakeholders have
to understand the specific needs of the destination, correctly prioritize them, and always start from the
premises that tourist destinations are living entities with a particular sinusoidal life-cycle. All these
concepts enable us to make analogies of tourist destinations and human beings. Therefore, based on
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs [54], the present discussion paper proposes the creation of a pyramidal
model called Destination’s Hierarchy of Needs, graphically depicted in Figure 3.

Within the Destination’s Hierarchy of Needs, each level of specific needs represents, at the same time,
a level of responsibilities for the destination’s stakeholders. In order to properly fulfill the destination’s
specific needs, different stakeholders share specific roles. Therefore, a tourist destination’s competitiveness
highly depends on the degree stakeholders are aware of and assume their roles and responsibilities [55].
In other words, there is a relationship of direct determination between the social capital of a tourist
destination and its competitiveness.

There are three main categories of stakeholders who share responsibilities regarding the competitiveness
of a destination: public stakeholders, private stakeholders, and the local community [1]. In the context
of the discussion of this paper, it is of vital importance to identify those stakeholders who become
decision-makers within the process of implementing the European Tourism Action Framework at the
destination level. From a theoretical perspective, a Destination Management Organization (DMO)
should have such responsibilities and roles as a unique entity which makes and assumes decisions for
the entire destination [ 1,56]. However, at the European level, there is a great diversity and broad typology
of tourist destinations and the percentage of European destinations which have a legal and functional
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DMO is not significant yet, but it is continuously growing. Therefore, local authorities play a crucial
role in the process of strategic implementation of the European Action Framework for tourism.
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Figure 3. Destination’s Hierarchy of Needs.

As presented above, the European perspective on a destination’s competitiveness strongly relies on
sustainable development and high quality. In the new generational context, we support the idea that local
decision-makers at European destinations should focus on identifying ways to make better use of ICT in
order to develop the technological strengths of destinations. The present discussion paper introduced
two ideas of how innovative ICT tools can be developed in order to better implement the new Tourism
Action Framework adopted by the European Commission at the destination level, aiming to increase the
competitiveness level. However, there are infinite possibilities to strengthen the technological dimension
of the competitiveness for tourist destinations. It should be a focal preoccupation for decision-makers at
the destination level because the new generation of tourists are tech-savvy, and they are the “digital
natives” [11]; technology is a natural (and vital) part of their lives and their specific profile requires
specific strategic measures at the destination level as well [9—11]. New technologies can actually be used
for satistying all the levels of a destination’s needs, as presented in Figure 3 above. As stated by Law,
Leung and Buhalis [47], ICT can bring a real contribution to the dynamic management of information
by destination decision-makers, offering them true support in the strategic planning process and,
therefore, positively influencing the competitiveness of tourist destinations.

The discussion within this paper focused on the relationship between competitiveness, sustainable
development, and innovative ICT solutions at the tourism destination level. The new Tourism Action
Framework proposed by the European Commission in 2010 is based on this trinomial. According to
European experts from the European Commission, there can be no competitiveness without sustainable
development. Short-term competitive advantage no longer exists from a European perspective because
this concept proved to have no solid foundation. Only long-term competitiveness is acceptable at the
European level, which is based on constant efforts to develop tourism areas and businesses respecting
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the European sustainable development principles. The new generational context, with the Y generation
(and after it, the Z generation) of “digital natives” and “tech-savvy” people entering the workforce and
the tourism market, forces tourist destinations and businesses to re-profile according to the new sets of
values that characterize these new cohorts. Nowadays, both tourists and tourism employees need ICT
and new technologies in order to make decisions; it is a vital part of their lives. In such a context,
innovation has become a “must” in all industries, tourism included. Therefore, tourist destinations
definitely need to develop innovative solutions based on new technologies in order to enhance long-term
competitiveness, as the experts of the European Commission have constantly acknowledged since 2000.
With respect to the new generational profile, long-term competitiveness can only be achieved through
innovation and proper use of new technologies. Taking into consideration this new social context,
it is the ultimate sustainable approach. Forasmuch as the present discussion demonstrated, the
relationship between destination competitiveness, sustainable development, innovation and ICT may
be considered a symbiotic one and, due to this specific nature, decision-makers of European
destinations need to conceive strategies based on this trinomial, sustainable development-innovative ICT
solutions competitiveness.

4. Conclusions

Managing and marketing tourist destinations are very difficult and challenging activities, due to the
complexity of the concept of the “tourism destination” itself [1]. European destinations need to be
managed in a sustainable way because, due to the high demand for tourism in Europe, travel intensity
will increase in the future and there is a risk of partially or completely damaging its resources. All efforts
made at the European level regarding the sustainable development of tourism need to be assisted by
appropriate information tools and networks.

Important steps have already been made at the European level in the direction of combining
sustainability, promotion, and high-quality aspects with ICT with the main aim of offering support to
tourism enterprises and destinations in order to gain a competitive advantage. Important related actions
are included within the new framework for action established by the European Commission in the most
recent Tourism Policy, adopted in 2010. Some of them have already been successfully implemented.

Concepts like “technological strengths of tourist destinations” have only recently started to be
used [2] (p. 5). Taking into consideration the technological dimension of the competitiveness, this should
be a focal point for European tourist destinations in the near future, finding the best ways to develop
technological strengths through innovative approaches based on the main existing assets that are the
sustainable development and the high quality of European tourism. Starting with the simple Internet
promotion and following with establishing collaborative web platforms and all types of business
intelligence tools, the decision-makers at European destinations should find innovative ways to implement
the new Tourism Action Framework adopted by the European Commission through ICT applications.
Two such examples were formulated within the present discussion paper. The first one introduced the
DIMAST Project, which aims to develop a flexible and adaptable DSS for tourist destinations willing to
develop in a sustainable way, based on the ETIS Indicators System launched by the European Commission
in 2013. The project is in progress, as shown in Figure 1. The second proposal formulated within the
present discussion paper presents the idea of developing a trip planner based on the umbrella European
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certification/labeling system, “Qualité Tourisme”, which will be created in the near future, as stated
within the new Tourism Action Framework.

Within the new context created at the European level by the Lisbon Treaty, which introduced a new
competence and, therefore, new powers for the European Union to complement the action of Member
States in the tourism sector [57], the two proposals formulated within the present discussion paper
represent concrete examples of how the new Tourism Action Framework adopted by the European
Commission in 2010 can directly contribute to the enhancement and promotion of the long-term
competitiveness of European destinations, through making the best use of innovative ICT tools. As it
has been emphasized all through the present discussion paper, taking into consideration the present
social, economic, and technological context, creating innovative tools based on new technologies is the
only path to follow in order to enhance competitiveness. The new generations of “digital natives” and
“tech-savvy” people live their lives, make their decisions, and depend on new technologies [11]. In
respect of this symbiotic relationship, which characterizes the present social context, the natural way is
to develop business intelligence tools tailored to the profile of these new consumers and new
employees/managers. The European experts from the European Commission correctly identified this
new profile in 2000 [18], and have been proving their commitment to respect it ever since. Therefore, in
the most recent Tourism Policy, “innovation” and ICT/new technologies are keywords for competitiveness
enhancement. European destinations need to adapt their profile to one which characterizes the new
generation in order to gain a long-term competitive advantage.

Ali and Frew [58], in their recent paper, advanced the idea of the great value that social media has for
sustainable tourism. In the context of this discussion paper, we support the idea that the European
Commission and European destinations should also concentrate on using social media and transforming
it into powerful strengths. There is also room for innovation within this field, due to the fact that a new
concept appeared: Web 3.0 or the Semantic Web. This is a new direction for future research at the
European level.
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